Workforce Information Council

Meeting Minutes

Hilton Washington Embassy Row 

Washington, D.C. 

December 8-9, 2004

Members Present: 

Ron Ahlstrom, Region 8

Patrick Arnold, Region 3

Gerry Bradley, Region 6

Sandy Breitborde, Region 5

Tony Dais, ETA

John Filemyr, BLS

John Galvin, BLS, Federal Co-Chair


Chris Miller, Region 10, State Co-Chair 

Bob Murdock, Region 9

Jeff Nall, Region 7

Tom Nardone, BLS

Janet Rankin, BLS

Rebecca Rust, Region 4

George Werking, BLS

Members Absent

Guests (December 9):

Sharon Brown, BLS

Rick Clayton, BLS

Tom Gallagher, Wyoming

Patricia Getz, BLS

Phil George, South Dakota

Eric Seleznow, Director, Montgomery 

    County Division of Workforce

    Investment Services

Graham Slater, Oregon (by teleconference)

George Stamas, BLS

Staff:
Dixie Sommers

Ivan Furre

Olaf Bjorklund, ETA

Gay Gilbert, ETA

Joseph Stoltz, ETA

Introduction

Chris Miller and John Galvin welcomed Workforce Information Council members to Washington, D.C. The Council made minor changes to the October meeting minutes and approved them. The July 2004 minutes were also corrected to reflect the receipt of comments from NASWA on the Federal Register Notice regarding the BLS change in disclosure procedures for QCEW data. 

Updates

2005 Budget

BLS.  Congress passed the budget on December 7, 2004. John Galvin reported that BLS received the amounts requested in the President’s budget, less the 0.83 percent rescission that will be applied to every agency’s budget line items. The UI Trust Fund budget item, which supports a significant portion of the state activities, was cut by $625,000 because of the rescission.   

For the 2006 budget, he noted that the budget environment is expected to be restrained, with a possibility that BLS will not get some or all mandatories, including those to cover state cost increases and increased workload in the QCEW program. Bob Murdock expressed concern that the money is not covering the program costs, which may result in the inability to meet deliverables. 

ETA. Tony Dais reported that ETA received small decreases in funding for Workforce Investment Act adult and youth programs, and a small increase for dislocated workers, compared to FY 2004 levels. State employment service grants to states were reduced by 0.83 percent rescission, while State unemployment insurance administration increased by about 2 percent.  The One-Stop Workforce Information and E-Tools line was funded at $98.8 million, same as in FY 2004.  With the 0.83 percent rescission for all line items, the amount is $97.9 million. Tony also said the budget contained a large number of congressional “hard marks” requiring ETA to commit much of the available discretionary funding to specific projects.  These hard marks will reduce ETA’s ability to fund continuing and new activities from discretionary funds. 

State Co-Chair Election. Roger Therrien was elected State Co-Chair for 2005. Ron Ahlstrom was elected Vice Chair.
Workforce Information Performance Measures Workgroup

Tony Dais reported that the Workgroup met with Gay Gilbert on December 6 to discuss its recommendations. Three types of measures were discussed: level of demand (e.g., numbers of publications, web hits, and presentations), accessibility, and customer satisfaction. Measurement of the impact of Workforce Information on the workforce investment system performance outcomes was proposed as a potential measure. Utah and Connecticut have tested the hypothesis that the provision of Workforce Information has a positive effect on customer employment outcomes and, in Connecticut, retention and earnings gains. The Workgroup proposed additional State testing, and research is needed before a system impact measure is finalized. A research project on the use of the information by Workforce Investment Boards and One-Stops and the effect on individuals and businesses will be proposed to ETA leadership in late January. 

Regarding customer satisfaction measurement, use of the American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI) appears unlikely.  The Workgroup has recommended specific survey questions for WIBs. Rebecca Rust noted that the survey includes questions about responsiveness and knowledge of LMI staff, timeliness of response, usefulness of the information provided, suggested improvements, and positive experiences with regard to LMI. 

Other comments noted that the use of LMI depends in part on the characteristics of the job seeker, such as literacy levels, and these characteristics should be taken into account in the research. The “Anatomy of a One-Stop” project, funded by ETA, may provide useful information on how LMI is actually provided to customers. An analysis of the ETA regional office performance audits of state LMI activities may be useful for a survey of “best practices,” including details as to how the information is being used. A collaborative workspace for sharing audit reports would be useful. Tony mentioned a new interactive website, WorkforceOne, which will facilitate dialogue about workforce information. 

Workforce Information System Plan Implementation

The draft plan was revised in August to reflect ETA comments, and is still awaiting ETA approval as part of the Department of Labor’s clearance process.  Discussion resulted in agreement that the co-chairs should meet with ETA leadership to discuss their requirements for the next plan. 

Action Step 1: Measure Dynamic Labor Market Change. Chris Miller reported that he and Alexandra Hall of Colorado have discussed the Employment Dynamics Program Partnership charter and list of state members with Census Bureau representatives, and shared this information with BLS and ETA. They are working toward holding an initial meeting in early 2005. 

John Galvin reported that the Memorandum of Understanding between the Census Bureau and BLS regarding provision of QCEW data for the LED program has not been finalized, and is awaiting Census Bureau response. 

As for wage record research, BLS will direct its efforts toward the improvement of current programs. It is conducting research linking Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey (JOLTS) units to wage record data in order to compare survey responses on new hires and separators, using North Carolina data. North Carolina and New Mexico data are being used to develop procedures for linking predecessor and successor employer accounts. The project comparing LED aggregate data to BLS data will begin shortly. The Memorandum of Understanding between DOL and the Social Security Administration initiating a five-state pilot program (MN, NC, WA, NM, IA) was approved by the Solicitor and is in the final stages of approval at the Social Security Administration. Finally, research on using wage records for estimating labor force entrants and re-entrants for use in the LAUS program should be completed next summer.

Action Step 2: Provide Benefits Information. Chris Miller explained that the pilot surveys are underway, with five States in the second round. To date, response rates have been promising. A draft report will be submitted to ETA in January 2005, which will include cost estimates for survey operation and technical support.

Action Step 3: Generate Local Skills Information. Ron Ahlstrom explained that SkillWindow will be expanded in January 2005 to one hundred occupations, up from thirty-five. Utah has submitted a funding request to ETA for continued support, and has examples of the impact of SkillWindow information.  Letters of support from other States may help the funding proposal to ETA.  Other states can begin using the database at any time, and can incorporate the information into their other information systems, such as Utah has accomplished with careers.utah.gov and jobs.utah.gov. In addition to AJB, the system scrapes other job banks in Utah only, but can been expanded to include job banks in any other state.

Action Step 5: Provide More Detailed, Timely and Accessible Local Industry Information. John Filemyr explained that, in its most recent conference call, the CIPSEA Team assisted BLS in identifying the State uses of CIPSEA-protected data, with the goal of incorporating standard uses into the Cooperative Agreement.  Examples include use of confidential OES in the development of projections, use of confidential CES data in producing estimates for areas not included in the BLS program, use of confidential QCEW in sample selection for special surveys such as benefits surveys, and using confidential data in preparing responses to special requests for information. Discussion noted that, in some states, some of these activities may take place outside the office where the BLS programs are conducted, and in fact may be in a different state agency. BLS is intending to permit specific uses by staff who are under the direct control of the Cooperating Representative, and will need to address the use by others. John expects to have decisions on this issue out by mid-January. 

State Representatives also noted that they are often asked by other state LMI offices to provide confidential data.  This is acceptable if the recipient in the other state is under the Cooperating Representative.  BLS will provide a list of the Cooperating Representatives for use in this inter-state sharing process. 

John also discussed the “fact of discrepancy” procedure, which refers to the process of providing information from other programs (OES and CES) to QCEW in a way that permits the QCEW data to be sharable. BLS is attempting to gain legal approval of this process.  The State Representatives and BLS recognize that decisions on this and other CIPSEA issues need to move forward more quickly. 

John Filemyr and John Galvin also discussed the recent panel on CIPSEA at the NASWA LMI Committee meeting.  This panel included representatives from BLS and OMB, and Congressional staff, and resulted in questions about the BLS interpretation of CIPSEA.  John Galvin said BLS and Department of Labor legal staff will be meeting with OMB to discuss the interpretation. 

Action Step 7: Expand the Availability of Current Job Vacancy Information. Chris Miller reported that there is general interest in creating a Job Vacancy Statistics users group. Nineteen States expressed interest in such a group, although some had reservations concerning potential costs. 

Jack said that BLS is prepared to put the sampling and estimation package on the Internet, so that States would not need to obtain a SAS license to use the software. He also discussed a recent inquiry from NASWA, which is working with the National Association of Workforce Boards and the National Center on Education and the Economy. They are discussing having a “webinar” directed toward improving WIB understanding of job vacancy surveys, and need to know if the tools are in place so states can respond to interest generated by the webinar. 

The Council agreed to move ahead quickly with the creation of the users group, including preparing a charter.  John Galvin will contact Minnesota, which provided software and training, about the role they wish to play in the group. 

Action Step 9: Increase Outreach to Businesses and WIBs. Dixie Sommers said there will be a Council exhibit at the upcoming National Association of Workforce Boards conference in March. She also is working on a proposal for a workshop at this event. 

Action Step 11: Better Integrate Labor Market Information into One-Stop Service Delivery. The possibility of a research project on the use of LMI by WIBS and one-stops as part of the ETA workforce information performance measures work addresses this action step. 

Action Step 12: Provide Access to Information Across State Boundaries. Roger Therrien stated that the ADAM project is progressing well and within budget. However, the project may be affected by actions in North Carolina to centralize information technology operations, and to implement statewide standards for the purchase and use of hardware and software.

Roger provided a list of accomplishments as well, pointing out the creation of focus groups, updated ALMIS database scripts, and beta testing of core table queries. 

Action Step 13: Improve Staff Skills. Tony Dais said that decisions with regard to discretionary spending are still pending in ETA, including funding for LMI training and technical assistance. He also noted that ETA is loading the state core products annual reports on its website.  Tony will provide information on the site when it is available.

Policy Councils

The Council invited the Policy Council co-chairs to describe their activities and accomplishments in FY 2004, their plans for FY 2005, and to identify issues for attention by the Council or that cut across programs. Their written annual reports will be posted on the Council web site.

Current Employment Statistics. Patricia Getz said key accomplishments included the metropolitan area redefinitions, the all employee hours and earnings project, improvements to CES training, error tracking research, and creating a centralized registry of sample members. The metropolitan area work resulted in a decision to expand CES to include all metropolitan areas beginning with 2005 data. She noted that some comments have been received about the Women Worker Series being dropped. A Federal Register Notice will be released in mid-December for public comment. 

Plans for FY 2005 include starting data collection for all employee hours and earnings; research on CES/QCEW seasonality, small domain modeling, and MSA sample weight research; and enhancements to ACES. Issues for the Council’s attention include guidance on piloting customer satisfaction measurement, and resolving issues related to CIPSEA.

Local Area Unemployment Statistics/Mass Layoff Statistics. Phil George said the major activities were the LAUS redesign.  He said that the Policy Council responded to the need for additional information to explain the redesign to data users by creating question and answer documents and briefing documents addressing the technical issues. For MLS, the Policy Council provided state input on workload reduction changes in response to funding reduction, training, and several program design and improvement topics. Sharon Brown noted the LAUS State System was one of the critical components of the LAUS redesign, and is being tested by three Policy Council member states. 

Topics for FY 2005 include how to make substate estimates of nonfarm employment for non-CES areas, and focusing on training, which was deferred because of the LAUS redesign training priority. Topics for MLS have been identified as well, such as reviewing the reasons for layoff/plant closing.

Issues the Council needs to address include lack of representation from Regions 2, 3 and 6, analysis of sum of states versus national totals, and estimates for nonfarm employment for non-CES areas.  

Occupational Employment Statistics. George Stamas said the OES Policy Council has undergone a “cultural shift” as it moved from the earlier Technical Group to using ad hoc workgroups. There have been three different state co-chairs, adding to the difficulty of maintaining progress. Also, the program has undergone major changes, switching to semi-annual data collection, centralized mailing procedures, and introducing e-mail collection. The Policy Council has worked on several program improvements, including piloting a shorter form for more detailed industries, and implementing a new process for prioritizing software enhancement and survey form changes. The Policy Council is testing the use of a national address database for address refinement.  As part of resolving CIPSEA issues, they are working on introducing implied consent for State government reporters. Methodological issues for FY 2005 include imputation, the introduction of the new metropolitan area definitions, and forms testing. In the next year, the Policy Council will make minor changes to the sample design, continue the forms testing, and look at ways of stabilizing the data collection process.  

Tom Gallagher said that the Policy Councils should consider lengthening their membership terms in order to decrease turnover. He further commented that staff training in testing procedures would be beneficial, and that documentation should be strengthened. Both Tom and George commented that longer term planning and attention to policy versus detailed technical work would be useful.

Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages. Gerry Bradley reviewed the Policy Council’s report of accomplishments. The program completed a four-week acceleration, Business Establishment Dynamics data were produced, new disclosure policies were approved, there was progress in work with wage records, geocoding, time series and seasonal adjusted data, published research, predecessor/successor situations, and the state operations review. For FY 2005, the Policy Council is focusing on new products, data sharing with the Census Bureau to compare employer lists and multiple-location employers, and preparing for the 2007 revision of NAICS.  Rick Clayton commented that he does not expect this revision to be extensive.

Discussion. All Policy Council co-chairs affirmed the value of the structure.  Sharon Brown noted that LAUS/MLS Policy Council provided an immediate way of obtaining input from all States on policy and program issues. Secondly, it provides a way for states to test and provide comments on new procedures and developments. Third, the Policy Council focuses on key program components such as staff skill requirements and funding allocations, which are separate from methodological issues. 

The Policy Councils have achieved a balance between focusing on policy issues versus technical work, and the co-chairs said having enough LMI directors as members is key to maintaining this balance.  The contributions of the technical level staff are also critical, as they provide a “reality check” on the feasibility of some approaches to resolving policy issues.   Tom Gallagher commented that one of the barriers to moving toward policy issues is the tendency to think in terms of individual programs rather than the value of two or more of the programs collectively. 

In view of expected FY 2006 budget constraints, the Policy Councils may need to focus on how cost reductions can be achieved.  

Graham Slater commented that more attention is needed on cross-program communication, both in the states and at BLS.  Cross-program issues should be reviewed by the Council, such as QCEW timeliness and comparisons with CES.  More rapid resolution of CIPSEA issues is also needed, with written guidance that is consistent across programs. There is also a need for faster turn-around on BLS implementation of decisions, so that program directives are consistent with information states receive form Policy Councils on upcoming program changes.  Other comments included the need for Policy Councils to schedule their meetings now for all of 2005 to help avoid scheduling conflicts, for all Policy Councils to consider following the CES example of preparing a two-year and ten-year plan as a management tool, and the limited amount of staff time states have do conduct research and the need for BLS’s survey methods division to be involved. 

Listening to Our Customers

Patrick Arnold introduced Eric Seleznow, Director of the Montgomery County (Maryland) Division of Workforce Investment Services. Mr. Seleznow is a satisfied workforce information customer. He is using new industry cluster reports from the Maryland labor market information office to help his Workforce Investment Board members.  He told the Council that this information is clear, easy to read, and contains specific Montgomery County data. Several of the cluster reports focus on high growth sectors, and are very helpful in competing for training grants.

Mr. Seleznow gave the Council a brief overview of the labor market situation in Montgomery County and discussed job placement, planning, and training. He is interested in local business issues and wants data at the county, city, zip code, and census tract levels. Labor market information should be “customer friendly, easy to read, and easy to understand.” Information for which he has been asked to provide includes commuting patterns, housing and migration patterns, data maps and graphics, immigration patterns, and occupational projections. Mr. Seleznow said that not all businesses are aware of the existence of a public labor market information system, thus making business outreach crucial. He also expressed concern over the seventeen new common performance measures, pointing out the high demands placed on him. Finally, offering more products and services in Spanish would be beneficial. 
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