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Quality Information … Informed Choices: 

Workforce Information for the 21st Century
· Two-thirds of the fastest growing occupations over the next decade will be in the computer and health fields.

· The most rapid growth will be in occupations requiring an associate degree or higher.  However, four in ten job openings will be in occupations where only short-term, on-the-job training is needed.

To make informed choices, employers, individuals, and many other decision-makers need to be responsive to these and other sometimes confusing labor market trends.   

The Workforce Investment Act, built on the principles of individual choice and State and local decision-making, emphasizes the importance of high quality, accessible, and relevant information about the labor market for making sound decisions.  This information is becoming even more critical to meeting new challenges in today’s uncertain economy. 

The workforce information system must serve those who need help in preparing for work and in finding a job.  In addition, the system must serve today’s 138 million working Americans who will, over their careers, need access to information that will help them upgrade their skills to meet the demands of a changing economy, or help them find new and better jobs.

Workforce information customers are the individuals and organizations that need an understanding of the labor market for making personal and business decisions.


Businesses, including private sector leaders on State and local workforce investment boards, need information for strategic decision-making and economic development.

Quality workforce information is important for students and their parents, as well as for adults, as they make education, training, and job choices.  

These and other workforce information customers are a tremendously diverse group, but they share a need for information available quickly in a usable form.  Customers differ in how often and how intensively they use information, in their preferences for how to access it, and in the level of geographic and other detail they need.


To make the right workforce information available to these customers when they need it and in a form they can use, the Workforce Investment Act charges the Secretary of Labor and the Governors with developing and managing the nationwide and State workforce information systems.  With the help of the Workforce Information Council, the Secretary plans for and oversees the development and improvement of the system.

This plan, for FY 2004-2008, identifies priorities for serving workforce information customers and action steps to meet these priorities.  This plan also assists the Secretary in accomplishing the goals in the Department’s strategic plan for FY 2003-2008, as noted below for specific priorities and action steps. 

Priorities for Serving Customers

Today’s workforce information system has many assets, including strong data collection systems and standards, new analysis tools, research and development capacity, and innovative information delivery systems using the Internet and many other media.  

And the system is getting better!  Many accomplishments over the last two years – described in the progress report beginning on page [  ]-- have made it easier for customers to get and use the information they need.  

To continue this progress and to meet customers’ changing needs, this action plan for serving workforce information customers addresses three broad priorities:  

1) Provide more local workforce information that meets customers’ needs, 

2) Engage businesses, Workforce Investment Boards, and other customers to ensure a more responsive and effective workforce information system, and 

3) Make high quality workforce information more accessible to customers.

Specific action steps are planned for meeting these priorities.  These actions will be carried out through projects that involve customers, build on identified best practices, and enhance the cooperative relationships among federal and state partners in the workforce information system.

Priority 1.  Provide More Local Workforce Information That Meets Customers’ Needs

Nearly all recent customer feedback expresses the need for more localized workforce information, and for improving the local information already available by making it more timely, more detailed, more geographically specific, and more accessible.   

This priority supports the Secretary’s Strategic Goal 1, A Prepared Workforce, by improving the information that will empower customers to manage their own career development.  It also supports Outcome Goal 1.3, Improve the Effectiveness of Information and Analysis on the U.S. Economy, by addressing documented customer needs.

Several of the action steps also support the Secretary’s Outcome Goal 4.1, Address the demand for new, replacement, and skilled workers, by providing intelligence on dynamic labor market change that generates demand for workers, and information on skill requirements and job vacancies at the local level.

Seven action steps in response to these customer needs include both developing new information to fill local data gaps, and improving existing information.  

There also is a need to help customers know more about the information already available, how to get it, and how it can be used.  Outreach to customers is addressed in priority 2.

Action Steps To Fill Local Workforce Information Gaps

Action Step 1.
Measure dynamic labor market change.   Building on recent accomplishments in development of business demographics to identify job creation and destruction patterns, and innovative use of wage records, during FY 2004 we will further develop state capacity to measure and analyze dynamic labor market change.  We will implement pilot projects and test an innovative state wage record analysis system.  We will also continue activities to promote the improvement and use of wage record data, and further develop and disseminate business demographics information.  

This action step supports the Secretary’s Outcome Goal 4.1, Address the demand for new, replacement, and skilled workers, by providing intelligence on dynamic labor market change at the local level that generates demand for workers.

Action Step 2.
Provide benefits information.  This action step continues the work started by the Benefits Consortium, which was created in 2002 to define benefit data needs and to develop methods and tools to enable states to gather benefits data.  During FY 2004, this project will produce a needs analysis report, and a tested and documented survey questionnaire and methodology.  The Consortium is led by the Nebraska Department of Labor, with funding already provided by the Employment and Training Administration, and with technical assistance from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

Action Step 3.
Generate local skills information.  We know that the skills required for both individuals and businesses to be competitive are changing quickly.  Skill Window allows a near "real time" view of the changing skills in the work environment. This new tool  extracts the demands of employers and skills of applicants through text and data mining of the job orders and resumes in America’s Job Bank.  

In addition to the near real time demand for skills and technologies, a tool for automated coding of job orders and identifying new and lay occupation titles and career pathways is available.  The Transactions Consortium, led by the Utah Department of Workforce Services with funding from the Employment and Training Administration, has developed these tools. 
Action Step 4.
Develop local skill needs indicators.  One of the more difficult problems in local labor markets is how to identify the need for specific skills.  Yet this type of information is of great value to employers, job seekers, and those who deliver training and job placement services.  Measures are needed that capture “signals” of current skill needs and skill shortages or surpluses.  These signals or indicators can come from a variety of types of information, such as current job vacancies, short-term changes in employment and wages for occupations, information on skill requirements of current job openings and job seekers, and short-term expectations of labor market change by occupation.  

For some types of indicators, development tools are already available and in use.  Short-term occupational employment forecasts are being produced in many states, and several states are using the Job Vacancy Statistics system to provide current job vacancy information by occupation.  O*NET provides detailed information on skill requirements of occupations.  And, as described in Action Step 3, “near real time” local skills information derived from employer job orders will become available soon.  For other indicators, notably recent trends in occupational employment and wages, development activities are needed.   

In this action step, we will develop a demonstration project to bring together existing and soon to be available information to paint a picture of current local skill needs.  

We will examine how to use the Occupational Employment Statistics program to generate time series employment and wages.  
Action Step 5.
Provide more detailed, timely, and accessible local industry information. Recent pilot projects have demonstrated the benefits of geocoding business establishments, resulting in capability to generate industry employment and wage patterns for cities and small geographic areas, and to map local industry patterns.  During FY 2004, BLS provided files to the states that include geocodes for most larger establishments.  During FY 2005, address improvements will increase the number of establishments with geocodes.  In addition, local economic development indicators will be produced for all states and counties.   

During FY 2004, the production schedule for local industry employment and wage data from employer tax reports will be advanced to make the information more timely and to provide detailed county data for the entire nation each quarter. 

Action Step 6.
 Implement new metropolitan area definitions in all data programs.  New definitions for metropolitan statistical areas have been issued by the Office of Management and Budget, including the creation of 49 new areas.  So labor market measures reflect current metropolitan patterns, the new definitions will be implemented in the major statistical programs with data collected in 2004 and 2005. 

Action Step 7.  Expand the availability of current job vacancy information.  The Job Vacancy Statistics system provides states with a toolkit for gathering local and current job vacancy information by occupation.  This system is already in use in several states, with funding provided from sources within the state, including support from Workforce Investment Boards.  

We will assist states in marketing this new capability to Workforce Investment Boards and other potential customers. 

Priority 2.  Engage Businesses, Workforce Investment Boards, and Other Customers To Ensure a More Responsive and Effective Workforce Information System.

Regular and systematic customer feedback is essential for the continuous improvement of the workforce information system.  We must know the extent to which the system’s products and services are being used, how well they meet customer needs, and what critical needs are not being met.  We also must reach out to customers so they know what information is available, how to get it, and how to use it.

This priority addresses the Secretary’s Outcome Goal 1.3, Improve the Effectiveness of Information and Analysis on the U.S. Economy, by engaging customers to assess their data needs. 

Action step 11 also addresses the Secretary’s Strategic Goal 1, A Prepared Workforce, by fostering integration of labor market information into One-Stop service delivery. 

Action Steps To Engage Customers

Action Step 8.  Implement state customer satisfaction measurement methods.  The Customer Satisfaction Work Group has provided a model for using customer feedback and customer satisfaction information to continuously improve the workforce information system at the state and national levels.  The Work Group identified and tested methods for gathering customer feedback, and provided a customer satisfaction handbook for states.  We will work to encourage use of these customer feedback processes in all states, and to conduct customer feedback activities at the national level with key stakeholders.

Action Step 9.
Increase state and national outreach to businesses and workforce investment boards.  We will work to develop stronger relationships with these key stakeholders directly and through their professional organizations by increasing communication, participation in conferences, and other outreach activities.  This effort will result in identifying opportunities and methods for increased communication and joint projects.  An example activity is to develop an information guide for use by Workforce Investment Boards in selecting, evaluating, and using labor market information in strategic planning, service delivery, and program evaluation.  

Action Step 10.  Develop a prototype to gather information on business recruitment and applicant screening methods and hiring practices.  Workforce Investment Boards are interested in information on these human resource practices, as identified in the Local Data Needs study.  We will explore the development of a method that will assist state labor market information offices and the Boards in working together to meet this need.  

Action Step 11. Better integrate labor market information into one-stop service delivery.  Use of information in individual decision-making is fundamental to the one-stop career center system.  To be most effective, labor market information must be “built in” and not seen as a separate stand-alone activity.  Providing materials and computer systems for one-stop center resource rooms is essential but is not enough.   

Building on Rhode Island’s award-winning staff training program, we will encourage expanded preparation of one-stop staff to more effectively use labor market and career information in their service delivery processes, and identify exemplary practices.

Priority 3. Make high quality workforce information more accessible to customers.

Workforce information is becoming more easily accessible every day, especially as new Internet delivery tools come on-line.  Many other methods are also used to deliver information to customers in formats that meet their needs, ranging from career comic books and tabloids for young people and adult job seekers, to user-friendly general purpose and special publications, presentations to key audiences, one-on-one technical assistance, and providing downloadable data files for intensive users.  

We must continually improve the delivery of information – making more information more accessible and delivered the moment it becomes available.  And the information must be accompanied by analysis and interpretation, helping customers better understand what the data are saying about the job market and the economy. 

We will identify and widely disseminate best practices in information delivery, including innovative analysis practices, delivery systems that reach a full range of customers, interconnectivity of state information sources, and customer-friendly, usability-tested delivery systems.

The best information delivery strategies will be ineffective, however, if customers are unaware of the products and services available.  Customer outreach is essential so that the maximum customer benefit from the workforce information investment can be achieved.  

This priority addresses the Secretary’s Outcome Goal 1.3, Improve the Effectiveness of Information and Analysis of the U.S. Economy, by addressing customer needs through improved access to information and providing capacity for customer outreach and information analysis.

Action Steps To Make Workforce Information More Accessible To Customers

Action Step 12.  Provide access to information across state boundaries.  Internet technology is available to provide users of a state on-line labor market information system with seamless access information from another state.  We will work to implement this capability and thus expand customer access to information.

Action Step 13.  Improve staff customer, analytical, and technical skills.  State labor market information (LMI) professionals are facing new challenges and must have opportunities to develop critical skills.  Especially important are skills in listening to customers and interpreting their needs, communicating with customers in a nontechnical manner, giving clear and concise presentations, and writing for the customer audience.  

Staff must also have strong analytical skills so they can identify and communicate the meaning of labor market trends.  In addition, strong technical skills in survey design and data collection methods are needed for staff involved in developing and using new tools and responding to customer needs for specialized information collection activities.   

 The Employment and Training Administration will issue a solicitation for competitive proposals to fulfill this training need. 

Action Step 14.  Develop and implement a marketing and customer education strategy.  Customers must be aware of the workforce information system and how to access its products and services.  We will carry out a strategy that recognizes the varying needs and information uses of different types of customers.

Making the Workforce Information System Better: 

A Progress Report

Over the last three years, many accomplishments have been achieved at all levels of the workforce information system – by federal agencies, the states, many work groups and teams -- and with the involvement of our customers.  These accomplishments are making the workforce information more complete, more accessible, and more responsive to customers.

The previous Workforce Information System plan identified fourteen action steps in the priority areas of strengthening customer feedback, filling critical data gaps, and improving workforce information analysis and delivery.

Many of the action steps have been successfully completed, and others are underway and will be continued through the coming years.  These accomplishments, described below, provide the building blocks for achieving future progress.

Activities To Provide Local Workforce Information

Clearly define unmet local data needs.   Local data needs were identified in detail by a work group jointly commissioned by the Council and the National Association of State Workforce Agencies.  The work group identified specific unmet local information needs, the level of geographic detail needed, and provided specific recommendations for filling information gaps, continuous improvement of the system, and customer outreach.  The work group’s report is available on the Council’s web site. 

Provide benefits information.  The Benefits Consortium, discussed above in Action Step 2, was created and  has made significant progress in its work.   

Generate local skills information.  The Transactions Consortium, described above in Action Step 3, progressed in its work to develop current local skills information by mining the job orders and resumes in America’s Job Bank.  Tools have been completed to automate occupational coding of job orders and to identify new job titles.  Skill Window for extracting skill information from job orders and resumes became available in summer 2004. 

Improve local unemployment data.  Incorporation of Census 2000 population estimates into local labor force data has begun and will be completed in 2005.  New state-level labor force estimation models, “real-time” benchmarking procedures, and estimation models for metropolitan areas will be introduced in 2005.  In addition, research is underway to help understand the relationships between labor force data from the Current Population Survey and the American Community Survey, which will inform future decisions on the use of the American Community Survey in producing local labor force information. 

Activities To Engage Customers

Conduct customer focus groups.  Three focus groups were conducted under the Council’s sponsorship, and many additional focus groups were held at the state level to gather customer input.  The results have been used to guide recent investments and development of this plan, especially regarding local data. 

Develop state customer satisfaction measurement methods.  As discussed above in Action Step 8, the Customer Satisfaction Work Group has recommended a model for measuring and using customer feedback to improve the workforce and labor market information system.  The Work Group also has developed a handbook for states on how to conduct customer satisfaction measurement, and made recommendations on implementation.  The handbook and work group report are available on the Council web site.

Collect occupational skills data.  During FY 2001, the Employment and Training Administration initiated the data collection program for the Occupational Information Network - O*NET - to update the database and refresh it on a regular basis.  Data collection is currently underway as part of the expected 5 year period to update the entire O*NET database.  The data for the first subset of updated occupations is now available as the O*NET 5.0 development database, and have been incorporated into O*NET OnLine (online.onetcenter.org) . 

This new database is a major milestone, incorporating not only updates but also new data items on tasks and work activities.  This new information will soon appear in career information resources for young people and adults.  Regular annual updates of the database and O*NET OnLine are planned. 
The Employment and Training Administration also has released the O*NET Ability Profiler, the final product in the suite of O*NET Career Exploration Tools.  Research and development is continuing on O*NET measurement concepts and data collection methods.  Finally, O*NET OnLine has been streamlined and simplified to better assist students, job seekers, counselors, businesses, and others in using O*NET information in career exploration, identification of skill requirements for strategic planning, curriculum development, and business human resource management. 

Measure dynamic labor market change.   A new data series, Business Employment Dynamics, was introduced by the Bureau of Labor Statistics in FY 2004.  This new information measures gross job creation and loss by industry for the nation and by state.  

In addition, the use of unemployment insurance wage records and other administrative data has expanded rapidly through state-initiated projects, the Local Employment Dynamics project involving states and the Census Bureau, and the Wage Record Committee.  Two national symposia have been held to present research and applications of wage records, and a literature review identified over 300 research studies and labor market analyses based on wage records.  The 2003 Symposium proceedings are available on the Council’s web site. 
Improve occupational information products.  As discussed in Action Step 7, to assist states in meeting the need for local skill requirements information, the Job Vacancy Statistics system has been developed, tested, and is now in use in several states.  With funding from a variety of sources, including local Workforce Investment Boards, these states are using the system to collect local occupational vacancy data.  The Job Vacancy Statistics Work Group received the Secretary of Labor’s Exceptional Achievement Award. 

Work is underway to develop, analyze, and deliver occupational supply information through the National Supply Demand Consortium, led by the Georgia Department of Labor and Georgia State University with funding from the Employment and Training Administration.  This work will provide database tools, analysis methods, and training support to states in preparing occupational supply and demand analyses, including information on the supply of skilled workers emerging from the education and training pipeline. 

In addition, the Occupational Employment Statistics program has been redesigned to collect data every six months, providing more timely and higher quality occupational employment and wage information.  These changes were introduced in all states in FY 2003.  States also now have the capability of providing this information by county, and updating it to very current time periods.    

Improve local information.  Small area modeling methods have been implemented in the monthly employment and earnings data, sustaining the production of metropolitan area data following the redesign of the current employment statistics program.

Geocoding pilot projects have been completed, resulting in information for eight areas that shows city and sub-county employment and wage information by industry, and mapping capability.  These successful projects examined the technical and resource issues related to assigning geographic identifiers to business establishments. 

With the completion of the pilots, the Bureau of Labor Statistics began providing geocoded establishment data to the states, including codes for most of the larger establishments. 

Finally, the introduction of the North American Industrial Classification System into all employment and wage data sets was completed, providing more industrial detail and reflecting the current structure of the U.S. economy.  

Activities to make workforce information more accessible to customers

Provide access to information across state boundaries.  As described above in Action Step 12, a prototype tool was developed to enable seamless access to information between different states.   

Integrate labor market information delivery with other workforce systems.  To better integrate use of labor market information into one-stop service delivery, the Rhode Island Human Resources Investment Council funded a project to offer practical training to career and employment professionals.  The program was designed to help participants access, understand, and gain practice in the use and interpretation of information, connecting the information with the processes they use daily to assist businesses and job seekers.  This project received a national award and provides a model for future efforts. 

Ensure universal access to workforce information.  Major improvements have been made in Internet-based information delivery, including the implementation of Workforce Informer, improvements to other delivery systems, improvements in the common database used by all states to support information delivery.  At the national level, improvements have been achieved in America’s Career InfoNet, and the Bureau of Labor Statistics Internet site.

Improve staff skills and tools.  Over 1,000 individuals have participated in training activities through the LMI Institute during the last two years, including classes in analysis, marketing, database administration, survey design, web design, seasonal adjustment, and geographic information systems (GIS).  This number also includes attendance at the 2002 and 2003 LMI Forums.
Access to county employment and wage data.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics has introduced quarterly publication of national, state, and county employment, wage, and establishment counts by industry on its web site, www.bls.gov.  




The Workforce Information Council





The Workforce Information Council was established in accordance with the Workforce Investment Act, which calls for the Secretary of Labor, through the Bureau of Labor Statistics and with other federal agencies and the State employment statistics representatives, to plan for and oversee the nationwide workforce information system.





This plan was prepared by the Workforce Information Council, which is comprised of State employment statistics representatives and members from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Employment and Training Administration.








Priorities for 


Serving Customers





1. 11.	Provide more local workforce information that meets customers’ needs.


2. 	Engage businesses, Workforce Investment Boards, and other customers to ensure a more responsive and effective workforce information system.


3.	Make high quality workforce information more accessible to customers.








Workforce Information System Customers





Businesses make decisions about product and financial markets, business location, and employee recruitment, compensation, and training.


Current and Future Members of the Labor Force, including young people and adults, make choices about careers, education, training, and jobs.


Elected Officials and Policy Makers, including workforce investment boards, make decisions about law, policy, budgets, and regulations.


Program Planners determine what workforce and economic development services to provide, and evaluate program performance.


Education and Training Providers, including teachers and curriculum specialists, design, deliver, and evaluate programs that develop students’ knowledge and skills.


Intermediaries, such as parents, counselors, teachers, mentors, placement workers, and case workers, assist others in choosing education and training opportunities, and in finding employment, and 


Researchers study how the labor market works, and conduct policy research.











Workforce Information System


VISION 





The workforce information system will efficiently provide quality information that its customers can easily access and use to make informed choices.





The nationwide system will provide comparable appropriate data for all States, and be responsive to customer needs for local, State, and national information.





The system will work to anticipate and meet the changing needs of customers, support analysis and research, and use customer feedback for continuous improvement.











Action Steps Provide More


Local Workforce Information 





1.   Measure dynamic labor market change   


2. 	Provide benefits information


3. 	Generate local skills information  


4. 	Develop local skill needs indicators


5.	Provide more detailed, timely, and accessible local industry information


6.	Implement new metropolitan area definitions in all data programs  


7.  	Expand the availability of current job vacancy information  





Action Steps To Engage Customers





8.	Implement state customer satisfaction measurement methods  


9.	Increase state and national outreach to businesses and workforce investment boards


10.  	Develop a prototype to gather information on business recruitment and applicant screening methods and hiring practices


11.	Better integrate labor market information into one-stop service delivery  





Action Steps To Make Workforce Information More Accessible To Customers





12. 	Provide access to information across state boundaries


13. 	Improve staff customer, analytical, and technical skills


14. 	Develop and implement a marketing and customer education strategy








PAGE  

