Job Vacancy Survey Meeting

October 3-4, 2000

Bureau of Labor Statistics

Minutes

In attendance:

	States


	BLS

	Patrick Arnold—Maryland
	Jack Galvin

	Gerry Bradley—New Mexico
	Shail Butani

	William Brockmiller—Wisconsin
	George Stamas

	Bill Dobson—Florida
	Rosemary Hyson

	Rod Fortran—New York
	Craig Offutt

	Robert Kelley—Maine
	

	Jay Mousa—Minnesota
	

	Bo Szczepaniak—Maryland
	

	Ed Valencia—Minnesota
	


Action Items:

Jay Mousa was selected to co-chair the workgroup with Shail Butani.

Jay Mousa will communicate with other States about this project and solicit their feedback.

Craig Offutt will communicate with the regions, Shail Butani with Jack Galvin and Jack Galvin with WIC.

Shail Butani will discuss resources for questionnaire testing, development of CATI or similar computer-based data collection utility and design of standardized web page for dissemination with Jack Galvin.  

A programmer will start working on system development under the direction of George Stamas.   

Jay Mousa will ask Ed Valencia to write down what he had said about how the local vacancy surveys helped implement the Workforce Investment Act (Ed was not present in the room at the time).

Minnesota (Jay and Ed) said they will provide an electronic copy of the form to Rosemary Hyson, who will incorporate the group’s comments into a draft Core questionnaire.  This draft will be circulated to the workgroup for feedback and comments.  

Rod Fortran, Bill Brockmiller, and Craig Offutt will compile ideas for “best practices” brochure on how to market participation in the survey by establishments.

Craig Offutt will setup an email list and gather contact information to circulate to all participants.

Tuesday, October 3

1.  Introductions

Jack Galvin (BLS) welcomed everyone to the meeting, described some of the background behind the genesis of the workgroup and outlined his ideas on what the project might encompass.

2.  Objectives of the Survey

Shail Butani (BLS) led off a discussion of the objectives of the survey and the role and responsibilities of BLS.  The goal is to provide a standard framework capable of producing timely information on occupational job vacancies for State and local areas.  The plan is for the States to specify the content of the survey and BLS was to provide tools, especially systems, and consultation.  What questions should be asked, who the audience is for the information, the need for the information versus what is available through OES and other LMI products, the sampling unit, types of forms and data collection were discussed.  

There was some sense that individual States or Workforce Investment Boards (WIBs) might have different areas of interest—some might be more interested in information technology job vacancies and the skills they require, while others might be more interested in entry-level jobs.  When the group was discussing who the customers were for the information, it was mentioned that WIBs, local business organizations and government officials, and media stories had all helped boost participation by establishments.  The merits of mail versus phone surveys and a questionnaire pre-printed with occupational titles or groupings were discussed.  Minnesota commented that they found it difficult to get good answers to questions regarding hard to fill jobs and jobs that had high turnover.  Data collection from establishments with fewer than 5 employees was also discussed.  The group agreed that it would be best to use NAICS for the industry classification and the new SOC for occupations.  

Maine, New York, Minnesota, and Wisconsin all weighed in on their turnaround time.  Generally, the turnaround time from data collection to producing results ranged from 2-6 months.  The usefulness of various techniques to elicit responses were shared, including reminder postcards, letters stamped “second request”, and reminder phone calls.  

Resources for conducting the surveys were also discussed.  In most cases LMI shops were using existing resources to run the survey, following the initial ETA pilot grant.  Concern was expressed about how new data products were being requested, but funding sources in some States weren’t forthcoming (from WIC or the WIBs and others).  It was commented that some WIBs in Florida had hired ERISS for six figures, so they might be amenable to spending less money for a very similar product from these vacancy surveys.  

3.  Role and Responsibilities of BLS

BLS has committed to providing software that will perform sample allocation, sample and selection, automated edits and imputation, estimation, and basic tabulations.  BLS would provide consultation on the questionnaire development, but at the moment, no BLS resources were available for cognitive testing.  Data collection, analysis, and dissemination would be the responsibility of the states.  A standard web site format with the information, similar to the product produced by ERISS was discussed, however, there are no resources available for the development of such a product.  One idea was to simply have a standard format for the information on each State’s LMI page; alternatively, if a central host site could be found, the information might be available there.  Possibilities mentioned for a central site included the WIC web site or ALMIS. 

4.  Roles and Responsibilities of States

George Stamas (BLS) asked the states to specify their needs for the system.  The sample allocation and selection process would be flexible enough that States could specify different geographic units for the survey.  States could also limit the survey to particular industries and employer size.  In the short-term, George reported that it was unlikely that they would be able to select the sample based on occupations.  Pat Arnold (Maryland) asked if the sample could be selected to ensure that estimates could be produced at a detailed occupation level.  It was suggested that a  table be prepared which outlines the tradeoff between sample size and reliability of estimates, which could be used when marketing the survey to WIBs.  

The sampling unit was discussed.  Shail and George mentioned that it would be easiest to use the reporting unit at the local level (RUN) since estimates are mostly desired at the local level.  Additionally, they thought job openings data would be easier to collect from an establishment than from a headquarters.  

George outlined a timeframe for the system development.  He projects that a system for sample allocation and selection might be available sometime between April and June 2001, with the estimation process then being available by late 2001.  The system would also be able to produce some basic tabulations and vacancy rates.  

5.  States’ Experience to Date—What works and what doesn’t work?

Marketing the survey:  Rod Fortran (New York) said that they felt the media stories which appeared at the time they were mailing out the survey helped boost their initial mailing response rate.  Large trade organizations of employers in the counties also helped get the word out about the survey.  

Bill Dobson (Florida) said that Florida did not have a great experience in contracting out the survey to a university.  

Bill Brockmiller (Wisconsin) mentioned that pre-survey post cards were a useful tool for address refinement and notification about the survey.  

The consensus was that telephone follow-up after the initial mailing of the survey was necessary to get a 75% response rate.  Post card reminders to fill out the form were reported to not have helped responses very much.

Many representatives indicated that a form short enough to be machine folded and stuffed made the mailing much easier and cheaper in terms of staff time.  Maryland had a form that covered four 8.5” x 11” sheets which could be machine folded and stuffed.  [I recall this as 17”x11” page that was folded in half to have four useable 8.5”x11” faces.—gds]

Bill Brockmiller (Wisconsin) reported getting very poor response rates when the envelope was stamped “bulk mail”.  

Minnesota mentioned that providing a contact name and number for respondents to call with questions helped their responses.  Media stories on their first Twin Cities job vacancy survey findings had a positive effect on the responses to the second round.


We also discussed how to identify skill needs of particular occupations.  Minnesota reported using  O-Net to identify skill needs associated with particular occupations.  George Stamas mentioned that whatever is measured in this survey could be compared with O-Net; Minnesota said that they had compared their results using OES and O-Net with private data on skills.  

Wednesday, October 4

1.  Questionnaire—Core Content

Before we delved into what should appear in the core questionnaire, there was a discussion of who the customers were.  It was thought that Ed Valencia (Minnesota) had expressed what purposes local job vacancy surveys could serve in relation to the Workforce Investment Act very succinctly the previous afternoon, and Jay Mousa (Minnesota) was going to ask him to write it up.  The possible use of vacancy surveys as gathering information for labor exchange purposes was also mentioned.  Issues about what could and what could not be shared were discussed briefly.  Jay said he thought it would at least be a good idea to share what we are planning with the job service.  

The Minnesota Job Vacancy Survey form was well liked by many participants (see attachment).  

Job openings:  Discussion centered around whether giving a blank form for respondents to list occupations with job openings was preferable to a form with pre-printed occupational titles or even broad categories with examples.  Rod Fortran mentioned that NY found that if they listed titles on lines, people thought that was all they were asking for.  Many agreed with that statement.  Shail Butani (BLS) proposed pre-printing forms with SOC titles—with different titles for each industry.  Bo Szczepaniak (Maryland) said that trying to produce industry specific forms would make the mailing process complicated.  Also, it was felt that making respondents sort through a list and try to figure out what category the job opening fit into increased the response burden.  Minnesota and New York mentioned that they used staff to code the responses, and when questions arose, they consulted with OES staff.  Respondents were also called when clarifications were needed.  Rod (New York) mentioned that the wage information also helped with coding the occupation.  The consensus was that an open-ended form where respondents could list the vacancies they had was preferable.  

Since benefits can differ by full-time vs. part-time and permanent vs. temporary/seasonal, Rosemary Hyson (BLS) mentioned that it is probably important to have positions with different FT/PT and seasonal/temporary/permanent status in the same occupation listed separately.

Definition of job opening:  The first main point of discussion was the time frame for defining job openings.  All participants agreed that we were looking for a point-in-time measure of job openings, but there was some disagreement as to whether it was best to request job openings on a specific date or to leave it open for establishments to report openings as of any date during the survey window.  It was mentioned that the mailings have to be timed carefully if openings are being requested for a particular date. George Stamas (BLS) mentioned that a specific date would enable comparability.  Rod Fortran (New York) mentioned that in some states, they might have to do the survey at different times so it would be hard to use one specific date.  This is one item that could be tested.  It was left that States could specify either a specific date or simply request openings at a point in time during the survey period.  Regardless of which date or window openings were requested for, timelines for the survey and follow-up were recommended.   

Rosemary Hyson (BLS) raised the issue of whether we wanted to have a very specific definition for what constituted a job opening and mentioned elements of the JOLTS definition.  A discussion of whether to include or exclude positions open only to internal transfers followed.  While there was some difference of opinion as to whether or not we wanted to capture net job openings (excluding internal transfers) or gross openings (including internal transfers), it seemed that there were more people in favor of capturing gross openings.  

Duration of openings:  It was agreed that we wanted to ask how long the job has been open.  One issue which was not resolved was in the case of multiple openings, what an establishment would report.  

Employment in each occupation with an opening:  Did the group want to include a question about total employment at the firm in each occupation the firm lists a job opening for?  Minnesota mentioned that they did not ask this; instead, they used OES data on employment in occupations to compute occupational vacancy rates.  The OES data were a year older than the vacancy data. There was some difference of opinion, but most people did not feel that it was necessary to collect firm-level employment in the occupations with openings.  It was suggested that one state might want to experiment with this. Enough participants agreed that we should ask the firm for total employment at the establishment for validation purposes.

In a further discussion of the permanent vs. temporary openings, Rosemary asked Minnesota how often establishments had both permanent and temporary openings for the same occupation.  Jay or Ed said they would try to find out how often that occurred to see if the form needs to be designed slightly differently to ensure that if permanent and temporary openings existed in the same occupation but had different wages or benefits that they were listed separately.

Bob Kelly mentioned that Maine was able to capture differences in seasonal job vacancies by conducting the survey twice a year.  

Wages:  Rosemary asked what sort of wage information was desired.  We discussed how to handle a range, and agreed to put somewhere on the form that if the vacancy had a salary range, to put the starting wage.  Ed Valencia (Minnesota) mentioned that the majority of  the openings were in occupations with very rigid starting hourly wages, so ranges or starting salaries based on the hire’s qualifications weren’t an issue for these openings.  Minnesota encouraged respondents to report the base pay and if there was a range, tried to get the respondent to estimate the starting salary they would have to pay.  A discussion followed of what to include in pay.  It was agreed that we should ask for “expected hourly compensation” including in the estimate tips, commissions, and “other monetary remuneration.”  It was decided to simply ask for hourly pay  on the form, and if the survey coders had a question they could call the respondent for clarification.

Education, experience and skills:  Minnesota form’s columns for education were considered good.  Some discussion transpired as to whether or not to have the highest education level be “Bachelors or higher” instead of having a separate category for “advanced degree”, but it was decided to leave all six categories in.  It was asked if they needed more specific skill information to be useful, but Minnesota and Wisconsin reported that the education and experience data alone were useful.  A suggestion for including another column for “other minimum requirements” was considered too open-ended to produce useful information.  There was some discussion about the very general skills asked about on the New York form (basic skills, social skills, job-specific skills) but not enough interest to include these questions in the core.  Florida and New Mexico  indicated that their customers really wanted detailed skill information in addition to the vacancy data.  New York mentioned mounting a separate survey to measure skills.  Others felt that what was in the basic survey on occupation, education and experience was sufficient to meet their needs.  It was decided that some skill questions might be added as part of a standard supplement or could be developed by individual States to meet their specific local needs.  Bo Szczepaniak (Maryland) suggested using the vacancy data to select which in-demand occupations to focus on asking about skills for.  Others discussed tying in O-Net information on skill needs to the occupations with vacancies.  

Benefits:  There was some discussion as to whether the benefits question could be answered at the establishment level or if firms should indicate which benefits were available to which positions where there were openings.  Minnesota didn’t recall if they saw much difference within full-time permanent positions in the basic benefits offered (health insurance, paid sick leave, paid vacation, and retirement benefits).  It was decided to leave it as is—with the respondent checking which benefits applied to every job openings listing.  We also decided to allow States to ask about up to six different types of benefits, which they could specify themselves.  

Other:  Although collecting information on hires was mentioned as a way to try and get at high turnover and/or difficult to fill positions, it was decided that it would not be worth collecting this information.  If client WIBs pushed for it, that is something that could be included in a supplement.   Pat Arnold (Maryland) raised the issue of whether we might find it hard to get response rates during an economic downturn and whether there might be any reason to limit the survey to “critical occupations”; the group decided that it was preferable to ask about all vacancies.  The remaining items which were considered for possible inclusion in the core questionnaire were whether positions were difficult to fill, if they had high turnover, and the firm’s projected hiring needs.  The group felt that the information coming from such questions would be too vague to provide useful insights.  

2.  Other discussion

A concern was expressed about the location firms would be reporting for.  The questionnaire and instructions would indicate that we wanted respondents to provide information for the location listed on the form.  

Pat Arnold (Maryland) mentioned a concern (expressed in a WIC meeting) that firms might overstate openings in a particular occupation in order to direct training funds to meet their specific interests, regardless of how they compare with needs in other occupations.

Further discussion of supplement topics was tabled until a future meeting.  

3.  Other business

Shail Butani and Jack Galvin thanked the participants for coming.  A follow-up meeting will be scheduled when there are further items to discuss face-to-face.
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