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facing anyone trying to build a new workforce system in New York has been

trying to understand the old one.

That excuse now can be retired.

The doc u m ent at hand maps the mu l ti p l e - a gency miasma that is job training in

the state of New York , tracks each funding stream from its source , and divi de s

the total do ll a rs to all ow you to see just how New York spends its work force

devel opm ent funds.

Open the work force funding matrix on the oppo s i te side of this narra tive and yo u

wi ll see the en ti re sys tem laid out before you—the good , the bad and the ugly. Yo u

wi ll see 30 different funding streams with little, i f a ny, clear guiding policy or pri n c i-

ple to con n ect them .You wi ll immed i a tely grasp the fru s tra ti on of the dual custom ers

for workforce services—jobseekers and employers—who have to grapple daily

with the collection of programs detailed in this document without the help of a

handy guide to figure out which programs offer what services to which groups.

You will also see possible answers for some of New York’s toughest economic

problems: hope for overcoming our high unemployment rates, help for jobseekers

still on public assistance, and aid for ailing businesses from Brooklyn to Buffalo.

This matrix is designed to help public officials and policymakers harness the

potential of these fragmented workforce programs into a coherent, accountable

statewide system.

Seek ing  a

S y s t e m
Wo r k f o rc e

A Graphical Guide to Employment 

and Training Ser vices in New Yo r k

BILLION-DOLLAR BUSINESS

The state and federal government 

combine to spend nearly $1.3 billion 

per year on workforce services in New

York, through a complicated system 

that incorporates 59 funding streams 

and more than 200 state and local 

government agencies. 

INFORMATION PLEASE

Despite the great cost and impor-

tance of workforce development,

there’s a lot we don’t know about 

this system—including just how many

people are being served, and how

much real skills training is offered. 

WHO’S THE BOSS? 

Wo r k f o rce policy is designed to serv e

both jobseekers and businesses. But

only ten of the 30 workforce stre a m s

detailed here offer services to employ-

ers, and businesspeople complain

that the field is difficult to work with. 

WORKFORCE MATTERS

A robust and effective workforce sys-

tem can act as a powerful element of 

economic development; an ineffective

assortment of workforce programs 

offers nothing to employers and can 

be a barrier to growth. (over)

Consider This...

State

How the Dollars Break Down

Federal

$511,320,651
40%

$752,079,014
60%



The case for immediate action is clear. In September 2003, New

York had a statewide unemployment rate of 6.3 percent—with

tens of thousands more out of work but not counted by the

official measure. Workforce funding provides federal money to

serve those looking for work with a menu of options, ranging

from job counseling and help writing a resume to intensive

skills retraining. Many state businesses also need training

resources for incumbent workers, wage-subsidy assistance to

increase workforce size, or other kinds of help to stay competi-

tive in the current economy.

The long-term case for bolstering the state’s workforce network

is that, in New York and nationally, the economy is slipping

toward a silent crisis of rising skill needs and worker shortages.

In a 2001 National Association of Manufacturers survey, 80

percent of employer respondents mentioned experiencing a

serious lack of qualified job candidates, despite high unem-

ployment; 60 percent said that the lack of available skilled

workers was directly affecting company output. The problem

will only get worse in coming years, as baby boomer retire-

ments begin to eat away at the state’s workforce.

Wh a tever one bel i eves the state’s work force pri ori ties should

be , the matrix reveals what those pri ori ties a re— by showi n g

what kinds of programs get the most mon ey. Job placem en t

a s s i s t a n ce — p ut ting job s ee kers to work as qu i ck ly as po s s i-

ble—is the most com m on program goa l , with short - term

s k i lls tra i n i n g, of ten a precon d i ti on to job placem en t , cl o s e

beh i n d . Th ere is little lon g - term thinking or planning to

ad d ress work force needs beyond the hori zon . F i n a lly, on ly a

handful of work force programs are ex p l i c i t ly ge a red tow a rd

s erving em p l oyers .

One look at the matrix also makes it clear that the current sys-

tem p revents New York from getting maximum value for the

nearly $1.3 billion per year the state and federal government

spend on workforce development. The state’s workforce and

job training programs operate through more than 200 state and

local ag encies, but lack sufficient coordination and accounta-

bi l i ty. Case in poi n t : l ocal work force boa rd s , wh i ch guide po l i c y

in each of the state’s 33 de s i gn a ted work force are a s , a re ex pect-

ed to set pri ori ties for the sys tem , but con trol just 13 percent of

the total funding ava i l a ble for work force servi ce s .

These obstacles to progress aren’t insurmountable.A handful of

New York communities have succeeded in creating local work-

force systems that offer useful training and other services that

help residents find work and benefit local employers. Monroe

County has used its workforce resources to up grade skills and

increase pay for longtime employees in local high-tech and

manufacturing businesses; Yonkers has supported certification

programs for medical billers in the city’s large health care sec-

tor. We can learn from these accomplishments, and those of

other states.

F i n a lly,New Yorkers stron gly su pport job tra i n i n g. In a recent ph on e

su rvey of 1,012 New York Ci ty re s i den t s , the Com mu n i ty Servi ce

Soc i ety of New York found that re s pon dents from all income level s ,

ethnic back grounds and po l i tical leanings bel i eve job training and

s k i lls instru cti on is the most important govern m ent ben efit to hel p

poor families adva n ce .

What follows is a set of guiding principles for addressing the

challenges of workforce policy and making these programs

truly work for New York.

1. WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT IS ECONOMIC 

DEVELOPMENT In the 21st century, developing human capi-

tal is the key to the economic success of communities. And

businesses know it: em p l oyer su rveys have shown that edu c a ti on

l evels and the ava i l a bi l i ty of a sys tem that can qu i ck ly provi de

s k i lls training to incumbent workers might now be the singl e

most important factor in firm s’ dec i s i ons on wh et h er and where

2

Spending Breakdown 
by Program Category, 2002-2003

WIA

UI

Health

VESID

VATEA

Welfare to Work

Correctional Services

Literacy

ESDC

Other

17%

7%
8%

17%
4%5%5%

17%

7%
13%

New York spends the largest shares of its workforce

dollars on literacy training, employment services for

the disabled, and programs funded by the federal

Workforce Investment Act.

(see Acronyms and Abbreviations)



to relocate. A robust and effective workforce training system

can be a powerful magnet; an ineffective assortment of uncon-

nected programs to improve worker skills can be an incentive

to pull up stakes. The immediate need is for state-funded pro-

grams to offer more for employers: only ten of the 30 funding

streams shown in the matrix include services for employers—

and one of those, the Strategic Training Alliance Program, was

not re-funded this year.

S t a te leaders can re a l i ze mu ch gre a ter va lue from New York’s

su b s t a n tial inve s tm ent in work force programs by more

ex p l i c i t ly linking these programs to their of t - s t a ted goal of

lu ring high - tech em p l oyers to set up shop in New York and

su pporting the work force needs of businesses alre ady based

h ere . It’s happening alre ady in some com mu n i ti e s : one loc a l

work force boa rd chair we spo ke with boa s ted , “We’ve bu i l t

qu i te a rel a ti onship with the indu s trial devel opm ent fo l k s

a round here… we’re the go - to people as far as the tra i n i n g

i n cen tive part of p ack a ge s . Th ey ’ve loo ked to the local work-

force boa rd as the people who have to be at the tabl e .” Th e

govern or and legi s l a tive leaders can and should do more to

adva n ce this pers pective statewi de .

2 . GOVERNMENT AND BUSINESS MUST LEAD  S t a te s

and cities that have built su ccessful work force sys tems share

a nu m ber of tra i t s . The first is strong and su s t a i n ed leader-

ship from el ected of f i c i a l s . In the ye a rs since Con gress over-

h a u l ed federal work force policy in 1998, govern ors like

Dem oc rat Gary Locke in Wa s h i n g ton and Rep u blican Jo h n

E n gl er in Mi ch i gan have provi ded vocal and su s t a i n ed su p-

port that en er gi zed their state s’ work force sys tem s . New York

officials from the govern or on down must become more

en ga ged in the work force sys tem and more vi s i bly su pportive

of its ef fort s , p u bl i cly cel ebra ting its su ccesses and actively

working to ad d ress its shortcom i n gs . Un der the federa l

Work force Inve s tm ent Act , the govern or direct ly con trols 15

percent of e ach state’s federal work force all oc a ti on , givi n g

him even more sway to ch oose and implem ent a guiding po l-

icy directi on for the sys tem .

Along with the need for a system-wide vision, local business-

people and officials could use a few tools to make it easier for

them to design and implement workforce policy in their com-

munities. Our sur vey of 11 local Workforce Investment Board

chairs from around the state found the unanimous and force-

ful view that too much of workforce leaders’ time is spent deal-

ing with procedural aspects of the system,leaving too little time

and energy for “big picture” issues. One workforce board chair

New York City is a model example of the need for high-level

leadership on workforce issues. The city has high unemploy-

ment, many thousands of low-income jobseekers and busi-

nesses looking for skilled employees, but little coord i n a t i o n

or infrastru c t u re to support its workforce programs. Since

the federal Wo r k f o rce Investment Act (WIA) went into eff e c t ,

a combination of scandals and poor perf o rmance has put

New York City under the microscope in both Albany and

Washington. The city spends about 60 percent of the state’s

e n t i re federal workforce allocation—some $97 million in

2002 alone—but its wildly inconsistent policy swings have

given ammunition to critics of job training across the country.

One prominent example was the city’s reluctance to expend

job training funds even after 9/11, setting off a battle

between the mayor’s office and City Council just to get the

city to spend its federal workforce dollars. New York City’s

s t ruggles with workforce policy clearly show the need for a

funding matrix, so all city and state leaders can thoughtfully

assess where funds are and how to put them to good use.  

Beneath the high-profile problems, the city has sub-

stantial assets that could be part of a thriving system,

including several providers that are considered nation-

al models, strong employer intermediaries and eff e c-

tive post-secondary institutions that are incre a s i n g l y

focused on ser ving workers and employers. And in an

encouraging sign, Mayor Michael Bloomberg ’s adminis-

tration is tr ying to build on these assets with a more

rational governance arrangement: this past summer,

New York City’s formerly dif fuse workforce pro g r a m s

w e re consolidated within the Department of Youth and

Community Development, for youth employment pro-

grams, and the Depar tment of Small Business

S e rvices, for adult programs. The shift is intended to

explicitly link job training to both employer workforc e

needs and city economic development policy. There is

also movement to strengthen the local employer- l e d

w o r k f o rce board, charged under the WIA with guiding

local job training and employment policy. 

TRAINING  WHEELS  

New York City Seeks a Workable 
Wo r k f o rce Policy
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called the process of concluding agreements with “mandated

partner” agencies “an absolute joke,” adding, “Things like that

process… people in private business don’t care about or under-

stand that well. We just want to get down to training.” One hor-

ror story described how a state a gency ref u s ed to sign its own

m em ora n dum with one local work force are a .S trong leaders h i p

f rom the top helps deter su ch em b a rrassing misstep s .

The business community must also step forward and assert the

value of a sufficiently trained and educated workforce. It is just

a simple fact that employment programs do not succeed with-

out strong input from employers. The 11 local workforce

board chairs we spoke with—all of whom are local business

leaders themselves—emphasized the importance of employer

input and targeting services to the local business community in

t h eir work force sys tem s . Ad d i ti on a lly, the Work force

Investment Act demands overt connection to the private sector.

3. CAREER PATHWAYS AND LIFELONG LEARNING ARE

KEYS TO BUILDING THE SYSTEM  The ch a ll en ge of devel-

oping a work force with su f f i c i ent skills to handle the curren t

and futu re needs of our econ omy goes well beyond fill i n g

i m m ed i a te job open i n gs . “ L i fel ong learn i n g” is incre a s i n gly

becoming a nece s s i ty both for workers who ch a n ge jobs at a

mu ch high er ra te than in the past, and em p l oyers who see the

s k i ll needs of t h eir businesses ch a n ge at a similarly unprece-

den ted pace . In tegra ting programs like con ti nuing edu c a ti on ,

GED and English as a Second Language , and cre a ting pathw ays

f rom basic skills attainment to foc u s ed skills tra i n i n g, p l ace-

m ent into job s , and adva n cem ent up career lad ders , wi ll be the

key to meeting these ch a ll en ge s . As the funding matrix shows ,

these programs co ll ectively account for hu n d reds of m i ll i on s

in ava i l a ble mon ey, but ri ght now are almost to t a lly uncon-

n ected to other work force progra m s . ❖

LISTEN UP  

WIB Chairs Cite Linking with Employers 
and Cutting Bureaucracy as Top Concerns 

The re s o u rces displayed in this funding matrix are managed

on the ground by state officials and local Wo r k f o rc e

Investment Boards (WIBs). These federally mandated enti-

ties are led by a mix of employers, training directors and

local officials charged with providing policy guidance and

d i rection to workforce programs in a way that’s consistent

with local economic conditions and business needs. An

intensive survey of 11 WIB chairs in every region of the

state revealed two areas they unanimously said were criti-

cal for system success. First was the need to better engage

local employers: to hear their concerns, link training to job

openings and to better market programs to them. “Our

p roblem is getting the message out to businesses,” one

WIB chair noted. “We offer so many products that I’m not

s u re what the employer sees when he comes in.” Another

WIB chair stated, “A business isn’t going to come to our

one-stop… We have to make them aware of what we can

p rovide. Then when there ’s training money available, we

have to let them know. We put a lot of time and re s o u rc e s

into making it user-friendly for them.”

Second was the serious concern that the system is over-

burdened with bureaucratic requirements from federal and

state government, ranging from laborious record-keeping

to cumbersome and time-consuming agreements with

agencies mandated by law to take a role in local workforce

programming. One workforce director stated, “If we were

to explain how this is structured to private sector folks,

they’d jump out the window.” Another WIB chair joked,

“We’re killing too many trees,” adding that the reporting

“takes a significant amount of time as opposed to going

out and helping the people that need help.” 

These concerns should influence state lawmakers and

others who wish to help workforce officials on the front

lines of policy. As the former chair of the Monroe County

WIB put it, “I think being successful in this is no different

than being successful in business—keep government

interference to a minimum, serve your customer well, and

it’s that simple.”
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