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Recommendation: Adequately Fund State Workforce and Labor Market Information (WLMI) Infrastructure to Meet 21st Century Demands for Data-Driven Decision Making

Funding provided by the U.S. Department of Labor through the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) and the Employment and Training Administration (ETA) to state WLMI offices has been declining in real and nominal terms for almost 20 years. Over the same time period, states’ costs for providing WLMI data products and services, many DOL-required, have increased substantially. 

The Workforce Information Advisory Council (WIAC) recommends that the U.S. Secretary of Labor request, with high priority, that Congress double the funding provided through ETA and BLS to state WLMI offices to administer WLMI functions, as well as the funding provided to ETA and BLS to support that work at the state level. Restoring state WLMI funding to adequate levels in the next enacted budget is necessary to ensure the nation’s workforce and labor market information infrastructure can maintain its structural integrity and meet urgent 21st century needs.

Importance of Investing in State WLMI Infrastructure:

In addition to core data tools, information-sharing mechanisms across the system and adequate staffing at the state and federal levels, workforce and labor market information infrastructure includes, among other things, ongoing investments in:
· Information technology (IT), including both hardware and software to support IT functions;
· Staff training in the collection, administration, and dissemination of WLMI; and
· Routine evaluation of, and improvements to, data security measures.
The following highlight why the call for increased investments in state WLMI infrastructure is urgent and the WIAC believes should be a prioritized request of Congress.

Rapidly Changing Labor Market
In the best of economic times, relevant, accurate, and actionable WLMI is integral to a well-functioning labor market. In periods of extreme economic change, like those we face today, such WLMI is essential to support a robust business recovery and rapid placement of job seekers in productive work. Current funding levels, which are lower than 2003 levels in real terms, are inadequate to meet today’s demand for more localized, timely and nuanced data to aid our economic rebound. Crucially, the pandemic is changing business models and labor supply decisions, perhaps permanently. Understanding those changes, via detailed workforce and labor market data, will be key to helping individuals, businesses and policymakers adapt over the long term. Federal investments in WLMI should be increased and sustainable to fully support our rapidly changing labor market.

Learning from the Pandemic to Better Prepare for the Future
During the economic and health crisis triggered by the pandemic, the demand for timely, localized workforce and labor market information hit an unprecedented high and the application of WLMI data stretched far beyond its traditional scope. 

Called upon by state officials, local governments, and community leaders, WLMI is helping inform day-to-day decisions surrounding, among other things:
· Workforce impact of restricting or loosening specific business activity; 
· Scope of risk, by occupation, to the “frontline” workforce; 
· Inequity in the labor market impact of COVID-19 on people of color, low-wage workers, women, and other populations;
· Administration of extreme expansions to the Unemployment Insurance (UI) program; 
· Prevention of fraudulent UI claims;
· Availability of strictly defined re-employment and training support for millions of laid-off workers in a wildly uncertain job market; 
· Recruitment of workers for industries rapidly growing in response to the pandemic; and 
· Changing housing and transportation needs with the shifting structure of work. 
State WLMI systems continue to respond with the highest quality, most timely data that is available. Still, the long-term underfunding of the state WLMI infrastructure undercuts states’ ability to give the level of granular, real-time data that local crises response and economic recovery efforts demand. 

The pandemic magnified how WLMI is integrated into important state and local policy decisions ranging from workforce and economic development to health, safety, and transportation. Yet, we grossly lack specifics on who is doing what in the local labor market at any given time, what the structure of specific jobs are, and where those jobs are being performed. 

States will be better prepared for future economic shocks and trends if we learn from the demands for WLMI presented by the pandemic and state WLMI offices are adequately funded to provide the level of detailed and accurate data needed by an expansive range of WLMI users.

Inadequate Resources for Existing Data Demands
Working in cooperation with both BLS and ETA, state WLMI offices help create the only official workforce and labor market data available at the state and local levels. They are charged with supporting their state workforce development programs, primarily federally funded via the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, by providing state and local workforce and labor market intelligence via the internet and custom reports, and training on use and application of that information, to make data-driven decisions.  

The workforce and labor market information developed and disseminated by states, using federal funds, serves a range of customer groups, including the following: 
· Job seekers; 
· Businesses/employers; 
· Workforce and labor market intermediaries such as employment, school, and career counselors, and case managers at American Job Centers, who help individuals find a job or make career decisions, or engage businesses seeking skilled workers; 
· Program and service planners at educational institutions and community-based organizations; 
· Policy makers, including state and local workforce development boards; 
· Partners such as economic development entities and human resource professionals; and
· Other customers, including recipients of workforce development grants, researchers, and the media. 
The resource requirements, both in staff and information technology, on state WLMI offices has increased substantially since 2003, as has the sophistication of data users and data manipulation and visualization tools potentially available. For instance, the workload of the foundational BLS program that state WLMI offices support, the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, has increased on average 1.4 percent annually, as business establishments have increased, while funding from BLS has declined 21% from $348.0 million in 2003 to $276.0 million in 2019, both in 2019 dollars. Funding was flat in both real and nominal terms from 2019 to 2020. At the same time, ETA direct funding to state WLMI offices has decreased 28% from $44.5 million in 2003 to $32 million in 2019, all figures in 2019 dollars. Over the same period, ETA funding to support state WLMI office activities also decreased 28% from $93.4 million in 2003 to $67.2 million in 2019, all figures in 2019 dollars.

Growing Calls for Evidence-Based Policy Decisions & Enhanced Data Collection
A recent American Economic Association (AEA) report states, “Statistical infrastructure, as much as transportation infrastructure, is essential to the efficient functioning of the economy.”[footnoteRef:1] State WLMI offices are critical national infrastructure to the workforce development system, providing state and local area WLMI. Increased investment in this critical infrastructure is necessary to restore the quality and number of staff, data, data products, information technology, and outreach required to ensure data-driven decisions can be made knowing the information provided by the states are relevant, accurate, and actionable. [1:  Necessary Improvement in the U.S. Statistical Infrastructure: A Report to the Biden/Harris Administration, American Economic Association, January 2021.] 


President Biden has made clear through Memoranda and other Executive Orders that this Administration will emphasize evidence and data-driven policies: “It is the policy of my Administration to make evidence-based decisions guided by the best available science and data.”[footnoteRef:2] This includes Executive Orders focused on the health of supply chains[footnoteRef:3] and advancing racial equity[footnoteRef:4]. [2:  Memorandum on Restoring Trust in Government Through Scientific Integrity and Evidence-Based Policymaking, January 27, 2021.]  [3:  America's Supply Chains, EO 14017, February 24, 2021, A Sustainable Public Health Supply Chain, EO 14001, January 21, 2021, Ensuring the Future Is Made in All of America by All of America's Workers, EO 14005, January 25, 2021]  [4:  Advancing Racial Equity and Support for Underserved Communities Through the Federal Government, EO 13985, January 20, 2021.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk72745632]The quarterly wage records that businesses must file with state UI offices could provide abundant evidence to guide the new Administration’s pursuit of its priorities. Recognizing the untapped potential of these reports, a three-year-old U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation initiative is underway to promote enhancing UI wage records by adding more data fields, such as hours worked, occupation, and demographic information. WIAC itself is also recommending the enhancement of UI wage records as part of this set of expedited recommendations. 

Concrete Steps for Implementation:

Prioritize restoring adequate funding for state WLMI infrastructure within the U.S. Department of Labor and reflect that priority in a request that Congress double the funding for direct and indirect state WLMI support in the next enacted budget. Specifically, request Congress double the funding provided directly to state WLMI offices to produce, analyze, and disseminate vital workforce and labor market information, as well as funding provided to ETA and BLS to support that critical work at the state level. In the future, increase funding annually to keep up with inflation. Increased and sustainable funding in support of, and directly to, state WLMI offices is critical to ensuring the WLMI infrastructure restores and maintains its structural integrity and can nimbly adapt to expanded WLMI, such as enhanced data on UI wage records
1

image1.png
WIAC ‘




