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Enhancing Unemployment
Insurance Wage Data

to Better Understand Education and

Employment Outcomes

Policymakers across the country are seeking to better
understand credentials of value—the education and training
programs that help workers fill in-demand and growing jobs
in their states. But right now, leaders are lacking the complete
set of information they need to understand P-20W (early
childhood, K-12, postsecondary, and workforce) pathways and
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other important metrics like the return on state investments in

education and training. Expanding unemployment insurance (Ul) wage data by incorporating
more information about workers provides a powerful, existing data source that can equip
leaders with the fullest picture of their workforce to help them make decisions that grow their
state’s economy and support workers in securing family-sustaining careers.

Currently, limited data sources are available for
policymakers and individuals seeking insights about the
workforce and its connection to the rest of the P-20W
spectrum. While K-12 and postsecondary leaders have
seen their data capabilities grow, workforce leaders and
individuals navigating their education and workforce
journeys often lack the data required to answer basic
questions about pathways to and through the workforce.
Access to this information would help guide decisions and
provide critical insight into individuals’ and institutions’
employment outcomes and the state’s workforce needs by
answering questions such as:

e What education and workforce pathways are available
to students after high school?

e Are education and training programs, including
apprenticeships and career and technical education
(CTE) programs, resulting in positive outcomes for
students and helping them navigate into high-paying
and in-demand jobs?

e Are the most popular noncredit programs or
credentials of value aligned with state workforce
needs? How can policymakers better align
programmatic and resource decisions with employer
needs?

e What is the landscape of local and regional workforces,
and what jobs are in demand?

Answering these questions and better understanding
P-20W pathways requires states to incorporate high-
quality workforce data info statewide longitudinal data
systems (SLDSs). Because of the limited workforce data
sources available, many state leaders use wage data
collected by state Ul programs to fill this role. State
leaders must establish strong data ecosystems with
SLDSs that enable these connections between education
and workforce data, unlocking new information about
education and workforce outcomes that helps leaders
answer pressing policy questions, direct resources, and
better support individuals along their education and
workforce journeys.



What Is Ul Wage Data?

Ul programs are federal-state partnerships that provide
temporary unemployment compensation—a portion of
lost wages—for qualifying workers, like those who are
laid off or fired. To administer these programs, states are
required to collect data on workers’ identities and wages
from employers. States can use this data to provide state
programs with a record of earnings and support covered
workers. The primary purpose of collecting Ul wage
data remains critically important, and efforts to expand
and use Ul wage data to better understand workforce
outcomes as part of a robust SLDS should not disrupt
states’ ability to administer their Ul programs.

Ul wage data is currently the most robust source of
individual employment and wage data in most states.
However, it has limitations:

e Although Ul wage data includes more than 85 percent
of the working population, key members of the
workforce are excluded, including federal employees,
who pay info their own program; self-employed
individuals; and active-duty military members, limiting
state leaders’ ability to understand the fullest picture of
their workforce.

Note: For full definitions of the terms included in this resource, see the glossary on the last page.

e Stafe wage records were never designed fo answer all
of the questions state policymakers may have about
workforce outcomes. Currently, additional metrics like
occupation, pay rate, and work location that would
provide more precise information about workers’
careers are beyond the scope of data collections in
most states.

With thoughtful policy and implementation, connecting
Ul wage data to education data through an SLDS can
enable better education and employment insights. And
because Ul wage data collection is mandated by the
federal government, it is generally the most potent—
complete, accurate, and readily available—state-level
workforce data source. When combined in meaningful
ways with K-12 and postsecondary data, enhanced Ul
wage data has the potential to bridge the information
gap between education and workforce, allowing for more
useful insights for students, educators, job seekers, and
policymakers.

Other Sources of Workforce Data

Ul wage records are not the only source of information
about the workforce. The following sources individually
and jointly provide valuable information about state
and national labor market trends and education

and fraining programs, but they cannot answer the

full breadth of questions about pathways through
education and the workforce. With enhancements to Ul
wage data and these other valuable workforce data
sources, state leaders can paint a fuller picture about
pathways from education to the workforce.

e Labor market information (LMI) includes
unemployment rates, labor force participation,
economic indicators, and industry trends. Because
LMI is commonly collected through surveys by the
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) or other private
vendors, states rarely have timely access to it to use
for important state workforce insights.

® Public workforce development programs data
includes performance data on education and
training programs, such as those funded under the
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA),
Strengthening Career and Technical Education for
the 21" Century Act (Perkins V), and Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program Employment and
Training. Most states do not meaningfully connect
individual-level or aggregate public workforce
development programs and their other data
systems, limiting the impact of this data. Further,
many states rely on their Ul wage records to
produce this performance data, meaning enhanced
Ul wage data could support higher-quality research
and evaluation of public workforce development
programs.
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https://www.urban.org/research/publication/job-quality-and-wage-records

@?3 The Case for Enhanced Ul Wage Data

Enhancing Ul wage data would unlock new insights

for individuals, education and workforce leaders, and
policymakers seeking to understand and support P-20W
pathways. Dedicated investment, strong data systems,
and sustained political will can help state leaders lead
the charge on Ul wage data enhancements and create a
range of opportunities for those navigating pathways and
credentials of value:

e Better insights and meaningful data. At a minimum,
three main enhancements—occupation, pay rate,
and work location—are critical for generating greater
insights about P-20W pathways, workforce supply and
demand, and the outcomes of education and training
programs on participation in the workforce:

O Occupation refers to the specific position held by
an individual and is most often denoted by job title
or Standard Occupation Classification (SOC) codes.
Right now, occupation is generally reflected only by
the employer’s industry—for example, a computer
engineering graduate could hold an information
technology role across a range of sectors, including
manufacturing, health care, education, or finance,
but their Ul wage data on occupation would be
reported only by their employer’s industry, making it
impossible to know the individual’s precise job.

O Pay rate currently generally includes total wages
per quarter instead of hourly wages.

O Work location is typically recorded as the location
of the company’s headquarters, instead of the
worker’s specific location.

For example, data on a worker’s occupation—the

specific position held by an individual—that is

more specific than just the field or industry would

greatly improve leaders’ ability to answer critical °
questions about education and employment, such

as determining if a certain course of study or training
program led to the desired occupation. Leaders

can opt to use job titles or SOC codes to denote
occupation.

® Better outcomes for individuals. Access to enhanced
Ul wage data can enable students and job seekers
to make better decisions and policymakers to create
better policies for P-20W pathways. Equipping
students and job seekers with additional information
about education and training programs, return
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Enhanced Ul Wage Data in Practice

m Ethan works as a manager at a
y package distribution center in a

suburb of Tiffon, Georgia. But because

the shipping distributor he works

for is headquartered in a suburb
of Atlanta, his Ul wage data will likely not reflect
his true work location and instead be tied to the
company’s headquarters. This disconnect skews
insights about his job quality and wages, as factors
like cost of living differ greatly between more rural
and urban areas in the state. Even more, Ethan’s Ul
wage data likely reflects the shipping company’s
industry—freight and logistics, for example—rather
than capturing his specific managerial role. With
enhanced Ul wage data, employers would be
required to report on employee occupation beyond
industry, job site work location, and pay rate. These
enhancements would enable state leaders to
ascertain more accurate information about Ethan'’s
true position, including whether or not his wages are
sufficient for his areaq, the return on investment of
any education and workforce training programs he
completed, and more.

on investment, and more can help them choose

a program that will lead o a better-paying job,

less debt, and time and cost savings, for example.
Policymakers can also uncover new insights into
education and career pathways that will allow them
to highlight where investments should be directed and
where new policy and programmatic efforts can be
made.

Cost and time savings. Although there will be an initial
lift for employers and state agencies to modernize their
data systems and bolster agency capacity, enhanced
Ul wage data would provide an immense value back
to the state and the local level by reducing the long-
term burden. For example, the Workforce Information
Advisory Council demonstrated how an enhanced
wage record would eliminate the need for employers
to complete the Occupational Employment Statistics
(OES) survey, instead streamlining the process and
allowing OES to conduct analyses from the information
already provided by the enhanced wage record.


https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ETA/wioa/pdfs/WIAC%20Recommendations%20for%20the%20Secretary%202021.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ETA/wioa/pdfs/WIAC%20Recommendations%20for%20the%20Secretary%202021.pdf

Assessing the Link Between Postsecondary Education and Employment

Strada Education Foundation is working to improve
the connection between education and opportunity
and recently published a State Opportunity Index with
a focus on the state data system elements that are
necessary to assess the link between postsecondary
education and employment. One element looks at
whether states “examine earnings by occupation, pay
rate, and work location” and considers leading states

in this element as having enhanced wage records.
Through landscaping analysis and other research,
Strada discovered that states that incorporate these
three elements info state Ul wage data systems can
produce better insights about labor market supply and
demand, occupation trends, differences in regional
labor conditions, and the return on investment for
education and training.

{ States Leading the Way on Enhanced Ul Wage Data

Education and workforce leaders are in the beginning
stages of employing enhanced Ul data fo better
understand P-20W pathways. Although most states

are not doing this work yet, a few are already making
progress toward providing more comprehensive insights
to students, job seekers, educators, workforce boards,
and policymakers. These leading states demonstrate the
value of a strong SLDS in making meaningful connections
between education and workforce data fo enable new
insights about opportunities and outcomes.

In 2017, Indiana began the process of expanding
its wage record to include occupation. It has

since enhanced its Ul wage data to include both
occupation and work location as optional elements and
pay rate as a required element. Indiana also has been
collecting SOC codes for all new hires across the state
and is working with institutions and employers to promote
additional data sharing for current employees. By
including SOC codes in the SLDS to help track education
and employment outcomes, Indiana state leaders can
provide a clearer picture of job placement and salary
trends across the state. Leveraging the state’s SLDS
facilitates cross-sector data integration and sharing,
allowing for longitudinal analyses on education and
workforce pathways that not only provide value back to
state leaders but also allow students and job seekers to

make more informed choices about career paths with
better-integrated data on career outcomes. For example,
internal agency leaders have used linked education and
workforce data to gain a better understanding of the
return on investment for postsecondary education and
training, driving more informed policy, programmatic, and
resource decisions.

Minnesota’s enhanced wage record is opening
' insights into the state’s education-to-employment

pathways. The state recently enhanced its wage
records and now collects information on pay rate (hours
worked) and work location, which is required of employers
statewide. The state is also expanding access to this
information by incorporating enhanced Ul wage data into
the Minnesota Statewide Longitudinal Education Data
System. With enhanced and linked data, Minnesota state
leaders are able to examine the education and workforce
outcomes of Minnesota college graduates, including
information on their median wages and full- or part-time
employment status, providing insights into the return on
investment of education and workforce training programs,
for example. Further, publicly available data tools display
information on hourly wages, annual wages, and college
enrollment status, among other indicators, allowing
individuals to make more informed decisions about their
education and workforce pathways.
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https://www.incontext.indiana.edu/2021/jan-feb/article2.asp
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/268.044
https://sleds.mn.gov/#employment/orgId--999999000__groupType--state__employmentCOHORTID--2021__employmentAward--All+Awards__p--f
https://stradaeducation.org/report/state-opportunity-index/
https://www.strada.org/focus-areas/clear-outcomes
https://www.strada.org/focus-areas/clear-outcomes

Initiatives to Improve Wage and Employment Data

Just as some state agencies have begun to employ
enhanced Ul wage data fo help individuals in their
states, other entities are also thinking about the ways

in which enhanced Ul wage data can be implemented

on a larger scale. Two leading extragovernmental
initiatives are exploring how public-private
partnerships can serve employers, state and federal
agencies, and individuals in producing more
meaningful data.

e The Jobs and Employment Data Exchange (JEDx),

a US Chamber of Commerce initiative, emphasizes
the creation and adoption of standards for jobs and
employment records to streamline and standardize

workforce data. By standardizing data and

technology norms across employers and state and

federal agencies, JEDx could reduce the burden of
reporting on employers, provide better data back
to education and workforce partners, and help

analyze the labor market outcomes associated with
education and workforce programs. So far, at least
seven states have partnered with JEDx fo identify
data priorities and discuss data system needs to
collect and standardize employment data.

The National Labor Exchange (NLx) is an electronic
labor exchange network that enables students, job
seekers, and workforce leaders to discover current
labor market conditions by providing accurate,
up-to-date information about state job openings. NLx
consolidates job postings to amplify their reach to
state workforce agencies, distilling a more accurate
understanding of the nation’s labor market. All state
workforce agencies can access and use data on job
openings, in-demand fields, and job seeker searches
to give state leaders information about workforce
supply and demand that can then inform decisions
about education and workforce pathways.

éu@é Challenges and Considerations

@

As with any other new or improved data collection, state
leaders may encounter a range of barriers that make
vital enhancements to Ul wage data more challenging
to put in place. The Data Quality Campaign’s (DQC)
forthcoming recommendations around implementing
enhancements to Ul wage data and building robust
SLDSs address these challenges, but state and

federal policymakers still must take into account the
following considerations when thinking about pursuing
enhancements to Ul wage data:

o Employer burden. Increasing the reporting
requirements for Ul wage data places additional
burdens on employers. These burdens can include
time, cost, and technological burdens, as employers

will need to spend more time reporting and potentially

update their reporting systems. Employers in some

states have historically pushed back against potential

Ul wage data enhancements, but leaders can
demonstrate the long-term cost and value add in
multiple ways to garner employer buy-in.

e Maintenance of existing state Ul programs. Ul

wage data already exists for the operation of state Ul

programs. Education and workforce industry leaders

ENHANCING UNEMPLOYMENT INSURANCE WAGE DATA TO BETTER

UNDERSTAND EDUCATION AND EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES

must ensure that any enhancements to wage records
do not affect the functionality of state Ul programes,
as states must maintain the ability to serve covered
workers.

Limited agency capacity. Enhancements to Ul wage
data require expertise and capacity from agency staff
to build out specific definitions and requirements for
new data collections and to implement, oversee, and
maintain changes.

Technology and infrastructure deficits. The systems
that maintain state Ul programs can be outdated.
Introducing enhancements to data collections would
require updates to technology side by side with an
expanded data collection.

Cost. Like any new data program or initiative,
enhancements to state data systems cost money,
underscoring the importance of sustained, dedicated
funding for SLDSs that would allow state leaders to
explore how best to use allocated money to address
new enhancements to their systems.


https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/solutions/workforce-development-and-training/jedx
https://www.naswa.org/partnerships/nlx

a State Recommendations to Drive Ul Wage Data Enhancements

Improvements to a state’s workforce data ecosystem can
expand possibilities for students, job seekers, education
and workforce leaders, and policymakers alike by
building upon foundational elements of best data system
practices. By supporting enhancements to Ul wage data
with strong cross-agency data governance and a robust

SLDS, state leaders can establish the conditions necessary

to meet evolving education and workforce needs and
use SLDSs to meaningfully obtain and employ the data
needed to answer more robust questions about P-20W
pathways. The following recommendations for ways
states can expand, improve, and proactively use linked
education and workforce data will require committed
investment from state agencies and employers and will
ultimately improve the state’s entire data ecosystem.

e Enhance Ul wage data collection. With key
enhancements, Ul wage data can be a more useful,
robust, and actionable source of information. At a
minimum, additional fields collected under Ul wage
data should include information on occupation, pay
rate, and work location. By collecting information
on worker occupation, states can answer pressing
workforce outcome questions in their states, including:

O Are workers in their “right-sized” field or occupation
based on their education and/or workforce training
programs?

O Which fields and occupations lead to other desired
occupations for students and job seekers?

O Are workforce training programs, including

apprenticeships, CTE programs, and postsecondary

education, delivering the correct skills and
knowledge for their intended occupations?

Data points like pay rate and precise worker location
are vital enhancements. Information on precise

worker location, instead of just the location of a large
company or corporation, allows insights into regional

For most states, data about early childhood
professionals comes from voluntary workforce
registries with incomplete coverage. Stronger
requirements and increased capacity for the
collection of Ul wage data—and leveraging SLDSs
to connect it to data about populations, services,
and quality—can bolster the understanding of early
childhood educator pathways, job quality, and
supply and demand, which can in turn support
needed policies to increase the supply of qualified
early childhood professionals.
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economic conditions like supply and demand, while
pay rate would assist in better understanding job
trajectories and return on investment of education and
workforce training programs.

Incorporate other sources of data that are available
at the state level. State tax revenue data includes
additional types of information that can be useful to
state workforce agencies, so finding ways to intfegrate
Ul wage data and state tax data could be one method
to streamline workforce data insights. This integration
could address some shortcomings of the Ul program,
including accounting for exempted individuals under
current Ul wage data collections. Additionally, driver’s
license data can be a useful tool o accurately match
and identify pathways because it serves as a single,
verifiable record for individuals across sectors.
Incorporating driver’s license data into SLDSs can
enable states to provide more accurate information
about education and workforce experiences,
improving the decisionmaking capabilities of students,
job seekers, and policymakers.

Codify cross-agency data governance in law to
mandate meaningful data sharing. Data governance
is the foundation for high-quality SLDSs that enable the
meaningful use of enhanced Ul wage data. A strong
SLDS with transparent, leadership-level governance

is the best way to ensure that enhanced Ul wage

data not only generates information about workforce
outcomes but also provides value back fo K-12 and
postsecondary systems. State leaders must codify
cross-agency data governance in law. Mandated
leadership-level, cross-agency data governance
ensures transparency and accountability for decisions
about workforce data collection, security, and access
and reduces the confusion about what data sharing is
permissible between the workforce and other sectors,
which is offen an unnecessary roadblock to meaningful
data access.

Strengthen SLDSs and source systems to promote
workforce data use and transparency. To fully

take advantage of enhanced elements of Ul wage
data, state leaders must also take steps to build

or strengthen state data systems and their source
systems. With strong data systems that enable access,
state leaders and other decisionmakers are able to
effectively use linked data to answer questions about
education and workforce journeys. But SLDSs are
only as strong as their weakest contributing data
system. Workforce systems, including state Ul data
systems, have not seen the same investment that other
partner systems, like K-12, have received in recent


https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/drivers-license-data/
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/drivers-license-data/
https://dataqualitycampaign.org/resource/transforming-state-early-childhood-data/

years. State workforce systems need investment and °
improvement to account for additional Ul wage data
elements. Modernizing, standardizing, and orienting
workforce systems tfoward access and transparency

will help allow them to meet the moment and produce

the workforce and education insights and tools that
leaders, workers, and students want and need.

e Invest in the capacity necessary to improve workforce
data capabilities. Enhanced Ul wage data has
the potential to broaden education and workforce
analyses but only if states have the time, money, and
capacity to perform the analyses. States can bolster
human and data capacity by investing in roles to
support data use and analysis and uplifting best
practice mechanisms to facilitate easier reporting for
staff and employers, with the goal of aligning technical
and human resources in support of expanded data
access. State leaders must also provide sustained,
dedicated funding to their SLDSs as well as to each
contributing agency system, including workforce.

Consider the data collection and rollout strategies
that work best for the state. State leaders must be
thoughtful and intentional about the specific context
that enhanced Ul wage data occupies in their state,
as new data collections take dedicated effort and
time. Data strategies will work differently across

states depending on the state’s context. For example,
a state may want to start expanded Ul wage record
rollout with larger employers or incentivize employers
statewide fo join a pilot for expanded wage records.
Either way, these considerations underscore the
importance of working directly with employers to
determine how to adopt and implement Ul wage data
expansion. Including employers and other interested
parties (e.g., local workforce boards, labor and
business associations) in conversations about new Ul
wage data collections can boost engagement, help
people understand the benefits of expanded data, and
mitigate employer burden concerns.

ﬁ Federal Recommendations to Support Ul Wage Data Enhancements

While state agencies must lead and invest in their own
data enhancements and infrastructure to expand P-20W
insights with Ul wage data, the federal government has
a role to play in supporting state data initiatives. State
leaders have long looked to the federal government for
support, guidance, and resources around permissible
data collections, uses, and analyses. Enhancements

to Ul wage data are no different. Congress and

relevant federal agencies could provide sustained
federal investments in Ul wage data enhancements
through guidance, technical assistance, and funding.
These investments would allow state leaders to better
understand and strengthen their workforce, bolstering
the nation’s overall workforce and economy to withstand
changes in political party or leadership.

® Revise existing regulations and guidance on
permissible disclosures of confidential Ul information
to clarify who may access Ul information, including
who is considered a public official. While current
regulations indicate specific purposes for data use—
such as in support of WIOA-related activities—other
existing federal statutes (e.g., Perkins V) and future
legislation may necessitate access to the same Ul
wage and complementary UC data for different but
similar purposes. The existing regulations speak fo
this possibility to a degree, but effective and data-
driven state policy development requires access
to information beyond what is explicitly outlined in
existing regulations and limited existing guidance. The
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lack of clarity regarding specific instances in which
access to this data can be granted has led to an overly
conservative approach to Ul wage and unemployment
compensation data access in many states. This
discrepancy between explicit authorization and
broader potential usage leaves a gap in the regulatory
framework that the Department of Labor can fix by
providing greater specificity in future regulation.

Provide incentives to enhance wage records.
Enhanced Ul wage records could be used in a number
of ways to assess the value and return on investment
of credentials. With more details on a wage record like
occupation, pay rate, and location, states could better
understand and convey to students and workers which
programs are likely best for enhancing their economic
well-being. As mentioned previously, voluntary efforts
already underway, including JEDx, are bringing
employers and states together to consider how best to
enhance wage records. Additionally, the Department
of Labor should identify ways within existing grant
programs and funding streams to incentivize states to
move forward with expanding their Ul wage records
and standardizing their data elements and definitions
in partnership with their employer communities. For
example, Workforce Data Quality Initiative grants can
provide resources to help states integrate data on
education and workforce outcomes into their data
systems, enabling leaders to better understand training
and employment outcomes in their states.



State leaders have questions about their workforce that they need data
to answer. Expanding Ul wage records is a way to build a more robust
picture of workforce outcomes. By following the policy recommendations
in this document and ensuring that state SLDSs include the most robust
workforce data available, leaders will be able to gather and act on
insights to improve their education-to-workforce pipelines.

Glossary

DQC uses the following definitions when referring to these terms:

Labor market information (LMI) includes
unemployment rates, labor force participation,
economic indicators, and industry tfrends. It is
commonly collected by the BLS or other private
vendors.

Public workforce development programs data
includes performance data on education and
training programs, such as those funded under
WIOA, Perkins V, and Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program Employment and Training.

Standard Occupation Classification (SOC) codes are
six-digit codes assigned to specific roles based on job
duties. The SOC code system is broadly used by both
the private and public sectors, meaning widespread
adoption of this system would reduce the need for
familiarization among Ul wage data users and allow
for more streamlined integration into SLDSs and
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related source systems. SOC codes can provide access
to better-matched data about education pathways,
employment outcomes, and labor market trends.

Unemployment insurance (Ul) programs are federal-
state partnerships that provide temporary financial
assistance fo eligible workers who have lost their jobs.

Unemployment insurance (Ul) wage data is collected
quarterly by states to facilitate Ul programs. This

data typically includes information on worker identity,
employer, and gross wages and is a required collection
under the Social Security Act.

Wage record is information about an individual’s
income. Ul wage records are submitted by employers
and used in state Ul programs. Other examples include
the BLS’s Wage Records Program or Social Security
Administration earnings records.

The Data Quality Campaign is a nonprofit policy and advocacy organization leading the effort to ensure
that data works for everyone navigating their education and workforce journeys. For more information, go to



http://dataqualitycampaign.org

