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TOWARD A RACE-CONSCIOUS UNDERSTANDING OF THE FEDERAL 

WORKFORCE SYSTEM: FLAWS AND OPPORTUNITIES 

 

Dr. Alexander Camardelle,  Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies 

 

 

Dr. Alexander Camardelle,  Director of Workforce Policy at the Joint 

Center for Political and Economic Studies met with the Non-degree 

Credentials Research Network (NCRN) on January 18, 2022, to share 

the Joint Center's research agenda related to advancing racial equity 

for Black workers in America's workforce system. A key focus of the 

Joint Center is race-neutral policy in workforce development. A 

central question is whether the race-neutral orientation of skills-

training is resulting in harmful ideologies that materially affect the 

success of Black workers in the labor market. This summary of 

Camardelle’s presentation including discussion with NCRN members, is excerpted from the transcript 

of the webinar by Dr. Holly Zanville, Research Professor, co-director of the Program on Skills, 

Credentials &  Workforce Policy, George Washington University. See presentation slides here.   

________________________ 

 

The Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies 

 

The Joint Center, often referred to as America’s Black think tank, is a 51-year-old organization. Its 

mission is to eradicate persistent barriers to the full freedom of Black people in the U.S. Their work 

has spanned multiple areas over the last several decades, but currently focuses on the following: 

• Congressional staff diversity to improve the representation of Black leaders on the Hill and in 

the federal administration. 

• The role that new technology plays in advancing and/or harming  Black communities (e.g., role 

of algorithmic bias, lack of broadband access). 

• Workforce policy that centers Black workers in policy debates concerning the future of work, 

workforce development, and access to good jobs.  Efforts include program and accountability 

among training providers and community colleges in higher education institutions; registered 

apprenticeships and whether they're effective at recruiting, retaining, and helping Black 

workers move up the economic ladder; role of supportive services for helping individuals 

navigate education and training; and postsecondary access and completion issues.  

 

Work focuses on quality jobs —access to jobs that pay a living wage, offer employer-sponsored 

benefits like health care and retirement programs, the issue of occupational segregation in select 

industries, and role of access to collective bargaining and labor power. The impact of automation in 

displacing workers in certain occupations is also a job quality focus.  

 

Two foundational components stand behind this work: 

https://jointcenter.org/about/staff/
https://jointcenter.org/dr-alex-camardelle-joins-joint-center-as-director-of-workforce-policy/
https://jointcenter.org/dr-alex-camardelle-joins-joint-center-as-director-of-workforce-policy/
https://gwipp.gwu.edu/non-degree-credentials-research-network-ncrn
https://gwipp.gwu.edu/non-degree-credentials-research-network-ncrn
https://gwipp.gwu.edu/sites/g/files/zaxdzs2181/f/downloads/Joint%20Center%20NCRN%20Presentation.pptx
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• Education is not the great equalizer. No matter where Black folks fall on the educational 

spectrum, income and wealth disparities persist. Many researchers have found that no matter 

how much education, how many degrees or credentials, the earnings and wealth amassed by 

Black workers still pale in comparison to white workers with less credentials (including 

degrees).  

• All jobs should be good.  A person's dignity in their work, ability to earn a good wage, and have 

a good living and support their family should not just be tied to whether they have that 

credential to compete for higher paying jobs.  

 

The Federal Workforce System  

 

The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) is the country's landmark workforce 

development law. It is the latest iteration of many of its predecessors, which aims to increase 

education and training and employment for individuals with barriers to employment, reduce welfare 

dependency, increase economic self-sufficiency, and increase the prosperity of workers and 

employers. However, the system can also be understood as tied to long-lasting effort to reduce access 

to public benefits and other supports for historically marginalized communities. Through this lens, it 

is critical to understand how the race-neutral and individualistic orientation of WIOA may reproduce 

economic and racial disparities. 

 

WIOA-funded training programs can be categorized into four categories:    

• Skill development (increase vocational skills through classroom or on-the-job training) 

• Job-development (public employment programs where jobs are specifically created for 

participants) 

• Employability development (emphasize personal attitudes and attributes needed for 

employment such as “soft skills”)  

• Work experience (provide employment experiences intended to help workers gain the same 

attitudes and attributes as employability development programs through paid or unpaid work). 

 

Being reflective of the past welfare reform law helps us situate who is a component of our welfare-

to-work system.  Some rules and regulations regarding even performance accountability and welfare 

dependency (e.g., tracking the number of exiters still on SNAP who receive cash assistance) creates 

a very compliance-driven workforce system that disproportionately harms folks with the highest 

barriers to employment. Although policy goals are to provide opportunities to individuals with high 

barriers to employment, WIOA seeks to apply solutions without consideration for race or the 

existence of past or present racial discrimination. This is an extension of an orientation to welfare 

reform.  

 

Alternatively, the three goals of WIOA should include the following:  

• Unmitigated access to education and training opportunities that seamlessly lead to work 

opportunities that promote economic mobility and wealth creation for Black communities. 

• Strong supportive services for Black workers in low wage jobs that enable agency for workers 

to pursue the education and training necessary to move up the ladder. 

• All Black workers are employed in high quality jobs that offer livable wages, enable wealth 

creation, offer flexibilities.  

 

Implications of Race Neutral Policy 

 

WIOA policy is understood as race neutral: “WIOA is a colorblind or race-neutral policy; that is, 

although its purpose is to provide opportunities to previously marginalized adults, it seeks to apply 

solutions without consideration for race or the existence of past or present racial discrimination.” 
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But there is growing concern for negative implications of race-neutral policy. Ahlberg et. al (2019) 

argue that the neoliberal silencing of racism results in a process that actually makes racism even more 

invisible because it “removes any suggestion of white supremacy or white guilt from personal thought 

and public discussion while legitimizing the existing social, political, and economic arrangements 

which privilege whites” (p. 3). 

 

Dr. Camardelle finds that the lack of explicit language or terms that call attention to racism in the labor 

market is perpetuated by ideologies that privilege personal responsibility/individualism as truth over 

systemic failures of the economy and public policy. This establishes a paradox then in which the 

poorest in society have to find solutions for their own education and social welfare with the 

extraordinary expectation that nothing will interfere with their individual effort to move out of 

poverty—not even racism. 

 

There is the common view that the reason individuals don't do well economically in terms of 

employment and getting high-quality jobs is they do not take advantage of all the opportunities. The 

idea of pulling yourself up by the bootstraps, working hard as an individual and getting all the skills 

and credentials and taking full advantage of the workforce system as it is, is unfounded for many Black 

Americans. Even if you do that, as a Black person in this country it won't yield results that would create 

parity or racial equity.  

 

Another example is the commonsense logic of economic burden that the unemployed or job seekers 

are to the taxpayer. This is an example using the notion of opportunity which is a big component of 

WIOA. We have statutory requirements to invest those dollars specifically to those disconnected from 

work and school. Much case-making is done around how much money is wasted by not engaging 

those youth and young adults who are disproportionately Black youth. Pundits argue that billions or 

even trillions of dollars are lost by not engaging youth populations well. Because of their perceived 

overdependence on welfare supports like food stamps and TANF, the critique is levelled  against youth 

for being disengaged in the workforce system and the economic burden that poses to taxpayers.  

Oftentimes, the same critique is not leveled at the businesses and other decision-makers that provide 

steep tax cuts and other benefits to industries that actually prohibit us from implementing more 

distributed policies that could help achieve greater educational achievement outcomes.   

 

Black workers are disproportionately represented among those using WIOA services. More than one 

in three workers who completed WIOA-funded services between April 2019 and March 2020 was 

Black, despite making up just  12.6% of the country's Labor force. WIOA's individualistic and race-

neutral orientation dismisses racism in the labor market and the workplace, which weakens the ability 

of training providers to advance equity through workforce development. 

 

From an outcomes perspective, we see lack of attention to barriers facing Black workers manifesting 

in unequal outcomes in terms of wages and credential attainment. There are differential quarterly 

earnings rates among Black, Latino, and white workers who exit WIOA programs and WIOA outcomes 

replicate racial earning gaps seen across the US labor force. For example, the wage earnings for Black 

workers are the lowest of all three groups, both exiting WIOA and across the labor force. White 

workers are overrepresented in the higher-paying occupations (with average salaries above $69,870 

– jobs in management; computer and mathematical; business and financial; healthcare practitioners 

and technical). In contrast, Black workers are overrepresented in the lower-paying occupations 

(average salaries below $38,720 – jobs in office and administrative production; transportation and 

material moving; healthcare support; personal care and service; and food preparation and servicing).  

The result is occupational segregation.  
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The key recommendations we are thinking about to address these issues include: 

• WIOA guardrails must be put in place to protect Black workers from occupational segregation. 

• WIOA must explicitly acknowledge discrimination in hiring and in the workplace. 

• WIOA must compensate Black workers shouldering the opportunity costs of training. 

• WIOA must invest in data systems that track program-level outcomes for Black workers. 

• Black job seekers must share power with workforce system decision-makers. 

 

Implementing these recommendations would go a long way to improving our system. The Joint Center 

will  be advocating for these efforts in our research and policy work.  

 

NCRN Discussion  

 

Discussion on issues raised by Camardelle followed with the nearly 60 NCRN members in attendance. 

 

NCRN: How could the Joint Center work with the NCRN and what thoughts do you have around 

how to hold programs more accountable and what we should be measuring?  

 

Camardelle: The Joint Center is interested in supporting work that would focus on the less understood 

experiences of Black workers in skills training. Also, one of the biggest issues we're running up against 

in terms of performance accountability is the issue of poor-quality skills training. What are the 

indicators/metrics that we should be tracking, especially to hold programs accountable for poor 

outcomes that serve primarily communities of color? We have some ideas in terms of outcomes-

based indicators like starting wage and retention. But there may also be some at the workplace level, 

like individual experience opportunities for professional growth opportunities to move on or to 

participate in on-the-job training, where individuals are denied those opportunities. That’s an area 

we're trying to define.  

 

NCRN: Your thinking about the federal infrastructure posits the infrastructure of workforce 

analysts in the US is not very diverse, therefore, subconsciously policy analysts aren't very good 

about asking the right questions.  This especially is an issue I think around gender analysis – we 

need more gender economists, for example, since males and females often bring different views 

to the table. Why we don't have diversity among our analysts, and how do you deal with this in 

your discussions with the Hill staff around workforce analytics?  

 

Camardelle:  This is an important issue. We have not developed a strategy specifically for that though 

our focus is on diversifying top staff in on the Hill.  I’d suggest bringing in some others to the table 

and discussing this further.  

 

NCRN: The fact that the labor market is rife with discrimination underscores the important work 

the Joint Center is doing. What kind of strategies have workforce boards and agencies 

successfully used to work with employers on developing more inclusive hiring practices? How 

might these relate to pay-for-performance models?  

 

Camardelle:  The Joint Center has not examined specific employer provider strategies that may have 

improved hiring prospects that don't entail discrimination or the like. We have focused more on 

looking at different industry level outcomes to see where Black workers do perform better than 

others. I’ve been working with metro Atlanta to bring together providers,  where they shifted from a 

city/county level workforce board system to a regional workforce board system to create uniform 

entry and exit requirements for providers and participants. The metro Atlanta region is very diverse 

and large but also very challenged by equity issues. One  of the experiments underway is looking at 

the role of industry partnerships and sector-based partnerships in closing wage earning gaps among 
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Black and White workers. Preliminary results are showing that industry partnerships in the areas of 

Transportation, Logistics, and IT do narrow the earnings gaps between Black and White workers. If we 

could bring that work to more scale (we have been seeking funding to grow that experiment to build 

more evidence), we may be able to see even better results. There is a lot of appetite for addressing 

racial equity — evaluating outcomes through a racial equity lens. 

 

Black folks are overrepresented in the pool of returning citizens from incarceration. Though there is  

increasing push to encourage employers to shed the box on the employment application form that 

asks about prior felony convictions and other things, evidence has shown that could have an 

unintended consequence because employers just find other ways to screen out applicants — so that's 

not necessarily the silver bullet people wanted it to be.  

 

We want agencies like the EEOC to work closely with providers to track and basically certify that 

providers aren't placing jobseekers into jobs or with employers that have had a track record of open 

discrimination cases against them without investigation. Basically, trusting worker rights and their 

experience in the hiring process is a very bold and progressive tactic. We have not yet addressed the 

pay-for-performance models but from my general knowledge of that, forcing a compliance-driven 

system can have some unintended consequences that may be negative. 

 

NCRN: We want to partner with employers—help employers with public funds so they can  

demonstrate they're not discriminating but also showing progress in terms of improving their 

hiring practices when it comes to racial equity and occupational segregation. How do you think 

beyond just WHAT we owe participants? On any given year, probably some 200,000 people are 

in the WIOA system so this is a drop in the bucket. How do we get to the managers and HR teams 

more broadly? Maybe we need to think more about engaging Chambers of Commerce and trying 

to focus on a bigger pool — broadening and normalizing certain practices in management and 

hiring? Now it is so laissez faire, everyone on their own, especially in smaller and mid-sized 

businesses that often they don't have a lot of internal capacity for HR. What about performance 

measures at this individual learner level instead of the broader labor market, the broader dynamics 

around businesses and employers? 

 

Camardelle:  I think you’re right that focusing on one system that is very small dwarfs the real 

problem. Our focus on this issue is because it's policy-relevant in the billions of dollars going towards 

it. Because Black folks are overrepresented in WIOA, the Joint Center wants to pay close attention to 

ways we can avoid putting new money into broken systems. It’s not just a low-income unemployed 

worker problem we're talking about in terms of discrimination in the labor market. A Black person can 

have a PhD  and a woman can have a PhD and still make less than half of what their white or male 

counterparts are making. We can work with HR offices and the courts when there is documented 

discrimination and hope that makes its way through the process. But that becomes an opportunity of 

last resort because engaging through that process could ultimately get people terminated. We are 

seeing in the hiring process a lot of new research around algorithms and discrimination through 

algorithmic hiring tools and how to  control for biases across the labor market where those tools are 

commonly used. The aim is to make sure we're not screening out people of color and women from 

jobs they are otherwise qualified for. All this has raised the technology components —the algorithmic 

component is one that touches a lot of workers, especially in frontline industries of retail and food 

service. The only way you can get a job in those industries is often through applying online and going 

through screening about your character, fitness, and all those things.  

 

The next step is  how to fully equip small- and medium-large businesses who are doing hiring to apply 

an equity lens to their hiring processes. That means bringing on Chambers of Commerce and  business 

associations like the Business Roundtable that do have a racial equity agenda. It would really be helpful 
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for the HR management associations like SHRM to provide resources to help businesses adopt tools 

to reduce equity bias in hiring. The default method for folks who do policy work is to figure out how 

the public sector can help, what are the windows in the public sector to hold folks accountable.  

 

NCRN: One of your slides said we need “guardrails” that can protect workers from occupational 

segregation. What are the top two or three guardrails that are available? 

 

Camardelle: We should require partnerships with employers that meet certain job-quality 

components; for instance, maybe the employer is meeting the prevailing wage threshold for their 

community, they offer flexible scheduling for folks who are caregivers, they provide employer-

sponsored health coverage. Those are general. But we have to think about job-quality metrics that 

are at the heart of how we think about occupational segregation. The segregation pieces are 

compounded by the fact that Black male workers and female workers of color are overrepresented in 

jobs that are not high-quality, which do not have family-supporting wages and provide benefits. Some 

industries continue to have stigma attached to them; for instance, there's underrepresentation of 

women in the skilled trades construction industry and because of that, providers don’t provide 

opportunities for women to tap into nontraditional employment. That stigma is prevalent across the 

workforce system. What is needed are on-ramps into occupations where populations are 

underrepresented. This could address occupational segregation. Growing work around 

apprenticeships — women apprenticeships in the trades especially – will be very helpful. Likewise, 

getting young people of color into the IT industry where they've been historically underrepresented. 

There also are guardrails to be put in place around unsubsidized employment. We could benefit by a 

little bit more enforcement and accountability through policy. 

 

NCRN:  What is happening on the data collection side to address deficiencies in data collection 

on the outcomes of program participants by racial/ethnic groups? What work is going on around 

lack of reporting requirements or policy Issues and lack of data infrastructure? 

 

Camardelle:  What you find at the program level are providers that don't have capacity to invest in 

data collection.  For example, some providers do not even have the proper coding to develop intake 

forms needed for exit forms for performance accountability to track outcomes we already talked 

about by race/ethnicity. We need to invest in the capacity of our infrastructure to collect and analyze 

data. There has been substantial disinvestment in skills training, and in particular non-degree skills 

training across the states. That has caused an issue for smaller community-based providers who work 

directly in low-income communities, but don’t belong to a national organization like Goodwill that 

does have data capacity. There are a lot of neighborhood nonprofit organizations that cannot do the 

level of evaluation or support evaluation we need because they can't afford the mechanisms to collect 

information. We need  infrastructure and capacity.  

 

NCRN:  I’m new to workforce development work —is there a reporting requirement to even 

collect on the outcomes, much less collect disaggregated by race? 

 

Camardelle:  There are federal requirements to measure outcomes. Providers will measure quarterly 

earnings of participants that they placed into jobs, and credential retention and attainment if they're 

receiving WIOA  funds.  Some other outcomes though may be collected. But at the provider level, you 

won't get that disaggregated always by race/ethnicity. So it varies. The Joint Center (and many others) 

are saying, if we’re going to invest in these programs, we must track outcomes not just participation 

—and outcomes by race/ethnicity because communities of color are often given the low end of quality 

of service. This is one way we’re trying to combat that. 
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NCRN:  As we wrap up today, any final thoughts on the high-road or good-job strategies? The 

measurement issues? The data collection issues we as a research group bump into repeatedly 

that we’re working in many respects on through this network?  

 

Camardelle: First, thank you to the NCRN for the work you’re doing —the Joint Center is interested in 

collaborating on these type of issues going forward. We’re especially interested in potential strategies 

like setting a floor for the types of employers that can address the issues we have raised. This could 

happen at the local level and in the larger national companies. The federal law does set the bar low in 

many respects, and then local areas have opportunities to go beyond that using their creativity and 

dynamic industry-specific conditions in communities to create paths to better jobs. That may go 

beyond what the Statute or law may allow. There are also resource constraints that create a lot of 

challenges and there are ways organizations are advocating for more money. We should all be pushing 

for greater investments in programs and systems that prioritize good jobs. Many governors have 

discretionary dollars to support projects like industry sector-based partnerships closing the wage gap 

(like I mentioned in metro Atlanta that are largely driven by discretionary funds through the governor's 

office). Pushing for these could help open some doors for new building—new evidence around what 

works and doesn't. That’s what we'll be trying to do through the Joint Center.  

 


