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Jobs for the Future
Jobs for the Future (JFF), a national non-profit organization, works to strengthen
the foundation for economic opportunity and civic health in America by advanc-
ing the skills and knowledge required for success in the new economy. JFF works
locally and nationally to develop innovative workforce development solutions
that help people make effective lifelong transitions between work and learning.
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hrough the New Deal, the British government has embarked upon a major reform
of the welfare state, with a focus on reducing dependency and increasing the
employability of long-term unemployed individuals. As in the United States,
which has undertaken similar initiatives during the last several years, British
efforts make employment the primary goal, marking a shift from income support
to a work-centered welfare system. This shift puts employers at the heart of
reform.

On behalf of the New Deal Task Force, Jobs for the Future (JFF) has researched
early lessons from the U.S. experience to stimulate planning and discussion
among British employers and policymakers. This paper summarizes those lessons,
with particular attention to the experience of a select group of large U.S. firms that
have British subsidiaries and effective welfare-to-work programs. 

These companies are: Allied Signal, American Airlines, Anheuser-Busch, Bristol-
Meyers Squibb, Chevron, EDS, Federal Express, Ford, General Motors, Hewlett-
Packard, Manpower Inc., Marriott International, McDonald’s, Monsanto, Pizza
Hut, Salomon Smith Barney, United Airlines, United Parcel Service, and Xerox
Business Services.

Because the United States and the United Kingdom have very different political
and economic structures and traditions, as well as different welfare and workforce
development systems, no attempt is made to transfer JFF’s findings about the
American experience into recommendations for Britain. Social policies from one
country can never be adopted wholesale by another. However, we believe 
that the lessons from the past few years of welfare-to-work practice in the United
States are instructive and relevant to the future development of the New Deal and
other welfare-to-work initiatives.

Social and Economic Context
Political and economic factors have accelerated the rate at which U.S. employers
are hiring people on welfare. 

• The “push” of federal legislation is increasing the number of welfare recipients seeking
work: The 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act transforms welfare into a work-based system by limiting welfare recipients
to a lifetime maximum of five years of federally financed assistance. The Act
requires most recipients to find employment or participate in activities leading
to work. It also places a clear priority on immediate labor market attachment—
known as a “work-first” approach—rather than longer-term education and
training strategies. 

• The “pull” of a shortage of qualified entry-level employees is forcing employers to seek
new sources of labor: Tight labor markets combined with rising employer demand
for basic and soft skills in entry-level positions have prompted employers to
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look to new sources of potential employees,
including the welfare population. Through most
of the 1990s, the demand for qualified entry-level
employees has increased more quickly than the
supply. During the last five years, the number of
companies reporting skill shortages has doubled.
In addition, the literacy, numeracy, communica-
tions, and teamwork skills demanded by employ-
ers have increased. In this environment, many
firms are experimenting with new ways to find
qualified, entry-level staff, reduce turnover, and
improve productivity.

Welfare has traditionally provided income to poor
families with dependent children.

Consequently, adult welfare recipients are over-
whelmingly female and between the ages of 20 and
45. The typical family that receives welfare is a single
mother with two children. (Able-bodied adult men
and women without children are not eligible for
most welfare programs; those who have recently lost
their job are eligible for short-term income support
through the Unemployment Insurance system.)
Welfare recipients are distributed fairly evenly across
racial groups, and as many as a third have depen-
dents under the age of three. They are unevenly dis-
tributed geographically: they are overwhelmingly
concentrated in the nation’s cities and, to a lesser
extent, rural poverty areas.

As a group, welfare recipients face serious skill 
deficiencies.

At least 42 percent of welfare recipients lack a high
school diploma. A sizable minority have physical
and other disabilities that make work difficult. 
One-third have never held a job for longer than six
months. According to one estimate, only 10 percent
of the welfare population is skilled enough to
advance beyond entry-level work. Other non-skill
barriers to employment include inadequate trans-
portation to where jobs are located, a lack of day-
care resources, and inexperience in strategies for
finding suitable employment.  

As the welfare system becomes more work-centered,
welfare and workforce policy are becoming more
closely linked.

Recent reforms of both welfare and workforce devel-
opment policy in the United States emphasize the
priority of work. Welfare policy promotes work as a
way to reduce dependency on public assistance.

Workforce development policy has moved toward
skill-development strategies that are more work-
based and responsive to employers than in the past.
New policy priorities include: an emphasis on serv-
ing employer needs, increased roles for business-ori-
ented intermediary organizations and private-public
partnerships, a one-stop service-delivery system,
and an accountability system that includes perfor-
mance measures on retention and advancement as
well as hiring. These reforms constitute a major 
paradigm shift in the role of the Employment Service
at the local level.

The success of a work-centered welfare policy is
linked necessarily to the dynamics of the low-wage,
low-skill labor market. 

Many individual employers can change—and are
changing—hiring and employment practices to bet-
ter help welfare recipients find work. However,
important questions remain about whether the U.S.
economy has enough jobs for all welfare recipients;
whether recipients are qualified for available jobs;
and whether the jobs that are available to these indi-
viduals, in combination with government income
support, make it possible for welfare recipients even-
tually to achieve family-supporting incomes.

These are challenges that individual employers alone
cannot address. It is why many U.S. experts—and
employers—see a necessary role for public policy
not just in helping welfare recipients escape depen-
dency but also in making it easier for the millions of
low-wage workers who are not on welfare to achieve
self-sustaining incomes through a combination of
employment, education, job training, tax, and
income-support policies.

General Trends in Employer 
Welfare-to-Work Efforts
Many employers are hiring welfare recipients.

Hiring of welfare recipients by U.S. firms has grown
rapidly, more rapidly than many predicted even two
years ago. The national Welfare to Work Partnership,
an organization dedicated to helping companies set
up welfare-to-work programs,  has enlisted 7,500
firms. In 1997, Partnership members hired over
135,000 welfare recipients. Two recent surveys con-
clude that more than half of U.S. firms report they
have hired from the welfare population. However,
most welfare recipients get low-wage jobs. And
unfortunately for both firms and welfare recipients,
turnover rates in low-wage jobs are high, unless
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employers design programs to promote retention. 

Participation is dominated by larger firms in a 
few industries.

Larger firms in a small number of industry sectors
are the major employers of welfare recipients, with
firms of more than 100 employees estimated to
employ 61 percent of working welfare recipients. 

The service and retail sectors account for 60 percent
of all employment but 80 percent of the jobs secured
by welfare recipients. Business services, eating and
drinking places, and health services alone account
for 45 percent of employment for welfare recipients.

However, as Jobs for the Future’s research and inter-
views indicate, firms in diverse—and frequently
higher-paying—industries, such as high technology,
transportation, health, and heavy manufacturing,
have successful welfare-to-work policies. Efforts to
diversify target industry sectors are beginning to
bear fruit.

There is potential for continued expansion of
employer participation, particularly among 
smaller businesses.

Further expansion of employer hiring from the wel-
fare population is both likely and feasible, assuming
continued economic growth. Even in a recession or a
period of slower growth, firms will face ongoing
challenges in finding and retaining qualified, entry-
level workers. 

While participation of small firms in welfare-to-work
programs has been relatively weak, two-thirds of
small firms that used local intermediary organizations
to recruit candidates for employment reported hiring
welfare recipients. Smaller firms that hire welfare
recipients have a much higher ratio of welfare hires
to total employees than do larger firms. Marketing to
firms by employer associations, business networks,
and other local intermediaries, an idea that is gain-
ing momentum in many communities, may help
increase small-business involvement in welfare-to-
work efforts. 

Most employers focus primarily on recruitment 
and hiring, but strategies to improve retention are
becoming more common—and they are receiving
support from public policy.

The primary emphasis of welfare-to-work efforts 
to date has been recruitment and hiring. However,
employers are increasingly interested in ways to

lower turnover and improve retention of entry-level
employees. 

Federal and state policies have also focused on mov-
ing recipients off welfare and into employment.
Increasingly, though, policymakers recognize the need
for additional funds to support strategies that help
recipients stay employed and advance in careers. The
newly enacted Workforce Investment Act authorizes
resources for training current employees, with an
emphasis on low-skill workers. Federal welfare-to-
work legislation provides $3 billion for measures to
improve retention and advancement of the hardest-
to-employ welfare population. One target group for
this assistance is non-custodial parents with signifi-
cant barriers to market success. These resources can
be used for pre-employment training and related ser-
vices delivered by public agencies, local One Stop
Centers, or other community-based organizations
that are part of the local workforce development sys-
tem.

The Welfare-to-Work Experience of
Leading U.S. Firms
Jobs for the Future interviewed 19 leading U.S. com-
panies about their welfare-to-work activities.
(Profiles of 11 of these large firms, all of which have
a presence in the United Kingdom, are included in
the full report.) The interviews explored: corporate
motivation for developing and sustaining welfare-to-
work programs, the benefits firms derive, the kinds
of activities in which the firms engage, and the role
of local partnerships in simplifying and strengthen-
ing employer participation.

The primary motivation for employer participation
is to meet business objectives.

Wage subsidies motivate firms to begin welfare-to-
work efforts but are not by themselves sufficient to
sustain involvement.  Public funding of recruitment,
training, and support services encourages sustained
efforts by improving welfare recipients’ job perfor-
mance while reducing companies’ financial expo-
sure.That said, firms report two other motives for
initiating welfare-to-work efforts: the desire to be
good corporate citizens and peer pressure or influ-
ence from other companies they see as leaders in
their industry or community. 

Employers identify a number of important business
benefits from their welfare-to-work involvement. 
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Three benefits are foremost: more effective access to an
expanded labor pool, reduced employee turnover, and
increased motivation and loyalty among new hires. 

Firms report other benefits as well. These include:
reduced recruitment and hiring costs; better-than-
average quality and performance for new hires; 
and improved morale among a firm’s incumbent
workforce. 

An additional benefit comes from public subsidies
for hiring welfare recipients and for training and
other services that improve job-readiness and pro-
ductivity. Employers appreciate subsidies because
they help reduce the risks and costs of employing
welfare recipients. 

Finally, employers enjoy “spill-over” benefits from
innovations that benefit not just welfare recipients
but all entry-level employees in a company.
Examples include: more effective mentoring and ori-
entation programs for all new hires and strategies for
addressing transportation needs or other barriers to
work that can extend beyond the welfare population.

Employers identify several challenges to expanding
their efforts.
These include:

• How well local service providers can customize
their activities to meet employer needs; 

• The need for quality referrals and screening of
potential hires, given the poor job-readiness of
many welfare recipients and other low-skill 
workers; 

• Perceived inflexibility of welfare and workforce
development agencies;

• The time and resources commitment required to
develop new programs; and

• Complexities of integrating services needed by
many welfare recipients into a firm’s existing
human resource practices.

Partnerships play a critical role in successful 
business experience.

U.S. companies have found it particularly helpful to
enlist local agencies who excel at providing services
that are beyond the firm’s core competencies. Every
firm interviewed by Jobs for the Future stressed the
importance of working in partnership with effective
local organizations. Examples include: community-
based organizations and temporary help firms that

help companies recruit and assess potential new
hires; regional bus lines or private firms that provide
transportation to and from workplaces; community
colleges that provide training and skill development;
and a range of organizations that collaborate with
employers to design and deliver work-based train-
ing and post-placement support. 

From the company perspective, successful partner-
ships must meet clearly defined business objectives.
Partners must provide excellent customer service,
understand an employer’s specific entry-level labor
needs, and be committed to continuous improve-
ment in meeting employer standards. 

Large, engaged firms are involved in two kinds of
welfare-to-work efforts:

1. Activities that increase their access to quality
employees and help the firm retain and advance
those employees; and 

2. Collaborative inter-firm activities that share best
practice, increase overall business involvement,
and influence public policy.

1. Activities that increase access, retention, and
advancement

Firm-specific efforts focus primarily on expanding access
to sources of new employees, improving the quality of the
job match. Effective strategies include: 

• Better screening and matching of job seekers to
job vacancies;

• Pre-employment preparation in basic skills, 
communication, and “soft skills” and short-term
training targeted to the firm or industry; and

• Improved orientation to the job, training on the
job, and support during socialization to the job.

Examples of firms interviewed by JFF that engage in
these efforts: Allied Signal, American Airlines,
Chevron, EDS, Federal Express, General Motors,
Hewlett-Packard, Manpower, Marriott,
McDonald’s, Monsanto, Pizza Hut, Salomon
Smith Barney, United Airlines, United Parcel
Service, and Xerox Business Services.

Companies are increasingly concerned with strategies for
increasing retention and lowering turnover. Activities
include:

• Supervisor training on working with new hires; 

• Mentoring and coaching by company staff; 
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• Post-placement support to address logistical 
and personal barriers to employment; and

• Provision of health and other benefits to 
entry-level workers.

Examples of firms interviewed by JFF that engage in
these efforts: American Airlines, EDS, Federal
Express, Marriott, McDonald’s, Pizza Hut,
Salomon Smith Barney, United Airlines, United
Parcel Service, and Xerox Business Services. 

Many companies are developing efforts to strengthen
career-advancement opportunities for entry-level workers.
Activities include: 

• Helping entry-level employees to develop career
plans; 

• Encouraging employees to engage in additional
training and education (within and outside the
firm); and 

• Joining consortia of firms in the same industry or
occupational cluster to collaborate on training, job
matching, and other efforts that can improve
advancement opportunities within and outside a
single firm.

Examples of firms interviewed by JFF that engage in
these efforts: EDS, Federal Express, Manpower,
Marriott, McDonald’s, Pizza Hut, United Airlines,
United Parcel Service, and Xerox Business
Services.

While effective participation in welfare-to-work efforts
requires staff, companies vary in how they organize and
manage their activities. There is great variation in how
firms organize the operational management of wel-
fare-to-work efforts, depending upon the extent to
which a firm’s operations and management are cen-
tralized. Xerox Business Services decentralizes most
decision-making in welfare-to-work efforts to local
managers; EDS, on the other hand, has more central-
ized roles for planning, program design, goal-setting,
and reporting. Regardless of organizational struc-
ture, corporate staff often play important roles in
providing local offices with guidance, tools and
materials, examples from other parts 
of the company, and other ways of simplifying local
start-up and implementation. 

2. Collaborative, inter-firm activities that promote
business engagement

Large firms frequently contribute staff time and resources
to help coordinate and advance business involvement in

local welfare-to-work efforts through membership on
local Workforce Investment Boards that set policy
and priorities for federal workforce-related spending
or through other local partnerships. Companies pro-
vide leadership in planning and governance. They
are well-positioned to provide detailed labor market
information, advocate for quality and continuous
improvement in placement and training programs,
and offer practical advice to local welfare and work-
force agencies on simplifying the system and making
participation more attractive to employers.

Employers also find it advantageous to collaborate with
other firms in their region or their industry. Examples
include United Parcel Service’s Employee Share pro-
gram and American Airlines’ efforts to improve
transportation for employees. Collaborations can be
especially helpful to smaller firms with more limited
staff and resources. They can be strengthened and
formalized through technical assistance from public
and quasi-public institutions at the state and local
levels.

At the national level, membership in business-led organi-
zations and learning networks facilitates joint activities
around sharing best practices and representing
employer interests in national policy debates.
Business organizations, such as the Welfare to Work
Partnership, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the
National Alliance of Business, the Conference Board,
and Business for Social Responsibility, provide inter-
ested and member companies with important oppor-
tunities for inter-firm collaboration, learning, and
direct technical assistance. 

Lessons and Implications from 
U.S. Experience
Although U.S. experience with a work-centered 
welfare system is modest and the long-term results
unknown, the experience of participating firms and
individuals has yielded important lessons for employ-
ers; their partners in designing and implementing
programs to employ welfare recipients; and the poli-
cymakers who are reshaping the U.S. welfare system
and its public institutions. These lessons fall into two
categories: implementation advice to employers and
lessons for the public system at the regional and
national levels.

Implementation Lessons to Employers

• Successful initiatives require strategic planning
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and high-level corporate commitment, so that par-
ticipation meets clear business objectives and the
commitment to participate is communicated effec-
tively throughout the company. 

• Local partnerships can simplify and strengthen
employer efforts to hire welfare recipients who
can succeed. By working and contracting with
local service deliverers for help on recruitment,
screening, skill-development, and support ser-
vices, firms can improve their job matches and, as
a result, increase employee productivity.

• Productivity and employer satisfaction can be
increased by greater emphasis on post-placement
services for new hires. Employers are more likely
to be satisfied with their involvement in welfare-
to-work if they derive long-term productivity ben-
efits, not just short-term public subsidies.
Promising retention strategies include these post-
placement services: mentoring and coaching;
supervisor training; help overcoming logistical
and personal barriers to long-term employment;
and access to company benefits plans.

• Companies frequently find it advantageous to
integrate efforts for welfare recipients into their
overall human resource practices. It is frequently
easier—and less controversial within a worksite—
to provide all entry-level staff with the kinds of
support services that can help welfare recipients
succeed in the transition to employment.
Whether they receive public assistance or not,
most low-wage, low-skill employees can benefit
from access to employee assistance programs, on-
the-job training, and help with personal barriers
to employment.  Broad availability of such assis-
tance can help reduce high turnover in entry-level
positions.

Policy Lessons for the Public System

For welfare-to-work to expand significantly and
become sustainable in more U.S. firms, large and
small, changes in government policies and practice
will be needed. We highlight five policy priorities
that can help the United States achieve the public
goal of meeting both employer and individual
needs:

• Change policies and funding to better balance
“work first” and effective longer-term skill devel-
opment strategies, with a particular emphasis on:

Pre-employment skill development programs cus-

tomized in response to the needs of specific employers.
Salomon Smith Barney’s close collaboration with
Wildcat Service Corporation is a good example of
a program that is responsive to an employer while
preparing welfare recipients for jobs that pay well
and offer career-advancement opportunities.

Skill advancement strategies while individuals are
employed, including access to career planning;
innovative partnerships with education and train-
ing providers; more on-the-job training opportu-
nities for all entry-level employees; and support
for additional training and credentials. 

• Increase public investment in activities that sup-
port the decision to work. For example, provide
additional resources to help pay for on-the-job
support services1; transportation, child-care; and
substance-abuse services, and other activities that
can make work more viable for welfare recipients.

• Create and expand income supplements for low-
wage workers, such as the gradual expansion of
the Earned Income Tax Credit, which supple-
ments wages of the working poor, rewarding
them for work and raising their effective earnings
through the tax system.

• Remake the culture of the public-sector welfare
system. Fund efforts to accelerate and support the
transition of government from the role of simple
administrator of income maintenance to that of a
partner in promoting work, with responsibility for
setting performance standards, developing
accountability systems, and strengthening part-
nerships with the private sector and non-profit
community organizations.

• Provide public support to build the capacity of
local intermediary organizations. Successful local
welfare-to-work efforts combine the strengths of
the public, business, and non-profit sectors. Public
funding should promote the engagement of
employers and their partners in both governance
structures and in a one-stop service-delivery sys-
tem that provides a single point of contact for
individuals and employers.
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