Seeing the Decision

Employer Engagement Strategy

Making engagement intensity explicit in a universal-access system

A decision brief for state workforce agency directors



Director's Frame

You know the employer who emails weekly, attends every convening, praises your team
publicly-and hasn't hired anyone in 18 months.

You also know the one who ignores your calls, skips your events, and hires 40 people a quarter
through your system.

Your staff spends roughly equal time on both.

This brief addresses what that pattern costs-and why it persists even when directors see it clearly.

What This Brief Addresses

Here's a snapshot of the challenge:

The Cost
Staff capacity erodes while engagement volume Hiring outcomes remain flat or decline despite rising
increases activity
Directors struggle to explain results to boards and The system optimizes for political visibility, not
federal partners employment outcomes

The Reality

Universal access does not require uniform engagement intensity. Federal guidance is silent on this distinction, but the
operational bind is real: you are accountable for outcomes without authority to differentiate effort.

What This Brief Provides

A decision-clarity framework that makes implicit allocation choices explicit-without requiring policy changes, new
mandates, or departures from federal intent.




What this brief is — and is not

This brief is: This brief is not:

A decision-clarity aid that surfaces assumptions, A recommendation, compliance interpretation,
constraints, and tradeoffs inherent in employer performance evaluation, or endorsement of a
engagement within a federal - state workforce particular engagement model.

system.



A note on federal guidance

WIOA requires universal access to employer services. It does not define what 'access' means operationally, nor does it
specify whether access requires uniform engagement intensity across all employers.

This silence has been interpreted-by default-as requiring standardized engagement. But the statute's emphasis on
performance accountability and labor market responsiveness suggests a different reading: that access must be
universal, but service intensity should vary based on employer capacity and hiring behavior.

[0 The absence of explicit guidance is itself significant. It means directors have been operating under an
interpretation that may be more restrictive than federal intent requires-but without clear permission to
operate differently.

This brief operates from the interpretation that universal access and differentiated service intensity are
compatible. If your legal or compliance team reads the statute differently, this document can help clarify what

operational trade-offs that interpretation requires. Reasonable directors and legal counsel can-and do-read
WIOA's requirements differently.



The decision in view

o
Universal Access Finite Staff Capacity Uneven Employer Follow-
Expectations Through

How should
workforce leaders
vary employer
engagement

intensity?

Consider a common scenario: a dedicated employer engagement specialist spends 47 hours over six months cultivating
a relationship with a large corporation, resulting in zero hires.

In contrast, another employer, receiving only five hours of outreach, delivers 52 hires through an automated job
posting feed.

This is not an anomaly. This is the pattern.
When staff capacity is finite, this misallocation of resources doesn't just represent inefficiency; it actively compounds,

drawing capacity away from potentially fruitful avenues and reinforcing underperforming engagement models.

O Which employer relationships would you protect in a capacity crisis? That list is your actual strategy.

[ Most directors are already answering this question-implicitly, through workload and inherited practice.

This brief makes that decision explicit.



Context

State workforce agencies operate within federal
expectations of universal employer access while facing
rising demands for measurable outcomes.

[0 The traditional approach to employer engagement needs re-evaluation.

This brief clarifies where engagement effort converts into outcomes-and where it does not.

If an external reviewer mapped your staff calendars against hires produced, what would
surprise them most?



What everyone knows but
- NO one says

|

Some employer relationships will never produce hires—no matter how
much staff time is invested.

This is not a failure of engagement quality. It is a mismatch between
what the employer can operationalize and what the system can provide.

[0 The system is designed to avoid acknowledging this.

Universal access language is interpreted as requiring uniform
engagement intensity. Compliance frameworks reward contact
volume. Political pressure comes from employers who demand
attention, not from those who hire quietly.

The result: directors are structurally incentivized to
allocate staff time in ways they know will not produce
outcomes-because reallocating that time looks like restricting
access.

This brief exists to make that bind explicit, so the decision to address it
can be owned rather than inherited.




The core issue

The problem is not staff effort. It is the substitution of activity metrics for outcome
accountability.

When you measure employer contacts instead of conversions, you have already lost-but you look busy losing.

Employers differ in hiring behavior, decision authority, internal capacity, and regulatory flexibility. Treating all
employers as though they can be engaged in the same way produces high activity and low conversion-while obscuring
where staff time is actually going.

The real antagonist is not misalignment. It is a measurement system that rewards visible engagement over hiring
outcomes. This allows low-conversion relationships to consume capacity indefinitely, because ending them looks like
abandoning access.

Universal access does not require uniform engagement intensity. Confusing the two weakens outcomes without
expanding access.

The cost of appearing fair is that you allocate staff time to relationships that will never convert-while under-resourcing

the ones that already do.

D Universal access does not require uniform engagement intensity. Confusing the two weakens outcomes
without expanding access.



Why this decision is hard to surface

In a federal - state workforce system, many of the incentives facing directors reward visible activity, broad coverage,
and apparent consistency. Standardized engagement is often the least risky posture politically-even when leaders
know it does not produce the strongest outcomes.

The deeper tension: you are being asked to perform equity while practicing triage.

Decisions about engagement intensity are therefore rarely made explicitly. They are embedded in workload, inherited
practice, and responsiveness to pressure from multiple directions. Over time, this allows misalignment to persist
without ever being named as a leadership choice.

Directors already know which employer relationships are consuming capacity without producing hires. The challenge is
not insight. It is that acknowledging this reality feels like admitting the system is not working as designed-
which it isn't, but saying so has consequences.

The psychological cost of this bind is significant: leaders spend energy defending allocation decisions they know are
suboptimal, while staff burn out serving employers who will never follow through.

The challenge is not a lack of insight. It is that surfacing this decision requires leaders to distinguish between what is
defensible and what is merely familiar. This brief exists to make that distinction discussable.



Employer differences that matter

Engagement outcomes are strongly shaped by how these factors interact:

Hiring urgency vs. stability 29! Internal capacity

(= )u)
Immediate vacancies versus long-term planning Ability to recruit, onboard, and retain

(oo)

® Decision authority _(O- Flexibility
Budget control and hiring autonomy Credentials, schedules, and wage adjustments
@ Labor market scope /\/’ Planning horizon
< Local versus regional recruitment Short-term vacancies versus workforce strategy

[0 Nosingle factor is decisive. Alignment emerges from how these factors interact.



Interpreting employer demand

Employer requests are necessary but incomplete-and often misleading.

Stated demand Revealed demand

Reflects what employers say they need. Appears in behavior over time-hiring patterns, follow-
through, retention outcomes, and decision timelines.

Engagement that responds only to stated demand often remains active without
improving results.

Stated demand is political. Revealed demand is operational. The gap between them is where staff capacity disappears.

An employer who requests quarterly convenings but never hires is signaling something-but not hiring intent. Treating
that signal as demand produces activity without conversion.



Common sighs of misalignment

These patterns signal allocation problems, not performance failures:

Employer relationships that Heavy advisory activity with Staff reporting high workload
consume significant staff time limited follow-through with unclear impact
but produce few hires

Measurement focused on Difficulty setting boundaries Engagement decisions driven by
contacts rather than without political friction employer visibility rather than
conversions conversion data

[J If yourecognize three or more of these patterns, your engagement intensity is misaligned with
employer capacity.

These are not failures. They are signals that staff time is being allocated based on visibility and political
pressure rather than hiring outcomes.

The question is not whether your staff is working hard enough. The question is whether their effort is being directed
where it can convert.



What changes when
allocation becomes explicit

When allocation choices are made explicit and engagement intensity
reflects employer capacity and hiring behavior, the system reveals the
following patterns:

« Clear tiers of engagement intensity emerging based on employer
characteristics

« Staff time concentrated where hiring behavior and capacity align
« Fewer meetings, leading to stronger follow-through

« Improved hire conversion and retention observed with priority
employers

o A clearer ROI narrative established for boards and funders

D Total employer contacts may decline. Access does not.

Explicit allocation is not about doing less. It shifts the focus to directing
effort where it is most effectively converted into outcomes.




Bottom line

What it's NOT What it IS
A departure from federal intent. How universal access becomes operationally
sustainable.

Differentiated employer engagement is not a departure from federal intent. It is how
universal access becomes operationally sustainable.

The leadership task is not to engage more-but to The question is not whether to differentiate-you already
engage deliberately, where effort can convert into are, implicitly. The question is whether that
outcomes. differentiation will be explicit, defensible, and aligned

with outcomes-or whether it will remain embedded in

Ca pacrty is f| N |te E m ployer workload, invisible to oversight, and driven by whoever
. . . demands attention most loudly.

behavior is variable.

Engagement intensity

must be too.

[ The choice is not between differentiation and universal access. The choice is
between intentional allocation and accidental misallocation.



What this brief deliberately does not decide

This brief does not determine which employers should be prioritized, how engagement tiers should be structured, or
what services should be offered to any specific employer group. Those decisions depend on state context, labor-
market conditions, statutory interpretation, and leadership judgment.

This brief does not tell you what to do. It tells you what you are already doing—and asks whether you can
defend it.

Its purpose is narrower: to ensure the decision about engagement intensity is explicit, defensible, and owned-
rather than embedded silently in habit, workload, or political pressure.

The question is not whether differentiation is happening. It is whether it is happening deliberately, in alignment with
outcomes, or accidentally, in response to whoever demands attention most loudly.
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