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1. Introduction
1.1. Abstract: We propose an intervention to enhance the efficacy of American Job Centers (AJCs) by focusing on elevating the quality of case management and job search services. Prior work facilitated by a SLII grant has identified this strategy as the most promising approach to help job seekers in Puerto Rico. The plan involves selecting and contracting an external provider of job search and support services from a pool of nationally recognized organizations. This selected provider will offer a comprehensive range of intensive and individualized job search assistance, along with career navigator support. Treatment will be randomized. This initiative is designed to benefit eligible Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) participants who are transitioning out of various programs, namely Adults, Youth, Dislocated Workers, Wagner-Peyser Employment Services. The primary focus of the evaluation will be on assessing the labor market outcomes of these individuals in the short, medium and longer run. This will include their employment status and compensation measured 6, 12, 18, 24 and 30 months after receiving treatment. By prioritizing the enhancement of case management and job search services, it is anticipated that individuals will experience improved agency and job market opportunities.
1.2. Motivation: A recently commissioned study presents compelling evidence that case management can be improved substantially in Puerto Rico’s American Job Centers—the main provider of labor exchange services to disadvantaged populations both in the island and in the mainland US (DEDC, 2021). The potential benefits are considerable. Currently in Puerto Rico, six out of every ten individuals of working age are neither working, nor looking for employment, one of the lowest labor force participation rates in the world. The situation is influenced by the design of a variety of public transfer programs that generate powerful incentives for low-skilled individuals to remain economically inactive (Burtless and Sotomayor, 2006). In turn, low levels of labor force participation are the main determinants of the high levels of inequality and poverty in the island (Sotomayor, 1996, 2004), where 58 percent of children and 42 percent of the total population lives in poverty. The dire macroeconomic scenario is exacerbated by the increasing number of Puerto Ricans who are relocating to various U.S. states. 
1.3. Conceptual Framework: Caseworker quality, monitoring, incentives structures, and related services have a significant impact on client outcomes, beyond the scope of programmatic offerings (Maibom, Rosholm, and Svarer, 2017; Michaelides and Mueser, 2020, Bobonis et al. 2021). Addressing cognitive frictions arising from excessive bureaucratic procedures, the implementation of intentions and goal orientation, and promoting self-regulation have shown promising results in the proportion of participants that cease to claim benefits in the UK (Sanders et al., 2021). Evidence suggests that utilizing casework monitoring tools to oversee client activities can positively impact their job-search behavior (Cockx et al., 2018). Additionally, job search services have proven effective in reducing employment barriers (Meyer, 1995). However, the outcomes vary depending on both client and provider characteristics (Van den Berg and Van der Klaauw, 2006, Cottier et al., 2018, Behaghel, Crépon, Gurgand, 2014), as well as the incentives integrated into the contracts with the service providers (Cottier et al., 2018).
Crépon et al., (2013) have highlighted several crucial factors contributing to the success of counseling services, including interview and follow-up frequency, dedicated one-on-one support, and the collaborative design of individualized job-search action plans by both the jobseeker and case manager together. Recent findings from a longitudinal evaluation of the Self-Sufficiency Project Plus in Canada emphasize the significant impact of caseworker performance and the range of services they provide on clients’ ability to secure and maintain well-paying jobs (Bobonis et al., 2021). Notably, benefits in the form of higher earnings are sustained decades after treatment, with the authors identifying the intensive and individualized employment services as instrumental. 
Improving access to employment stands at the core of development policy, especially that aimed at concentrating benefits on the poor or otherwise disadvantaged, who often encounter significant employment barriers and heightened labor market insecurity. Strategies and practices that prove successful within context can serve as valuable models for other locations. It is worth noting that American Job Centers serving to populations with similar racial and socio-economic backgrounds exist on the U.S. Mainland. Moreover, these insights can offer valuable guidance for policy making in other areas grappling with similar economic hardships and weakened state capacity by providing a readily adaptable, highly replicable intervention.
2. Intervention
2.1. Institutional Partner: The Department of Economic Development and Commerce (DEDC) is the lead agency responsible for establishing public policy for economic development in Puerto Rico. Within the agency, the Workforce Development Program (WDP) is tasked with planning and coordinating employment and training programs across the island’s 15 Local Areas of Labor Development, each overseen by a Local Workforce Development Board. The areas share common labor market characteristics and are responsible for providing services through one or more AJCs. These services include assessment and training opportunities for program participants, information dissemination regarding employment opportunities, and employment services for employers. It’s worth highlighting that although there are multiple American Job Centers on the island, the Puerto Rican labor market operates as a unified entity.
2.2. Context: Our evaluation will take place in an environment rich with job opportunities, providing a unique and valuable context for assessment. The current unemployment rate, standing at 5.7% as of January 2024, marks its lowest point in twenty-five years (Federal Reserve Bank of New York). The foundation of our proposal is built upon significant findings enabled by the SLII grant. Key challenges identified include the underutilization of WIOA services, the issue of low salaries for case managers (which has far-reaching implications, negatively affecting talent recruitment and retention), and the absence of performance-based compensation. Consequently, elevating the quality of case management and job search services emerges as the most promising strategy for augmenting the effectiveness of services rendered by AJCs. In addition, WIOA participants reported a deficiency in job postings, job search assistance, and follow-up services (DEDC, 2021). This may be linked to the absence of a requirement for employers to post job openings at AJCs, as is the practice in other settings. Additionally, there is a lack of incentives for caseworkers or job specialists to gather job market information or facilitate job placements. Notably, despite the competitive selection process for AJC operators, the chosen operators predominantly consist of public entities or even the local boards themselves. Caseworker remuneration remains subpar, often pegged to municipal government pay scales. These prevailing conditions bear a resemblance to challenges encountered in other low-income settings, where governance issues are more severe. 
2.3. Implementation Provider: Apart from the ongoing provision of standard WIOA services (which will continue in all AJCs), the DEDC/WDP is in the process to select an external provider of job search and support services from a pool of nationally recognized organizations. Once contracted, the provider will be furnished a monthly list of clients who have recently had a programmatic exit from WIOA. Subsequently, the entity will initiate contact with individuals randomly assigned to treatment, extending a range of job search assistance services as part of their offerings. 
2.4. Treatment: Differentiated services will include: (i) the development and implementation of individual action plans (Abel, Burger, Caranza, 2019), (ii) disseminating local and broader job opportunities to clients (Abebe et al., 2020), (iii) providing information regarding high-demand occupations, earnings, and skill requirements to broaden their search horizons (Belot, Kircher, Muller, 2018), (iv) offering instruction on effectively utilizing job search engines, (v) assistance in crafting resumés, interview preparation, and showcasing their skills (Bassi and Nansamba, 2021), and facilitating opportunities for career advancement. Once employment is secured, (vi) clients will receive guidance to address job retention challenges and the necessary support for advancing their careers over the next six months. The aim of this intervention is to implement a tailored, differentiated, and hands-on approach to job placement assistance and coaching that surpasses the quality of the conventional career services usually provided at AJCs. The emphasis on intensive job coaching and support services stems from the remarkably favorable outcomes reported in the Canadian Self-Sufficiency Project Plus, guiding the recommendation towards maximizing impact.
2.5. Target population: The intervention is designed to benefit all eligible individuals who are exiting standard WIOA programs: Adults, Dislocated Workers, Wagner-Peyser Employment Services, and Youth. The WIOA Adults program primarily targets low-income individuals with skill deficiencies. The Dislocated Program aims to help workers who have lost their jobs due to mass layoffs, trade dynamics, or changes in the labor market’s structure. Wagner-Peyser is an employment exchange serving job-ready individuals. The WIOA Youth serves individuals aged 14-24 who face barriers to education, training, or employment. To avoid any potential conflicts, our sample will consist of individuals with a programmatic WIOA exit record (. For reference, in 2022, there were a total of 18,467 Title I active program participants (adults, dislocated workers, and youth). Out of those, there were 9,153 Title I program exits: 46% were from the Adults Program (n=4,251), 42% Dislocated Workers (n=3,845) and the remaining 12% Youth Program exits (n=1,057). In addition, there were 7,455 Wagner-Peyser (Title III) program exits. Combining these two sub-groups, we have an annual pool of 18,000 potential clients (those with an exit record). Thus, we estimate an average monthly flow of 1,500 individuals that could be randomized into treatment and control (targeted monthly sample size). It is important to note that the intervention’s capacity is further constrained by the selected provider’s ability to cater to a specific number of clients monthly. 

3. Study Design
3.1. Sample: On a monthly basis, the target sample size will be approximately 1,500 individuals (average monthly number of potential subjects with a WIOA exit record that could be randomized into treatment and control based on annual figures). The actual number may vary and deviate from the monthly targeted sample size; regardless, it will also be limited by the provider’s capacity. Finally, the government agency is open to running the intervention over a longer period, up to 18 months, which might increase the sample size accordingly.
3.2. Randomization: On a monthly basis, the government partner agency’s data services provider will release a list of all WIOA Title I and Title III program participants with an exit record. An official from the partner agency will the execute a code that will stratify participants by gender and WIOA program of exit category (Adult, Dislocated Worker, Youth, and Wagner-Peyser). Within each stratum, an equal number of clients will be assigned to treatment and control. Once randomized, only the subset assigned to treatment will be shared with the contracted external provider to initiate contacts, thereby ensuring the integrity of the control group. This process will be repeated in each of the subsequent months throughout the intervention period. The treatment allocation (P) may have to be adjusted to avoid exceeding the capacity of the external service provider.




4. Research Questions
4.1. Our study addresses the following primary research questions:
· How does the intervention impact employment status two and four quarters after exiting WIOA programs?
· How does the intervention impact earnings two and four quarters after exiting WIOA programs?
· How does the intervention impact employment status and earnings 18, 24 and 30 months after exiting WIOA programs[footnoteRef:1]? [1:  The ability to measure these medium and longer-term impacts is contingent on getting access to the data. WIOA follow-up requirements mandate that WIOA clients with an exit record are followed-up at the 2nd and 4th quarter. ] 

· Is there heterogeneity in treatment effects by initial WIOA program of exit and gender? 
1.2. In addition to these three main research questions, we will also perform additional exploratory analysis to answer the following questions:
· What are the factors that increase take up of the intervention among individuals exiting WIOA programs? Do caseworker characteristics matter?
· What are the effects of the intervention on inter-state labor mobility[footnoteRef:2]? [2:  The government agency will have to make the petition to access this data. The ability to measure this impact is contigent on having access to it.] 

· Do program beneficiaries hold better jobs? The evaluation will aim to focus on several other key dimensions of beneficiary outcomes, if the data allows for it. First, it is essential to determine whether participants obtain better jobs after program participation. This can be assessed by comparing their post-program employment to pre-program jobs in terms of wages and salary, job stability (e.g., longer tenure and fewer layoffs), and the alignment of new roles with their skills and career aspirations. Second, the analysis will examine the number of job transitions beneficiaries experience. This includes assessing whether transitions indicate upward mobility. The average time between job transitions will also be used. Third, the number of jobs held by beneficiaries post-program will also be evaluated. Finally, qualitative insights from the one-on-one sessions with career navigators will be analyzed to understand their nature and content, including the topics discussed, such as resume building, interview preparation, and networking strategies.
5. Data Sources
5.1. Secondary, Administrative Data: The WDP will provide access to administrative data through an established data-sharing agreement between the University of Toronto and the DEDC (attached). The secondary data is made of two administrative databases, one containing participants’ information and outcomes collected by DEDC, and another one with data about participants in treatment from the service provider, as described below 
5.2. First dataset: The first dataset is structured following the Participant Individual Record Layout (PIRL), a standardized reporting format mandated by the federal government. It encompasses a comprehensive range of information, including: (i) Individual data of program participants, covering identifying details, equal opportunity information, veteran characteristics, pre-service employment history, public assistance data, and educational background, (ii) Detailed records of education, training, and other services provided under the WIOA umbrella to clients, and (iii) WIOA program outcome information, which includes data on educational and credential attainment and acquired skills, as well as post-service employment records and compensation-related data. The PIRL (form ETA 9172, by the Employment and Training Administration) is an extensive dataset with many data elements (variables), described here: https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ETA/Performance/pdfs/PIRL_COMBINED_2.28.20_SP.pdf It is worth noting that WIOA program participant administrative records found in the PIRL dataset contain performance indicators for up to four quarters following the programmatic WIOA exit, as per WIOA requirements: https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/performance/performance-indicators 
5.2.1. Medium and Longer-Run Effects and Migration: For the purposes of our impact evaluation, we aim to establish potential longer-term effects (performance indicators that go beyond the 4-quarter evaluation required by WIOA, including 18-month, 24-month and 30-month impacts). For this reason, we will petition the partner agency (the Workforce Development Program (WDP)) to include these medium-term and long-term follow ups. In addition, we are also interested in determining if program participant choose to migrate outside of Puerto Rico. To achieve this, the agency will link participant records to Unemployment Insurance databases in the mainland US through the State Wage Interchange System. These records are not part of the WIOA standard reporting requirements. 
5.3. Second dataset: To measure take-up and actual participation in the program, there will be a second administrative dataset collected by the external provider. This second dataset will contain information about the characteristics of the service provided to those assigned to treatment and their engagement. This data doesn’t exist yet because the government program hasn’t launched (we anticipate that the first monthly cohort will be offered treatment in September 2024). We anticipate that it will include the following variables: (i) frequency, duration and format of interaction between the client and the career navigator/coach assigned (number of times that the client interacted with the coach, format of that interaction, be it in person or virtual, duration of the interaction); (ii) type of service requested (coaching, job search assistance, etc); (iii) characteristics of the coach (gender, years of experience, educational background); (iv) client perceptions, experiences and satisfaction. 
5.4. Linkage: Both datasets mentioned above can be linked by the WIOA unique individual identifier (assigned upon entering a WIOA program by the agency) or the study ID (assigned by the research manager in the process of de-identifying and coding the data). 
6. Hypothesis and Outcomes
6.1. Primary Outcomes:  The primary outcomes of interest will be program participant employment status and earnings following treatment. Specifically, the first main outcome concerns employment status (employed=1) two, and four quarters after exiting WIOA programs. Thus, our main hypothesis is that program participation will lead to an improvement in employment status. The second primary outcome corresponds to earnings two and four quarters after exiting WIOA programs. These outcomes are currently available in the administrative data shared with the research team. However, to measure longer term outcomes, we will petition the partner agency to include medium-term follow ups measured 18, 24 and 30 months after WIOA program exit.
6.2. Secondary, Exploratory Outcomes: Additional variables of interest to be examined include take up; mobility and exploring mechanisms through which changes might happen. These additional exploratory outcomes of interest will help us understand what features and components of the program might increase take up and strengthen implementation quality. They will also provide additional insights about treatment effect heterogeneity and possible effects on participant’s mobility (as measured by inter-state migration). In addition to mean earnings impact, we will include a binary variable intended to indicate the attainment of a good job. We suggest defining this variable as the median earnings goal negotiated between the Puerto Rico WDP and the US Department of Labor, in accordance with WIOA. We will also use two other stable employment variables defined by earnings levels set at 25% and 50% above the state-negotiated earnings goal.
6.3. Covariates: We will account for randomization strata fixed effects: gender, WIOA program. We will also control for WIOA exit month (to capture the monthly cohorts receiving treatment). Other controls to improve precision will be selected using the post-double-selection Lasso method developed by Belloni et al. (2014a, b). We will select these controls from the following list of variables (measured before the initial onset of WIOA services), or a transformation of these variables. The choices will be determined prior to estimating impacts: 
· Local labor area (AJC assigned while active under WIOA)
· Age of the program participant and age squared
· Veteran status (=1)
· Disability (=1)
· Long term unemployed (=1)
· School status (attending=1)
· Employment status (employed=1)
· Education 
· 1 = Attained secondary school diploma
· 2 = Attained a secondary school equivalency
· 3 = The participant with a disability receives a certificate of attendance/completion as a result of successfully completing an Individualized Education Program (IEP)
· 4 = Completed one of more years of postsecondary education
· 5 = Attained a postsecondary technical or vocational certificate (non-degree)
· 6 =  Attained an associate’s degree
· 7 = Attained a bachelor’s degree                                   
· 8 = Attained a degree beyond a bachelor’s degree                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           0 = No Educational Level Completed
· Low-income status
· Ex-offender
· English language learner
· Basic skill deficient
· Being married or cohabitating 
· Having children 
· Single parent
· Cultural barriers
· SNAP recipient
· Received WIOA training (=1) as part of the WIOA services

7. Data Analysis Plan / Econometric Specification/ Statistical Model Specification
7.1. Intent to Treat: Our data are a panel, and our unit of observation is at the individual level. Participation in the program is voluntary. We will estimate intent-to-treat (ITT) effects to capture the causal effect of the intervention invitation, regardless of whether participants participated in the program when given the opportunity. We will analyze the new package of intensive job search and support services led to improvement in labor market outcomes at different points in time post treatment. ITT impacts will be estimated using the following ordinary least squares (OLS) model specification:
 (1)
where Yit is a labor market outcome for individual i in period t, Tit is an indicator of assignment to treatment in period t, Xi is a set of baseline individual-level characteristics (including demographic characteristics) to increase the precision of the estimates, dstrata are strata fixed effects, and  is a wave fixed effect (capturing the monthly cohort). The parameter of interest is θ. 
Understanding which type of job seeker derives the greatest benefit from job-search assistance and career navigator support is a critical question that needs to be addressed. Because we are interested in heterogenous treatment effects, we procced with a stratification of treatment by gender and WIOA exit program (adult, dislocated worker, youth, Wagner-Peyser) at baseline. We will estimate the impact relative to the labor-market outcomes in the control group.  
7.2. Treatment on the Treated: Of particular interest are labor market outcomes among treated participants, having accepted and received the services offered. Thus, our analysis will also estimate treatment on the treated (TOT) effects. We will use randomization to treatment as an instrument for participation in the program. 
7.3. Heterogenous Effects/Subgroup Analysis: We will also investigate whether heterogeneous treatment effects of the program exist across baseline characteristics, including by gender and WIOA exit program. Since these estimates do not comprise our key parameters, we consider them secondary and do not adjust p-values for multiple testing.
7.4. Standard Error Adjustments: Standard errors will be clustered at the individual level, to account for any remaining correlation of an individual’s observations.  
8. Statistical Power: The most recent numbers shows that the weighted average employment rate for clients exiting AJC services stood at 53 percent and it dropped to 44 percent three quarters thereafter (WDP 2022). Assuming a control mean of 50% employment rate, power calculations (power=0.80, α=0.05) establish that with a sample size of 18,000 individuals we will be able to detect a +2.08 pp effect size (equivalent to 0.05 standard deviations). Considering a conservatively modest treatment take-up rate of 20 percent[footnoteRef:3], this will correspond to a +10 pp increase among takers. The magnitude of this effect size aligns with the estimated impacts reported in other settings (Behaghel et al., 2014).  [3: 	Behaghel et al (2014) report a 32 percent take-up rate for public program; and 40 percent take-up for private. In line with other J-PAL projects in Puerto Rico, we scale down participation expectations relative to those observed in higher income settings.] 

8.1. Admitting uncertainty: The operating capacity of the selected provider may require adjusting the treatment allocation (proportion of the sample assigned to treatment). Our calculations suggest that even with an unequal split, and a sample of 18,000 participants, we would still be able to detect an increase in the employment rate ranging from 2.10 to 2.61 pp (0.04 – 0.05 SD). With access to the PR WIOA Participant Record Information System (PRIS), we will additionally incorporate a set of rich covariates and multiple data points both before and after the intervention. 
8.2. Analyze Impact Separately Within Subgroups: According to the latest available numbers from the Puerto Rico WIOA & Wagner-Peyser Annual Report (PY 2022)[footnoteRef:4], in 2022 there were 9,153 Title I program exits: 46% were from the Adults Program (n=4,251), 42% Dislocated Workers (n=3,845) and the remaining 12% Youth Program exits (n=1,057). In addition, there were 7,455 Wagner-Peyser (Title III) program exits. Assuming a program duration of one year and using the number of programmatic exits from 2022, our power calculations will enable us to discern program impact on the following subgroups: Adult, Dislocated Worker Program, and Wagner-Peyser Program participants. Because Adult and Dislocated workers share similar outcomes upon exit, we can also compare the combined pool of Adult and Dislocated workers versus the Wagner-Peyser participants. The number of Youth participants is relatively low, and this will limit our ability to detect a meaningfully-sized treatment effect for this subgroup. Finally, the partner agency is open to running the intervention over a longer period, if needed (up to 18 months). We would like to analyze impacts separately within these 2 larger subgroups, and we are powered for the sample sizes within each: assuming a one-year program, a control mean of 50 percent for the employment rate in the 2nd quarter after exit, and an equal split to control and treatment, power calculations (power=0.80, α=0.05) will allow us to detect the following effect sizes: [4:  	Website accessed on 03/30/2024: https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ETA/Performance/pdfs/PY2022/PR_PY22%20WIOA%20Statewide%20Annual%20Performance%20Report%20Narrative.pdf
] 

· Adults and Dislocated Workers (8,000 observations): + 3.11 pp
· Wagner-Peyser (7,500 observations): +3.30 pp
9. Other Issues 
9.1. Missing Data and Trimming: The final analytic sample will consist of individuals exiting Title I and Title III WIOA services. Any missing program participant outcome data will be treated as attrition. The empirical analysis will not include imputation or trimming of outliers on client outcome data. We will input covariate data for participants for which the outcome data is available. If covariate data are imputed, the primary analysis will include a covariate-specific dummy variable indicating that this data was imputed. 
10. Ethical Considerations: The research protocol will be reviewed by Northwestern University, and the University of Toronto. The program is a low-risk intervention, and the research involves no more than minimal risk to the participants. The study’s only risk is maintaining privacy and confidentiality of data, which is addressed and mitigated by ensuring that administrative data sets will be de-identified before the transfer to the research team. We expect improved labor outcomes and job matching services to program participants in Puerto Rico. Also, we expect that our analysis can guide the design of public policies to improve the services offered by the DEDC to program participants. The two administrative dataset will be gathered and stored by the DEDC and contracted provider in accordance with standard protocols employed by these entities collecting, handling, and storing private and confidential administrative data. Data will be shared with the University of Toronto and de-identified by the Research Team in accordance with US and Canadian federal and provincial legislation.
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