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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Throughout the summer and fall of 2020, the Oklahoma Office of Workforce Development (OOWD), 

under the Governor’s Council for Workforce and Economic Development, led the development of a 

COVID-19 Response and Recovery Plan to strengthen the public workforce system response to job 

seekers and employers now and in the future.  OOWD engaged talent development and change 

management consulting firm Maher & Maher to support this work.  The plan development effort 

involved a variety of stakeholder engagement and listening activities to gather input into the challenges 

currently facing the workforce system and its customers as well as ideas for short- and long-term 

strategies to address those challenges and support Oklahoma’s economic recovery.  Maher & Maher 

submitted a report summarizing the themes and recommendations that emerged from stakeholder 

listening activities in early September 2020, which is included as an appendix.   

This recommended plan builds upon the stakeholder engagement input received to provide the 

Governor’s Council, OOWD, and other Oklahoma workforce system partners with recommended 

strategies for responding to workforce, economic, and related needs stemming from the COVID-19 

pandemic and positioning the state to effectively drive talent development in the current environment 

and beyond.  Maher & Maher notes that while many of the workforce system challenges and needs 

outlined in this recommended plan pre-date the pandemic, they were in most cases further illuminated 

and/or exacerbated by COVID-19.  As such, pursuing the strategies recommended here will be 

valuable not just for Oklahoma’s recovery from COVID-19 impacts, but also for the longer-term 

strengthening of the state’s workforce system and its responsiveness and resilience in any future 

workforce crises. 

We offer recommended plan strategies in the following five focus areas: 

1. Workforce System Organizational Structure; 

2. Workforce System Infrastructure and Capacity; 

3. Data Sharing, Data Infrastructure, and Data Limitations; 

4. Joint Communications, Messaging, and Branding; and 

5. Customer-Centered Service Design and Delivery. 

A snapshot of the recommended strategies in each plan focus area is provided below; recommended 

plan strategies are discussed in greater detail in the sections that follow.  

1. Workforce System Organizational Structure: 

a. Structurally align Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) partner agencies. 

b. Charter a state WIOA partners’ group. 

c. Advance state and local workforce boards as the strategic leadership and oversight entities 

for the workforce system. 

d. Functionally organize Oklahoma Works Center service delivery. 

2. Workforce System Infrastructure and Capacity: 
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a. Invest in Unemployment Insurance (UI) infrastructure and staffing. 

b. Implement cross-training for workforce system partners. 

c. Expand broadband capacity and access. 

3. Data Sharing, Data Infrastructure, and Data Limitations: 

a. Improve management information system capacity, functionality, and sharing. 

b. Advance labor exchange system functionality and ease of use. 

c. Expand data-informed decision making. 

d. Establish a Governor’s Council Data Initiative. 

4. Joint Communications, Messaging, and Branding: 

a. Implement coordinated state-to-local partner communications. 

b. Enhance system-wide local communications. 

c. Expand adoption of the Oklahoma Works brand among partners. 

5. Customer-Centered Service Design and Delivery: 

a. Make service delivery more integrated and customer-friendly. 

b. Expand and diversify virtual service delivery capacity. 

c. Unify and integrate business customer outreach and service delivery. 
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RECOMMENDED PLAN STRATEGIES 

Focus Area 1:  Workforce System Organizational Structure 

Challenges 

The “siloed” organizational structure of Oklahoma’s workforce system, particularly among the four 

core WIOA partners, creates significant barriers at both the systemic/state and frontline service 

delivery levels.  Housed in different departments and offices, Oklahoma workforce partners operate 

largely independently, rather than collaborating around shared goals, policies, strategies, and service 

delivery approaches as envisioned by WIOA.  As a result, job seeker customers, business customers, 

and staff alike experience the workforce system as fragmented, difficult to navigate, and ill-equipped to 

deliver timely and coordinated solutions to customers’ needs.  While these challenges pre-date the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the pandemic spotlighted them and exacerbated the barriers they create for 

workforce system customers and stakeholders.  

Recommended Strategies 

1. Structurally align WIOA partner agencies  

At a minimum, house WIOA Title I (Adult, Dislocated Worker, and Youth), WIOA Title III 

(Wagner-Peyser Employment Services), and Unemployment Insurance (UI) in one cabinet-level 

department, on par with the Departments of Career and Technology Education and Rehabilitation 

Services, with a charge to focus on alignment and integration of planning and service design and 

delivery.  Oklahoma may also wish to consider adoption of a model that further aligns and 

integrates all WIOA core and required (and other) partners with workforce services mandates 

under an “umbrella” department, as the state of Utah did in 1997.  Even if the state does not chose 

to pursue organizational changes to enhance the alignment and integration of workforce system 

agencies, programs, and services, it should at a minimum explore how to better advance WIOA’s 

“one system” vision through coordinated policy, operational guidance, communications and 

messaging, staff training, and performance and accountability management, as discussed elsewhere 

in this plan.  

2. Establish a WIOA partners’ group 

Institute a chartered WIOA state core and required partners’ group that meets regularly (at least 

quarterly, ideally monthly) to raise and troubleshoot system challenges, share best practices, and 

enhance alignment and efficiencies in planning, policy, strategic initiatives, resource investments, 

operations, service delivery, and other areas.  The group should include leaders with decision-

making authority from the various partner agencies and programs.  The WIOA partners’ group 

should be held accountable to the Governor’s Council for Workforce and Economic Development 

and should report regularly to the Council on its activities and progress. 

a. As an early activity, Oklahoma should consider charging the WIOA state partners’ group 

with developing an integrated emergency workforce system preparedness, recovery, and 
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business continuity plan.  The pandemic revealed that Oklahoma’s workforce system 

was not prepared to respond nimbly, collaboratively, and effectively to the various 

economic, workforce, and other crises and needs that emerged from COVID-

19.  Development of such a plan would position Oklahoma’s workforce partners and 

system much more favorably in the case of future pandemics, recessions, natural disasters, 

or other events. 

b. The Governor’s Council should also consider charging the WIOA state partners’ group 

with revisiting the concepts and practices detailed in the 2013 publication, “New Day, New 

Way: Oklahoma Workforce System Building and Certification Toolkit.”  The toolkit 

provides a roadmap and resources for advancing workforce system partner alignment, 

integration, and coordinated service delivery, which could be valuable to Oklahoma system 

partners as they work to address structural challenges and barriers.  The WIOA state 

partners’ group may also wish to review the 2019 Oklahoma Works Center Certification 

Policy to identify opportunities to strengthen the focus on organizational alignment and 

coordination as outlined in the “New Day, New Way” toolkit through future updates to 

center certification standards and measures. 

3. Advance state and local workforce boards as the strategic leadership and 
oversight entities for the system 

Oklahoma’s workforce system is challenged by a perception among partners that only OOWD/ 

Title I at the state level is accountable to the Governor’s Council for Workforce and Economic 

Development, and that only local WIOA Title I programs are accountable to local boards, which 

creates significant disconnects between state and local boards and partners and in Oklahoma 

Works Center planning and operations.  Correcting this misperception should be pursued through 

board and partner staff training, communications, policy, operational guidance, and other avenues.  

Oklahoma executive-level elected and appointed leadership should also empower, support, and 

reinforce the Governor’s Council and the local Boards in their roles as the strategic leaders and 

oversight entities for all core and required partners in the workforce system, as envisioned by 

WIOA. 

4. Functionally organize and integrate Oklahoma Works Center service 
delivery 

Set expectations for and provide technical assistance in support of functionally-based staffing, 

organization, and service delivery in Oklahoma Works Centers, for both job seeker and business 

customers.  While many Oklahoma workforce partners are technically under “one roof” in 

Centers, they are not organized, operating, or delivering services in a functionally-driven manner 

that customers experience as an intuitive and integrated system.  Staff in Centers should be 

organized on multi-partner/program teams that are meaningful for customers.  For job seeker 

customers, this might be teams like Welcome and Orientation, Career Information and 

Exploration, Job Preparation and Search, and Education and Training.  For business customers, 

teams might include Business Needs Analysis, Talent Recruitment and Screening, and Workforce 

Training.  Achieving functionally-organized staffing and service delivery in Centers will require 

Oklahoma’s workforce system partners to provide a more customer-centric service experience 

https://www.workforcegps.org/resources/2015/05/05/13/12/New_Day_New_Way_Oklahoma_Workforce
https://www.workforcegps.org/resources/2015/05/05/13/12/New_Day_New_Way_Oklahoma_Workforce
https://oklahomaworks.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/OWDI-01-2019-Center-Certification-Policy-5-21-19.pdf
https://oklahomaworks.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/OWDI-01-2019-Center-Certification-Policy-5-21-19.pdf
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and to develop more collaborative approaches to planning and funding more comprehensive and 

integrated solutions as a strictly “back-office” function.   

 

 

Focus Area 2: Workforce System Infrastructure and Capacity 

Challenges 

Oklahoma’s workforce system faces infrastructure challenges on several key fronts.  The first is its UI 

technology infrastructure, staffing, and other capacity areas, which, as in many other states, have 

suffered as a result of underinvestment and were quickly overwhelmed by the surge in pandemic-

related benefits claims.  The second key infrastructure challenge relates to workforce system staff 

capacity, particularly related to staff capacity to support an integrated service delivery model and 

develop and grow partnerships among the core and required WIOA partners.  The third key challenge 

relates to significant limitations in Oklahoma’s broadband infrastructure, which poses barriers for 

system customers and staff members alike.  While increasing broadband coverage and access is not 

directly within the purview of workforce system partners, the challenge merits highlighting here 

because of its negative impact on the workforce system’s ability to deliver on its mission.  As with 

many other areas of this plan, these three key challenges pre-date the pandemic, but were certainly 

intensified by COVID-19. 

Recommended Strategies 

1. Invest in UI system technology infrastructure, staffing, and connections 
to workforce service delivery for UI claimants 

To help Oklahoma’s UI system continue to respond to ongoing unemployment needs, and to 

position the system to be able to respond effectively and efficiently to future crises, state leaders 

should continue to invest in expanding and modernizing UI online technology capacity.  Stakeholder 

engagement participants noted that Oklahoma’s UI system lacked robust capacity even prior to the 

pandemic, and certainly was not positioned to be responsive to greatly increased demand.  Current 

Examples from Other Areas 

 Utah Department of Workforce Services 

 Texas Workforce Commission and Texas Workforce Solutions 

Additional Resources 

 Maher & Maher would be happy to share examples of group charters 

from other efforts. 

https://jobs.utah.gov/department/about.html
https://www.twc.texas.gov/about-texas-workforce
https://www.twc.texas.gov/about-texas-workforce
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CARES Act-funded efforts to modernize Oklahoma’s UI system should be pursued thoughtfully and 

deliberately; upgrades should be customer-driven, and the process should include ample time for 

repeated cycles of user testing and feedback, system enhancement, and user re-testing.  In addition, 

there is a need to build staff capacity related to UI and related workforce services.  The pandemic 

has revealed that Oklahoma needs more robust UI staffing levels to help process and troubleshoot 

UI claims, and also a stronger focus on building staffing capacity and expertise to connect UI 

recipients with employment and reemployment services. 

2. Implement ongoing cross-training for workforce system partners 

The stakeholder engagement process revealed that while system staff may be expert in their 

individual organizational and program areas, they need training and development support to learn 

about the wider network of workforce system programs and resources, build collaborative 

relationships with other system partners, and implement an integrated approach to service design 

and delivery.  There is particular interest in training that goes beyond technical/compliance training 

to include areas such as collaborative problem-solving and integrated service delivery models and 

components such as peer learning/exchange and best practice sharing.  Cross-training of workforce 

staff will be essential to increasing capacity at the systemic level, achieving efficiencies, and 

eliminating the silos that exist in the system.  Developing a statewide plan for ongoing workforce 

system capacity building would be a very appropriate charge for the recommended WIOA state 

partners’ group. 

3. Identify and implement creative ways to expand broadband capacity and 
access 

Poor broadband coverage, especially in rural areas of the state, has posed challenges for job 

seekers as they try to access virtual workforce service, search for and interview for jobs, and 

participate in online training and other activities.  Workforce system staff working remotely have 

faced related challenges.  Workforce system partners should advocate for expanded broadband 

within their spheres of influence, but at the same time will need to continue to implement creative 

“fixes.”  These may include purchasing mobile hotspots for customer and staff use, helping 

customers access broadband internet in convenient community locations like libraries, and 

investing supportive service dollars in tablets and laptops for customers who lack these tools.  

 

Examples from Other Areas 

 Massachusetts’s UI system and information about the state’s system upgrade/migration 

to the Amazon Web Server (AWS) Cloud, available here and here 

 Virginia’s Sector Strategies and Career Pathways Academy:  Online learning academy for 

Virginia’s workforce system professionals; Maher & Maher can provide an overview of 

the Academy curriculum sequence and content 

 New York State’s Broadband for All initiative, a public/private investment in expanding 

broadband access in remote and underserved areas of the state 

https://www.mass.gov/unemployment-insurance-ui-online
https://medium.com/eotss/ask-the-technologist-what-is-unemployment-insurance-online-59a4d851aa75
https://federalnewsnetwork.com/ask-the-cio-sled/2020/06/massachusetts-unemployment-surge-no-problem-for-modernized-system/
https://www.sscpa-va.com/
https://www.ny.gov/programs/broadband-all
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Focus Area 3: Data Sharing, Data Infrastructure, and Data Limitations 

Challenges 

The Oklahoma workforce system faces three primary challenges regarding access to and sharing of 

data: 

1. WIOA partners each have their own management information system and there are not 

mechanisms to share a basic, non-sensitive level of customer information among partners to 

reduce the burden on workforce system customers and staff, limit duplicative information 

collection, and facilitate more coordinated and streamlined service delivery. 

2. The OKJobMatch system is difficult to use, not customer-friendly, and limited in its functionality 

to the extent that, in some cases, service providers are using secondary databases for customer 

data entry and maintenance, and then doing double entry of data into OKJobMatch.  

3. Available labor market information (LMI) is often outdated and not actionable for meeting 

current and evolving dynamics related to workforce trends and business and training needs.  In 

addition, workforce partners cannot easily assess the effectiveness of key training programs due 

to a lack of student employment outcome data. 

Recommended Strategies 

1. Improve management information system capacity, functionality, and 
sharing 

Oklahoma needs to adopt a management information system that supports integration by allowing 

programs to share customer eligibility, service, and outcome data.  This functionality will streamline 

service delivery and support referrals, co-enrollment, targeted outreach, joint case management, 

and other key indicators of integration. 

If the adoption of a new system is not feasible, there are technology solutions that sit “on top of” 

existing case management and management information systems and provide this functionality and 

capacity.  For example, Workforce Connect is a software suite that helps states implement WIOA 

by connecting partners and providing a seamless experience for job seekers.  By acting as the 

“common front door” for workforce agencies’ programs and systems – including UI, employment 

services, and workforce/training – states can transform how they deliver services under WIOA.  

Additional Resources 

 The Information Technology Support Center, hosted by the National Association of 

State Workforce Agencies and supported by the U.S. Department of Labor, provides a 

range of tools and assistance related to UI infrastructure modernization and other UI 

areas that may be of interest to Oklahoma. 

http://www.itsc.org/Pages/WF_Connect.aspx
http://www.itsc.org/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.itsc.org/Pages/UI-IT-Mod.aspx
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The modules can operate on their own or work together as one application.  Workforce Connect 

does not replace the existing systems in place at the state level but augments the system with a 

single view for the job seeker.  The modules include single sign-on, integrated registration, and a 

profile dashboard.  

A data sharing agreement or memorandum of understanding (MOU) will likely be required to 

support the data sharing enabled by a new management information system.  The recommended 

Governor’s Council Data Initiative Committee, discussed in #4 below, should leverage prior data 

work done by the previously-established Workforce and Education Collaborative to identify key 

data elements to share, the provisions required in an agreement to support data sharing among 

partners, and, also, viable existing management information systems in other states (for potential 

adoption). 

2. Advance labor exchange system functionality and ease of use 

State leaders should explore opportunities to improve or replace Oklahoma’s labor exchange 

system (OKJobMatch) to include new functionality, such as targeted job openings and services 

based on data analytics (and the customer profile) as well as seamless connections to the network 

of system partners.  In addition, the system should offer a “data backpack” for job seeker 

customers that includes information about education and training completed, credentials, work 

history, skills, etc., and could be visible and shared with employers to provide a comprehensive 

picture of job candidates.  

Many states have implemented or are in the process of implementing these advanced labor 

exchange tools. Ohio’s OhioMeansJobs platform provides a “backpack” for job seekers to store 

their career exploration and development information, including assessments, financial aid 

information, etc., as well as a complete public-facing profile for employer viewing.  Minnesota’s 

CareerForce serves as a labor exchange portal that, behind the scenes, connects the various 

partners’ websites to present a seamless, easy-to-navigate system to the job seeker. 

3. Expand data-informed decision making 

Workforce system administrators and staff need real-time, up-to-date workforce and economic 

information to help them understand the current environment, anticipate possible trends, and 

make training and investment decisions.  This data could include labor market information already 

housed with workforce data partners, longitudinal data revealing employment outcomes for 

students in key training programs, and real-time labor market information on available jobs and 

postings through subscription-based tools such as Burning Glass or EMSI.  State leaders should 

develop a plan for identifying the key data elements needed, potential sources for this data, and 

steps to access and analyze the data to inform a collaborative strategy for investments and service 

design. 

  

https://jobseeker.ohiomeansjobs.monster.com/
https://www.careerforcemn.com/career-seekers
https://www.burning-glass.com/
https://www.economicmodeling.com/
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4. Establish a Governor’s Council Data Initiative 

Under WIOA, state workforce development boards have the responsibility to develop strategies for 

aligning technology and data systems across one-stop partner programs to enhance service 

delivery.  To advance the recommended strategies above, the Governor’s Council should establish 

a Committee to oversee a data initiative designed to identify needs and resources and conduct 

planning to do the following: 

a. Drive the adoption of a new MIS; 

b. Expand functionality of the state labor exchange system; 

c. Identify labor market information needs and facilitate access to new data sources and tools; 

and 

d. Pick up previous work by the Workforce and Education Collaborative to drive access to 

longitudinal data that informs strategic investments in training programs and overall service 

delivery. 

 

 

  

Examples from Other Areas 

 Ohio’s OhioMeansJobs 

 Michigan’s Pure Michigan Talent Connect  

 Minnesota’s CareerForce 

 Virginia’s Longitudinal Data System (VLDS) 

Additional Resources 

 Guide to State and Local Workforce Data 

 Harnessing Data to Drive Decision-Making in Uncertain Times 

Resource Guide 

https://jobseeker.ohiomeansjobs.monster.com/
https://www.mitalent.org/
https://www.careerforcemn.com/career-seekers
http://vlds.virginia.gov/about-vlds
https://lmi.workforcegps.org/resources/2015/04/03/15/48/Guide_to_State_and_Local_Workforce_Data
https://mahernet.com/uploads/blog_files/Q2_PMCI_Blog_June_2020_Resource_Guide.pdf
https://mahernet.com/uploads/blog_files/Q2_PMCI_Blog_June_2020_Resource_Guide.pdf
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Focus Area 4: Joint Communications, Messaging, and Branding 

Challenges 

Oklahoma’s workforce system struggles in areas related to communications among system partners, 

shared messaging about the workforce system, and uniform adoption and use of the Oklahoma Works 

brand, challenges that have been highlighted during the pandemic.  Stakeholder engagement input 

indicated that communications tend to come from state partner agencies to their local counterparts in 

workforce system agency silos, rather than as system-wide communications from state partners to 

local partners.  At the local/service delivery level, stakeholder feedback noted that communication 

among system partners was not particularly strong pre-COVID, and this has made service planning and 

delivery even more challenging during the pandemic.  In addition, customer-facing messaging about the 

workforce system appears not to be truly system-focused or inclusive, but rather more focused on 

individual partner services and resources.  The system does not have widespread brand recognition, 

due in part to inconsistent adoption of the established Oklahoma Works brand, which makes it more 

difficult for job seeker and business customers to understand the range of assistance that is available to 

them and how to access needed support.  

Recommended Strategies 

1. Implement coordinated communications from state-level WIOA partners 
to local system partners 

There will certainly always be a need for agency- and program-specific communications – for 

example, on specific policy changes or funding allocation announcements – from state agencies to 

their local counterparts.  However, for matters relating to the workforce system as a whole and to 

all WIOA partners, communications from state partners to local partners should be developed and 

distributed jointly, reflecting and reinforcing a system focus rather than an individual agency or 

program focus.  The recommended WIOA state partners’ group would be an appropriate entity to 

task with developing a joint system communications plan and determining which types of 

communications are relevant for system development and distribution, and which fall under the 

purview of individual agencies’ development and distribution. 

2. Enhance system-wide communications among partners at the local level 

Similar to the state-to-local coordinated communications approach outlined above, there needs to 

be a corresponding joint communications strategy among system partners at the local level.  Local 

Workforce Development Boards should lead the development of approaches for system-wide 

communications at the local level, working in collaboration with WIOA partner members of their 

boards.  Operationalization of system-wide communications among local partners should be 

discussed at regular meetings of Oklahoma Works Center staff. 
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3. Further adoption of the established Oklahoma Works brand 

Stakeholder engagement discussions revealed that the Oklahoma Works brand is not being used 

uniformly by all workforce system partners.  It some cases, the brand is seen as belonging to “the 

unemployment office” or applying only to WIOA Title I, rather than to all partners in the system.  

State and local workforce leaders should investigate barriers or resistance to adoption of the 

Oklahoma Works brand and identify support that is needed to advance brand adoption.  It would 

also be valuable to survey workforce system job seeker and business customers on a periodic basis 

to understand their perceptions of the brand and what it represents and to inform implementation 

of strategies to improve brand recognition and value among customers. 

a. There is a particular need for adoption of the Oklahoma Works brand and related 

messaging among customer-facing staff in centers, to reduce system opacity and 

fragmentation for job seeker and business customers.  For example, in many other 

states, all customer-facing center staff wear shirts or nametags with the shared brand, 

rather than their individual agency or program brand.  Signage throughout centers in 

these states consistently reflects the common brand, and guides customers based on 

service-focused area (e.g. “Oklahoma Works Career Information and Exploration 

Services” or “Oklahoma Works Talent Recruitment and Screening Services”) rather 

than on agency or program area.  Likewise, telephone/voicemail greetings and email 

addresses of staff that interact with customers are aligned to the shared brand rather 

than to their individual employing organizations or programs (e.g. 

“@oklahomaworks.org” email addresses that all center partner staff use in their 

interactions with customers).  All partners should also use the Oklahoma Works brand, 

rather than only their individual program, agency, or service provider brands, on all 

customer-facing materials and platforms like forms, brochures, social media pages, and 

other materials/vehicles.  

 

  

Examples from Other Areas 

 CareerSource Florida statewide brand resources: 

 Brand Portal (members only) 

 Brand Standards Manual 

 Brand Remeasure report 

Additional Resources 

 Maher & Maher would be happy to connect Oklahoma workforce 

system partners to CareerSource Florida staff to discuss Florida’s 

branding efforts and lessons learned over time. 

https://careersourceflorida.com/
https://brandportal.careersourceflorida.com/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjl4JO_rofsAhVkmXIEHVHoD58QFjACegQIBBAB&url=https%3A%2F%2Fcareersourceflorida.com%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2016%2F02%2FCSF_Brand_Standards_Manual_Updated-8.31.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3ZVyUUnDzDpzgdh2N8fFUK
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjl4JO_rofsAhVkmXIEHVHoD58QFjADegQIAhAB&url=https%3A%2F%2Fcareersourceflorida.com%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2017%2F05%2FCareerSource-Florida-Brand-Remeasure-Final-Report-Final.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2-yt_uKFwmYX05PgsoVJf0
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Focus Area 5: Customer-Centered Service Design and Delivery 

Challenges 

One of the most common themes that emerged in the stakeholder engagement process was that 

Oklahoma’s workforce system customers, both job seekers and businesses, experience the system as 

fragmented and difficult to navigate.  Services and resources are not optimally coordinated among 

partners, resulting in customers having to access multiple organizations if they have multiple needs, 

often participating in duplicative information-gathering and assessment activities in the process.  Some 

stakeholder feedback indicated that workforce service delivery is driven more by compliance concerns 

and a culture of risk aversion than by customers’ needs.  Many noted that the fragmented nature of 

workforce service delivery makes it difficult for Oklahoma’s system to be nimble and respond to 

evolving needs quickly, which has been a particular challenge as the pandemic has caused not only an 

increased demand for services, but also in many cases the need for new service delivery models and 

strategies, such as virtual service delivery. 

It is important to note that achieving comprehensive and integrated service planning and delivery for 

Oklahoma’s job seeker and business customers will require implementation of other recommendations 

discussed in this plan.  Addressing workforce system organizational structure, data systems and data-

sharing, communications and branding, and system infrastructure and capacity needs will all be 

foundational to advancing a customer-driven model for service delivery.  Oklahoma’s state and local 

workforce partners must take a holistic view of current challenges and opportunities and approach 

them from a systems perspective that prioritizes customer-focused innovation. 

Recommended Strategies 

1. Undertake efforts to implement a more customer-friendly and integrated 
approach to service planning and delivery for customers among partners 

While all workforce system partners have program administration and compliance mandates, the 

primary drivers of service design and delivery should be customer needs and preferences.  Program 

eligibility, funding, administration, and compliance are certainly important concerns, but ones that 

should be addressed in the “back office” by partners, not passed on to the customer in service 

delivery.  Shifting to a more customer-driven service model will require the focus, support, and 

investment of both state and local workforce partners.  This shift will require examining all aspects 

of service delivery, including customer outreach, intake, needs assessment, referral, co-enrollment, 

and case management, with the goal of developing an integrated experience and set of solutions 

that meets customers’ needs.  There are a number of tools and strategies that Oklahoma’s state 

and local partners can use to assess and redesign current service delivery practices.  Some of these 

include: 

a. Customer-centered design: Over the last several years, many states and local workforce 

areas have used the customer-centered design process to gather direct customer input and 

redesign multiple aspects of service delivery, from physical workforce center spaces to 

customer communications.  The Customer-Centered Design Community of Practice on 

https://ccd.workforcegps.org/
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WorkforceGPS offers a range of resources that state and local partners can use to start 

the process.  

b. Process mapping: Process mapping is a valuable tool for documenting current “as-is” 

processes; identifying barriers and efficiencies in those processes, and their root causes; 

developing revamped “ideal” or “should-be” processes; and identifying supports needed to 

implement revamped processes.  In 2019 and 2020, the Oklahoma Office of Workforce 

Development participated in U.S. Department of Labor-funded process mapping technical 

assistance activities.  These activities produced a number of resources, including a job 

seeker experience process map for a pilot workforce area, a process mapping how-to 

guide, and a train-the-trainer virtual training.  Oklahoma state and local workforce partners 

are encouraged to revisit these process mapping resources to support their efforts to 

create a more customer-driven service experience.  

c. Integrated service delivery resources: There are a variety of tools that can help state and 

local workforce partners and systems design and implement a more collaborative, 

integrated, and comprehensive approach to service delivery.  The U.S. Department of 

Labor’s Integrated Service Delivery Toolkit is a helpful resource that addresses both job 

seeker and business service delivery and includes links to other tools.  The U.S. 

Department of Labor’s Business Engagement Self-Assessment Tool is a helpful resource for 

gauging workforce partners’ level of integration and effectiveness in business customer 

outreach and service delivery.  The U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation’s Talent 

Pipeline Management Initiative is another valuable resource for workforce partners looking 

to support collaborative, industry-led approaches to solving workforce challenges.  

2. Expand virtual service delivery capacity 

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the need to connect with, serve, and remain engaged with 

job seeker and business customers in safe and creative ways.  Oklahoma workforce system staff 

have risen to this challenge, and in stakeholder engagement conversations indicated that some 

consistent level of virtual service delivery may be the “new normal.”  This has efficiency and 

convenience benefits for system staff and customers alike, provided the necessary technology 

infrastructure, training, and supports are in place.  Oklahoma’s state workforce partners should 

hold conversations with their local counterparts to better understand virtual service delivery needs 

for customers and staff and to identify technology tools and resources that could facilitate 

communications and service delivery in the COVID-19 environment and beyond.  This will be 

especially important for Oklahoma’s rural areas, which face particular service access and navigation 

challenges.  The Rutgers University Heldrich Center for Workforce Development’s “Suddenly 

Virtual” series may be a useful resource for exploring innovative approaches, such as app-based 

customer appointment scheduling and text-based customer outreach and case management and 

counseling. 

3. Continue focus on unified and integrated business outreach, engagement, 
and service delivery 

Stakeholder engagement conversations revealed that outreach and engagement with business 

customers is largely happening in individual partner silos, with some level of competition as 

https://rc.workforcegps.org/-/media/Communities/ion/Files/Youth-Programs-Services/Integrated-Service-Delivery-Toolkit.ashx
https://businessengagement.workforcegps.org/resources/2018/06/11/16/56/Business-Engagement-Self-Assessment-Tool
https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/talent-pipeline-management
https://www.uschamberfoundation.org/talent-pipeline-management
https://www.heldrich.rutgers.edu/search/node/suddenly%20virtual
https://www.heldrich.rutgers.edu/search/node/suddenly%20virtual
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opposed to coordination and collaboration among workforce, economic development, vocational 

rehabilitation, career and technology education, and other partners.  There is a significant 

opportunity for partners to align and coordinate their business outreach and service delivery 

efforts on unified, multi-partner business services teams and bring a wider suite of more easily-

navigable solutions to business customers.  The Oklahoma Office of Workforce Development’s 

January 2020 issuance and related self-assessment tool on best practices in collaborative business 

engagement and service delivery merits continuing focus by state and local partners.  Successful 

implementation of the principles and practices outlined in the 2020 issuance may require facilitation 

of further planning and service design conversations among state and local partners as well as 

technical assistance and training support, among other potential areas of assistance.   

 

 

 

 

Examples from Other Areas 

 Maher & Maher has worked with a number of states on customer-

centered design, process mapping, and integrated job seeker and 

business customer service models.  These clients include Kansas, 

Illinois, Kentucky, the District of Columbia, Georgia, Arkansas, 

and others.  The Maher & Maher team is happy to share 

information and resources from these engagements with 

Oklahoma partners. 

Additional Resources 

 Please see the 2020 process mapping how-to guide and train-the-

trainer training completed for the Oklahoma Office of Workforce 

Development. 

https://oklahomaworks.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/OWDI-01-2020-Business-Services-policy-w-Business-Engagement-Attachment.pdf
https://oklahomaworks.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/OWDI-01-2020-Business-Services-policy-w-Business-Engagement-Attachment.pdf
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APPENDIX: STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT SUMMARY 

REPORT 

Stakeholder Engagement Summary Report 
 

1. The Oklahoma Office of Workforce Development, under the Governor’s 

Council for Workforce and Economic Development, is leading the 

development of a COVID-19 Response and Recovery Plan to strengthen the 

public workforce system response to job seekers and employers now and in 

the future.  The plan development effort involves a variety of stakeholder 

engagement and listening activities, described in further detail below, to 

gather input into the challenges currently facing the workforce system and its 

customers as well as ideas for short- and long-term strategies to address 

those challenges and support Oklahoma’s economic recovery.  Stakeholder 

listening activities took place throughout July and August 2020 and wrapped 

up in early September 2020.  This report presents a summary of the themes 

and recommendations that emerged across all stakeholder listening activities, 

which will inform the development of COVID-19 Response and Recovery Plan 

strategies to effectively drive talent development in the current environment 

and beyond.  

The stakeholder engagement process included three primary listening activities: 

1. An online survey, which was distributed to approximately 400 stakeholders and completed by 119.  

Survey respondents included State and Local Workforce Development Board members and staff, 

state agency staff, local service provider staff (in employment services/workforce, adult education, 

vocational rehabilitation, and other service areas), K-12 and post-secondary education and 

workforce training representatives (including career and technology education), business 

intermediaries and local economic development organizations, and community-based organizations. 

2. Individual interviews with Oklahoma state leaders from the Governor’s Office, the Governor’s 

Council for Workforce and Economic Development, the Department of Commerce, the Employment 
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Security Commission1, the Department of Career and Technical Education, the State Regents for 

Higher Education, the Department of Rehabilitation Services, and the State Senate.   

3. Listening sessions with members of several key stakeholder groups, including state Workforce 

Innovation and Opportunity Act partners, Local Workforce Development Boards, local chief elected 

officials, business members of State and Local Workforce Development Boards, frontline service 

provider staff and job seeker customers, community colleges and career and technology education 

partners, and local economic development and business intermediary organizations. 

Stakeholder engagement listening activities were designed to elicit input in the following areas: 

 Challenges facing unemployed and underemployed individuals, businesses, and workforce system 

staff; 

 Workforce system strengths; 

 Workforce system challenges and structural barriers; and  

 Recommendations for policies, strategies, and practices the workforce system should pursue to 

support job seekers and businesses during and after the pandemic and position the system for long-

term strength and resiliency. 

The first major area of focus of stakeholder engagement activities for the COVID-19 Response and 

Recovery Plan was understanding the challenges and barriers facing Oklahoma job seekers, 

businesses, and workforce system staff during the pandemic. 

Job Seeker Challenges 

As is known, job seekers have been hard-hit by the health, economic, and workforce impacts of the 

pandemic.  In many cases, job seekers are facing multiple concurrent challenges that are often 

interconnected (for example, a lack of childcare that makes it impossible for a parent to return to work), 

making this time particularly fraught for them and their families.  The following job seeker challenges 

emerged as the most pressing through stakeholder engagement activities: 

1. Uncertainty and anxiety: Job seekers struggle to know what do to next in the short-term and to 

how to make longer-term plans, given widespread uncertainly about the future of the economy and 

the job market, the availability and timing of supplemental benefits, and factors such as when 

                                            

 

1 The consulting team supporting the stakeholder engagement process did interview a former Employment Security 
Commission Commissioner.  However, given the Commission’s incredible workload and time demands during the stakeholder 
engagement period, the team was not able to interview Commission leadership. 
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childcare providers and schools will open in-person and how long they might stay open should 

infection rates rise. 

2. Unemployment and underemployment: The shuttering of industries and businesses plunged huge 

numbers of workers into unemployment and underemployment and put them in financial crisis.  

Those working in service and hospitality industries, lower-skilled and lower-wage workers, and 

populations with multiple barriers have been particularly impacted.  Even as businesses gradually re-

open and employment begins to tick up, it is reasonable to expect that in a transformed job market 

where employers have much larger candidate pools to choose from than they did pre-pandemic, job 

seekers with lower skill and education levels and other barriers to employment will continue to face 

challenges to becoming reemployed. 

3. Difficulty accessing Unemployment Insurance (UI) benefits and getting help with UI claims: 

As was the case in many other states, Oklahoma’s UI system was quickly overwhelmed by the 

volume of unemployed individuals seeking “traditional” and pandemic-related benefits.  Customers 

experienced significant challenges with the state’s online and phone systems, lengthy wait times, 

long-delayed payment of UI benefits, and barriers to obtaining assistance from “live” UI staff.  While 

UI backlogs have improved, customers and service provider staff that participated in stakeholder 

engagement activities reported that addressing long-standing UI system infrastructure challenges 

and staffing/capacity limitations persist as critical needs. 

4. Difficulty navigating an opaque and siloed workforce system: One of the most significant 

challenges job seekers (and other workforce system customers and stakeholders) face is accessing 

and navigating a system of workforce development and related organization, programs, and services 

that is not at all well-known and that customers experience as fragmented, confusing, and not 

customer-friendly.  Oklahoma’s workforce system does not have widespread brand recognition and 

job seekers do not know what is available to them or where and how to access support.  Once 

customers do gain access to the workforce system, they often find that partners and programs in the 

system are not aligned and that service planning and delivery is not coordinated.  For job seekers, 

the siloed nature of the workforce system causes additional challenges, such as having to participate 

in multiple intakes, submit duplicative data and information, and “bounce” between separate 

locations to access needed services. 

5. Limited internet access and other technology barriers: Many job seekers, particularly those in 

rural areas, do not have access to broadband internet.  Even in areas of the state with solid internet 

infrastructure, unemployed and underemployed individuals may have discontinued their internet 

service due to financial difficulties.  In many cases, job seekers do not have computers or tablets at 

home and may not even have up-to-date smartphones.  Compounding these barriers is the 

challenge that may job seekers lack technology skills and familiarity.  All of these challenges have 

multiple impacts, such as making it difficult for job seekers to file for UI and other benefits online, 

participate in virtual workforce service delivery, and search and apply for jobs. 

6. Childcare and virtual schooling challenges: While stakeholders consulted in this process 

indicated that childcare providers and schools are opening back up, the landscape is not at all 

uniform.  Childcare providers may still be operating at reduced capacity, and some schools are 

opting to start the fall term fully virtually for at least several weeks.  This puts job seekers in an 

obvious bind: if they need to devote their time to caring for their children and assisting them with 

their virtual schooling, job seekers’ availability to search for work, participate in education/training, or 

work is severely limited. 
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7. Low educational attainment and skill levels: Job seekers with low educational attainment, limited 

credentials, and low skill levels face compounded barriers.  They were perhaps the most vulnerable 

to layoffs earlier in the pandemic and will likely face the most hurdles to becoming reemployed.  

These job seekers will likely need enhanced assistance for skills assessment, skills transferability 

analysis, and upskilling and reskilling. 

Business/Employer Challenges 

Like job seekers, businesses in Oklahoma are facing multiple concurrent challenges.  The following 

challenges rose to the top in stakeholder engagement activities with businesses, business and industry 

intermediaries, and economic development partners: 

1. Economic downturn-related financial impacts: Businesses, especially small businesses, “main 

street” shops, and businesses without a strong online customer and sales base, have experienced 

significant financial repercussions as a result of the pandemic.  There is concern that some 

businesses, especially those without funding reserves or access to loans, may not survive, which 

would of course have ripple effects in supply and distribution chains and in communities’ economic 

and workforce landscapes. 

2. Uncertainty and planning hesitation: Stakeholder engagement business participants repeatedly 

cited uncertainty about what the future holds as a major challenge.  Revenue forecasting is difficult, 

and staffing and hiring needs and retention planning in many cases remain unclear.  As a result, 

many businesses have focused on “leaning” their staffing and operations to achieve new 

efficiencies, and are currently taking a cautious, “wait-and-see” approach to hiring.  Some 

participating business stakeholders noted that employers who have successfully transitioned to a 

more lean and efficient staffing model may opt not to return to pre-pandemic employee headcounts, 

a possibility that would have impacts for workforce system partner service delivery and for job 

seekers.  

3. Re-staffing challenges: Despite uncertainly about what the future might hold, and related 

cautiousness around hiring, many businesses are actively seeking to staff back up, but are 

encountering challenges in doing so.  Business stakeholders frequently cited the $600 federal UI 

benefits supplement as a disincentive for laid-off individuals (specifically lower-wage workers) to 

return to work, as the benefits paid more than many individuals were earning previously.  

Businesses also voiced concern that even the expected $300 supplemental UI benefits would be 

disincentivizing given Oklahoma wage levels.  Other re-staffing challenges include people being 

scared to go back to work for health reasons and being unable to go back to work because of lack of 

childcare or the need to supervise their children’s online learning.  Finally, businesses consulted 

expressed some concerns that employees they had to let go earlier in the pandemic may have 

moved on to new jobs, and that the currently available talent pool of unemployed workers may have 

less experience and expertise.  (This possibility also raises potential challenges for job seekers.  In 

some industries, such as manufacturing, the generous federal UI benefits have driven wages up, 

making employers more inclined to hire only the most skilled and qualified candidates.) 

4. Managing new workforce concerns and workplace safety requirements: Businesses are in 

many ways having to manage needs and issues not traditionally in their purview.  Stakeholder 

engagement participants noted that it can be difficult to manage a workforce with different 

vulnerabilities, family-related needs, and comfort levels around working in-person and virtually during 
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the pandemic.  Businesses have also had to take on enhanced health and safety roles, procuring 

personal protective equipment (PPE) for employees, reconfiguring physical infrastructure, 

developing and implementing new policies and practices, and managing different employee attitudes 

on masking and social distancing. 

5. Difficulty accessing and navigating a fragmented workforce system: Similar to challenges 

faced by job seekers, business stakeholders also noted significant difficulty interacting with the 

workforce system.  Businesses are in many cases unaware of the system and its resources; there 

are also image and perception challenges, including that the workforce system can only offer low-

skilled candidates.  Business representatives noted that the workforce system is siloed, made up of 

multiple partners that they experience as territorial rather than collaborative.  Business outreach, 

engagement, and service delivery are not typically coordinated among partners, resulting in “door 

knocks” to individual employers by multiple entities.  There are concerns about a lack of workforce 

system transparency about available resources for employers, such as incumbent worker training 

funding and dislocated worker assistance, as well as a lack of clarity about how employers can 

access those resources.  All of these factors combined contribute to the sense that the workforce 

system cannot rapidly deploy effective solutions for businesses’ needs.  Business stakeholders 

noted that all of these challenges pre-date the pandemic; however, the pandemic has further 

illuminated them and their urgency. 

Workforce System Staff Challenges 

Understanding what workforce system staff are experiencing during the pandemic, and what they might 

need to effectively support workforce response and recovery now, and in the future, were key components 

of stakeholder engagement efforts.  The following areas were identified as critical challenges for system 

staff: 

2. Overwhelming level of job seeker customer needs: Workforce system staff cited dramatically 

increased numbers of job seekers needing assistance, in particular assistance with UI, as their top 

challenge.  System staff are managing significantly larger caseloads, and system capacity is not 

sufficient to meet customer demand.  Though the Oklahoma Employment Security Commission 

(OESC) has been working diligently to reduce UI claim backlogs, system staff noted that there are 

still lines of customers outside of Oklahoma Works American Job Centers (AJCs) and bottlenecks in 

service delivery due to the volume and complexity of customers’ needs.  This input amplifies the 

need for consideration of additional investment in workforce system capacity, particularly related to 

UI infrastructure and staffing.  

3. Uncertainty and stress: Like job seekers and businesses, workforce system staff are grappling with 

uncertainty about the future and what the workforce system and system service delivery will look 

like.  This challenge is compounded by other uncertainties: What will the evolving economic recovery 

look like?  What industries and jobs will be in-demand?  How will virtual customer interaction and 

service delivery continue to play out?  And certainly, workforce system staff are also simultaneously 

experiencing all of the other anxieties and stresses the pandemic has introduced, such as staying 

safe and healthy and juggling work with their kids’ childcare and virtual schooling. 

4. Adapting to virtual service delivery: Even as AJCs gradually reopen for some level of in-person 

service delivery, virtual delivery of services continues.  Workforce system staff stakeholders 

indicated that the rapid shift to virtual service delivery was a challenge, in terms of their limited prior 
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experience providing services virtually, adaptation of in-person services to virtual formats, and 

inadequate technology infrastructure and tools to provide virtual services effectively.  The transition 

to virtual services has been challenging for many job seekers, as well, particularly those without 

internet access and those with technology hardware and skill barriers.  In stakeholder engagement 

responses, workforce system staff noted that serving customers virtually has been very time-

consuming and has required a significant amount of coaching and technical assistance from staff. 

5. Silos between workforce system partners and programs: Workforce system staff that 

participated in stakeholder engagement activities noted that while the fragmented nature of 

Oklahoma’s workforce system was a challenge pre-pandemic, the current situation spotlighted some 

particular barriers.  One was the challenge of having to figure out this “new normal” individually, in 

agency or program silos.  For example, individual partners made decisions about when to close their 

operations in AJCs, rather than system partners coming together to make collaborative, Center-wide 

decisions and plans.  Similarly, though local area partners developed joint reopening plans, the 

stakeholder engagement process revealed that these plans were not followed uniformly by all 

partners.  Workforce system staff also noted that the pandemic exacerbated existing structural and 

operations challenges among partners.  For example, communication, referrals, co-enrollment, and 

integrated service planning and delivery among partners all became more difficult in the virtual 

service environment. 

The second major area of focus of stakeholder engagement activities for the COVID-19 response and 

recovery plan was understanding workforce system structural and other barriers that impede the 

system’s ability to respond nimbly to the immediate and longer-term challenges at hand.  

Organizational Silos in the Workforce System 

Overwhelmingly, the siloed nature of Oklahoma’s workforce system rose to the top as a major structural 

barrier to the system’s response in the current crisis and its positioning for resiliency.  

1. Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) core partners operating independently: In 

many states, it is the case that WIOA core partner programs (Title I Adult, Dislocated Worker, and 

Youth; Title II Adult Education and Literacy; Title III Wagner-Peyser; and Title IV Vocational 

Rehabilitation) are housed in different agencies.  However, it is relevant to note that in the vast 

majority of states in the country, Title I and Title III UI/Wagner-Peyser are housed organizationally 

within the same cabinet-level department or agency, which is not the case in Oklahoma.  Oklahoma 

WIOA core (and required) partners have unrealized opportunities to align under a shared state vision 

and plan and coordinate goals, policies, strategies, and service delivery accordingly, as envisioned 

by the Act.  The siloed nature of Oklahoma’s workforce system, which was described by 

stakeholders in the engagement process using words like “fragmented,” “confusing,” “territorial,” and 

“broken,” is a major barrier at both systemic and frontline customer service levels.  According to 

stakeholders, this system fragmentation has several key consequences: 

a. Significant disconnects between UI/Wagner-Peyser, housed in OESC, and WIOA Title I, 
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housed in OOWD under the Department of Commerce, each of which provides vital services 

and supports very much needed by job seekers and businesses during the pandemic.   

b. Duplication of efforts, resource investments, and services among WIOA core partners, 

resulting in inefficient use of increasingly scarce system resources and potentially lowered 

results and value for system customers.   

c. A lack of coordinated, “one-voice” communication from state agency partners to local 

partners, system-wide, and a related lack of coordinated communication across local system 

partners at the local and regional levels. 

d. Significant gaps in the sharing of a basic level of service and participant data among WIOA 

partners, which is challenging for both system staff and system customers.   

e. A complex and burdensome access and service experience for system customers, job 

seekers and businesses alike, who are confused by the multiple “doors” into the system and 

face barriers to accessing the range of assistance and services they may need in an 

integrated fashion.  Service design and delivery may be driven more by individual funding 

stream and program requirements and compliance concerns that it is by customer needs and 

priorities. 

f. A hobbling of the workforce system’s ability to respond to emerging and evolving customer 

needs in a manner that is coordinated, rapid, and seamless. 

Data-Sharing, Data Infrastructure, and Data Limitations 

Related in many mays to the workforce system organizational silos discussion above, stakeholder 

engagement participants noted several concerns related broadly to data.   

1. Little to no participant data-sharing among WIOA partners: WIOA partners each have their own 

case management/management information systems, and there are not mechanisms, achieved 

through interagency agreements and appropriate technology bridges, to share a basic, non-sensitive 

level of customer information among partners.  Stakeholder feedback indicated the need to further 

explore how some level of customer data can be safely and legally shared among WIOA partners to 

reduce burden on workforce system customers and staff, reduce duplicative information collection, 

facilitate more coordinated service delivery, and streamline the process for referrals to and co-

enrollment in additional services. 

2. Frustrations with the OKJobMatch America’s Job Link Alliance (AJLA)-based system: Job 

seeker and business customers alike find the system difficult to use and not customer-friendly.  In 

addition, OKJobMatch’s lack of one-click integration and functionality with more “modern” and 

private-sector labor exchange platforms like Indeed.com was noted as a barrier for system 

customers, staff, and stakeholders.  Stakeholder engagement input also revealed that Title I 

providers are in some cases using secondary databases for customer data entry and maintenance, 

and then doing double entry of data into OKJobMatch.  This practice reduces the time staff have 

available to work with customers and potentially introduces data accuracy and reporting concerns. 

3. Waiver of OKJobMatch registration requirements for work search for UI recipients: Based 

upon stakeholder feedback, the waiver of the requirement for UI recipients to register for work 

search purposes with OKJobMatch, while intended to ease burden for job seeker customers, has 
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been problematic.  Prior to the waiver, WIOA Title I staff were able to access a basic level of 

information about new UI claimants through OKJobMatch for purposes of reaching out to claimants 

proactively to offer information about Title I services.  Because UI claimants do not currently have to 

register in OKJobMatch in order to receive benefits, Title I providers no longer have a direct line to 

new claimants for outreach.  (Business intermediaries and economic developers also noted this as a 

challenge, in that the work search waiver inhibits their ability to get up-to-date information from 

workforce system partners on available talent for business customers that are hiring.) 

4. Need for better and more current data to drive decision-making and investments: Business 

intermediaries, economic development partners, and secondary and post-secondary education 

partners in particular noted that available labor market information (LMI) and related data is often 

outdated and not actionable for meeting current and evolving dynamics related to workforce trends 

and business and training needs.  While this is a challenge not at all unique to Oklahoma – federally-

provided LMI relies in part upon historical trends and is not designed to capture shorter-term cyclical 

shifts – the need for more “real-time” data, such as jobs postings data and analysis and more 

immediate-term forecasting, appears to be a need.   

Additional Needs and Barriers 

Stakeholder engagement participants were asked about examples of policies and practices that inhibit their 

ability to support pandemic response and recovery in a coordinated and networked fashion.  A few key 

issues rose to the top in feedback: 

1. Continuing Title I enrollment eligibility attestation and signature barriers: Stakeholder 

engagement participants praised state leadership for allowing virtual eligibility attestation and 

signatures in the current pandemic environment.  This has been a boon for job seeker customers 

with access to the internet and devices that support virtual service enrollment.  However, for the 

considerable number of customers without internet access or “smart” devices that enable virtual 

signatures, virtual Title I service enrollment remains a challenge.  These customers may face 

barriers related to printing their paperwork and obtaining transportation to bring their paperwork into 

AJCs, as well as fears about interacting in-person in AJCs due to health concerns. 

2. WIOA partner cross-training and partnership-development support needs: Stakeholder 

engagement participants reported the need for more training and professional and relationship 

development that involves all WIOA partners.  There is particular interest in capacity building that 

goes beyond technical training on individual programs and includes areas such as collaborative 

problem-solving, integrated service delivery, and others.  These activities will be central to 

overcoming siloed workforce system structures and service delivery. 

3. Building a customer-centered culture and practice: Some stakeholder groups noted that LWDB 

and AJC culture is often more rooted in compliance, administration, and risk-aversion than in 

meeting job seeker and business customer needs and preferences and pursuing innovation.  This is 

a cultural change management challenge that is not easy to address, but that can be supported 

among partners through training and staff empowerment and development, messaging and 

communications, joint policy and operational guidance, development of shared strategic goals, and 

other mechanisms, over time.   

4. Continued focus on Governor’s Council for Workforce and Economic Development/OOWD 

and Local Workforce Development Board (LWDB) partnership development and strategy 
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alignment: The Governor’s Council and OOWD have strategic and oversight responsibility for 

Oklahoma’s statewide workforce system, just as LWDB’s have strategic and oversight responsibility 

for their local workforce systems.  State and local leaders are essential, and, ideally, collaborative, 

partners in the coordinated and effective functioning of the state’s workforce system.  Stakeholder 

engagement input suggested the need for LWDBs to partner more closely with OOWD and the 

Governor’s Council, as well as opportunities for OOWD and the Council to more effectively engage 

with and support LWDBs. 

5. Addressing broadband access and other technology barriers: Access to broadband and 

devices is a significant need for Oklahoma job seekers – for participating in virtual workforce service 

delivery, searching for and applying to jobs, and being successful as remote workers.  This access is 

especially important for rural citizens.  Stakeholder engagement respondents urged creativity in 

meeting this challenge: explore options for offering wireless hotspots; offer services in places 

citizens are more likely to frequent close to home, like schools and libraries; and consider expanding 

supportive service investments in tools like laptops. 

The third major area of focus of stakeholder engagement activities for the COVID-19 Response and 

Recovery Plan was gathering stakeholder recommendations on policies and strategies that could 

strengthen Oklahoma’s workforce system response to the pandemic now and moving forward.   

1. Enhance organizational alignment among WIOA core partners: Stakeholder input indicated that 

Oklahoma workforce system agencies and partners are currently operating largely in silos, rather 

than as a coordinated network that collaborates around execution of a shared plan, as envisioned by 

WIOA.  Stakeholder feedback further suggests the perception that the Governor’s Council for 

Workforce and Economic Development is the State Board only for WIOA Title I, when in fact State 

Boards have strategic leadership and oversight responsibility across all WIOA partners.  This 

perception may be exacerbated by OOWD’s placement within the Department of Commerce, while 

other WIOA core partners are Cabinet-level agencies.  To foster alignment among core partners, 

Oklahoma leaders should at a minimum consider integrating OOWD and OESC as a Cabinet-level 

agency.  This would enhance coordination of Title I and Title III efforts, expertise, and resources, and 

put the combined agency on the same footing as the other WIOA core partners.  Oklahoma leaders 

may also wish to consider organizational models from other states, such as Utah, in which all 

partners with workforce missions are aligned under one agency, the Utah Department of Workforce 

Services.  Even if the state chose not to pursue organizational changes to enhance the alignment 

and integration of workforce system agencies, programs, and services, it should at a minimum 

explore how to advance WIOA’s “one system” vision through policy, operational guidance, 

communications and messaging, staff training, and performance expectations and accountability 

management. 

2. Address UI infrastructure and capacity challenges: As it did in many other states, the pandemic 

highlighted the consequences of underinvestment in UI technology infrastructure, staffing, and other 

capacity areas.  To help Oklahoma’s UI system continue to respond to ongoing unemployment 

needs, and to position the system to be able to respond to future crises, state leaders should invest 

in building system capacity and modernizing infrastructure. 
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3. Implement regular and ongoing cross-training for WIOA partners: Stakeholder engagement 

feedback indicated a need and appetite for system-focused (vs. solely program/compliance-focused) 

training and professional development for WIOA partners, across programs and agencies.  There is 

strong interest in networking with peers across the system to solve problems, build capacity, and 

share best practices.  There are important efficiencies to be achieved through a more strategic and 

systemic approach to training.  For example, in the current pandemic, cross-partner capacity building 

on virtual service delivery could have eliminated or greatly reduced the burden placed on individual 

agencies and programs by having to “figure it out on their own,” in silos. 

4. Raise awareness of the workforce system and its services and resources: Multiple 

stakeholders consulted noted that businesses and job seekers are not aware of the system, how it 

can help them, and how to access it.  There is a need to enhance unified communications and 

messaging about the workforce system, and to continue work to ensure that the Oklahoma Works 

brand is recognized as representative of the whole workforce system and all of its partners.  

Improving brand recognition and perception will require all WIOA partners to work collaboratively, as 

a system, and to make it easier for customers to access and navigate the system, no matter how 

they enter it.   

5. Enhance data systems and data sharing: Several needs related to data emerged from the 

stakeholder engagement discussions.  First, there is a need for workforce system partners to share 

at least a minimal level of participant data with one another, to facilitate more integrated service 

planning and delivery, enhance referrals and co-enrollment, and reduce information collection 

burden on customers.  There are technology solutions that sit “on top of” existing case management 

and management information systems and provide this functionality and capacity.  Second, 

stakeholder engagement participants indicated that the OKJobsMatch system is not user-friendly for 

job seeker or business customers, and poses challenges for workforce system staff, as well.  State 

leaders should explore opportunities to improve or replace Oklahoma’s labor exchange system.  

Finally, several stakeholders indicated that it would be ideal if Oklahoma had a “data backpack” 

system for job seeker customers.  Each customer’s backpack would include information about 

education and training completed, credentials, work history, skills, etc., which could be shared with 

employers to provide a comprehensive picture of job candidates. 

6. Build a customer-centered approach to workforce system operations and service delivery: 

Through training and other mechanisms, build system capacity to adopt a customer-driven approach 

to how the workforce system is organized, operates, and delivers services.  While all workforce 

system partners have program administration and compliance mandates, these should not be the 

primary drivers of system and service design.  Rather, customer needs and preferences should be 

the first drivers of design, with funding, administration, and compliance requirements and restrictions 

worked out in the “back office,” across partners, to provide maximum support for a customer-

centered experience. 

7. Increase availability of real-time labor market and economic information and analysis: Multiple 

stakeholder groups indicated a need for more real-time, up-to-date workforce and economic 

information to help them understand the current environment, anticipate possible trends, and make 

training and investment decisions.  OESC may be able to provide expertise in this area; other 

workforce system partners that track workforce and economic information may also be able to assist.  

Job postings data tools, many (but not all) of which are subscription-based, might also be explored if 

they are not already in use at the state level.  
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8. Continue to expand broadband access and technology capacity: Expanding broadband access 

in the state is a pressing infrastructure need that is obviously not directly in the workforce system’s 

purview, but one that workforce system partners can support through advocacy with their spheres of 

influence.  System partners will continue to need support for and investment in creative “work-

arounds” for customers and staff, like the purchase of mobile hotspots.  Likewise, there will be a 

continuing need for investment in other kinds of technology capacity, like tablets and laptops and 

virtual service delivery platforms and tools.  Stakeholder engagement participants noted that they 

believe some level of virtual service delivery will remain even as the workforce system gradually 

reopens for physical service delivery, and many stakeholders indicated that they have been able to 

innovate aspects of their services through virtual delivery. 

9. Do not roll back flexibility and innovation: Many stakeholder engagement participants noted their 

appreciation for the flexibility that state partners have provided to help service providers continue 

their work through the pandemic (for example, allowing e-signatures for Title I enrollment).  

Stakeholders also cited examples of ways in which the pandemic has encouraged them to think in 

new ways, adapt, and innovate.  They encouraged state leaders not to roll back flexibilities and 

innovations post-pandemic, but rather to harness momentum achieved to date and use it to 

encourage continuing system and service delivery enhancements.  Multiple stakeholders shared 

some version of the adage “a crisis is a terrible thing to waste,” and encouraged Oklahoma 

workforce system partners to fully seize the opportunities revealed through this challenging time.  

 


