Navigating Job Search
Challenges

Insights from Tech Training Graduates

I: or some job seekers, finding a guality job that pays well, offers benefits,
and presents advancement opportunities can seem daunting. The job
search process requires applicants to not only hone an in-demand skill set
but to also demonstrate flexibility during the search, preparation, applica-
tion, and interview stages. The job search process may be unpredictable, and
even gualified applicants may face structural barriers outside of their con-
trol, such as discrimination in hiring practices or occupational segregation.!
Job seekers may have an even harder time during a recession or period of
economic uncertainty when there are fewer jobs available or employers are
more selective.

Sector programs — training programs that align with the needs of local
employers and prepare workers for in-demand jobs with higher earning
potential —are one of the most promising, evidence-based forms of work-
force development. To help participants find the right jobs, these programs
offer guidance on how to search for jobs and provide connections to vetted
employers that are looking to hire. Research shows that sector programs can
help connect job seekers to quality jobs and increase their earnings, both
at their initial job placement and several years later.? One of the sector
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programs with the most promising evidence to date is operated by Per Scholas, a national nonprofit
that provides tech-focused training and employment services. Per Scholas’ program has led to some
of the largest and most enduring earnings effects ever measured in a rigorous study.®

The current evidence on sector programs —including the evidence on Per Scholas’ program — how-
ever, focuses on the effectiveness of the programs at raising participants’ earnings on average. Even
in the most successful programs, not all participants benefit. Some participants do not find jobs
in their target sector* Others may land positions that lack key quality-of-life attributes, such as
good pay, benefits, and opportunities for advancement.® Further, the available evidence focuses
on the effectiveness of the overall sector program model, and not the individual components of the
model, such as job search assistance. Additional research is needed to better understand how to
effectively help participants find jobs that match the new skills they have after graduating from the
program, particularly given that the ability of sector programs to place participants in better jobs is
a key mechanism behind their impact.®

To begin to fill this evidence gap, MDRC partnered with Per Scholas to explore the job search experi-
ences and needs of a set of Per Scholas graduates. The graduates in the analysis are not necessarily
representative of all Per Scholas graduates or graduates of sector programs more generally. Rather,
the findings in this brief illustrate a set of job search experiences and highlight difficulties that job
seekers may encounter. Graduates in the analysis completed Per Scholas’ Information Technology (IT)
Support course, a tech training course that lasted from 13 to 16 weeks and began looking for jobs at a
time when the technology labor market was weak (roughly October 2023 to March 2024). The findings
from this analysis reinforce and present new insights into the successes, challenges, and needs of a
group of sector program participants during a difficult and uncertain time.

Sector program staff members and researchers can use the insights in this brief when considering
how to strengthen the job search services offered by sector programs, both during and after training.
They can also use these insights to see how labor market changes and shocks in specific sectors may
affect the outcomes of participants in sector programs, and how services may need to be tailored to
meet participants’ unigue needs.

Background

How do sector programs help participants with their job searches?

Most sector programs offer career readiness services to complement training programs and better
prepare graduates to conduct their own job searches. Services commonly include developing résumeés,
conducting mock interviews, and offering career coaching or job search guidance, including where to
look for jobs, what to expect from the process, and how to set personal goals related to the job search.
To facilitate job placements, some sector programs leverage employer relationships to streamline
application processes or guarantee interviews for graduates. The Per Scholas curriculum, for example,
combines technical training with professional development, ensuring career readiness services are
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embedded in the curriculum. Participants also work with a Learner Support Team to create customized
success plans and set personal goals.”

Some sector programs also prioritize career advancement and offer advancement coaching, further
training opportunities to support upskilling or refreshing skills, or job placement support beyond
the first job. Per Scholas graduates, for example, can find a job through employer partners and an
alumni network. Graduates may also work with career coaches for job search guidance and support.

It is an open question as to which strategy can best move people into quality jobs: strengthening
personal job search skills or connecting participants directly with employers. Some research sug-
gests the latter. For example, one exploratory analysis found that variation in the effectiveness of
sector programs is better explained by improving the quality of jobs participants initially obtain,
rather than building career skills (like career-relevant knowledge) or nurturing character traits like
confidence and grit.® This suggests that one of the key benefits of sector programs is the ability to
connect people with employers, vouch for job seekers, and help move them into quality jobs. It is
also possible that sector programs have both benefits, and different people need different supports.

How have changes in the tech labor market affected participants’
job searches?

Searching for and finding jobs has been challenging and unpredictable in recent years as the econ-
omy continues to mend and evolve following the labor market turbulence brought on by the COVID-19
pandemic. The tech sector, in particular, has experienced notable disruption.® Large companies began
laying off thousands of workers in the years following the onset of the pandemic, cutting around
93,000 jobs in 2022, 191,000 jobs in 2023, and over 87,000 jobs in 2024 (through mid-October).® Unem-
ployment within the industry grew in 2023 (to 4.3 percent), surpassing the overall unemployment rate
at the time (3.8 percent)." The layoffs in 2023 were thought to be driven by cost-cutting strategies at
a time when revenues were projected to decrease.”

The number of active and new job postings in the industry dropped between mid-2022 and mid-
2024 (with some fluctuation during that period).”® One estimate put the decline in tech job postings
at 26 percent in 2023, outpacing the decline in overall job postings.* The percentage of tech job
postings not requiring a four-year degree also declined from over 50 percent of jobs in mid-2020 to
around 45 percent of jobs in mid-2024."® There have also been shifts in (1) the types of jobs available
to tech workers, with more tech jobs shifting to temporary or contractor roles rather than salaried,
full-time roles; and (2) in-demand skills, with more job postings asking for generative artificial intel-
ligence (Al) skills.'® The pace of recent developments in Al suggests that more labor market adjust-
ments are likely, continuing a growing demand for new and more advanced skills.”

These combined factors have made it harder to break into the tech field. For programs like Per Scholas
that provide tech training, this underscores the urgency of figuring out how to best support people in
finding quality jobs that take advantage of the training provided. The tech workforce is expected to
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grow in the coming years, making it even more important for sector programs to figure out how best
to adapt to labor market changes and prepare job seekers for good jobs.!®

Findings

The findings presented in this brief draw on data from three sources. First, MDRC analyzed data
provided by Per Scholas staff members on participation in a pilot program that offered job search
and advancement coaching to graduates of a set of IT Support training classes that ended between
October 2023 and March 2024. The coaching was offered to 230 graduates in 14 classes. (The
MDRC research team originally intended to study the effectiveness of this coaching pilot program.
However, due to low enrollment, it was determined that it would be difficult to get a good test of the
effectiveness of the program.)'

Second, MDRC and Per Scholas fielded a survey to a set of IT Support training participants who
graduated between April 2023 and March 2024, including the graduates who were offered the job
search and advancement coaching services. The survey launched in August 2024 and was com-
pleted by 127 people who graduated from their training course between 5 and 16 months before the
survey was conducted.

Third, MDRC conducted a focus group with a small subset of people who responded to the survey to
better understand the job search experiences of training program graduates not currently working
in the tech sector. The research team used the survey to recruit focus group participants and ran-
domly selected invitees from the pool of graduates who reported that they were either unemployed
or working in a non-IT job or sector. The focus group took place in September 2024 with five Per
Scholas graduates who completed IT Support training in 2023 or early 2024. All focus group par-
ticipants received Per Scholas services in New York, Atlanta, or Houston.

The survey and focus group participants are not representative of all participants at Per Scholas or
sector programs more generally. Instead, the results are meant to provide descriptive evidence on
the job search experiences of a particular group of people who participated in a sector program and
identify how programs may be able to better provide support in this area in the future.

How do training graduates search for and find jobs after participating
In a sector training program?

* Most training graduates who responded to the survey said they felt prepared to search for a job
on their own when graduating from Per Scholas. Graduates spent 15 hours per week, on average,
searching for a job and undertook a range of job search activities.

As shown in Table 1, almost 90 percent of graduates who responded to the survey felt prepared to
search for a job after completing training, highlighting the value of the in-program career readiness
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Table 1. Support and Guidance Received from Per Scholas Staff Members

Survey
Outcome (%) Respondents
Felt very or somewhat prepared to search for a job on
respondent’s own after graduating 87.8
Feelings about job search support provided by Per Scholas®
Was relevant and improved the job search 48.3
Increased confidence in the job search 36.2
Timing and method were convenient 33.6
Felt generic and not tailored to needs 22.4
Unaware of or could not access support 1.7
Tried to engage with Per Scholas staff members but had
communication issues 9.5
Satisfied but felt it could be improved 20.7
No support was offered 6.0
Prefers Per Scholas staff members reach out...
Less often 12.6
As often as they are right now 53.2
More often 34.2
Prefers Per Scholas staff members reach out by?...
Emails only to respondent 86.4
Emails to respondents’ training cohort 32.8
Emails to all Per Scholas alumni 43.2
Phone call 25.6
Text message 49.6
Sample size 127

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from WorkRise survey.

NOTE: ?°Respondents were allowed to select more than one response so
percentages add up to more than 100 percent.

support provided to participants. Table 2 shows the most common job search activities for these
graduates: applying for a job (80 percent), looking at job postings online (75 percent), contacting
employers online or via email (66 percent), and interviewing for a job (66 percent).
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Table 2. Job Search Activities and Support

Survey
Outcome Respondents
Job search activities since graduation? (%)
Contacted an employer online or via email 66.4
Contacted friends or relatives 39.2
Contacted other Per Scholas alumni 40.8
Reached out to people on LinkedIn or other online platforms 51.2
Looked at job postings online 75.2
Looked at job postings in other places 64.0
Attended job fairs 32.8
Posted resume online or posted in a career networking website 53.6
Used ChatGPT or other Al tools to create resumes or cover letters 39.2
Contacted Per Scholas staff members 61.6
Applied to a job posting 80.0
Had at least one job interview 66.4
Received at least one job offer 47 .2
Average hours spent on job search activities per week (No.) 14.6
Has received guidance on finding a job or advancing in a career? (%) 86.9
From Per Scholas staff members 66.4
From someone in a professional network 27.9
From friends or family 33.6
From reading articles or guidance online 40.2
From somewhere else 23.0
Could use support with? (%)
Creating or updating resume or cover letters 38.5
Creating or updating LinkedIn page 38.3
Preparing for interviews 53.0
Identifying jobs to apply to 57.3
Identifying or setting up informational interviews 36.8
Networking 61.5
Feels somewhat or very likely to receive an offer for an IT or
technology field job in the next four months (%) 71.7
Sample size 127

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from WorkRise survey.

NOTE: “Respondents were allowed to select more than one response so percentages
add up to more than 100 percent.
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° Almost all training graduates who responded to the survey reported being contacted by Per Scho-
las staff members who offered support after the training course was completed. However, take-up
of the job search coaching pilot was low among the training graduates it was offered to.

Of the graduates who responded to the survey, 94 percent said Per Scholas staff members reached
out to them to offer support after they completed training, with around two-thirds of those grad-
uates accepting job search or career guidance. (Only 6 percent of respondents said they received
no support) The respondents most desired support around networking, identifying jobs they could
apply to, and preparing for interviews. Only 2 percent of graduates who responded to the survey
said they were unaware of or could not access support from Per Scholas staff members. Two focus
group participants stated that outreach from Per Scholas staff members declined or ceased after
they reported landing an initial job, even if they shared that the job was temporary or unrelated to
their skills, interests, or the tech sector.

Thirty-four percent of graduates who were invited to participate in the job search coaching (offered
as part of the pilot program) attended a coaching session. Of those who participated, more opted
to attend a group coaching session than a one-on-one session. This suggests that not all of these
graduates were looking for job search coaching from Per Scholas. It is unclear why roughly two-
thirds of graduates who were offered the coaching did not opt to participate. One possible explana-
tion is they felt they were already prepared to search for a job on their own and did not think they
needed additional support (as evidenced by the survey findings discussed above).

* Training graduates who responded to the survey varied regarding how much contact they wanted
from Per Scholas staff members after graduation and through what means. Respondents also
differed in their assessments of the support that was offered.

A little over half of the graduates who responded to the survey felt that Per Scholas staff members
contacted them at the right frequency after graduating, while around a third of graduates wanted Per
Scholas staff members to reach out more frequently. These graduates preferred contact through per-
sonalized emails (86 percent), followed by text messages (50 percent), and emails sent to all alumni
(43 percent).

Almost half of the graduates who responded to the survey said they received job search support
that was relevant and improved their job search after completing the program. Around a third of
these graduates said the job search support offered to them increased their confidence and the
support was offered at a time and through a method that was convenient for them. Fewer graduates
who responded to the survey said the support offered felt generic (22 percent) and that they had
communication issues when trying to engage Per Scholas staff members (10 percent).
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How do training graduates’ job search experiences and needs differ
when there is a shock to the labor market sector they were trained in?

* Only about a third of training graduates who responded to the survey were working in an IT role
or in the tech sector.

As shown in Table 3, about two-thirds of graduates were employed at the time they completed the
survey. These graduates had been out of the training program for at least 5 months and up to 16
months. Of those respondents that were employed at the time of the survey, fewer than half (48
percent) reported working in IT-related jobs —or 31 percent of all training graduates who responded
to the survey.

Table 3. Employment Status and Perceptions of the Future

Survey

Outcome (%) Respondents
Current employment status
Employed in an IT role or in the IT/technology field 30.9
Employed in a non-IT role or in another field 32.5
Not employed and looking for a job 30.9
Characteristics of current job, among those employed
Hired after starting Per Scholas course 75.0
Found job through

Per Scholas 26.9

Online platform or website 88.5

Friends or family 7.7
Feels job is a poor or very poor fit with experience and skills 23.1
Feels job is a good or very good fit with experience and skills 50.0
Perceptions of the future, among those not employed
Somewhat or very likely to continue searching for an IT or
technology job 92.1
Feels it is somewhat or very likely respondent will be employed
inan IT or technology job 4 months from now 77.1
Sample size 127

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from WorkRise survey.

NOTE: Outcomes in italics are among only a subset of survey respondents and
not the full survey respondent sample.
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The most common way employed graduates found jobs was by searching online (39 percent found a
job this way, with Indeed.com being the most common website mentioned). A little over one-fourth of
respondents who were employed found a job with the help of Per Scholas, either by being referred
to a job posting or getting a more direct connection to an employer. Among those who responded
to the survey, around half who were working felt their job was a good fit with their experiences and
skills, while 23 percent felt their job was a poor fit.

° The rate of reported [|T-related employment at the time of the survey is lower than has been
observed in previous analyses of Per Scholas graduates, suggesting that graduates are having
difficulty finding IT-related jobs, likely due to labor market disruptions.?® It is possible that addi-
tional graduates will obtain IT-related jobs in the future, increasing the overall rate.

This recent difficulty in finding tech jobs is likely related to larger trends in the tech sector. Per
Scholas staff members noted recently it has taken longer than it used to for participants to find
tech jobs following their completion of training. As the currently unemployed graduates continue
searching for jobs, it is possible that the rate of IT-related employment will increase.

* Around a third of graduates who responded to the survey reported they were currently looking
for a job. Many of them were still interested in looking for a job in the IT sector.

Most people who reported not currently working when they were surveyed planned to keep looking
for an IT job (92 percent) and felt hopeful that they would find such a job within the next four months
(77 percent). This suggests that graduates are still interested in tech jobs and see opportunities for
entering the field. It is likely that both the overall employment rate and the rate of employment in the
tech sector among these graduates will increase over time.

Why do some training graduates accept jobs outside of the sector they
were trained in?

* Four of five focus group participants described taking jobs out of necessity, even when the jobs
were not a match for their goals, skills, or interests.

Focus group participants described taking jobs out of necessity after graduating from training,
even if the jobs did not pay well or were not good matches in terms of goals, skills, or interests. While
Per Scholas offers training at no cost, some learners may have difficulty covering living expenses
while enrolled in full-time training programs. Learners who do not work while in the programs may
feel a sense of urgency to begin working as soon as they graduate after living day-to-day without
a paycheck. (In response to this, starting in mid-2023, Per Scholas began offering the option for
learners in many of its IT Support classes to apply for a Zero Percent Loan to cover their personal
expenses while in training.)”’

Some graduates from the focus group described feeling a surge of momentum upon graduation
only to be stymied by sluggish communication with employers. One graduate said, “[Employers]
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would make it seem like they need somebody [as soon as possible],” but would end up reposting
the same job listing the following month, which made the graduate feel not taken seriously as an
applicant. Not all graduates in the focus group could wait for slow employer responses or lengthy
application processes, with one graduate sharing, “Three weeks can be a long time just to have a
couple of interviews.”

° Some graduates in the focus group described challenges landing IT jobs—even entry-level posi-
tions — without having a college degree or prior experience working in the industry.

Focus group members suggested that a lack of relevant industry experience and credibility in
the field are the biggest barriers to landing a job in the tech sector. An analysis of 3.8 million job
postings found that 35 percent of entry-level roles across sectors required at least three years of
relevant work experience; the rate swelled to 60 percent of entry-level roles for software and IT
services jobs.??

One training graduate felt that she was unable to get even an entry-level IT job because she didn’t
have relevant on-the-job experience, despite her related certification and a robust work history in
other areas. Another graduate shared that she applied to an IT position through a staffing agency on
Per Scholas' recommendation, but that the agency instead re-routed her to a non-IT role. “After doing a
lot of applying, | wasn't seeing any results or feedback,” the graduate shared. “| wasn't sure what | was
doing wrong.” Similar sentiments have been expressed by both participants and employers working
with comparable training programs.?

Another graduate shared that she was referred to Per Scholas because, despite her background
working as a technician, she was considered a “beginner” since she did not have a college degree.
“| just never had all the paper, you need a piece of paper,” the graduate shared. “Even though there
were a lot of jobs I [was] qualified for, [employers] wanted to see [a degree]” In 2022, 73 percent of
workers in the tech sector were employed in occupations that required at least a bachelor’'s degree.®*

Although some U.S. employers have eliminated bachelor’'s degree requirements for certain roles in
favor of skills-based hiring, this trend does not necessarily transform hiring practices. One study found
that companies who removed college degree requirements for some roles only increased the average
share of workers without bachelor’s degrees by 3.5 percentage points.?®

Some focus group participants suggested creating paid internships or other earn-and-learn oppor-
tunities as a component of training to help graduates gain industry experience. (In 2023 and 2024,
Per Scholas started codifying and offering paid apprenticeship opportunities. These options are
currently limited due to low interest from partnering employers.)



NAVIGATING JOB SEARCH CHALLENGES

Conclusion and Recommendations

The analysis in this brief supports the well-established effectiveness of sector programs, including
Per Scholas, in helping participants develop the skills needed for in-demand jobs. Yet, even as one
of the most successful sector programs, some of the Per Scholas graduates in this analysis faced
challenges — at least in the first 5 to 16 months after completing the training program — finding jobs
in the tech sector during a time of labor market disruption and change. For some graduates, espe-
cially those without prior experience in the field, this journey was at times discouraging.

For example, lyanna enrolled in Per Scholas'IT Support training after watching a family member grad-
uate from the same program and build a successful career in the tech sector?® “| thought | could do the
same thing,” she shared, noting that the relative has maintained a steady career in the tech sector for
four or five years, “but it wasn't the same story for me.” lyanna graduated from the IT training program
in early 2024 and, over the last six months or so, has had difficulty landing a job in the tech sector. In
late 2024, she was working as a retail manager. Other graduates were able to find jobs that utilized
their newly developed tech skills. Many others felt hopeful that they would find a tech job in the next
few months.

Graduates of sector programs must be prepared for both the technical and emotional journey that
comes with finding a job in a new industry. As one Per Scholas graduate shared, “You're going into a
whole different field. So, you have to have patience with yourself, you have to have grace with your-
self” Sector programs should ensure they support participants not only in skill acquisition but also
in long-term resilience, job placement, and career development.

Recommendations

The snapshot of findings presented in this brief highlights the various experiences of the people
who participate in sector programs. The findings—many of which reinforce findings from MDRC’s
broader work in this area— point to several recommendations for both sector program staff mem-
bers and researchers looking to better understand how these programs can operate more effectively.

For Sector Program Staff Members:

° The job search process can take a long time, especially during periods of greater economic
uncertainty. Setting realistic expectations about the time it can take to get a job may help reduce
discouragement among job-seeking graduates.

° Many participants rely on program staff members for job search support, which should be seen
as a core component of the sector program and its value. Communicating the availability of
post-training job search support early and often, while participants are still in training, may help
increase participation in these services.
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° Some participants prefer more post-training contact with program staff members while others
prefer to navigate their job searches more independently. Programs should tailor their follow-up
approaches to the different needs and preferences of participants.

Not all participants find jobs in the sector in which they were trained, including those who receive
post-training services, highlighting the need for broader support from programs around initial job
placement. This also highlights that preparing graduates for independent job searches is unlikely
to be sufficient, especially during weaker economies. Programs should continue and even expand
their efforts in job placement and employer engagement during these times. For example, given
the value these programs provide to employers—by doing much of the initial training —it is rea-
sonable to ask for a more direct pipeline to jobs, including employer commitments to interview or
hire a certain number of graduates.

During labor market downturns and changes in market demand, programs should consider offering
additional services, such as internships and apprenticeships, to keep participants engaged and pro-
gressing toward employment in their desired field. Incorporating or expanding paid internships and
earn-and-learn opportunities can also give participants valuable industry experience, addressing
the barrier often heard from both participants and employers that is the lack of prior experience.

For Researchers:

* Disaggregate results by participant demographics, skills, and other relevant factors to better
understand which groups benefit most from sector programs and where challenges remain. This
practice can allow programs to better tailor services to participants with different experiences
and needs.

Conduct more human-centered research focused on improving job development strategies and
job search processes. Understanding how different participants navigate these processes can
inform more personalized support strategies.

Build on prior research and do rigorous A/B testing of alternative job placement strategies to help
determine which approaches best support participants in finding quality jobs.?’

Work with program staff members to translate research findings into practice. Programs must differ-
entiate their services based on participant needs, especially in a sector as dynamic and volatile as the
tech sector.
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