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In workforce development, systems change describes efforts and initiatives that go beyond providing 

direct services to individual jobseekers and aim to transform how organizations effectively support 

employers and the workforce. Practitioners and funders involved in such efforts may be working to 

foster collaboration, quality and accessibility, industry engagement, data-driven decisionmaking, or 

scale and sustainability in their local workforce systems. Workforce systems change initiatives aim to 

improve how the system serves employers and workers by coordinating or improving organizations, 

policies, or practices. Many organizations across the country are engaged in this work.  

The long-term, complex nature of systems change work makes it difficult to track progress and 

measure outcomes toward goals. Because of the complexity and size of target systems and the slow 

pace of changing organizations, behaviors, and policies, the outcomes of systems change work are 

generally not immediately evident. Attributing systems change to a particular initiative is difficult. In 

addition, rigorously measuring how a system has changed may be resource intensive. Researchers and 

analysts agree that measurement is a major challenge, but still an imperative for programs. By tracking 

their initiatives’ outcomes, practitioners, funders, and policymakers can generate evidence to inform 

programming and funding decisions and document the outcomes of their work. 

We provide a conceptual framework of systems change goals and activities and offer measurement 

options that stakeholders can consult to suit their particular efforts. The framework provides a clear, 

common language for practitioners, funders, policymakers, and researchers to use when discussing this 

sometimes amorphous concept, and tools for thinking through measurement practices for their 

initiatives. By defining the key components of a local workforce system, systems change activities, and 

intended outcomes, this conceptual model provides a foundation for productive dialogue and practice. 

It applies to a wide range of initiatives that go beyond providing direct services to individual jobseekers 

and work for broader, sustained changes in workforce systems. 
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We drew from several sources of information to develop the framework. We conducted a literature 

review, investigated a range of current initiatives by examining the portfolio of programs supported 

through JPMorgan Chase’s Workforce Readiness grants, and conducted in-depth, semistructured 

interviews with 10 grantees to explore their systems change goals, activities, and measurement 

practices. We developed the conceptual framework incorporating the insights from these sources and 

shared it for review with experts in the field.  

BOX 1 

The Urban Institute’s Partnership with JPMorgan Chase & Co. 

The Urban Institute is partnering with JPMorgan Chase over five years to inform and assess JPMorgan 
Chase’s philanthropic investments in key initiatives. One of these is New Skills at Work, a $250 million 
multiyear workforce development initiative that aims to expand and replicate effective approaches for 
linking education and training efforts with the skills and competencies employers need. The goals of the 
partnership include using data and evidence to inform JPMorgan Chase’s philanthropic investments, 
assessing whether its programs are achieving desired outcomes, and informing the larger fields of 
policy, philanthropy, and practice. In service of these goals, this report provides a conceptual framework 
for systems change, a central strategy of New Skills at Work. The framework will also be used to guide 
the assessment of JPMorgan Chase’s programs in workforce readiness and provide a resource to the 
field so stakeholders and practitioners can better understand their own systems change efforts and 
outcomes. 

 

The conceptual framework below depicts a logic model for systems change in workforce 

development. While the reality of systems change is complex, the framework provides a succinct 

illustration of the components of a workforce system, the range of systems change activities, and the 

system-level and employer- and worker-level goals of systems change work, on the right.  

We provide below a more detailed menu of systems change activities that aligns with the 

framework, in addition to menus that provide ideas for how practitioners and funders can measure their 

progress on systems change activities. Outputs measure 

the activities, and outcomes measure the progress toward 

goals. The menus list examples of metrics that may be 

used, depending on the systems change initiative. 

The full report, Changing Workforce Systems: A 

Framework for Describing and Measuring Systems Change, 

grounds this conceptual framework in concrete examples 

of systems change efforts and measurement taking place 

in communities across the United States (Bernstein and 

Martin-Caughey 2017). Grantee interviewees also share 
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their insights on lessons and considerations for practitioners and funders pursuing systems change 

work. 

Organizations doing systems change work can use our framework to help describe their work and 

think through effective ways to measure their progress. Committing staff time and resources to data 

collection is a choice to consider in balance with other priorities. What an organization should measure 

varies based on the initiative’s activities and goals and measurement costs and challenges. Our report 

suggests several low-cost approaches to collecting useful evidence.  

For funders, this framework provides a common vocabulary and structure that can be used to 

better coordinate efforts with other funders and with the grantees and programs they support. One 

major challenge for funders, given the diversity of systems change activities, is how to take a customized 

approach to measuring systems change outputs and outcomes. We recommend that programs carefully 

consult with stakeholders and funders, taking into account their goals and the resources available for 

measurement, to choose the appropriate scale and focus of measurement. Funders should recognize 

that systems change is a messy and complicated endeavor that takes time, and grantees may not be able 

to show comprehensive evidence of success one year after a grant begins. Another key lesson for 

funders is the imperative to support grantees engaging in performance measurement and provide 

resources for the time and effort required.  

We hope to cut through the amorphous concept of systems change by providing a clear framework 

that practitioners, funders, policymakers, researchers, and other stakeholders can use to describe their 

systems change goals and initiatives and assess their progress on key outcomes. 
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Menu of Systems Change Activities

IDENTIFY SYSTEM NEEDS

Identify and highlight challenges and opportunities in a local workforce system.

Work with employers, 
workers, service 
providers, and other 
stakeholders to 
identify system needs, 
assets, and possible 
solutions

Collect historical and 
baseline data through 
surveys, interviews, 
or administrative 
datasets

Assess quality and 
availability of services, 
policies, and funding, 
as well as duplications 
and inefficiencies

Assess employer 
demand and labor 
supply

Identify and map 
system structure and 
leadership

Produce reports, 
maps, dashboards, or 
datasets (e.g., regular 
reports on labor 
market data)

Disseminate findings 
and recommendations 
through media, 
briefings, or 
community outreach

DEVELOP A SYSTEMS CHANGE PLAN

With input from appropriate stakeholders, determine strategies to improve a local workforce system.

Research best 
practices and 
solutions

Draft a plan 
that articulates 
rationale, goals, 
strategies, 
resources, timeline, 
and metrics for 
success

Identify leadership, 
implementation 
partners, and 
oversight or 
advisory partners

Identify priorities 
and assess 
feasibility

Revise or refine 
a plan with input 
from stakeholders

Disseminate and 
publicize plan 
through media 
or community 
outreach

Gather input, 
negotiate 
with different 
stakeholders, and 
build consensus 
around strategies 
and priorities

Develop a strategy 
to fund identified 
strategies

COORDINATE OR IMPROVE SYSTEM COMPONENTS

Strengthen the capacity of system components, change practices, or build connections. 

EMPLOYERS,  INDUSTRY, 
AND THE WORKFORCE

EDUCATION AND 
TRAINING PROVIDERS

GOVERNMENT AND THE 
PUBLIC SECTOR

NONPROFIT AND 
COLLABORATIVE 
ENTITIES AND FUNDERS

CONNECTIONS AND 
PARTNERSHIPS

Advocate for improved job 
quality through litigation, 
organizing, or policy advocacy

Develop or revise training 
curricula in partnership with 
employers

Advocate for government 
policies,  regulations, or 
practices

Pool or align funding or create a 
funding collaborative

Create, run, or support a 
coordinating body, intermediary, 
collaborative, or partnership

Encourage employers to provide 
funding for training

Standardize curricula and 
credentials across the system

Advocate for new and sustained 
public appropriations

Create or test a new funding 
structure

Develop or broker agreements 
for partnerships between 
organizations

Provide technical assistance to 
employers

Develop a shared technology 
platform for referrals or peer 
learning across organizations

Publish and disseminate policy 
recommendations

Invest in or seek funding for 
high-performing, demand-driven 
programs

Develop shared resources and 
tools to support collaboration

Design or conduct trainings for 
service providers or provide 
other professional development

Conduct briefings for elected 
officials and other policymakers

Provide professional 
development and support 
knowledge sharing to increase 
capacity

Foster peer learning across 
organizations

Pilot innovative programs or 
strategies

Build connections with 
stakeholders across components

TRACK SYSTEMS CHANGE PROGRESS AND MAKE CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

Regularly collect and assess data to measure progress towards goals and make adjustments.

Collect data and 
regularly report on 
initiative outputs 
and outcomes

Track contextual 
factors and system-
level data to inform 
improvements

Record best 
practices and 
lessons learned

Obtain regular 
feedback 
from program 
participants, 
implementation 
partners, and 
employers through 
interviews, 
surveys, or 
convenings

Participate 
in evaluation 
research (e.g., cost-
benefit analysis, 
implementation 
analysis, outcomes 
study, impact 
study)

Regularly update 
or refine systems 
change plan

Convene oversight 
or advisory council 
to monitor quality 
and suggest 
improvements

Monitor model 
programs to 
determine 
replicability and 
scalability

SCALE OR REPLICATE STRATEGIES OR SOLUTIONS

Expand and sustain effective programs, policies, or approaches, or replicate strategies in new contexts.

Replicate promising strategies for new 
sectors, locations, or target populations

Create toolkits, resources, or guides 
to promote best practices or effective 
programs 

Scale down or combine efforts that are 
duplicative or not aligned with industry

Create a marketing or public awareness 
campaign to expand visibility of strategy



Menu of Systems Change Metrics

Outputs of Activities

IDENTIFY SYSTEM NEEDS

Number, proportion, or diversity 
of stakeholders and target 
groups interviewed or surveyed 
during information gathering

Number and frequency of 
products or reports produced

Number of media mentions, 
online downloads, or citations of 
products

Number of briefings requested 
or conducted

Evidence of value of products or 
reports to stakeholders

DEVELOP A SYSTEMS CHANGE PLAN

Creation of a plan, including strategies 
for leadership, funding, implementation, 
measurement, and sustainability

Number of workers, employers, and 
other stakeholders involved in plan 
development

Amount of funding obtained for 
supporting systems change plan

Evidence of value of plans and support 
from stakeholders

COORDINATE OR IMPROVE SYSTEM COMPONENTS

Number of 
partnerships formed; 
number of contracts 
or memoranda 
of understanding 
developed

Frequency of 
communications 
between 
organizations

Number of curricula 
updated or aligned 
with employer needs

Number of programs 
using new curricula; 
number of students 
exposed to new 
curricula

Number of people 
referred between 
partner organizations

Number of 
organizations trained 
or staff completing 
professional 
development

Number of users of 
collaborative tools or 
technology

Number of 
participants served in 
coordinated efforts

Number of convenings Number of 
employers engaged in 
coordinated efforts

Number of employer 
“champions” of a 
program or practice

Number of service 
providers, funders, or 
employers that change 
their organizational 
practices

Number of bills 
written or passed; 
number of coauthors; 
number of hearings; 
number of “yes” votes

Amount of new 
appropriations or 
funding pooled, 
leveraged, or aligned

TRACK SYSTEMS CHANGE PROGRESS AND MAKE CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

Establishment 
of accountability 
or evaluation 
system

Number of 
members or 
meetings of an 
oversight or 
advisory council

Amount and 
frequency of 
data collection

Number of 
stakeholders 
contacted for 
feedback

Number and 
frequency of 
reports

Frequency of 
assessments and 
improvements

New processes, 
internal reports, 
meetings using 
or in response to 
data collected

Quality of 
oversight and 
evaluations

Evidence of 
continuous, 
data-driven 
improvements

SCALE OR REPLICATE STRATEGIES OR SOLUTIONS

Number of new or 
expanded programs

New sectors, locations, or 
populations served

Number of training slots 
available

New resources (e.g., 
curricula or guides) to 
promote replication of 
successful programs

Number of downloads of 
curricula or guides

Scope of replication 
compared with potential



Menu of Systems Change Metrics

System-Level Outcomes

COLLABORATION

Cost savings from reduced 
inefficiencies and duplications

Presence of effective 
coordinating bodies

Quantity and quality of 
partnerships

Plans for continued partnership 
among system actors

Joint decisionmaking between 
key stakeholders

QUALITY AND ACCESSIBILITY

Rates of 
graduation, 
credentialing, 
and job 
placement 
among 
education and 
workforce 
development 
providers

Percentage 
or level  of 
participant 
satisfaction with 
programs

Percentage 
or level  of 
employer 
satisfaction with 
programs

Level of 
parity across 
subgroups in 
educational 
attainment and 
labor market 
outcomes

Availability of 
supports for 
populations 
with barriers to 
employment

Level of public 
awareness 
of programs, 
services, and 
employment 
opportunities

Number of 
training slots 
available and 
extent to which 
it meets need

Availability of 
information on 
the performance 
and quality 
of training 
providers and 
institutions

Availability 
of avenues 
for clients of 
the system 
to provide 
feedback

INDUSTRY ENGAGEMENT

Level of employer awareness and use 
of programs, services, and potential 
employee recruitment sources

Quality and quantity of employer 
engagement, investment, and leadership 
on training issues

Training organizations and curricula 
aligned with industry

Quality and quantity of work-based 
learning opportunities

DATA-DRIVEN DECISIONMAKING

Quality and quantity of available data 
on system actors’ activities, outputs, and 
outcomes

Evidence of effective data sharing and 
data management

Widespread, effective use of available 
data by system actors to inform their 
practice

Reduced barriers to changing or 
implementing new practices supported 
by evidence

SCALE AND SUSTAINABILITY

Amount of funding leveraged or activated 
and efficiently allocated

Amount of sustainable funding from 
employers

Availability of supports and extent to 
which this meets need

Costs of training and services at 
reasonable level

Worker- And Employer-Level Outcomes

Wage levels overall and for 
targeted subgroups

Rate of unemployment overall 
and for targeted subgroups

Rate of job retention overall and 
for targeted subgroups

Rate of promotions and wage 
increases

Job quality (e.g., availability 
of child care, health care, paid 
leave, and other benefits)

Employee satisfaction with job 
quality and advancement

Business productivity Employer perceptions of skilled 
labor supply

Decreased costs for employers 
to hire employees

Effective matching between 
applicants and jobs
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