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Research Note: Sectoral Skills Training Programs for Low-
Income Workers Can Yield Sustained Earnings and 

Employment Gains, New Evaluation Finds  
By Tazra Mitchell 

 
Sectoral-based skills training programs that offer work-related supports can yield sizeable, 

sustained gains in employment and earnings for low-income workers with the most difficulty finding 
jobs, the Economic Mobility Corporation’s rigorous evaluation of Project QUEST finds.1 As cities 
continue adapting to the economy’s decades-long shift from manufacturing to service- and 
technology-driven sectors, public investments in programs that boost economic mobility and 
prepare workers for in-demand industries are crucial. 

 
This is the latest study in a large body of research showing that skills training and subsidized 

employment programs can boost earnings and employment for hard-to-employ workers trying to 
gain a foothold on the economic ladder.2 The QUEST evaluation stands out, however, for its 
sustained results six years after program enrollment. Previous evaluations of sectoral-based training 
programs only studied results after two years, providing no insight on whether the gains would fade 
after that point, as occurred in some other job training programs.3  

 
Based in San Antonio, Texas, QUEST (Quality Employment Training Through Skills Training) is 

partly city-funded and provides financial aid to cover education-related expenses for low-income 
adults enrolled in community college to earn an associate’s degree or an accredited occupational 
certificate. As a sectoral training program, QUEST targets degrees and certifications that prepare its 
participants to work in high-demand industries that pay family-sustaining wages and offer 
advancement opportunities. But unlike most sectoral programs, which tend to target occupations 

																																																													
1 Mark Elliot and Anne Roder, “Escalating Gains: Project QUEST’s Sectoral Strategy Pays Off,” Economic Mobility 
Corporation, April 2017, http://economicmobilitycorp.org/index.php?page=81.   
2 MDRC, “The Power of Career- and Employer-Focused Training and Education,” March 2017, 
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/power-career-and-employer-focused-training-and-education; Indivar Dutta-Gupta et 
al., “Lessons Learned from 40 Years of Subsidized Employment Programs: A Framework, Review of Models, and 
Recommendations for Helping Disadvantaged Workers,” Center on Poverty and Inequality at Georgetown Law, April 
13, 2016, https://www.law.georgetown.edu/news/press-releases/report-by-georgetown-center-on-poverty-and-
inequality-lessons-learned-from-40-years-of-subsidized-employment-programs.cfm.  
3 Elliot and Roder (2017), p. 8.  
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within a single industry, QUEST supports training in occupations across multiple sectors, including 
but not limited to health services and information technology.4  

 
QUEST also provides intensive services to help ensure participants stay in school and finish the 

training. This includes direct services — including remedial instruction, basic education training, 
weekly work readiness training on topics such as stress management and goal setting, and job 
placement assistance — as well as referrals to public agencies that can provide income supports such 
as food and rental assistance. Overall, it acts as an intermediary, bridging the needs of employers, 
workers, community colleges, and the City of San Antonio. 

 
Researchers comparing QUEST participants with otherwise-similar non-participants in a 

randomized control trial found that participants earned more, worked longer, and faced less financial 
hardship. The evaluation focused on people who wanted to pursue skills training for health-care 
occupations but were not currently attending college. Participants were diverse, including hard-to-
employ adults lacking basic reading and math skills as well as those who worked but lacked 
consistent work.   

 
The evaluation found:  

	
• A large, sustained boost in earnings. Participants’ earnings grew over time, surpassing the 

control group’s earnings by $5,080 ($28,204 versus $23,124) in year six after random 
assignment (see Figure 1). That’s nearly equivalent to the monthly family budget for the 
median family of four (two parents and two children) in 2015.5  (In the first two years, 
participants earned less than the control group because they spent most of their time in 
training.) 

• Higher hourly wages and stronger attachment to the labor force. Participants earned 
$17.26 per hour, or almost $2 more per hour than the control group, on average, by year six. 
They were also nearly 15 percentage points likelier to be engaged in year-round work by year 
six. 

• Less financial hardship. Participants were less likely to report trouble affording basics such 
as rent and utility bills within the last six months at the time of the six-year survey. They also 
reported less trouble paying their credit card bills.   

• Greater likelihood of earning a health-care certificate or license but lower likelihood of 
earning a college degree. Participants were nearly 37 percentage points likelier to earn a 
targeted health care certificate or license compared to the control group. They also were 
likelier to be employed in a health-care occupation. Participants were 8 percentage points less 
likely to earn a college degree than the control group. 

• Non-traditional students benefited the most. Participants who had earned a GED before 
entering the program or who were ages 25 to 64 were likelier to have earnings of $24,000 or 

																																																													
4 Ida Rademacher, “Project QUEST: San Antonio’s Systemic Approach to Workforce Development,” Economic 
Opportunities Program, The Aspen Institute, 2001, https://wdr.doleta.gov/conference/pdf/rademacher.pdf.  
5 The median family budget area for this family type is represented by Des Moines, Iowa, where a two-parent, two child 
family needs $63,741 to secure an adequate but modest living standard. See: Elise Gould, Tanyell Cooke, and Will 
Kimball, “What Families Need to Get By: EPI’s 2015 Family Budget Calculator,” Economic Policy Institute, August 26, 
2015, http://www.epi.org/files/2015/epi-family-budget-calculator-2015.pdf.   



more per year than participants who had earned a high school diploma or who were ages 18 to 
24, respectively.  

 
FIGURE 1 

	
 
 
Policymakers interested in innovative policies that increase long-term employment and reduce 

poverty should invest more in programs like QUEST, which help low-income people acquire the 
skills and work experience needed to escape poverty and thrive. 
	


