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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This study investigates how Community Based Organizations (CBOs) that provide basic information 
and communication technology (ICT) training integrate this training with other services and utilize a 
network of service providers to improve employability prospects for lower wage, lower skill 
populations in the United States. 

Research targeted organizations that provide basic ICT training and for whom employability is either 
their primary or one of their main goals.  Based on semi-structured, in-depth interviews with eight 
training organizations, more than 40 interviews with service providers and 46 survey responses from 
мф ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎƘƻǿŜŘΧ  

¶ Wrap-around services complement basic ICT training.  Soft skills and job placement 
complement ICT training. ICT is necessary but not sufficient for employability. 

¶ Basic ICT training is core; specialized training organizations (STOs) provide advanced training 
and certification.  CBOs often emphasize basic ICT skills and rely on STOs for advanced 
training.  Basic ICT training can provide an entry point to formal education.  

¶ Most CBOs that provide basic ICT training are highly collaborative.  CBOs describe 
harmonious relationships with other CBOs, STOs, government and employers.  They partner 
to complement their offerings.  

¶ Partnerships with other CBO and government agencies are most common for support 
services (e.g. transportation, housing, childcare).  These services address indirect, important 
facets of employability.    

¶ Customization of training and coordination with employers are accomplished by conducting 
surveys and focus groups, creating advisory boards, and consulting local labor statistics. 

¶ New clients for basic ICT training are recruited from across the network of service providers.  

CBO PRACTICES PROVIDE INSIGHTS AND LESSOb{Χ 

¶  άhƴŜ ƧƻōΣ ƴƻǘ ǘǿƻΦέ  9ƳǇƭƻȅŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜ ƎƻŀƭǎΦ  {ƻƳŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ 
άŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ƧƻōΣέ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǊŜ-skilling for better pay.  The distinction shapes the way 
training is designed. 

¶ Greater combinations of services are required to address increased barriers to employment. 
ICT skills are almost never the missing link.  Low skill, low wage workers typically require 
multiple services to improve employability. 

¶ Embedding basic ICT in other program offerings improves training effectiveness. 

¶ Developing partnerships to deliver a range of services allows for specialization. 

¶ Volunteers and mentors build ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎΩsoft skills and social confidence.  Experience interacting 
in work-like environments helps trainees get hired and succeed at work.  
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1. Introduction  

Information and communication technology (ICT) skills are increasingly fundamental for workers 
beyond the ICT sector. Lower wage, lower skill workers now need ICT skills to enhance their 
employability. Auto repair, retail and health care are examples of industries where incorporation of 
ICT into their workflows has raised the bar for workers. 

As important as basic acquaintance with ICT has become, it is only part of the answer to job 
preparation. The employment literature is clear about the importance of soft skills, such as 
interpersonal communication, teamwork, and work attitudes or habits, for employability (Herr, 2006).  
Social ties and personal networks are also recognized as crucial to finding a job and succeeding at work 
(Granovetter, 1996).  

Community Based Organizations (CBOs) are important intermediaries to provide the skills and 
networks that enhance employability among disadvantaged populations.  The ICT training services 
these organizations provide can help workers acquire skills to compete and gain social mobility 
(Chapple, 2006).  

Previous research is compelling regarding the employability requirements for lower wage, lower skill 
workers: ICT, soft skills and social networking are givens.  This study builds on this by inquiring into the 
ways CBOs efficiently deliver these services to engage clients and ultimately improve their 
employability prospects.  Toward that end, we investigated:   

¶ How CBOs integrate ICT training into their larger array of programs 

¶ The arrangements and partnerships that CBOs devise to deliver ICT training and 
complementary services. 

¶ Ways that CBOs consult local employers or otherwise tailor training to local economic 
conditions 

CBOs represent an important node in the workforce development network, especially for lower wage, 
lower skill workers.  Greater understanding of their roles, partnerships and programming should 
advance our knowledge of the contribution of ICT skills to employability. This study is designed to 
inform CBO practitioners, policymakers concerned with workforce development, and donors who 
support ICT training or employment programs.  
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2. Research Methods 

The study examines CBOs in the United States that provide basic ICT training and identify 
employability of their clients as one of their main goals.  For some of these organizations ICT training is 
their primary service.  For others, ICT training is deeply embedded in larger employment programs and 
describes one facet of their work.   

The findings are based on more than 40 interviews with relevant service providers in formal and 
informal contexts, including the 2007 Washington State Workforce Development Summit, where we 
met and participated in focus groups with representatives of CBOs, government agencies, community 
colleges and employers. 

For the second stage of the research we completed eight semi-structured interviews with 
organizations chosen to represent a diversity of geographies, target populations and program design 
choices.  The CBOs interviewed by phone were selected from the portfolios of 2005 and 2006 grantees 
ƻŦ aƛŎǊƻǎƻŦǘΩǎ ¦ƴƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ tƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ό¦tύ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΣ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ 
citizenship initiative, provides cash, software and training materials (UP Curriculum) to nonprofits 
around the world focused on skills training for social and economic inclusion.   

CBOs were selected to represent different regions of the United States.  The CBOs target a variety of 
trainees including youth, women, immigrants, and unemployed people.  We selected six urban 
organizations and two that serve rural communities. 

Finally, we implemented a web-based survey to examine how a broader range of organizations would 
respond to the findings that emerged from our interviews. The survey, also addressed to organizations 
that describe ICT training and employability either as their primary goal or one of their main goals, 
yielded 46 completed surveys from organizations in 19 states. We publicized the survey by emailing 
contacts and posting on list serves such as the Community Technology Center List and Community 
Informatics List.   

This research focuses predominantly on the approaches of training providers and is based on their 
views.  While some of these organizations measure outcomes (e.g. number and type of jobs obtained 
by clients of their programs), comparing data across organizations was beyond the scope of this study. 
Assessing client outcomes, understanding employer perspectives, and evaluating the ultimate 
effectiveness of various workforce development strategies are all appropriate areas for future 
research.  
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3. Employability and ICT Training 

3.1  WRAP-AROUND SERVICES COMPLEMENT BASIC ICT TRAINING: SOFT SKILLS + JOB 
PLACEMENT + BASIC ICT 

In both interviews and surveys, CBO representatives said ICT training is connected to a larger array of 
services.  While the specific menu of programs differed by site, patterns emerged that demonstrate 
ways that ICT training is coordinated with other offerings.  The survey data reveal patterns in the 
considerable effort these organizations provide to enhance the employability of their clients.  

Organizations are most likely to supplement basic ICT training with soft skills (72%) and job placement 
services (69%).  Several organizations incorporate all three types of services into a unified program.  
For example, computers are used in classroom job-hunt exercises, resume writing and applying for 
jobs online (see Figure 1). These skills are sometimes taught in ICT classes, but may also enhance 
employment classes or be integrated into an English as a Second Language (ESL) curriculum without 
being the focus of the class. 

 

Combining ICT competence with training in other skills is often considered critical for employability. 
wŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŀǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻŦǘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ 
work on time,έ άworking well in team settingsΣέ and άŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅέ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘȅ 
with information technology. While it is not useful to compare the relative importance of familiarity 
with a keyboard versus coming to work on time, programs concerned with employability need to 
advance both.  This sentiment is reflected in the survey responses. Seventy-two percent strongly agree 
and 24% agree that άL/¢ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦέ ²ƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ άƻǾŜǊŀƭƭΣ Ƙƻǿ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ is IT 
ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜǊǾŜǎΣέ от҈ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ άŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘέ ŀƴŘ по҈ 
άǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦέ  

Thus, the shared view is that wrap-around services such as soft skills and job placement are necessary 
complements to basic ICT training.  

 

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Advanced IT Certification Soft Skills Job Placement Support 
Services

Figure 1: Other Employment Services Provided by Organizations 
that Provide Basic ICT training (n=40)
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3.2  BASIC ICT TRAINING IS A CORE SERVICE; SPECIALIZED TRAINING ORGANIZATIONS 
(STOS) PROVIDE ADVANCED TRAINING AND CERTIFICATION  

While basic ICT skill training is typically regarded as fundamental for employment, these organizations 
are less likely to offer advanced training and certification. In some cases state Workforce Investment 
Act requirements apply strict timelines that do not allow for more involved, lengthy training.  But in 
other cases interview respondents assert that basic ICT skills coupled with soft skills training is more 
appropriate.  Several respondents even said that certification and advanced training are unimportant 
because ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŜȄǇŜǊǘǎΦ  ¢ƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ 
ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƘƛǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŀǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƭƛǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƭƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜǎǳƳŜΣ ōǳǘ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 
ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅΦέ  .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǎƻ ǊŀǇƛŘƭȅΣ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ ǘǊŀƛƴing is often seen as less valuable 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ŀƴȅǿŀȅΦέ   

For those students for whom advanced training and certification are important, many organizations 
reported that these services are best handled by specialized training organizations (STOs) such as 
community colleges and vocational schools. To this end organizations enter into collaborative 
arrangements to ensure that these services are available ς 40% have arrangements with STOs to 
provide advanced training and 35% have arrangements for certification (see Figure 2) 

In several interviews, respondents reported that specialized training is a natural next step for some 
learners and that their basic ICT training provides a valuable entry point to prepare students for 
advanced formal education.  The confidence and discipline, as well as ICT knowledge, that comes from 
successfully completing basic training can catapult learners into more advanced training programs.  
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Figure 2: Formal and Informal Arrangements for Advanced ICT 
Training and Certification (n=46)
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4. Collaborations and Partnerships 

4.1  MOST CBOS THAT PROVIDE BASIC ICT TRAINING ARE HIGHLY COLLABORATIVE 

The arrangements CBOs develop with STOs to provide advanced training are indicative of the way they 
deliver services generally: they form partnerships to complement their own offerings. Even 
organizations with elaborate, integrated in-house employability programs describe themselves as 
collaborative and connected.  

Ninety percent of survey respondents reported moderate to extensive levels of collaboration with 
other CBOs, as shown in Figure 3.  Interviews ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ 
programs, often including a willingness to refer clients to and share information with other service 
providers.  Some organizations actually showed a preference for referrals in certain cases.  In fact, 72% 
reported that referrals from other organizations are one of the top three ways that clients find their 
way into respondent ICT training programs. 

 

4.2  CBO AND GOVERNMENT PARTNERSHIPS ARE MOST COMMONLY FOR SUPPORT 
SERVICES 

Support services such as transportation, housing, and childcare address indirect, yet important, facets 
of employability, especially for workers seeking promotion or better jobs.  In some cases access to a 
food bank or health care is essential.  Low wage workers who want to add skills, attend training, or 
find employment farther from home need assistance beyond ICT. The most common purposes for 
formal or informal arrangements with CBOs surround these types of support services (see Figure 4). 
Most formal and informal arrangements with government agencies are also typically for the provision 
of these services. Support services address fundamental needs that may be different from the core 
competencies of CBOs that provide ICT training, and in these cases organizations often use their 
networks to supplement their own programs.  
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Figure 3: Reported Levels of Collaboration with Other Organizations 
(n=46)
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