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Abstract 

For unemployed, young, African American males who face significant barriers to 

jobs, public employment training centers have become a critical last option. For 2016, the 

U.S. federal government appropriated more than $6.9 billion to states for Workforce 

Innovation Opportunity Act programs and approximately $3.4 billion in federal formula 

funding for partner programs. The research problem in this study concerns the lack of 

adequate employment-based policies and programs that guide the workforce employment 

process between program managers and recipients, in particular, young, African 

American males. Guided by Ingram, Schneider, and deLeon’s theory of social 

construction and policy design, this study examined the perceptions of public workforce 

employment professionals involved with assisting these recipients. Research questions 

for this qualitative case study were designed to investigate how the perception of program 

professionals assisted recipients. In this case study, data were triangulated through the use 

of in-depth interviews, the researcher’s notebook, and member checking. Thematic 

analysis of the data revealed 5 emergent themes: (a) perceived barriers and stereotypes, 

(b) strategies for securing employment, (c) managing change and new technology, (d) 

perceptions of job search benefits and burdens, and (e) politics of the organization. 

Participants encouraged recipients to prepare for a changing labor market by using 

training workshops. The implications for positive social change include recommendations 

to policymakers that focus on strategies to encourage a greater sense of independence, 

autonomy, and use of new technology for recipients involved in public employment 

training to help them find and sustain meaningful employment.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

 
Introduction 

African American men have struggled with the process of obtaining employment 

in ways significantly different from other major racial or ethnic groups. In particular, 

young, African American males continue to face periods of long-term unemployment 

despite significant economic and political change over the past 5 decades. To enter the 

labor markets many young, African American males turn to public workforce agencies 

and community-based employment programs as a pathway to employment (Spaulding, 

Lerman, Holzer, & Eyster, 2015). Studies have shown that public workforce programs 

may help some participants achieve modest increases in earnings, yet further research is 

needed to see how public workforce agency can align policies and practices more 

strategically to improve employment opportunities for young, African American males 

(Spaulding et al., 2015; Heinrich,2016).      

In this case study, I examined the perceptions of public workforce program 

professionals assisting young, African American males at one public workforce agency. 

The workforce organization has dedicated significant resources and personnel to the task 

of assisting young, African American males secure a pathway to employment. However, 

the workforce employment training policies and practices that guide the process for 

young, African American males tend to focus on low wages work, or jobs that have 

become obsolete or overlook employment opportunities resulting from advances in 

technology (Spaulding et al., 2015).    
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Researchers cite limitations imposed by policy design, limited discussion of the 

misalignments of policies and practices that can lead to missed employment 

opportunities, and lack of adequate employment-based policies and practices assisting 

young, African American males during the transition to work process as factors affecting 

these participants (Francis, 2013; Heinrich, C., 2016; McConnell et al. , 2016; Spaulding 

et al., 2015). A better understanding of the perceptions of public workforce professionals 

assisting unemployed, young, African American males may improve policy design, 

improve understanding of the impact of social constructions for this population, and help 

address the uneven quality of the public employment training experience for these 

individuals. Schneider, Ingram, and deLeon’s (2009) social construction of target 

population and policy design provided the framework and insight into how positive and 

negative social constructions of target populations affect public policies designed to 

address matters relevant to these groups. This chapter is divided into nine sections, which 

cover the background of the problem, statement of the problem, literature regarding the 

scope of the problem, key terms and definitions, the purpose of the study, the significance 

of the study, conceptual framework, research questions, and summary.  

Background 

Although African Americans are in many ways better off in absolute terms than 

they were 5 decades ago, they continue to face significant barriers to employment, 

particularly young, males (Spaulding et al., 2015; Jones, Schmitt, & Wilson, 2018). In 

2016, the U.S. Department of Labor reported that among major racial and ethnic groups, 

African American males (20 to 24 years of age) experienced nearly 30% higher rates of 

joblessness in cities such as New York and Los Angles in 2015 (Bureau of Labor 
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Statistics, 2016). Edin’s (2015) study linked joblessness of African American men to 

family breakup, and multi-partner fertility for black mothers. Biological fathers who are 

jobless consistently move away and abandon their children. The challenges of collecting 

data on unemployed, young, African American males are further complicated because 

traditional employment data counts only those considered “actively seeking employment” 

(U.S. Department of Labor Statistics, 2017). 

Cherry (2016) noted that young, African Americans males tend to fall into the 

category of the “hidden unemployed,” because they may want to work and have simply 

been unsuccessful during the job search process. Research has shown that many young, 

African American males who turn to public workforce employment services may achieve 

modest increases in earnings; however, further research is needed to see how public 

workforce agencies can align policies and practices more strategically to improve 

employment opportunities for young, African American males (Spaulding et al., 2015). 

The literature indicated that existing studies do not capture the full effects on participants 

or society because of the lack of adequate employment-based policies and practices 

involving public workforce professionals assisting unemployed, African American males 

during the transition to work process, effects of the limitations imposed by policy design, 

the limited discussion of the misalignment of policies and practices, which may 

contribute to missed employment opportunities for young, African American males 

(Francis, 2013; Heinrich, 2016; McConnell, et al., 2016; Spaulding et al.,2015). There is 

a gap in the literature concerning understanding the employment barriers involving public 

workforce program professionals assisting young, African Americans males during the 
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transition to work process, and the relevance of social constructions and policy design 

affecting these groups.   

In this case study, I examined the perceptions of public workforce program 

professionals assisting young, African American males seeking employment training at 

one public workforce agency. The public agency has dedicated resources and experienced 

program professionals with the task of assisting low-income individuals, and young, 

unemployed, African American males during the transition to work. However, further 

research was needed to see how public workforce agencies and program professionals 

can address limitations imposed by policy design, the lack of adequate employment-

based policies and practices affecting these target groups, and the factors that may 

contribute to missed employment opportunities for unemployed, young, African 

American males. Research has shown that the workforce employment program policies 

and practices that guide the process for young, African American males tend to focus on 

low-wage work or on jobs that have become obsolete, or they may overlook employment 

opportunities created by advancements in technology (Heinrich, 2016; Spaulding et al., 

2015).    

Technology is rapidly changing how we live and work. Employment 

opportunities are emerging in customer service, marketing, and data processing that may 

allow more individuals the option to work from remote locations (McKinney et al., 

2015). Previous research indicated that public workforce employment program policies 

and practices are not aligned to provide young, African American males reasonable 

access to these types of job opportunities (Spaulding et al., 2015). A better understanding 

of the perceptions of public workforce professionals assisting unemployed, young, 
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African American males may contribute to better alignment of policies and practices for 

public workforce agencies and professionals, and help address factors that may lead to 

missed employment opportunities. The workforce agency has a mission statement that 

provided information about a full range of workforce options across several funding 

streams, including the Workforce Innovation Opportunity Act (WIOA) and Supplemental 

Security Income (SSI) programs. The WIOA (2016) provides for comprehensive 

realignment of the nation’s workforce development programs. For 2016, the U.S. federal 

government appropriated more than $6.9 billion to states for WIOA programs and 

approximately $3.4 billion in federal formula funding for partner programs, for a total of 

$10.5 billion in federal funding. Public workforce agencies, such as workforce 

development agency (WDA), have dedicated resources and personnel to the task of 

assisting low-income and less-skilled individuals with gaining a pathway to employment.  

New York City, with a population of more than 8.5 million people, is also one of 

the largest cities involved in public employment-based training and with the largest 

budget at $57 million in 2017. In 2015, among New Yorkers ages 18 to 24 years, nearly 

140,000 were both out of work and out of school. Research has shown that the race of a 

young person influences their likelihood of being unemployed; for example, black men 

and women ages 18 to 24 years are unemployed at respective rates are 1.6 and 2.3 times 

higher than their unemployed white peers (Josephson, A., 2017). Of the total participants 

involved in public employment programs, 6,267,506 were in the adult programs, and 

174,521 were youth participants. Participants were of different ages (20 to 24 years), and 

public workforce employment programs may include tutoring, paid and unpaid work 
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experiences, and employment-based training (Spaulding et al., 2015).    

  

Spaulding et al. (2015) suggested that broader solutions are needed to address 

disparities in public employment and training experience for young men of color. These 

solutions should involve multiple institutions in government, nonprofit organizations, and 

education, as well as interventions that target low-income young, African American 

males. It is not only important to understand how inadequate employment-based policies 

and practices affect participants, but also that policymakers gain a better understanding of 

the effects of the social constructions on the transition to the work process for young, 

African American males seeking to enter the job market. I reviewed the following 

literature to establish a framework for the research: Ingram, Schneider, and deLeon’s 

(2009) theory of social construction and policy design proposed that policymakers 

typically socially construct target groups in positive and negative terms and distribute 

benefits and burdens as to reflect and perpetuate these constructions, Cherry’s (2016) 

study indicated that negative stereotypes about young, African American males assumed 

their lack of motivation and limited interpersonal skills explain periods of prolonged 

joblessness, and Francis’ (2013) study indicated that public and private workforce 

development programs help some participants modestly increase earnings. However, 

existing studies do not follow participants for long enough to understand the effects of 

certain interventions, do not follow participants for any significant timeframe to 

determine effects of interventions, ignore most intervention impacts other than those on 

earnings, and do not provide insights into the alignment of policies and strategies that 

may affect participants.    
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Spaulding et al. (2015) reported that too often, low-income, young, African 

American males have little opportunity to be exposed to various career paths, gain 

valuable work experience, and build employment history. Cherry, Robert, and Chun 

Wang (2015) suggested that for young, African American men having a high school 

diploma and improved educational attainment can inoculate against unemployment and 

increase lifetime earnings. Pager (2011) found that along with job search challenges in 

the labor markets, young, African American males face barriers associated with the lack 

of work experience, lack of education, racial discrimination, housing situation, 

involvement in the criminal justice systems, and poor family relationships. According to 

the Bureau of Justice Statistics, one in three African American males and one in four 

Hispanic/Latino males can expect to be incarcerated during their lifetime (Sentencing 

Project, 2013). Spaulding et al. (2015) stated that a broader solution is needed to improve 

the employment experience of young, and McKinney et al. (2017) reported that 

midcareer job training will be essential, as will enhancing the labor market dynamism and 

enabling worker redeployment. Among its conclusions was that technology destroys jobs, 

but not work. In Chapter 2, I provide a more detailed description of the literature.  

Statement of the Problem 

Public workforce employment agencies provide critical job training and 

employment services for many disadvantaged groups who face significant barriers to 

employment. In particular, young African American males work with public workforce 

program professionals at public workforce agencies to find a pathway into the labor 

markets. The research problem concerns the lack of adequate employment-based policies 

and practices that guide the process for public workforce program professionals assisting 
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young, African American males during the transition to work process. For young, African 

American males who face barriers to employment, public workforce employment-based 

policies and practices tend to focus on low-wage work or on jobs that have become 

obsolete, or they overlook employment opportunities resulting from advances in 

technology. McKinsey et al. (2017) found that even the most carefully designed public 

employment training fails if providers do not address certain barriers that affect many 

disadvantaged and low-income minority participants.      

Many young, African American males working with public workforce 

employment training professionals, such as WDA, continue to face barriers from 

limitations imposed by policy design, lack of adequate employment-based policies and 

practices, and the lack of alignment of workforce program policies and practices resulting 

in missed employment opportunities (Heinrich, 2016). Policy design tends to affect the 

social construction of target groups and can create stereotypes used to portray those 

groups (Schneider & Ingram, 1997). Yet, technology is rapidly changing how we live and 

work. Employment opportunities are emerging that may allow program professional 

options to address many of the employment barriers facing young, African American 

males. There is a gap in the literature regarding knowledge of the perceptions of public 

workforce program professionals assisting young, African American males involved in 

the transition to work process as well as the relevance of social constructions and policy 

design affecting the process. In this case study, I examined the perceptions of public 

workforce program professionals assisting young, African American males involved in 

the public workforce employment experience. I also examined the relevance of social 

constructions and policy design during the transition to work experience.  
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Purpose of the Study  

 The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the perceptions of public 

employment workforce professionals assisting unemployed, young, African American 

males involved in the transition to work process guided by theories of policy design and 

social constructions relevant to the targeted population. Ingram et al. (2009) developed 

the theory of social construction of targeted populations and policy design to provide 

insights into policy formation and design by stating that policies can target specific 

populations, or groups of people, to either benefit from policy or be burdened by the 

policy. One aim of the study is to gain a better understanding of the perceptions of public 

workforce professionals assisting young, unemployed, African American males in 

connection to limitations imposed by policy design, the impact of social constructions, 

and the factors that may contribute to the lack of employment opportunities.   

 A better understanding of the perceptions of public workforce professionals can 

also contribute to improved employment opportunities for young, African American 

males, which may include employment opportunities in new job sectors. Technology is 

rapidly changing how we live and work. For young, African American males, the 

transition to work process in WDA’s programs tends to focus on low wage jobs, or 

overlook new employment opportunities created by advancements in technology. 

Effective workforce employment training programs recognize that today’s training must 

be appropriate for the jobs of tomorrow. McKinney et al. (2017) stated that although 

some jobs or industries will no longer exist due to technological advances, others require 

fundamentally different skills.  
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Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical model framing this study was Ingram et al.’s (2009) theory of 

social construction and policy design. There are several characteristics of social 

construction and policy design theory relevant to this study, including, that policymakers 

typically socially construct target groups in positive and negative terms and distribute 

benefits and burdens as to reflect and perpetuate those constructions. Social constructions 

of targeted populations are important political attributes that often become embedded in 

political discourse and the elements of policy design, and policy design for negatively 

constructed target groups generally result in those group members becoming more 

marginalized and less active in politics (Ingram, & Schneider, 1993). The theory’s core 

rationale is based on past work on social constructions of knowledge in terms of positive 

and negative connotations (Edelman, 1964, 1988) and policy designs (Dryzek, 1990). 

Policy designs shape the experience for the target population and send an implicit 

message about the level of importance the problem is to the government and whether 

participation is to be effective (Schneider & Ingram, 1993). The social construction of 

individuals or groups refers to the symbols, images, and stereotypes used about 

individuals or groups by government officials and society more broadly (Schneider & 

Ingram, 1993). The research questions for this study will align with this framework, in 

which I explore the perceptions of public workforce program professionals assisting 

unemployed, young, African American males who faced significant barriers in the 

transition to work process. The guiding research question: What are public employment-

based program professionals’ perceptions about the alignment of workforce policies and 

practices that shape social constructions relevant to unemployed, African American 
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males involved in the transition to work process? Schneider and Ingram (1997) 

understood social construction to mean the varying ways in which realities are shaped. To 

understand the development and implications of policy design the theory incorporates the 

social construction and power of the target population. The theoretical foundation serves 

to explore the findings of the experiences of public workforce program managers 

assisting unemployed, young, African American males during the transition to work 

process. In Chapter 2, I provide a more detailed explanation of the theoretical framework 

and literature.  

Guiding/Research Questions  

The following are the research questions that I used to guide this study: 

RQ1: What are public employment program professionals’ perceptions about the 

alignment of workforce policies and practices that shape social constructions relevant to 

unemployed, young, African American males involved in the transition to work process? 

RQ2: What are public workforce program managers’ perceptions about the 

relevance of workforce employment policy design and social constructions impacting 

unemployed, young, African American males during the workforce training experience?  

Nature of the Study 

The nature of this study was qualitative with a case study design. The 

methodological approach included face to face structured interviews, in-depth interviews, 

and follow-up interviews with public workforce program professionals. Quane, Wilson, 

and Hwang (2015) found that qualitative research is useful for understanding the 

perceptions and experiences of individuals in complex research settings, and qualitative 

research can provide the type of tools that allows the researcher to go “beneath the 
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surface” of the research problem. Many young, African American males turn to public 

workforce employment training after experiencing prolonged periods of joblessness 

(Heinrich, 2016). Also, in the field of public workforce employment training as with 

other fields of work, policy design tends to affect the social construction of targeted 

groups, such as young, employed, African American males and can create stereotypes 

used to portray those groups (Schneider, & Ingram, 1997). In this case study, I 

interviewed public workforce program professionals at one workforce development 

agency tasked with providing a pathway to employment for young, unemployed, African 

American males. One aim of the study was to gain a better understanding of how the 

perceptions of public workforce employment professionals assisting these participants in 

the transition to work process were relevant to policy design and the social constructions 

affecting these groups. In Chapter 2, I present a more detailed explanation of the research 

study and relevant literature. I will use the research questions to consider the workforce 

development policies and practices that affect the transition to work process involving 

public employment program professionals and the participants, in particular, young, 

African American males seeking employment.  

Definitions 

On the subject of African American male joblessness and workforce employment 

programs, certain key terms and definitions should be considered to add some perspective 

on the issue being discussed in the literature. The U.S. Department of Labor utilized the 

following terms for U.S. citizen’s work behavior and employment-related constructs:  

The employed are those persons who during the reference work week did work for at 

least one hour as paid employees, worked in their own business, profession, or on their 
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farm, or worked 15 hours or more as unpaid workers in an enterprise operated by a 

family member. Those temporarily absent from work but who had jobs or businesses to 

return to are also counted as employed (U.S. Department of Labor, 2015). 

The unemployed are those not working but available for work in the reference week, and 

actively seeking work in the past 4 weeks. Those persons waiting to be recalled from 

layoff need not be seeking work to be classified as unemployed (U.S. Department of 

Labor, 2015).  

The unemployment rate is the ratio of the unemployed to the labor force (U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2015).  

The labor force participation rate is the ratio of the labor force to top the population of 

working age (ages 16 years and over) in the United States (U.S. Department of Labor, 

2015). 

The nonparticipant rate is the number of working-age individuals who do not have jobs 

but are not actively looking for work. 

The employment-to-population ratio is the fraction of the employed to the population of 

working-age persons.  

Prolonged joblessness refers to unemployment and non-participation in the labor market 

collectively (Wilson, 2003).  

Social construction: Schneider and Ingram (2008) noted that social construction develops 

with the use of symbols, interpretation, and discourse in society.   

Target populations, or groups of people, are shaped by social construction. There are four 

types of social constructions described in this study, advantaged groups, contenders, 

dependants, and deviants (Schneider & Ingram, 1993, 1997, 2005).  
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Policy design: Ingram and Schneider (1993) defined the policy design process as the 

elements found in the content of the policy that affects target populations and other 

citizens. Additionally, policy design reflects the various decisions of many different 

people (Schneider et al., 2014).  

Target population: Defined as the population, or group, that a researcher is interested in 

analyzing as part of a study. Ingram and Schneider’s (2005) theory of social construction 

of target populations show that effective policy implementation requires a close 

examination  

Unemployed, young, African American males: Defined as individuals engaged in either 

public workforce training experience or other job search activities.  

Assumptions 

Assumptions are elements of the design that may affect the study, but the 

researcher cannot control them (Barron, 2008). The assumptions that will likely be 

relevant to the research design concern whether participants will respond honestly and 

truthfully during the interview process. This assumption holds that interviewees will be 

provided an opportunity to offer responses in a safe environment, and honest answers are 

expected. The assumption that by gaining a better understanding of how participants 

perceive employment barriers and the effects of social constructs on targeted groups can 

lead to more effective public workforce employment policies and practices. Another 

assumption of this study is that unemployed, young, African American males involved in 

the public workforce experience have different transitional experiences during the 

process of entering the labor market. The final assumption holds that given the 
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responsibilities of public workforce program professionals, every effort to achieve 

productive outcomes will be pursued. 

Scope and Delimitations 

This study involved collecting data from 10 public workforce program 

professionals, at which point saturation had been reached. Participants included (a) 

program employment-training professionals, (b) program managers, and (c) a program 

director affiliated with one public workforce development agency in New York City. 

Workforce Agency’s workforce site provides employment services and job training to 

individuals who face barriers to employment. This research involved a qualitative case 

study approach to allow the researcher to explore the perceptions of public workforce 

professionals assisting unemployed, young, African American males. Workforce 

Agency’s operation has dedicated resources and personnel to the task of assisting these 

individuals, however, the traditional workforce program policies and practices tend to 

direct these participants to low wage work, and jobs that have become obsolete, or ignore 

employment opportunities created by advancement in technology.     

 The theoretical framework selected for the study (Social Construction and Policy 

Design Theory) explains why certain targeted populations are overlooked for 

opportunities as a result of policy design. The scope of the study was to gain a better 

understanding of the perceptions of the public workforce program professionals involved 

in guiding the transition to work process for young, African American males. One of the 

delimitations that affected the study was participation in programs focused on 

populations living near or at the poverty level. Ultimately, the results of a qualitative 

study must be understood within the context of the particular characteristics of the 
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organizations and, perhaps, the geographical area in which the fieldwork is carried out 

(Stake, 1995). This suggests that although each case is unique, it is also an example 

within a broader group, and, as a result, the prospect of transferability should not be 

immediately rejected.  

Limitations 

This case study was limited to one public workforce employment agency in New 

York City. As a case study, the sample size was small and, therefore, the results should 

not be generalized representation of other populations. However, because this was a case 

study of one public workforce employment agency in New York City, I could provide 

more detail about the perceptions and experiences of the participants involved in the 

study. I did take into consideration those features of the study that concern dependability, 

credibility, transferability, and confirmability as criteria for assessing the trustworthiness 

of the findings. Guba (1981) suggested that researchers address concerns about neutrality, 

and consistency in the research. I will provide a more detailed description in Chapter 3.  

Significance 

The significance of this study concerns the potential to inform policymakers and 

managers involved in public workforce employment initiatives that focus on creating a 

career pathway for young, African American males. This study may also contribute to 

social change by improving policies and practices involving public workforce 

professionals assisting young, African American males during the transition to work 

process. Cherry et al. (2015) suggested that high rates of joblessness and unemployment 

for young, African American males are disproportionate, and mask the fact that 

prolonged joblessness is often influenced by cultural, behavioral, political, and societal 
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factors. A study that provides insights into the perceptions and experiences of public 

workforce professionals assisting unemployed, African American males can contribute to 

better alignment of the policies and practices that guide the process.   

Gaining a better understanding of the perceptions of public employment-based 

program professionals involved in the transition to work process for young, African 

American males may improve both the length of employment as well as job 

opportunities. Also, developing a better understanding of the perspectives and 

experiences of employment-based program managers about how participants approach 

the transition into the workplace allows policymakers the opportunity to develop more 

positive and effective interventions. Technology is rapidly changing how we live and 

work. Employment opportunities are emerging in areas of customer service, marketing, 

and data processing which may allow individuals options to work from remote locations. 

However, public workforce program policies and practices tend to guide some 

participants, particularly, young, African American males towards low-wage work. This 

research aimed to gain a better understanding of the perceptions of public employment 

program professionals assisting young, African American males during the process of 

obtaining work.  

Summary 

The labor markets in the 21st century will face a myriad of global challenges, 

which affect the work experiences of most people. In particular, individuals facing 

employment barriers into the labor markets face another set of challenges. Public 

workforce agencies, such as the agency involved in the study, play a key role in 
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providing a pathway to employment for disadvantaged groups, particularly young, 

African American males.       

Interventions and policies focused on improving the pathway to employment for 

unemployed, young, African American males can contribute to more productive and 

successful experiences in the workplace. Understanding the perceptions of the public 

workforce professionals tasked with implementing these interventions designed to assist 

may be an important step toward promoting positive social change. In Chapter 1, I 

provided an overview of the problem and the study, and in Chapter 2, I provide a review 

of the literature and the theoretical framework involved in the case study.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the perceptions of public 

employment-based program professionals assisting unemployed, young, African 

American males during the transition into the New York City workforce, and to gain a 

better understanding of the relevance to policy design and the social constructions 

impacting these targeted groups. In this study, I explored how the perceptions of public 

workforce employment professionals assisting young, African American males during the 

transition to the work process were relevant to the misalignments of workforce policies 

and practices. Previous research has shown that some participants experience modest 

earnings increases during the transition into the workforce, yet further research is needed 

to see how workforce development agencies can align policies and practices more 

strategically to improve employment opportunities for young, African American males 

(Spaulding et al., 2015). A better understanding of the perceptions of public workforce 

program professionals assisting young, African American males can improve policy 

design, and address misalignments that can lead to missed employment opportunities. 

The perceived employment barriers in this study concerned cultural, behavioral, political, 

and societal factors. In this study, I addressed the gap in the literature regarding the 

impact of inadequate workforce policies and practices involving public workforce 

program professionals assisting young, African American males during the transition to 

work process, and the relevance of policy design and social constructions impacting these 

target populations. This review of the literature focused on public workforce program 

professionals, program participants, policies and practices involved in the employment 
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process, the theoretical and conceptual framework for the study, themes used in the 

literature concerning the experiences of unemployed, young African American males, 

and factors which can influence the perceptions of public workforce employment-based 

program professionals. The theoretical framework for the study included Ingram, 

Schneider, and deLeon’s (2007) social construction and policy design theory, which 

focused on socially constructed values applied to the knowledge of target populations and 

the consequent effects these values have on people. Ingram and Schneider (1993) 

developed the theory of social construction of target populations to provide explanations 

into agenda-setting, and policy formation and design by illustrating how policies target 

certain populations to either provide benefits or impose burdens from the policy.  

  

The theory of social construction of target populations also provided a model to 

examine the positive and negative social constructions used by policymakers to distribute 

benefits and burdens reflective of such constructions (Ingram et al., 2007). Policy designs 

shape the experience for the target population and send an implicit message about the 

level of importance the problem is to the government (Ingram et al., 2007). Policy design 

is important because of the implications for reinforcing negative or positive social 

constructions. Schneider and Ingram (1993) noted that language, metaphors, and stories 

are also utilized to create positive and negative images of target populations in the policy 

design process. Coleman (1986) suggested that whether on a large or small scale, 

individuals engage in some form of social theory daily through their interactions with one 

another. Social theory can explain ideas about power and social structures, class, gender, 

and ethnicity. Coleman found that social theory grounded in institutional and structural 
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settings makes possible a connection between the individual and society and the ideas 

about how social systems are shaped. I reviewed the literature for definitions and 

concepts that inform the study.    

 Saporta and Medina (2014) found that to realize the economic promise of the 

nation’s diversity, workforce training programs are needed for entry-level health-care 

jobs that address job placement challenges faced by hard-to-employ individuals, and 

young men of color. Challenges faced by these targeted groups, such as lack of stable 

housing, limited transportation, criminal justice history, as well as strong negative 

stereotypes by employers of young, African American males prevent full inclusion into 

society (Saporta & Medina, 2014). Sherman (2017) explained that barriers to 

employment for young, African American males are structural and arise from systems 

and policies- like discrimination, segregation, unstable and low-quality jobs, and lack of 

investment in education, child care, and other crucial support, not an individual choice. 

The federal government is crucial to addressing barriers to employment- in partnership 

with states, communities, and businesses. Recent studies confirm that hiring 

discrimination against Blacks and Latinos has remained virtually unchanged in the last 25 

years. A persistent history of employment discrimination, along with segregation, has 

kept people of color, and in particular young, African American males, either out of the 

labor market entirely, trapped in low-wage jobs, or reliant on the informal economies 

(Sherman, 2017).       

Darity (2005) described the enslavement of Africans, and its relevance to the 

beliefs that black males were hyper-sexed, lazy, and uneducable, Murray (1984) 

described views which attribute the increase of male unemployment to programs 
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designed to eliminate poverty, Whitehead (2005) explained views on human capital and 

cultural capital theories which attribute the lower-income and joblessness of African 

American men to their supposed below-average productivity, Holzer and Offner’s (2004) 

arguments on incarceration and child support enforcement exacerbating the employment 

problems of African American males, Spaulding et al. (2015) views that public workforce 

programs and models should be expanded to reach young men of color, and address the 

quality of jobs and wages, and Cherry’s (2016) views that young, African American 

males experience periods of prolonged joblessness despite a willingness to seek work. 

Sources for the literature include peer-reviewed articles, doctoral dissertations, websites 

of federal and state organizations, and books.  

 The databases utilized for this study include (a) EBSCO, (b) Academic Search 

Premier, (c) Sage Journal Online, (d) Google Scholar Search, and (e) the Walden 

University Library. This review discussed the literature which contributes to the 

theoretical framework used in this study. This literature review utilized the following 

keywords and phrases: Young, African American males, social construction and policy 

design theory, employment training, public workforce program, prolonged joblessness, 

public workforce professionals, work transition process, targeted populations, the long-

term unemployed, the hidden unemployed and public workforce agencies.  

Theoretical Framework: Social Construction and Policy Design Theory 

A theoretical framework will provide a base for this study. Helen Ingram, Anne 

Schneider, and Peter Deleon (2009) provided the framework for the social construction of 

target populations and policy design theory to help explain how individual groups are 

constructed as targeted populations. Public policymakers typically socially construct 
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target populations in positive and negative terms and distribute benefits and burdens as to 

reflect and perpetuate these constructions (Ingram, Schneider, & deLeon, 2009). Since 

the 1980s, policy theorists turned to the policy design approach that was initially 

proposed to address the mass of variables that affect the design, selection, 

implementation, and evaluation of public policy (Simon, 1981; Schneider and Ingram, 

1988). The theory’s core rationale is based upon past work on the social construction of 

knowledge in terms of positive or negative connotations (Edelman, 1964, 1988) and 

policy designs (Dryzek, 1990). For public employment-based program managers who are 

assisting young, African American males in the transition to work process, the theory 

proposes that while all citizens are supposed to be equal before the law, there is ample 

evidence that they receive very different treatment in the public policy process (Ingram, 

et al., 2009). Policy designs are observable phenomena found in statutes, administrative 

guidelines, programs, and even the practices and procedures of street-level bureaucrats 

(Schneider & Ingram, 1997). Policy designs are difficult to overcome, because a 

sequence of previous policies, based on a particular framing of target populations, helps 

produce hegemony; the public, media, and policymakers take this set of values for 

granted, as normal or natural, and rarely question them when engaging in politics (Pierce 

et al., 2014). For example, if most people assume that people in poverty deserve little 

government help because they are largely responsible for their fate, policymakers have 

little incentive to intervene (Schneider & Ingram, 1997). Policy design sends a signal to 

the recipients of benefits or burdens, who participate more or less according to how they 

are treated or characterized by the government (Schneider & Ingram, 1997). This view 

may help explain why public workforce policies and practices at some agencies, such as 
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WDA Workforce Agency, tend to direct young, African American males to job training 

in the maintenance department as opposed to customer service support.     

Schneider and Ingram (1997) found that many well-intentioned policies reinforce 

problematic social constructions and fail to address major socio-economic inequalities. 

For example, the “War on Poverty” in 1965 reinforced black stereotypes without solving 

poverty, and policy change built on an amnesty for, or positive constructions of, some 

immigrants suggest that others are the wrong kinds of immigrants (Newton, 2005; 

Bensonsmith, 2005). Ingram et al. (2007) depict these dynamics by describing two 

spectrums, one describes the positive or negative ways in which groups are portrayed by 

policymakers, and the other describes the resources available to groups to challenge or 

reinforce that image. There are four categories to describe target populations: the 

powerful and positively constructed are the advantaged groups, the powerful and 

negatively constructed are the contenders, the powerless and positively constructed are 

the dependents, and the powerless and negatively constructed are the deviants. The 

advantaged groups are treated positively in public and receiving benefits (retired seniors, 

the elderly), the contenders are negatively constructed in public but negotiating benefits 

privately (big banks and corporations), the dependents are constructed as deserving and 

powerless (students, children, the handicapped), and finally, the deviants are constructed 

as underserving (welfare cheats, sex offenders, young, minority males).  

Schneider and Ingram (1997) argue that, although the US political system may 

meet some standards of fairness or openness, the policies they produce may not be 

conducive to democracy. They describe an increasingly individualistic US system with 

declining rates of collective political participation, a tendency for actors to seek benefits 
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for their populations, and a ‘degenerative’ policy that produces major inequalities along 

with sex, race, and ethnicity lines (Schneider & Ingram, 2005). In particular, Ingram, et 

al. (2009) outlined three essential factors significant to socially constructed target 

populations. First, social constructions of target populations are important political 

attributes that often become embedded in political discourse and the elements of policy 

design. Policymakers respond to and manipulate social constructions in building their 

political base (Ingram, Schneider, & deLeon, 2009). Second, there are many cases of 

research revealing the long -term impact of policy design on group identities, political 

orientations, and political participation, and that groups receiving positive messages and 

resources from the public policy are more politically active than others with similar 

characteristics (Campbell, 2013). Lastly, public policy design for negatively constructed 

target groups generally results in those group members becoming more marginalized and 

less active in politics. The message that socially constructed target groups are 

undeserving of the benefits being allocated is embedded in the policy design and 

reinforced in the employment-based transition to work experience. Ingram, et al. (2009) 

indicated that scholars have not only shown that policy design affects individuals’ 

political participation and orientations toward government but that policy designs may 

inhibit or encourage the mobilization of grassroots organizations (Mettler and Welch, 

2004; Sidney, 2005). For example, Mara Sidney (2005) found that the design of the 

Community Reinvestment Act, which focused on economic development in low-income, 

inner-city, high-minority population neighborhoods, discouraging mobilization (Ingram, 

Schneider, & deLeon, 2009).    
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Suzanne Mettler’s (2002) study of policy design through which GI educational 

benefits were conferred demonstrated that many elements of the policy reinforced the 

message that these groups were especially deserving of benefits. Mara Sidney's (2003) 

study of fair housing policy shows that policymakers subdivided target populations by 

separating the “black middle class” from the “black urban class” to justify providing 

benefits for the former. Crowley and Watson (2005) found that policy designs for so-

called “deadbeat dads” who fail to make child support payments to their former spouses 

for dependent children differ depending on whether the children are supported by public 

assistance. The policy design for fathers whose children require public assistance is 

punitive, punishing them for having children, as opposed to “dead beat dads” who do not 

have children receiving public assistance (Crowley and Watson, 2005). Schneider and 

Ingram (1993) articulated the application of social construction within their approach to 

understanding the policy process. While they understand social construction to mean the 

“varying ways in which realities are shaped”, this view does not embrace the more 

common relativistic conception of social construction advocated by those closely aligned 

to constructivism (Schneider & Ingram, 1993). Rather, Schneider and Ingram’s brand of 

social construction relies on a variant of bounded relativity where meaning varies by 

context but does so in a systemic and generalizable fashion (Sabatier, 2007). In 

specifying the generalizable constructs of their theory, Schneider and Ingram (1993,1997) 

seek to illuminate how policy designs shape the social construction of a policy’s targeted 

population, the role of power in this relationship, and how policy design shape politics 

and democracy (Pierce, Siddiki, Jones, Schumacher, Pattison, & Peterson, 2014).   
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 Ingram, et al. (2009) explained that social construction and policy design theory 

were developed to gain a better understanding of why public policies sometimes fail to 

meet their purpose of solving public problems, supporting democratic institutions, or 

producing greater equality of citizenship. To that end, the theory addressed the socially 

constructed values applied to targeted populations, and knowledge, and the consequent 

impact these values have on people and democracy (Pierce et. al., 2014).  

The theory generally conceives of power as having three dimensions. The first is 

primarily concerned with observable behavior, influence, and conflict. The second 

dimension is broader, concerned with not only what can be observed, but also with what 

is not present, such as, the ability to keep policies off the agenda and the third dimension 

of power is concerned with the ideology and the potential for entities to influence the 

very rationale for the creation of preferences. The third set of assumptions related to the 

political environment, and concern how policies send messages to citizens that affect 

orientations and participation, and how policies are created in an environment of political 

uncertainty (Schneider & Ingram, 1997; Kingdon1984). According to Schneider and 

Ingram (1997), the theory of social construction and policy design includes all three 

dimensions of power. Consequently, studies examining the third assumption of power are 

likely better suited for in-depth case study approaches (Pierce et al. 2014). The 

assumptions described in these categories-the model of the individual, power, and the 

political environment- interact to inform two core propositions within social construction 

and policy design theory, the target population, and recipients of policy benefits or 

burdens (Schneider & Ingram, 1997). For young, African American males who turn to 

public employment-based programs to address prolonged joblessness, policy design has 
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significant impacts on the transition to the employment process. In this case study, the 

goal is to explore the perceptions of public workforce professionals at one public 

workforce agency to gain insights into the impact of social constructions, policy design, 

and the implications of policy misalignments.  

Ingram, et al. (2007) found that policy design affects participants through the 

rules of participation, messages conveyed to individuals, resources such as funding. 

Ingram, et al. (2007) suggest that policy design structure opportunities and sending 

varying messages to differently constructed target groups about how governments behave 

and how they are likely to be treated by the government. The allocation of benefits and 

burdens to target groups in public policy depends upon the extent of political power and 

their positive or negative social construction on the deserving and undeserving axis 

(Ingram et al., 2007). According to Ingram, et al. (2007), those who are advantaged have 

a relatively high amount of power and are positively constructed. They are expected to 

receive a disproportionate share of benefits and few burdens. The term “target 

populations” identify those groups who receive benefits and burdens through the various 

elements of policy design to achieve some public purpose (Schneider, & Ingram, 2014).  

Professional Literature: Employment and Job Training  

Despite the recognition that public employment agencies and workforce training 

initiatives influence social, political, and economic factors concerning the world of work 

for many, very little research exist that fully examines the perceptions and experiences of 

public workforce professionals involved in the transition to work process with target 

populations (Heinrich, 2016 ). Thus, the employment-based and job training literature 

continues to rely on traditional models of workforce development strategies and 
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perceived social, economic, and cultural factors. The Workforce Innovation and 

Opportunity Act (WIOA, 2016) provides for comprehensive realignment of the nation’s 

workforce development programs. For 2016, the U.S. federal government appropriated 

more than $6.9 billion to states for WIOA programs and approximately $3.4 billion in 

federal formula funding for partner programs, for a total of $10.5 billion in federal 

funding. Public workforce agencies, such as WDA have dedicated resources and 

personnel to the task of assisting low-income and minority populations during the process 

of obtaining employment.  

For young, African American males who request assistance finding a job, but lack 

basic skills or face significant barriers to employment, many can access employment-

based training and other resources under the Adult Services Education and Literacy 

program (WIOA, 2016). A study by the Center on Education and the Workforce at 

Georgetown University shows that, in 2013, the three most common jobs for young men 

of color were cooks, retail sales clerk, and non-construction labor. Francis (2013) found 

that public employment-based programs may help participants achieve modest increases 

in earnings, however, research indicated that existing studies do not capture the full 

impact on participants or society because of lack of understanding of different 

interventions, and limitations imposed by policy designs (Heinrich, 2016; McConnell, et. 

al.,2016). Research has also shown that negative stereotypes and perceptions about 

young, African American males suggest that they lack the motivation, resilience, and 

interpersonal skills required to obtain meaningful employment (Quane, Wilson, and 

Hwang, 2015).     
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Due to employment disparities, young, African American males are unemployed 

out of proportion to their numbers. In many cities, their share of joblessness exceeds 40 

percent (Cherry, 2015). When young, African American males make up such a high 

proportion of the jobless, racial stereotypes among employers and the police are 

significantly reinforced (Cherry, 2015). In most cases, these factors compound already 

existing employment barriers facing young, African American males. Understanding 

perceived employment barriers facing both young, African American males and program 

professionals during the transition to employment process can improve both the quality of 

work as well as the length of employment. What has greatly limited our understanding of 

perceived employment barriers facing young, African American males may concern the 

perceptions of program professionals and the social construction and policy designs 

impacting these populations (Ingram, et al., 2009). There is a gap in the literature 

regarding the perceptions, experiences, and interactions of public employment program 

professionals who are assisting young, African American males involved in the transition 

to work process.  

African American Males: Prolonged Joblessness 

American firms have become far more diverse than any time in our nation’s 

history, and yet it has become clear that certain racial groups continue to experience 

significantly higher rates of prolonged joblessness and unemployment (Quane, et al., 

2015). Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015) data indicated that among major racial groups, 

African American men, particularly young, black males, continue to show significantly 

higher employment disparities and periods of prolonged joblessness than any other racial 

or ethnic group (BLS, 2015). Kathryn Edin’s(2015) study linked joblessness of African 
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American males to family breakup, and multi-partner fertility for black mothers. 

Biological fathers who are jobless consistently move away and abandon their children. 

Pager’s (2011) study found that along with job search challenges in the labor markets, 

young, African American males face barriers associated with lack of work experience, 

lack of education, racial discrimination, housing conditions, demographics, involvement 

in the criminal justice system, and poor family relationship.  

Spaulding et al. (2015) reported that all too often, low-income, young, African American 

males have little opportunity to be exposed to various career paths, gain valuable work 

experience, or build employment histories.  

Cherry, Robert, and Chun (2015) explained that high rates of joblessness and 

unemployment for young, African American males are disproportionate, and mask the 

fact that prolonged joblessness is often influenced by other factors including cultural, 

behavioral, political, and societal factors. Cherry, et al. (2015) found that inner-city 

neighborhoods are often where many of these dynamics collide, and yet young, African 

American males exposed to these conditions are expected to share the aspirations and 

expectations of their counterparts in better-off communities (p. 197). To address these 

gaps, and obtain employment many, young, African American males turn to the 

community and public employment-based development services (WIOA, 2016).   

Cherry (2016) explained that rioting in Milwaukee over the police killing of an 

African American male has reanimated the issue of longstanding black joblessness. 

Between 2010 and 2014, Milwaukee’s average rate of black joblessness was 54 percent, 

compared to rates of only 17 and 26 percent, respectively, among the city’s white and 

Latino young male population. However, the pervasive prolonged unemployment of 
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young, African American males goes well beyond such deindustrialized cities, and its 

effects are devastating on both the individuals themselves and their families (Cherry, et 

al., 2016). Additionally, research has shown that prolonged joblessness of young, African 

American males is strongly linked to child maltreatment (Cherry, et al., 2016). Using 

state-level data, Cherry, et al. (2016) found that for each one percent increase in the black 

male jobless rate, the overall child maltreatment rate for their families increased by 

almost one percent. The differential joblessness rates among racial groups help to explain 

the racial disparities in child maltreatment rates. The large disparities for young, African 

Americans males are also an index of the impact of social isolation for these populations 

(Cherry, et al., 2016). For young, African American males the impact of living in high 

poverty neighborhoods results in a deficient network of contacts related to employment 

opportunities.  

The combined impact of racial discrimination and lack of social networks help 

explain why young, African American males experience substantially higher rates of 

prolonged joblessness than any other major racial group (Cherry, et al., 2016). The 

impact of involvement in the justice system contributed to employment barriers facing 

young, African American males. According to the Bureau of Justice (BJS, 2003), one in 

three African American males and one in four Hispanic / Latino males can expect to be 

incarcerated during their lifetime (Sentencing Project, 2013). Research has shown that the 

“ban the box” initiative, i.e. not checking criminal justice information until the end of the 

hiring process, has improved employment prospects for black men seeking jobs (Cherry, 

et al., 2016).  
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 Public Workforce Literature: Unemployed African American Males 

The advancement of African Americans in corporate America has been 

remarkable over the past five decades, and yet certain groups among African American 

populations still face significant barriers to employment (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

2015). To obtain employment many, young, African American males turn to public 

employment-based initiatives and community-based workforce development services 

(WIOA, 2016). Studies have indicated that public employment-based initiatives and 

programs may help some participants achieve modest increases in earnings, however, 

research shows that for negatively socially constructed target groups the long- term 

impact of policy designs also influenced group identities, political orientations, and 

political participation (Francis, 2013; Schneider & Ingram, 1997; Esping-Anderson, 

2006).  

Public workforce program studies show that very little research has examined the 

perceptions, interactions, and experiences of employment-based program professionals 

assisting young, African American males during the job placement process, and may 

have overlooked the impact of workforce policies and practices on the transition to work 

process for these participants (Francis, 2013; Heinrich, 2016). African American males, 

particularly, young men, continue to show significantly higher employment disparities 

than any other racial or ethnic groups, despite changes in technology and significant 

improvements in the economy (BLS, 2015). The WIOA was signed by President Obama 

in 2014, becoming the first update to the nation’s core employment-based and workforce 

training program in the 16 years since the passage of the Workforce Investment Act 

(WIA). A deal great has changed in the labor markets over the past two decades, and 



34 

 

 

evidence has shown that the workforce system has not kept up with demand (Heinrich, 

2016). Low-skilled and low-income workers face more barriers than ever to securing a 

job. This study will focus on the interactions of public workforce professionals at one 

public workforce agency in New York City. The focus of WDA Workforce’s policies 

concerned serving the most vulnerable individuals entering the workforce. The WDA 

organization has programs designed to improve employment-based training, adult 

education, and vocational rehabilitation programs that can benefit workers and their 

families.  

Research has shown that over 36 million adults in the U.S. have low skills (e.g. 

limited work experience, education) particularly African American males (WIOA, 2016). 

The rate of low-skills and literacy among African Americans is two times higher than it is 

among adults generally, and the gap is even higher among Hispanic adults at 43 percent 

having low levels of literacy and 56 percent having low skills (WIOA, 2016). WDA 

Workforce programs and policies explicitly state that low-income people and those with 

barriers to employment are priority populations for funding and services. Ingram, et al. 

(2009) suggested that terms such as “target population” or “target groups” are often used 

through the various elements of policy design to identify those groups chosen to receive 

benefits or burdens during the policy implementation process.  

 Public Workforce Employment Training: Young, African American Males 

Studies have indicated that public employment-based programs may help some 

participants achieve modest increases in earnings. Numerous researchers believe that 

existing studies do not capture the full impact on participants or society because of the 

time limits imposed by the policy designs, lack of understanding of perceived 
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employment barriers involving public workforce professionals and participants, or the 

fact that they ignore most impacts other than those on earnings (Francis, 2013; 

McoConnel et. al.,2016). These factors are profound concerning conditions and barriers 

facing young, African American males who participate in public employment-based 

initiatives to obtain employment. Research shows that more and more African American 

males turn to public workforce training programs, such as (WDA) as a means of creating 

a pathway to employment (WIOA, 2016).  

Workforce Development Agency (WDA) originally focused on the need for 

strategies and employment training, adult education, and vocational rehabilitation 

programs under the Workforce Investment Act (WIA, 2015). The focus of public 

workforce policies and programs tend to concern improving employment and training 

opportunities for low-skilled and low-income workers that will lead to economic 

prosperity for themselves and their families (WIOA, 2016). Those policies include 

increases to the focus on low-income adults and youth who have limited skills, lack of 

work experience, and face other barriers to employment. As well as, policies and 

programs to expand education and training options and help disadvantaged and 

unemployed adults earn while they learn through community-based employment training 

(WIOA, 2016). Public workforce policies created opportunities for leaders and advocates 

in state and local communities to rethink, reshape, and expand current employment-

based, and workforce systems that are grounded in research and experience to improve 

the employability of disadvantaged individuals. 

These public workforce policies and programs also create an opportunity to 

leverage systemic change across currently disconnected training systems, and better 
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enable state and local government to implement cross-systems approaches to tackle 

prolonged joblessness among unemployed, African American males, as well as low-

skilled, low-income disadvantaged groups (WIOA, 2016). Public workforce objectives 

show that low-income people and those with barriers to employment are considered 

priority populations for funding and services. Public workforce policies and programs 

take into account that many young, African American males living in high-poverty 

communities have less access to employment, as well as fewer opportunities to gain early 

work experience and develop the skills needed to advance in the current workplace. One 

of the WDA’s programs (2016) provided an array of work-based training strategies and 

employment-based approaches to benefit disadvantaged and low-income individuals.  

Public workforce employment-based training allows underprepared adults and 

young people the opportunity to earn income while also developing essential skills that 

are best learned on the job. Research has shown that individuals with barriers to 

employment often need a comprehensive set of supports that involve multiples public and 

private systems to help earn secondary and postsecondary credentials and with the 

transition to employment process (WIOA, 2016, U.S. Dept. of Labor, 2016). 

Public Workforce Program Professionals: Strategies and Intervention  

The major objectives of public workforce programs are to give employment-based 

training professionals the support in assisting targeted groups, such as young, African 

American males, involved in the transition to work process. Few of WDA’s policies and 

programs direct resources to employment program professionals to ensure that strategies 

to address the problem of joblessness are comprehensive in design as well as access to 

participants. The role of an employment-based program manager has been debated over 



37 

 

 

the past decade (Holzer, 2009). The role of the employment-based training manager as 

defined by WIOA standards entails addressing, implementing, evaluating, and enhancing 

strategies that promote participant success in the transition to work process (WIOA, 

2016). Public employment-based program professionals are also in a position to serve as 

advocates for unemployed participants, such as young, African American males, in areas 

of social development. They can implement strategies designed to help unemployed, 

African American males develop skills needed to address challenges and barriers 

involved in the transition to work process.  

African American Males: The Hidden Unemployed  

Cherry’s (2016) study of unemployed, young, African American males paints a 

grim picture, particularly in certain cities, like Chicago, Detroit, Milwaukee, 

Philadelphia, Baltimore, New York, and D.C. The U.S. Census Bureau’s American 

Community Survey gathered data on the jobless rate of non-institutional men, 20 to 34 

years old, averaged over the period, from 2010-2014, for 34 major cities. In these cities, 

there were more African American males either jobless or imprisoned than employed 

(Cherry, 2016). The national jobless rate for young, African American males was 39 

percent, versus about 22 percent for both white and Latino young men (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2014). Cherry (2016) noted that these statistics show that weak labor markets 

cannot be the most important reason for the prolonged joblessness of young, African 

American males. These large disparities illustrate the impact of the social isolation 

affecting young, African American males. 

Cherry (2016) argued that simply expanding employment and job training 

opportunities would likely have only a modest effect on the jobless rates for these 
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participants. Francis’ (2013) reported that a large body of evidence indicated that 

employment-based and job training programs help participants modestly increase their 

earnings., however, researchers believe that existing studies do not capture the full impact 

of employment-based experiences on participants or society, because they do not follow 

participants for long enough periods, or ignore most impacts other than those on earning 

(Francis, 2013; King, & Heinrich, 2012; Heinrich, 2016).   

Kathryn Edin’s (2015) study found that prolonged joblessness for African 

American males had direct ramifications for the black family. Edin’s (2015) linked 

joblessness to family break-up, causing many mothers to enter into sequential sexual 

relationships. Biological fathers who are jobless move away, and abandon their children, 

which had particularly harmful effects on their children. A growing number of black 

mothers are having children with more than one partner. The men who enter into these 

new relationships, often father additional children. These new fathers are caring towards 

their biological children, however harsh with children from previous relationships (Edin, 

2015). Terms such as “black male unemployment”, puzzle and epidemic have been used 

to describe the current unemployment woes of African American males (Cherry, 2016).  

  

The most recent calculated national unemployment rate for black men ages 16 to 

24 years and is twice that of their white counterparts (12.0% compared to 5.5%; U.S. 

Department of Labor; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017). Cherry (2016) also found that 

the labor force participation rate for African American men was even more critical, which 

continues to lag at least 7 percentage points behind the rates of all men. Cherry (2016) 

noted that the limitation of such traditional unemployment data was that they do not 
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count the “hidden unemployed”, those who want to work and need a job but who do not 

actively seek employment. Research has shown that many young, African American 

males join the ranks of the hidden unemployed because of barriers to employment and 

from growing discouragement during the transition to work process (Cherry, 2016; 

Bowman, 2014). Cherry found that individuals who become “discouraged” and who are 

not actively looking for a job are not considered part of the official labor force and are 

not counted in official unemployment data. He suggests that many young, African 

American males join the ranks of the hidden unemployed because they believe that no 

work is available related to their employment experiences, believe that they lack the 

necessary schooling, training, or work experience to obtain work, experienced 

discrimination or barriers related to the justice system, or had tried but could not find a 

job (Cherry, 2016).  

African American Males Unemployment: Current Statistics  

The U.S. Department of Labor reported that the most recently calculated national 

unemployment rate for black males ages 20 to 24, is nearly twice that of white males 

(14.3% compared to 8.1%; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017). The same is true among the 

25 years and older population, with the unemployment rate for black men at 5.6% 

compared to 3.3% for white men. Higher unemployment and lower labor force 

participation means that the percentage of black males with a job is significantly lower 

than the percentage of all males with a job (U.S. Department of Labor, 2017). The overall 

unemployment rate was 4.4%, including 7.5% for Black or African American, and 5.1 

percent for people of Hispanic or Latino ethnicity (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017).  
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U.S. Department of Labor reported that about one-quarter of blacks in the labor 

force in 1976 was in the 20-to-24-year-old group. The share of blacks in that group 

declined in 2017 and is projected to continue declining over the next decade. Wilson 

(2014) suggested that black unemployment is high for several reasons, including that 

African Americans have become more resilient at maintaining their job search. The key 

to understanding Wilson’s point is keeping in mind that unemployment doesn’t measure 

the number of people who are “unemployed” or without a job (Rosen, 2014). What the 

unemployment rate measures are how many people are considered “actively” seeking 

work. If individuals temporarily give up the search for work, he or she is no longer 

counted as part of the population of the unemployed (Rosen, 2014). According to the data 

from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2017) not only is a greater share of African 

American males out of work, but they seem to continue to seek work longer than their 

white counterparts. Wilson (2015) suggested that these data points indicate when blacks 

lose their jobs, they stick to their job search longer than white Americans, and yet many 

fall into the category of the “hidden unemployed”. It is well known among labor-market 

analysts that African Americans are less likely to be employed than members of other 

major racial groups (Rosen, 2014). One possible cause would be lower levels of 

education: only 23 % of African American adults have at least a bachelor’s degree, 

compared to 36 % of whites (Cherry, 2016). However, a study by Cajner, Radler, Ratner, 

and Vidangos (2017) found that differences in education alone are not significant enough 

to account for the size of the disparity. Using data from 1976 to 2016, Cajner’s group 

designed a statistical model based on four factors they expected to account for variations 

in unemployment between African Americans and whites: education, age, marital status, 
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and the state where individuals reside. Among African American males and whites, these 

variables collectively explained about one-fifth of the differences in joblessness between 

these populations (Cajner, et al., 2017). A report by Caleb Gayle (2018) found that 

despite the booming economy, one major racial group has been left behind: African 

American males. Gayle (2018) reported that every month, seemingly, Donald Trump uses 

Twitter to trumpet how well black people have done under his presidency. However, 

national numbers in a nation as large as the United States can be misleading. The impact 

of all things racial has left many neighborhoods divided and segregated and that leads to 

a perpetuation of things like poverty and lack of opportunity, and the real African 

American unemployment situation remains hidden (Gayle, 2018). 

African American Male Unemployment: Explanation Theories  

Research has shown that biological, socioeconomic, and cultural factors have 

been attributed to African American male unemployment (Darity, 2005; Murray, 1984; 

Bowman, 1991). These theories presented arguments regarding African American 

unemployment that ranged from biological to human capital and often suggested that 

African American males are systemically discriminated upon in the labor market, in 

education and job training, and the criminal justice system (Murray, 1994; Whitehead, 

2005). Darity’s (2005) study found that anti-black racism can be traced back to the 

enslavement of Africans in the sixteenth century and the central attributes of anti-black 

racism are the beliefs in the intellectual, moral, and cultural inferiority of black people 

(p.16). Yancy (2004) found that white imagery constructed the black body as flesh and 

blood upon which white myths and desires could be projected. Yancy (2004) implied that 

the idea of “African American servitude” was not socially constructed by black 
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oppression, but rather servitude was believed to be the result of traits due to natural 

selection (p.339). Yancy (2004) argued that the enslavement of African males, in 

particular, made the socially constructed division of labor appear written into the very 

framework of biological and social reality (p.339). These theories about African 

American males continue to influence society and labor markets and are used in 

discussions regarding prolonged joblessness and unemployment involved African 

American males  

One of the most widely known human capital arguments has been linked to 

Charles Murray’s (1984) study on poverty and unemployment of minority groups. 

Murray’s (1984) book “Losing Ground” attributed the increases of African American 

male unemployment to the Great Society programs of the 1960s which were expected to 

eliminate poverty. Murray (1984) argued that the increased availability of welfare 

benefits to low-income individuals created incentives for young, black men to embrace 

unemployment. African American males could now “survive” from welfare benefits 

provided to their female partners while seeking illegal means or informal means of 

acquiring income (p.48). These views expanded the “culture of poverty” perspective, 

which suggested that programs designed to assist the poor instead increased dependency 

on government and encouraged dysfunctional behavioral problems (Murray, 1984).  

Lawrence Mead’s study (1992) suggested that poor black people, particularly 

black males, acclimatize to a state of helplessness and engaged in self-defeating behavior. 

Mead argued that “Great Society” programs did little to address poverty, and in effect, 

created a dysfunctional culture for black people. Mead implied that black culture in 

America illustrates how social construction creates employment barriers, and influenced 
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the attitude of African American males about the reality of obtaining employment 

(p.148). Human capital generally defined as investments in education, employment 

training, and other activities that raise the productive capacity of people (Whitehead, 

2005). Therefore, the human capital model explains joblessness in terms of deficits that 

reduce individual productivity as related to education, skills, and motivation Whitehead 

(2005) implied that the human capital model attributes the lower-income and joblessness 

of African American males to their supposed below-average productivity and lower 

investment in human capital development (p. 94). However, this human capital 

perspective on joblessness for African American males fails to consider the impact of 

racial discrimination and employment barriers on human capital development.   

  

Cherry (2016) found that African American male unemployment and joblessness 

are caused by the unequal distribution of human capital resulting from discriminatory 

practices in job training and labor markets. Several theorists have implied that African 

American males choose not to work long term and that their resistance to working 

consistently is embedded in the nature and culture of the black experience (Harrison, 

1992; Murray, 1984). Harrison (1992) suggested that negative attitudes towards 

employment are rooted in the experience of slavery, and are infused in African American 

values about work, education, and human capital development. Harrison implied that 

African Americans who migrated from the south brought these attitudes and behavioral 

traits with then to the urban North, where they were reinforced by the social construction 

of minority populations. He also suggested that African American males do not suffer as 

much from poverty in general as they do from “moral poverty” (Harrison, 1992). 
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African American Males: Education  

Levin (2014) indicated that there are multiple determinants of economic progress 

however few single factors can have the same impact as education. Education prepares 

individuals to lead productive lives in society and develops skills essential for 

participation in the labor force. According to Fuller (2005), higher levels of educational 

achievement provides for greater access to better employment opportunity and greater 

security. Those who fail to graduate from high school face very bleak prospects because 

the basic skills developed during the educational process are essential in the workforce 

(Levin, 2014). McElroy and Andrews (2000) implied that African American males have 

been blamed for their prolonged joblessness because they have not prepared themselves 

for the workforce. However, studies have shown that African American males have made 

significant progress in education over the past five decades (McElroy & Andrews, 2000). 

The idea, that lack of investment in education alone explains African American male 

joblessness fails to tell the full story.   

Gordon, Gordon, and Nembbard (2004) found that the issue of African American 

male education is much broader than the attainment of a degree or completion of higher 

levels of education. Their research has shown that African American male college 

graduates continue to earn much less than their white counterparts. McElroy and 

Andrews (2000) reported that in 1964, only 24% of black males age 25 and over had 

completed high school. However, by 1998, that figure had tripled to 75%, and yet, 

African American males continued to earn significantly less than their white counterparts. 

The primary issues related to African American male education continue to concern poor 

quality of schools, the unequal access to facilities for formal education, poor academic 
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socialization, the lack of family support for education, and the lack of appropriate job 

training (Whitehead, 2005). According to Whitehead (2005), African American male 

joblessness, the lack of employment experience, and low-educational achievement are 

largely caused by social, cultural, and economic factors. Whitehead found that low 

funding of schools in black neighborhoods, and soft curriculum that does not prepare 

students for college contribute significantly to challenges facing unemployed, African 

American males. Additional research has shown that teachers in the U.S. have negative 

expectations of African American male students in general and that they have even lower 

expectations for non-submissive, African American male students (Ross & Jackson, 

1991).  

African American Males: Job Mismatch & Employment Skills  

Research has shown that shifts in employment hiring within growing sectors 

primarily benefited those individuals with formal education aligning with professional, 

technical, and managerial positions that were created (Wilson, 2004; Moss, & Tilly, 

1996). For young, African American males, who tend to be less educated than their white 

counterparts, these shifts resulted in the loss of employment opportunities. Wilson (2004) 

suggested that these shifts in staffing tend to benefit individuals who could obtain formal 

training and had at least some years of post-secondary education. Wilson noted “skills 

mismatch” dramatically hurt employment prospects for young, African American males 

(p.154). Wilson added that the expanded suburbanization of employment resulting from 

industrial restructuring has also exacerbated the problem of prolonged joblessness for 

young, African American males. Expanding industries continue to locate in areas where 

inner-city residents, particularly, young, African American males face significant 
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geographical barriers related to lengthy commute time or even gaining access to 

transportation (Wilson, 2004).  

The job mismatch results in many young, African American males being deprived 

of role models, as the more skilled and educated in the workforce move out of the inner 

city to areas where better opportunities can be obtained (Wilson, 2004). The polarization 

of the African American community has contributed to the barriers facing young, African 

American males who seek to enter the labor markets. Research has shown that changes in 

the economy, affirmative action programming, and anti-discrimination policy have 

resulted in vastly different employment opportunities for segments of the African 

American community (Wilson, 2004). While some African Americans are achieving 

economic prosperity, many in these socially constructed or “targeted populations” are 

falling deeper into poverty. Wilson suggests that labor markets remain stratified by race 

and for many young, African American males educational attainment has not reduced 

prolonged joblessness (Wilson, 2004). 

 African American Males: Racial Discrimination  

Wilson (2015) implied that even with all the economic and employment process 

African Americans have made in the last 25 years, they are still not on par with their 

counterparts. In particular, young, African American males face a series of unique 

problems from the design of workforce policies and the practices of the organizations or 

the actions of management. African American males were not allowed to participate in 

the most desirable jobs and institutions for many decades. Barriers to employment for 

African American males include the lack of access to networks and the complex 

interactions of racially motivated negative attitudes (Weller & Fields, 2011). Wilson 
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(2015) suggested that anti-black racism in hiring has been unchanged since at least 1989, 

while anti-Latino racism may have decreased modestly. Wilson indicated that on average 

white applicants receive 36% more callbacks than equally qualified African Americans 

while Latinos receive a10% higher rate of callbacks. Discrimination can be difficult to 

measure in different situations, and until recently they have been limited information that 

could be used to reliably assess changes in discrimination (Wilson, 2015). What the 

evidence has indicated is that at the initial point of entry-hiring decisions- African 

Americans remain substantially disadvantaged relative to white applicants (Wilson, 

2015).        

Research has shown that assessments of subtle forms of racial discrimination and 

unconscious bias have only indicated modest changes over time (Bucknor, 2015). African 

American males face employment discrimination as requirements for soft skills, such as 

interaction ability and motivation skills are high (Desilver, 2013). African American 

males face challenges from informal social networks, assumption of incompetence from 

white co-workers, clients, supervisors and face many forms of racial bias. Similar 

findings were found regarding African American female workers (Desilver, 2013).  

African American Males: Employer Discrimination 

African American males have experienced a long history of direct racial 

discrimination in the workplace (Stoll, 2005). Stoll suggested that racial discrimination of 

young, African American males demonstrates that employer discrimination takes place 

either through statistical discrimination or racial animus (p. 301). Neckerman and 

Kirscherman (1991) found that during recruitment stages, employers tend to avoid inner-

city populations. The evidence suggests that employers avoided these populations or 
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groups because they expected to find lower quality workers who lacked the necessary 

skills. The perceptions of employers were based on ideas that inner-city African 

American males lacked work ethic, had a poor attitude about work, and were unreliable. 

Neckerman and Kirscherman (1991) also suggested that racial discrimination during the 

interview phase was so prevalent that evidence indicated employers used subjective tests 

of productivity and character to eliminate applicants who were black or poor. Their study 

suggested that many employers perceived young, African American males to be 

dishonest about their work records and skills. Kirscherman (1991) stated that employers 

complained that young, African American males were consistently unprepared for work, 

and lacked the enthusiasm to do the job. Some employers even suggested that young, 

African American males were not willing to “play by the rule” or “go along with the 

game” (Neckerman, & Kirscherman, 1991, p. 442). Mead (1992) noted that for young, 

African American males, institutions outside of the welfare system tend to present the 

most significant challenges to the transition to the employment process.  

Young, African American Males: Incarceration and Child Support Policy  

 Selvaggi (2016) reported that African Americans males account for up to 15% of 

the population in New Jersey, yet account for 60% of individuals incarcerated. It is 

critical when discussing incarceration and how it affects support payments, more 

importantly, child support debt, to identify if there are any predetermined racially 

discriminatory guidelines. Krul (2013) found that 1 in 29 children has a parent behind 

bars, and 1 in 9 African American children (11%) had a parent behind bars. Holzer and 

Offner (2004) found that child support enforcement and incarceration has not improved 

the problem of joblessness for young, African American males, and in fact, has 
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exacerbated the problem of prolonged unemployment for these populations. Krul (2013) 

further found that incarceration significantly reduces the life chances for young, African 

American males, and increases recidivism as a result of barriers created by the criminal 

justice system. For example, parole guidelines require individuals to find work, pay child 

support, and yet many prison release programs do not provide adequate skills training or 

even work resources to non-custodial fathers to help address child support demands 

(Holzer & Offner, 2004). Research has shown that child support enforcement has become 

more of a barrier to employment than means to provide an incentive for young, African 

American males to find work (Holzer & Offner, 2004; Western, 2007).  

Summary  

As evidenced in the literature review, much has been written about the 

experiences of unemployed, African American males, and in some cases, the public 

program professionals assisting during the transition to work process. However, 

researchers have focused attention on individuals who obtain employment at the end of 

the process. What the research lacks is information relevant to the perceived employment 

barriers involving public workforce program professionals assisting young, African 

American males, and the factors that can lead to missed opportunities between program 

workforce professionals and these participants. While public workforce program 

inventions have been researched and indicate that some participants modestly increased 

their earnings, yet further research is needed to see how government, community, and 

business institutions can align policies to improve employment opportunities for 

unemployed, young, African American males (Spaulding et al., 2015). Researchers found 

that studies do not capture the full impact on participants or society, because they do not 
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follow participants for long enough periods, lack understanding of the perceptions and 

interactions between program professionals and participants, or ignore impacts other than 

those related to earnings (Francis, 2013; Heinrich, 2016). While this literature is valuable 

in our understanding of the employment experiences of young, African American males, 

we have yet to analyze the perceptions of the public program professionals assisting 

young, African American males during the transition to work process.  

This study explored how perceived employment barriers, misalignments of 

policies and practices, and policy design factors, impacted the experiences and 

intervention efforts of employment program professionals assisting individuals with the 

transition into the labor market. This section provided an overview of the literature and 

conceptual framework relevant to the research study. Chapter 3 will describe the research 

methodology, research design and approach, rationale for the case study approach, 

research questions, data collection and analysis, ethical consideration, and summary. 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

Introduction 

 This qualitative case study explored the perceptions and experiences of public 

program workforce professionals assisting unemployed, young, African American males 

during the transition to work process guided by theories of the social construction of 

target populations and policy design. The literature has shown that public workforce 

programs help some participants modestly increase earnings, yet further research is 

needed to see how government, community, and business institutions can align policies 

and practices more strategically to improve employment opportunities for young, African 

American males (McConnell et al., 2016; Spaulding et al., 2015). By viewing policy 

changes in public workforce employment organizations in the context of social change 

and policy design, as it relates to disadvantaged groups, such as young, African American 

males, policymakers can better understand, appreciate, and address the needs of these 

individuals. However, researchers found that existing studies do not capture the full 

impact on participants or society because of limitations imposed by policy design, the 

lack of adequate employment-based policies and practices which guide the transition to 

work process, limited discussion of the misalignment of policies and practices, and 

because studies ignore most impacts other than those on earnings (Heinrich, 2016; 

McConnell, et.al., 2016). As a result, unemployed, young, African American males 

remain an underserved, and underrepresented subpopulation in the public workforce 

employment training environment. Schneider et al. (2009) found that policies typically 

carve out certain populations to receive benefits or burdens and often embed positive and 

negative social constructions of targeted groups. These constructions serve to justify the 
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allocation of rewards and penalties within the policy and are critical to an understanding 

of the way democracy functions (Schneider, & Ingram, 2014). Schneider and Ingram 

(1997) sought to illuminate how policy design shapes the social construction of a policy’s 

target population, the role of power in the relationship, and how policy design “feed 

forward” to shape future policies and democracy(Schneider, & Ingram, 2014). The 

groups’ designed classification ranges from those who are viewed as advantaged, 

contenders, defendants, or deviants. Ingram, et al. (2014) argued there are various target 

groups that such policies are either designed to benefit or burden. Social construction and 

policy design also support the notion that target populations receive benefits and burdens 

based on the strength of their political power and social construction as positive or 

negative (Schneider et al., 2014). The theory of social construction of target populations 

and policy design served to assist in exploring the research question and provide a lens 

for examining the interplay of social construction and policy design within the context of 

the public workforce experiences of public employment program manager assisting 

unemployed, young, African American males.  

 The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the perceptions of public 

workforce professionals assisting young, African American males during the transition to 

work process guided by theories of social constructions and policy design as it is relevant 

to these groups. Information obtained from this research can be important towards 

shaping how public workforce agencies and professionals address issues concerning 

policy design and employment practices involving public workforce professionals 

assisting young, African American males. Another intended purpose of the study was to 

fill a gap in the scholarly literature to obtain a better understanding of the experiences of 
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public workforce employment managers assisting unemployed, young, African American 

males during the process of transition into the job market. This chapter is divided into 

eight sections which include the methodology of the study, participants involved in the 

case study, data collection, research question alignment, data analysis, coding procedures, 

ethical considerations, and summary. I describe the methodology of the study, explain 

why a case study approach is appropriate, describe the participants involved in the case 

study, discuss data collection and research questions, discuss data analysis, describe 

coding procedures, discuss trustworthiness, explain ethical considerations, and provide 

the summary of Chapter 3.  

Research Design and Approach 

I used a qualitative case study approach to explore the perceptions of public 

workforce employment professionals assisting young, African American males during the 

transition into the job market. The guiding research question: What are public 

employment program professionals’ perceptions about the alignment of workforce 

policies and practices that shape social constructions relevant to unemployed, young, 

African American males involved in the transition to work process? One goal of the study 

was to determine whether there are existing gaps in the programs and policies that guide 

the public workforce experience of program managers assisting unemployed, young, 

African American males. The research questions provided a link to the theoretical 

foundation used in this study. Ingram et al. (2007) observed that public policy may fail to 

solve important public problems, perpetuate injustice, fail to support democratic 

institutions, and produce unequal citizenship. The incorporation of the social construction 

of targeted population as part of policy design helped to explain why policies sometimes 
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deliberately fail in its nominal purpose (Ingram et al., 2007). Denzin and Lincoln (2000) 

explained that researchers use a case study approach when there is a need to explore a 

problem from the perspective of the identified local population. Case studies involve the 

exploration of issues within a bounded system (Stake, 1995). The case study approach 

was considered after several other qualitative research methods were explored. For 

example, the ethnographic approach was not considered because of the focus on the 

behavior of a particular group of people. The narrative approach was given some 

consideration, however, the narrative approach focuses on the first-person account of 

experience told in the form of a story, which was not the goal of the study.  

Lincoln (1995) explained the goal of qualitative research work as an exploration 

of the behaviors of humans within the context of their natural setting. The researcher 

explored the perceptions of public workforce professionals at one public agency in New 

York City. This agency (WDA) has dedicated and experienced program professionals 

assisting unemployed, young, African American males during the transition to work 

process. The agency (WDA) also provided a full range of workforce capabilities across 

many funding streams, including WIOA, and SSI. Public workforce employment 

program professionals were interviewed to discuss their perceptions of how policies and 

practices impact young, African American males during the transition to work process. 

The researcher aimed to interview public workforce professionals during off-hours (e.g. 

before or after working hours) near the organizational setting. The case study approach 

was appropriate to the research topic, as data can be collected from participants during 

off-hours near their natural setting and in their own words.  
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The literature has shown that public workforce programs and community-based 

employment organizations help some participants modestly increase earnings, however, 

the existing studies do not capture the full impact of the workforce experience on these 

participants or society in general due to limitations imposed by policy design, and the 

lack of understanding of the perceptions of the program professionals assisting young, 

African Americans males during the transition to work process (Francis, 2013; Heinrich, 

2016; McConnell et al., 2016).    

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the perceptions, 

experiences, and challenges involving public workforce employment professionals 

assisting young, African American males during the transition to work process. 

Information obtained from this research can be significant in shaping how community-

based employment managers implement policies and practices to assist young, African 

American males during the transition into the job market. The following research 

objectives have also been identified: To identify factors that contribute to misalignments, 

skills mismatch, and lost job opportunities between public workforce employment 

managers assisting young, African American males. One important aim of the study was 

to explore how the perceptions, experiences, strategies, interactions, and challenges 

involving public workforce employment professionals assisting young, African American 

males impact the transition to work process. 

 Case Study  

 Mendoza (2007) explained that case studies are a form of qualitative research 

designed to gather information about a setting or individuals to inform professional 

practice or evidence-informed decision making in the policy realm (p. 544). A case study 
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approach in a study should be considered under several conditions, including (1) when 

the researcher wants to cover contextual conditions because he or she believes they are 

relevant to the phenomenon under study, and (2) when the boundaries are unclear 

between the phenomenon and context. For this case study, I interviewed program 

directors, employment program managers, employment program trainers, and workforce 

program professionals to gain a better understanding of their perceptions of the alignment 

of policies impacting the transition to work process for young, African American males.  

 Hathaway (1995) stated that qualitative research is most useful when participants’ 

voice and perceptions about their environment is presented. Silverman (2001) implied 

that researchers who employ qualitative research for their work commonly believe they 

can provide a deeper understanding of how the world is constructed (p. 32). The public 

workforce employment managers involved in the study were interviewed to discuss their 

perceptions of how policies and practices impact the transition to work process for young, 

African American males.  I wrote field notes on what he discussed with managers and 

how they perceived these employment workshops. Braun and Clarke (2006) provided the 

data analysis framework based on a six-step guide for data and thematic analysis. Out of 

the data, several themes emerged which provided insights into the impact of experiences 

and interactions of public workforce professionals with young, African American males. 

Schneider et al.’s (2009) framework provided insight into viewing policy changes within 

the context of the social construction of target population and policy design and how 

benefits and burdens are allocated to some groups. Schneider, et al. (2014) observed that 

the theory of social construction of target population and policy design seeks to explain 

why some groups receive advantageous recognition and others do not. The researcher 
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selected one agency (WDA) location specifically for the following reasons: (1) researcher 

had previously observed employment-based workshops involving young, African 

American males at WDA, and (2) the researcher was aware of the economic impact of 

joblessness on young, African American males in New York City. The review of data 

such as internal memoranda, public statements, policy, financial records, state and federal 

filing, and procedures was also used for the study.  

 My past work experience with the unemployed assisted in the study by enabling 

me to gather data and understand the nuisances involved in the public workforce 

transition to the work process. I used a triangulated research strategy. Stake (1995) 

explained triangulation as protocols utilized in a study to ensure accuracy and alternate 

explanations. Triangulation is needed in research in case ethical issues arise to help 

confirm the validity of the process. Stake (1995) stated in research, utilizing multiple data 

sources, such as annual reports, grant proposals, and program surveys would help 

eliminate any ethical issues. In this study, I interviewed the public workforce managers, 

employment program trainers, and workforce program professionals of WDA to learn 

how they perceived the policies and practices that had impacted the transition to work 

process for young, African American males.  

Recruitment of Participants  

 Participants for this study were recruited from one public workforce employment 

agency operating in New York City. WDA has provided public employment-based 

training and community services for over three decades. WDA provided a full range of 

workforce strategies across several funding streams, including WIOA, and Supplemental 

Security Income. The selection of WDA location was based largely on the high rate of 
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joblessness and unemployment among young, African American males. New York City 

was also considered because of the number of community-based employment agencies 

tasked with assisting young, African American males during the transition to work 

process. The participants for the project study were drawn from the number of workforce 

program professionals, employment-training managers, and program directors involved 

in WDA. All participants for the study were contacted initially by social media or by 

email. Each participant received an email invitation to participate and some information 

about the nature of the study. To ensure the inclusion of good informants, snowball 

sampling techniques were used to select a group of public workforce program 

professionals. All participants selected for the study were considered based on years of 

work experience, and direct workforce training experience.     

 All participants were required to sign an informed consent form. All participants 

agreed to meet with the researcher during off-hours from work (for example, during 

lunchtime, and before and after work schedule -at their office location). The public 

workforce employment program managers assisting young, African American males 

during the transition to the work process provided valuable insights regarding 

perspectives and strategies related to employment experience. One of the objectives of 

this study was to recruit and interview the public employment-based program managers 

and professionals who assisted young, African American males during employment 

placement. I also utilized the snowball sampling and convenience sampling technique to 

recruit employment-training participants.        

First, I identified public workforce program professionals from social media, 

program directories, articles, and local newspapers. Warren and Karner (2010) noted that 
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the snowball sampling technique is useful to find participants who are socially networked 

to the researcher’s initial contact. This technique is helpful because it allowed the 

interviewee to connect another participant from his or her network to the researcher 

(Warren, & Karner, 2010). Convenience sampling is one of the easiest methods of 

sampling because participants are selected based on availability, and willingness to take 

part. Participants will be contacted by social media and email. Only participants with 

more than two years of work experience will be considered. One aim of the recruitment 

process is to find participants who have experience working with disadvantaged and low-

income populations. The purpose of the recruitment of participants with experience 

working with disadvantaged groups was to yield information relevant to policy design 

and the social construction of target populations. The decision to include participants 

with public workforce development experience and experience working with 

disadvantaged populations is important in terms of gaining insight into the policies and 

practices that guide the transition to the work process. Throughout the recruitment and 

selection process, all identities of participants were kept confidential. During the entire 

research project, all participants were assigned a pseudonym.   

Ten public employment-based program professionals were selected to participate 

in the research project, at which time saturation had been reached. The group consisted of 

program professionals, managers, and directors. All participants selected were required to 

have worked for public employment-based workforce agencies, and have some direct 

experience assisting young, African American males during the transition to the 

employment process. One important attribute of the ten participants selected for this 

study was their commitment to assist young, African American males during the 
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transition to the work process and assist in gaining meaningful employment in New York 

City. 

Research Question Alignment 

The interview questions were prepared to align with the guiding research questions in 

Chapter 1. The researcher used the interview questions to guide the interview and the 

follow-up interviews (Appendix A).  

Research Questions: What are public employment program professionals’ perceptions 

about the alignment of workforce policies and practices that shape the social 

constructions relevant to unemployed, young, African American males involved in the 

transition to work process?  

What are public workforce program managers ’perceptions about the relevance of 

workforce policy design and social constructions impacting unemployed, young, African 

American males during the workforce training experience?  

The Research Questions will guide the Interview Questions (Appendix A)  

Data Collection 

The primary method for data collection was in the form of in-depth and semi-

structured interviews. Each participant was asked a series of questions during the 

interview sessions. Interviews were conducted near the office of participants (during 

lunch, before and after the start of the workday) and some follow up interviews were 

conducted by phone. The strength of the general interview guide approach is dependent 

on the researcher’s ability to ensure that the same areas of information are collected from 

each interviewee. The sample size in a qualitative study is important. A researcher wants 

to reach saturation, which will be realized once no new information or themes are 
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observed (Kuzel, 1992). For this study, saturation was reached after ten participants were 

interviewed. The initial interviews ranged from one hour to ninety minutes. An interview 

process was utilized to maintain some level of consistency. For example, before each 

interview, an email confirmation of time and location sent, and the time frame for the 

interview was clarified. The research design included one interview per participant, and 

one follow up interviews (if necessary). Audiotape recorders were used during all 

interview sessions, including phone interviews, with the consent of the participant. It was 

beneficial for the interviewer, to begin with neutral, descriptive information about the 

phenomenon of interest, be it a program, activity, or experience with the phenomenon of 

interest (Merriam, 2002). During interviews, all information about participants should be 

documented via audio, video, and backup notes (Merriam, 2002). All data were 

transcribed within two days of each interview. Merriam (2002) found that analyzing the 

data shortly after the interviews gives the researcher the opportunity allows the researcher 

to gather more reliable and valid data. Research suggests an audit trail be implemented in 

such a case study to reduce the chance of biases in the data analysis (Guiffrida, 2003). All 

interview data were audio-recorded with a microphone. The data gathered from the 

interviews were transcribed, verbatim by the researcher. The data were analyzed by the 

researcher to examine potential patterns or outcomes emerging from participants ’

responses. The researcher also analyzed data collected from internal memoranda, agency 

websites, public statements, policy statements, state and federal filings, financial records, 

and procedures. 
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Data Analysis  

Data analysis was implemented during the same period as the data collection 

process. Merriam (2002) found that simultaneous data collection and analysis allows the 

researcher the ability to make adjustments along the way, even to the point of redirecting 

the data collection process, and allows comparisons of emerging concepts, themes, and 

categories against subsequent data (p.15). This type of data analysis process allows the 

researcher an opportunity to gather and develop more reliable data (Merriam, 2002). To 

assist with the data analysis process the following strategy was implemented: all audio-

taped interviews were transcribed at the end of each interview, and a written journal of 

each interview with the researcher’s impressions of the experience was maintained. Field 

notes also contributed to the data analysis process. These notes contained written 

accounts of the researchers ’experiences during the entire research process. Data gathered 

from the research was later verified by participants. I used participant verification to 

increase the credibility and validity of the qualitative study by allowing the participants to 

review the transcripts at the end of each interview session (Cohen, & Crabtree, 2006). 

There are several reasons for the researcher to consider verification by participants, 

including (1) it provides the opportunity for a researcher to understand and assess what 

the respondent intended to do through his or her actions, (2) it provides respondents the 

opportunity to correct mistakes or misunderstandings, (3) it provides the opportunity to 

provide more details which were spurred on by the playback process,( 4) it provides 

respondents the opportunity to assess the adequacy of data and preliminary results or 

aspects of the data, and (5) It provides the opportunity to summarize preliminary finding 

(Cohen, & Crabtree, 2006). The data analysis process followed a strategy to further 
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develop the research. That process involved steps to become familiar with the data, steps 

to organize the data into codes, steps to develop themes from the data, steps to modify 

and develop preliminary themes into more refined themes, and steps to identify the 

essence of what each theme represents.       

Braun and Clarke (2006) provided a six-phase guide that was useful for 

conducting data analysis for this study. The six-phase framework described by Braun & 

Clarke include (1) become familiar with the data- read and re-read the transcripts, and 

become familiar with data corpus (2) Generate initial codes- use of open coding, line-by-

line coding, which means to develop and modify codes as you work through the data, (3) 

search for themes and for patterns that capture significant about the data, (codes that fit 

together can become themes), (4) review themes, modify and develop the preliminary 

themes identified earlier, and determine whether the data support the theme (5) Define 

the themes, and identify the essence of what the theme is about, and (6) writing up the 

analysis of the data, (usually the endpoint of the research results into a report).   

For this qualitative study, the same framework was utilized and included reading 

and re-reading the transcripts from the interviews. The data also included early notes and 

impressions from the research. The coding phase helps to reduce lots of data into small 

chunks of data to provide insight into the study (Braun & Clarke, 2006). An inductive 

process was used to analyze the data. During the inductive process, the researcher 

searched for patterns of meaning in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A coding process 

was used to reduce data and to categorize the data simultaneously. First, open coding was 

used for the research, which means that pre-set codes will not be used. Open coding was 

used to first carefully read the data, and condense the data into preliminary analytic 



64 

 

 

categories. Important terms and themes were developed during this stage, including 

confronting barriers and stereotypes, managing change and technology, securing 

employment, and politics of the organizations.     

Open coding is a process of analyzing textual content and includes labeling 

concepts, and defining and developing categories. There are several ways to do open 

coding, including line-by-line coding. Open coding is generally the initial stage of 

Qualitative Data Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). After completing the open coding, the 

next steps involved identifying patterns or themes, modify and develop more refined 

themes, and finally refinement to identify meaning within the themes. The data analysis 

process also incorporated the use of computer-assisted software, NNvio to aid in 

organizing the large quantity of textual data. The process was on-going, and new codes 

were generated and sometimes existing codes are modified. In the end, the researcher 

provided opportunities to respondents to provide their follow-up feedback, add to their 

perceptions and interpretations concerning his or her interview.   

Coding Procedures and Thematic Analysis  

 Braun and Clarke (2006) distinguished between a top-down or theoretical 

thematic analysis, that is driven by the specific research questions and analyst’s focus, 

and a bottom-up or inductive one that is more driven by the data itself. The analysis for 

this study was driven by the research questions and followed more of the top-down than a 

bottom-up approach. An inductive process was used to analyze the data. The researcher 

searched for patterns of meaning in the data so that general statements about the 

phenomena under investigation were made. The inductive approach was not based on a 

structured or predetermined framework. The first important step in qualitative research is 
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to read and re-read the data. The process of collecting and analyzing data involved 

several important steps, including transcribing data, organizing data, and coding of data. 

The coding process involved reducing the data to analytically categorize the data (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). The coding process is important in terms of creating a system for the 

researcher to combine themes, ideas, and categories. This process allows the researcher 

the means of marking each passage of the text with a code to easily retrieve it at a later 

time. Most typically, when coding, researchers have some codes in mind and are looking 

for ideas that seem to arise out of the data. Researchers tend to question “what is going 

on” and “what are people doing” to start the coding process. A coding pattern can be 

characterized by similarity, difference, frequency, sequence, and causation of things that 

happen, different ways things happen, order that things happen, and how often things 

happen. Coding is simply a structure on which reflection (via memo writing) happens.  

 Saldana (2011) suggested that no one can claim final authority on the best method to 

code qualitative data. General introductory texts in qualitative inquiry are so numerous 

and well-written that it becomes a challenge to find the one to use as the primary textbook. 

Coding is not a precise science, and codes can sometimes summarize or condense data, 

not simply reduce it. It is also important to think of patterns not just as stable regularities, 

but as varying forms, such as similarities, differences, frequency, sequence, and causation 

(Saldana, 2011). In this study, ten participants were selected, and their responses to the 

questions were used to create the coding and themes. Since the study was based on the 

participants ’perceptions, codes and themes were created from the interview data and 

included topics such as work environment, motivation in workshops, barriers to 

employment, workplace politics, motivation toward training, mentoring as an intervention, 
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counseling as an intervention, developing soft skills, and communication skills. The 

coding process also involved developing categories, and color coding, which links 

participant responses to the research questions.       

Thematic analysis was used for this study and assisted in reducing the data in a 

flexible way that dovetails with other data analysis methods. Braun and Clarke (2006) 

suggest that thematic analysis is the first qualitative method that should be learned as it 

provides core skills that will be important for conducting many other kinds of analysis. 

The goal of thematic analysis is to identify themes and patterns in important data and can 

be used to address the research or inform an issue. A good thematic analysis will not only 

summarize the data however it may also help to interpret and make sense of the data 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The researcher can use the answers of each participant to 

demonstrate how the themes develop during the process. The themes most likely to 

emerge may focus on the participant role as an intervention, and the interactions between 

participants.       

 Saldana (2011) explained that rarely will anyone get coding right the first time. Recoding 

can occur with a more attuned perspective using First Cycle methods again, while Second 

Cycle methods describe those processes that might be employed during the second and 

third review of the data (p.12). Some categories may contain clusters of coded data that 

merit further refinement and subcategories. And, when the major categories are compared 

with each other and consolidated in various ways, one can begin to transcend the “reality” 

of your data and progress toward the thematic, conceptual, and theoretical (Saldana, 2011, 

p.12). In this research study, additional methods were considered including the use of 

Vivo coding as a first cycle coding method. In vivo coding refers to coding with a word or 
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short phrase from the actual language found in the qualitative data record. Saldana (2011) 

noted that NVivo and AnSWR all import and handle documents saved in rich text format, 

enabling the researcher to employ supplemental cosmetic coding devices such as colored 

fonts, bolding, and italicizing in your data. Data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006) six-step process which involved reading and re-reading the transcripts to organize 

data into codes and themes, reducing the data to make meaning of the data, modify the 

data into preliminary themes, then data was compared to refine themes and codes, and 

finally, steps were taken to identify the essence of what each theme represents. For this 

study, the interview transcripts were read in conjunction with the theory, social 

construction of target populations, and policy design. I developed a preliminary coding 

framework to capture themes essential to the research questions and study. From the initial 

codes previously developed from the interview transcripts, the remaining interviews were 

read and analyzed. At this stage, the goal was to refine existing codes and take note of 

those codes that remained constant across the review of all of the data. The coding process 

in case study research can use the text and data from the research to later create themes. 

Computer Software and Data Analysis 

NVivo, a qualitative data analysis (QDA) computer-assisted software program 

was utilized to analyze the data collected, organize the data, and separate data into smaller 

units of text. The use of NVivo provided more robust segments of data which were later 

labeled and developed into themes. Qualitative data analysis computer-assisted software 

programs can be quite invaluable in coding, archiving, and retrieving qualitative data in 

the analysis process, yet, the software cannot read the text, interpret the text, or decide 

what the data means ( American University, 2016). The use of NVivo provided a very 
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useful tool in handling large quantities of textual data, and for grouping vast volumes of 

data and developing themes more effectively and efficiently for this study.  

Trustworthiness 

In qualitative research, the researcher attempts to investigate the realm of meaning 

and strives for results that can be trusted (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). Trustworthiness implies 

that the processes of the research will be carried out fairly and the conclusions will be 

reported in a manner that is reflective of the experiences of the participants involved in the 

study (Ely, 1997). For this study, the researcher worked to establish trustworthiness using 

procedures outlined by Lincoln and Guba. The researcher focused on developing rapport 

with the participants, maintained detailed notes, and accurately audiotaped each interview. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) propose four criteria that should be considered by qualitative 

researchers in pursuit of a trustworthy study, which includes credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability.  

Credibility  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) described credibility as a means for establishing validity 

and truth in research finding by providing the steps taken to check for accuracy and 

reliability on ethical questions, and overall use of information. For this study, the 

researcher explored prolonged engagement with the phenomena and participants, used 

triangulation, and member checking to enhance the credibility of the case study. The 

researcher increased the credibility of the qualitative study by allowing the participants to 

review their transcripts. Triangulation for this study involved viewing different aspects of 

the public workforce employment experience from the perspective of interactions 

between program professionals and participants, member checking, and document 
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analysis. For this study, participants were allowed to discuss their stories, address any 

misinterpretations, clarify any responses, or add additional data.  

Transferability  

 

 Merriam (2002) writes that since the findings of a qualitative project are specific 

to a small number of particular environments and individuals, it is impossible to 

demonstrate that the findings and conclusions apply to other situations and populations. 

Stake (1995) suggests that although each case may be unique, it is also an example within 

a broader group and, as a result, the prospect of transferability should not be immediately 

rejected. Lincoln and Guba (1985) maintain that since the researcher knows only the 

sending context, he or she cannot make transferability inferences. Ultimately, the results 

of a qualitative study must be understood within the context of the particular 

characteristics of the organization or organizations, and perhaps, the geographical area in 

which the fieldwork is carried out (Stake, 1995). 

Dependability 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that in addressing the issue of reliability, the 

positivist employs techniques to show that, if the work were repeated, in the same 

context, with the same methods, and with the same participants, similar results would be 

obtained. Stake (1995) note, that the changing nature of the phenomena scrutinized by 

qualitative researchers renders such provisions problematic in research. However, 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) stress the close ties between credibility and dependability, 

arguing that, in practice, a demonstration of the former goes some distance in ensuring 

the latter. This may be achieved through the use of overlapping methods, such as 

individual interviews and the focus group. 
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Confirmability  

 

Patton (2002) associates objectivity in science with the use of instruments that are 

not dependent on human skill and perception. The concept of confirmability is the 

researcher’s comparable concern to objectivity. Patton (2002) implies that steps must be 

taken to help ensure as far as possible that the work’s findings are the result of the 

experiences and ideas of the informants, rather than the characteristics and preferences of 

the researcher. The role of triangulation in promoting such confirmability must again be 

emphasized, in this context to reduce the effect of investigator bias (Patton, 2002). One 

more, detailed methodological description enables the reader to determine how far the 

data and constructs emerging from the study may be accepted. Critical to this process is 

the ‘audit trail”, which allows any observer to trace the course of the research step-by-

step via the decisions made and procedures described (Patton, 2002).  

Ethical Considerations  

 This research project followed the ethical standards mandated by the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) and the Human Subjects Review Board (HSRB) which emphasizes 

the importance of the welfare of the participants involved in the study. Participants were 

named using only pseudonyms and employers mentioned in the study will have names 

omitted or changed. All personal information, such as names, phone numbers, and 

addresses will be kept in the researchers’ files. Audio recordings of these interviews will 

also be stored in the researchers’ file cabinets. Transcribed data files of all interviews will 

be stored on my personal computer in a password-protected file. All participants involved 

in this research project were advised that transcribed interview information will be kept 

for historical purposes. Participants were advised that the future publication of this study 
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will continue to protect the identities of participants by the use of pseudonyms. All 

participants were required to sign an informed consent form. Participants were advised 

that they could stop the interview at any time, and every measure was taken to avoid 

creating any stress on participants for the study. Glesne (1999) suggests that the research 

code of ethics is generally concerned with aspirations as well as avoidances; it represents 

our desire and attempts to respect the rights of others, fulfill obligations, avoid harm and 

augment benefits to those we interact with. Each participant must understand the ethical 

principles of the study, including that confidential will be maintained at all times, that 

their participation is explained in clear terms, and all research transcripts relevant to their 

participation will be made available for their review.  

Researcher's Role  

 As a human resource recruiter with over thirty years of experience in the field of 

employment-based training, I understood the importance of the interactions, and 

perceptions which develop between managers and the individuals seeking employment.   I 

also understood how important it is to maintain procedural safeguards to lessen any 

personal bias and to promote a climate of comfort towards all participants. The researcher 

needs to have strict safeguards in place to protect the confidentiality of all information 

regarding the names and identities of all participants. I informed all participants of these 

safeguards to maintain a clear separation of my role as a researcher and that of human 

resource training and recruitment manager. It is, important to maintain these safeguards 

while at the same time attempt to give voice to the participants and gain a better 

understanding of their perceptions and experiences. For qualitative researchers, topics for 
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research typically mesh intimately with their deepest professional and social commitments 

(Ely, 1991).  

Summary  

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the perceptions of public 

employment-based program professionals assisting young, African American males 

during the transition to the work process at one public workforce development agency. 

Objectives of the study concerned with understanding the implications of employment-

based policies and the impact of policy design which guides the transition to work process 

for young, African American males. Ten public employment-based program professionals 

were selected for the interviews to explore their perceptions about assisting young, 

African American males during the transition to work process, as well as gain a better 

understanding of the impact of the workforce program policy design. The research 

developed from this study may provide insights regarding perceived employment barriers, 

the impact of policy design, and misalignments which can lead to missed employment 

opportunities for young, African American males. Coding was used for the data analysis 

process to categorize the data into correlated themes. Precautions were taken to safeguard 

participants, to ensure credibility, to ensure trustworthiness, and to maintain the reliability 

of the study. To ensure good quality levels within the research, findings were correlated to 

other related research to explore any relationship between them.     

This research considered aspects of personal judgment to guard against any bias, 

and also the triangulation method was used to ensure high-quality levels within the 

research. Four main methods will be used, which included in-depth interviews, semi-

structured interviews, data analysis, and member checking. The deficiencies of using one 
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research method can be minimized by the strength in the use of other methods (Patton, 

2014). 

Chapter 3 described the methodology, research design, case study approach, 

trustworthiness, and summary. In Chapter 4, the researcher presented the data from all 

interviews and the themes that emerged from the interviews. In the final chapter, the 

researcher presented recommendations related to the findings from the interviews with 

public workforce program professionals. The researcher also made recommendations and 

suggestions for best practices for public program managers, program workforce 

professionals, and policymakers.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to examine the experience and perception of 10 

public workforce employment training managers, regarding the transition to the work 

process for young, unemployed, African American males. Public workforce development 

agencies provide important employment services and job development resources to 

individuals and populations that face significant barriers when entering the job market. In 

2016, the U.S. federal government appropriated more than $6.9 billion to states for 

WOIA programs and approximately $3.4 billion in federal formula funding for partner 

programs. The literature demonstrated that public workforce development agencies, 

particularly those providing employment services to disadvantaged populations, play a 

critical role in determining the pathway to employment for many among the long-term 

unemployed, including young, African American males (Heinrich, 2016; Cherry, 2009). 

 I contacted several public workforce employment training managers at a 

community-based agency in New York City using social media. From those contacts, I 

developed the first list of participants and began the initial invitation and informed 

consent process. Through referrals from the first group, I developed a second group of 

participants, totaling 10 public workforce employment training managers in all. I 

conducted interviews, developed field notes, reviewed documents, and material relevant 

to the study. The focus of the research study was on understanding the perceptions and 

experiences of public workforce employment program managers assisting unemployed, 

young, African American males and the impact of social construction and policy design 

on the workforce employment experience. The incorporation of the social construction of 
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target populations as part of policy design helped to explain why public policy, which can 

have both positive and negative effects on society, oftentimes fails in its purpose when 

relevant to a particular population (Schneider et al., 2009). Data resulting from this 

qualitative case study was analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step thematic 

analysis framework to answer the research questions. The data analysis process also 

incorporated the use of qualitative data analysis computer software (QDA) to aid in 

organizing large quantities of textual data. This study’s findings described the practices 

and policies that were significant to the research, and understanding of how the 

perception of the participants impacted policies, and practices, and the transition to work 

process for young, unemployed, African American males involved in public workforce 

employment training.  

Description of the Participants  

The participants involved in the study work directly with unemployed African 

American males, single mothers with children, and married couples. The participants ’

work experiences ranged from 1 to 10 years of public workforce employment training 

experience. 4 of the 10 public workforce employment training managers held master's 

degrees. The others were college graduates or had 2 or more years of college. All of the 

participants were assigned a pseudonym for this study. I did not recruit participants or 

begin data collection until I obtained the Institutional Review Board’s (IRB) approval to 

conduct the study. Walden University’s IRB approved the research study allowed the 

project to move forward and assigned the following IRB number: 11-07-19-0885077.  

Please note the brief description of the participants. Manager 1 was a veteran 

workforce development trainer with over 10 years of experience. His main focus was 
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providing employment training programs for individuals entering retail, food services, 

and secure employment. He also oversees the operations in Staten Island and Queens. He 

was one of the few workforce development trainers who did not think the sanctions on 

recipients were strong enough and advocated for program changes that could enhance 

employment training programs.   

Manager 2, veteran workforce development trainer with more than 5 years of 

experience whose main focus was on call-center training and retail staffing worked with 

both single mothers and young black men in the employment training programs. During 

the last year, he has been a part of the expansion in Queens and the Bronx. He was one of 

the workforce development trainers who found that the young minority men face much 

more significant barriers than single mothers with children. He was an advocate for the 

expansion of the independent job search function, which provides a greater degree of 

autonomy for the recipients. Manager 3 was a veteran workforce development 

employment trainer with over 5 years of experience in the fields of customer service 

staffing, private security staffing, and call center training. She has spent much of her time 

working with single mothers and young black men seeking to enter the job market. The 

focus of her workshops was on computer training skills, resume writing, and interview 

preparation. She also advocates expanding the independent job search function. One of 

her main goals was to incorporate seeing the individual as a whole person into the 

workshops.     

Manager 4 worked as a workforce development employment trainer for over 2 

years and was a resident of the Bronx for over 30 years. He has worked in the Bronx in 

the workforce development programs that mainly assist young men of color with 
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preparing to enter the job market. The main focus of his workshops has been on 

improving interviewing skills, resume writing, and communication skills. He did express 

the view that many of the young men focus on the need for survival, and in many cases, 

they see the employee training programs as a means to an end. He stated that for many of 

the young men involved in the programs, the only concern they have is maintaining 

benefits. He stated that in some ways, the training and the workshops have become the 

job. Manager 5 was a workforce development employment trainer with over three years 

of experience working mainly in Manhattan and the Bronx. He has dedicated much of his 

time to working with men of color, primarily young black men, who are preparing to 

enter the job market. He has helped developed workshops that focus on more effective 

communication skills and resume writing. He was one of the few workforce development 

trainers who stated that the sanctions imposed on recipients may contribute to the barriers 

that they face as they attempt to enter the job market. He has been an advocate for 

improving parts of the programs that help individuals make the transition into the job 

market. Manager 6 was a workforce development trainer with over two years of 

experience working with young men of color in retail, food services, and call center 

staffing. He has worked at the WDA location for the entire 3 years as an employee of the 

agency. He has also stated that the young minority men, in particular young black men, 

face a complex set of challenges to enter the job market. Some of the barriers present are 

the result of rules associated with background checks and the screening process. He has 

been an advocate for changes in the program to address the needs and the challenges of 

young minority men who prepare to enter the job market.      
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Manager 7 has been employed as a workforce development trainer for 3.5 years 

and mainly focused on staffing in food services, retail, and customer service. He has been 

involved mainly with workshops that focus on developing interviewing skills, computer 

skills, and the independent job search function. He has also been an advocate for 

expanding the independent job search function, which would give recipients more 

autonomy. He has also stated that the program needs to be enhanced to comprehend the 

demands in retail and food services such as job hours and changing job shifts. Manager 8 

stated that many young men lose out on job opportunities due to scheduling conflicts. He 

worked as a workforce development trainer for 2.5 years and has focused mainly on 

customer service staffing and security guard services.     

Some of the challenges that faced recipients involved policies that created 

barriers, in particular, for young African American males, including work experience and 

the request for background checks. Manager 8 had spent much of his time working with 

individuals on the independent job search function and call center staffing. He has 

advocated for developing more effective workshops to address or improve 

communication skills. He also advocated for programs that help young black men prepare 

for the initial stages of the employment placement process. He indicated more resources 

should be applied to develop interviewing workshops, to improve interviewing skills. He 

also indicated more attention needs to be paid to preparing individuals for job 

readiness. Manager 9 has worked as a workforce development trainer for a year and a 

half. He has mainly worked at the locations in New York. His focus has been working 

with individuals to improve computer skills and resume writing. He has helped developed 

computer labs and writing workshops at the New York location. He has also indicated 
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that young minority men, in particular young black men, face a different set of challenges 

as they prepare to enter the job market. He is an advocate for stronger sanctions and for 

workshops to help prepare individuals to be job-ready on day one. He found that the 

sanctions are not strong enough and create a revolving door type situation. Manager 10 

has worked as a job workforce development trainer for one year and has mainly worked 

with single mothers with children and young minority men. Her focus has been 

workshops that develop skills for retail employment, call center staffing, and customer 

service placements. She has also indicated young minority men face much more 

significant barriers to employment as opposed to single mothers with children. She 

indicated that it is possible that young men may have less responsibility, unlike single 

mothers with children, and that they tend to not take the process of preparing for entering 

the job market as a serious matter.  

Data Collection  

I collected data during a period of 10 weeks from November 2019 to January 

2020. The data collected during that period focused on the communication and 

interaction between public workforce development trainers, public workforce 

development managers, and unemployed young African-American males. I was able to 

record information and write descriptive narratives of each participant’s interview data. 

The data was then organized to answer the research questions. Data was described 

thematically to provide a better understanding of the interactions between public 

workforce development managers and recipients involved in employment in the 

employee training process.  
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Braun & Clarke (2006) provided the six-phase framework for the thematic 

analysis of this study. The process includes (1) first become familiar with the data, by 

reading and re-reading the interview transcripts, (2) then, use of open-coding to develop 

and modify codes for sections of data, (3) next was a search for themes and patterns that 

emerge from the codes, (4) then, a process of review of themes, to determine whether 

the data supports the themes, (5) is a key process that involved the refinement of the 

themes, and identify the essence of what the themes were about, and (6) involved the 

process of writing up the results of the process. For example, during the data collection 

and analysis process, several codes emerged that were relevant to finding work, required 

work experience, being job-ready, having flexible hours, getting the interview, using the 

internet, dealing with transportation, maintaining benefits, avoiding sanctions, avoiding 

penalties, dealing with background checks, managing child support enforcement, 

maintaining transportation vouchers, extending housing vouchers, extending metro card 

use, maintaining work attire, and understanding office politics. I did cross-comparisons 

of the data from one category to the next. To ensure that coded information was sorted 

and moved under the right theme and category, multiple cross-comparisons were 

implemented. The data was read and re-read to capture more codes, and then develop 

more themes. Braun and Clarke (2006) noted that a good thematic analysis will not only 

code and summarize the data, it will also help to interpret and make sense of the data. 

During level one and level two coding, data was again read and re-read, and open coding 

was conducted for a second time. The coding labels were assigned using NVivo codes or 

words that participants stated in the interview transcripts,  
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By following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis process 

several themes emerged from the data. As a result, the five major emergent themes that 

were developed included (a) perceived barriers and stereotypes, (b) strategies for 

securing employment, (c) managing change and technological advancement, (d) 

perceptions of benefits and burdens, and (e) politics of the organization. Once the 

emerging themes were explored, data was analyzed using each of the research questions 

to provide useful insights relevant to the interactions between public workforce 

development managers and the recipients, unemployed, young, African-American 

males. Table 1 provides examples of how the codes and themes emerged.  

Table 1 

 

Emergent Themes and Codes  

Emergent Themes Codes Sample Statements Participants 

Perceived Barriers 

and Stereotypes 
Only low-wage work 

available, need past 

work experience, we 

need a mature person, 

We require 

background checks, 

We require more 

education, We want 

workers with soft 

skills, want to avoid 

workers with child 

support issues, Need 

workers who learn 

quickly, Need workers 

with flexibility, 

workers must have a 

positive attitude, want 

motivated workers,   

3 Managers indicated 

that the job requires 2 

years of work 

experience. They told 

the agency to find a 

more polished worker.  

Managers 2, 3, 7  
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Strategies for 

Securing Employment 
Must be job-ready, 

Being available for all 

shifts, Getting the 

interview, career 

coaching, Need 

workers who follow 

dress code, require 

workers maintain 

work attire, We can 

use more mentors, We 

need to add more 

employers, We can 

add more career 

development, We 

need more mock 

interview workshop, 

upgrade the interview 

guidelines,  

2 Managers indicated 

that recipients must 

have job training, 

must be well-

groomed, always on 

time 

Managers 4, 6,  

Perceptions of 

Benefits and Burdens 
We need to expand 

the sanctions,  

Extension of a 

housing voucher, 

getting flexible 

program schedule, add 

unlimited Metro 

cards, avoid loss of 

transit voucher, avoid 

loss of food stamp 

benefits,  

They indicated some 

recipients are 

negatively impacted 

by sanctions,, They 

indicated that some 

recipients loss 

housing voucher,  

2 Managers indicated 

that recipients could 

avoid sanctions, the 

process of sanctions 

need more rules and 

enforcement.  

Managers, 1, 9,  
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Managing Change and 

New Technology 
Use the internet, 

Finding tech jobs 

online, Jobs are 

available remote, Use 

the computer labs, 

Data entry jobs are 

available online, the 

remote work often 

more flexible, more 

entry-level jobs are 

online, more resources 

can be found online, 

workshops can be 

completed online  

2 Managers indicated 

a need for one to one 

time, and it helps to 

have a coach or 

mentor, 

Noted, It is time to 

learn about the 

internet 

Manager 8, 10 

Politics of the 

Organization 

Following the agency 

rules, maintain the 

benefits. Avoid any 

sanctions, 

understanding office 

politics, make 

recipients aware of 

resources available, 

inform recipients of 

ways to find 

resources. 

3 they indicated that 

workers need to have 

a metro card, cannot 

afford FTC (Failure 

To Comply). Workers 

need to avoid 

sanctions, workers 

need to keep benefits. 

Managers 1,3,7 

 

After analyzing the data for each of the public workforce development 

employment managers interviewed, I reviewed the data to examine group similarities and 

the relevance to each of the research questions. The theoretical framework for the study 

guided understanding the relevance of the emerging themes and the importance of how 

these social constructions impacted these populations.      
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Ingram, et al. (2007) explained how socially constructed values applied to the 

knowledge of targeted populations and the consequent impact these values have on 

people. Ingram and Schneider (1993) developed the theory of social construction of 

target populations to explain agenda-setting, and policy formation and design by 

illustrating how policies and target certain populations to either provide benefits or 

impose burdens from the policy. The theory of social construction of target populations 

also provides a model to examine the positive and negative social constructions used by 

policymakers to distribute benefits and burdens reflective of such social constructions 

(Ingram, et al., 2007).  

The six-step theoretical lens by which the data was analyzed through helped to 

identify the links between the implementation of policies, either to provide benefits or 

impose burdens on recipients; and relevance of social constructions on the interactions of 

public workforce program managers assisting young, unemployed, African American 

males during the transition to work process. Spaulding et al. (2015) explained that all too 

often, low-income, young, African American males have little opportunity to be exposed 

to various career paths, build employment histories, or even again any valuable work 

experience despite the efforts of public workforce employment training agencies.  

Data Analysis 

Braun and Clarke (2006) indicated that data analysis involves the gathering of 

information about the study, interpretation of categories of information, and the synthesis 

of the data. After the collection of data, it was arranged and classified using the six-phase 

process. I searched for concepts, commonalities, and patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I 

wrote descriptions of data collected and in some cases found similarities. Once the data 
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was coded in smaller units, and interpretation of the codes resulted in emerging themes, 

which lead to the creation of categories to help better understand the data. By looking for 

patterns or themes relevant to employment, job training, benefits, burdens, barriers, 

stereotypes, new technology, and organizational politics, several overriding themes 

emerged. The themes that emerged were defined as confronting barriers and stereotypes. 

Ingram and Schneider (1997) noted that social constructions are about particular groups 

of people that have been created by politics, culture, socialization, history, the media, 

literature, religion, and the like. Positive constructions include images such as deserving, 

and honest, and so forth. Negative constructions include images such as undeserving, 

dishonest, and selfish. The emergent themes provided insight into the relevance of social 

construction of targeted populations within the context of the public workforce 

experience of program managers assisting, young, unemployed, African American males 

during the transition into the job market. The data analysis process incorporated the use 

of qualitative data analysis (QDA) software. NVivo aided in the analysis process by 

organizing large quantities of textual data collected from each of the participants ’

interview transcripts. The process also involved the use of Level One Coding, Level Two 

Coding, and Level Three Coding, as detailed below. 

Level One Coding  

In level one of the coding process, I imported the interview transcripts into the 

NVivo software program for coding. The NVivo program provided functions for word 

frequency queries, broader coding options, text search queries, and functions to identify 

themes. This stage of the level one coding included reading through the entire set of the 

10 interview transcript responses to develop preliminary coding categories. I re-read the 
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data using open coding for text and sentence analysis. Primary, first-level codes were 

generated based on research questions and coding the interview transcript. I assigned 

codes directly from the text imported into the NVivo software program. NVivo provided 

options to import large segments of data, run word frequency queries, examine what 

people are saying and find meaning in the data.  

Level Two Coding  

For level two coding, each of the 10 interview transcripts was read again, and 

open coding was conducted again. The second level codes were generated from the data 

in the interview transcripts that were associated with responses to the first level primary 

codes. Coding labels were created and assigned using NVivo to further develop codes 

from words, or phrases from the text. During the level- two coding process data were 

coded and grouped according to similarities. For example, during the first level coding, 

one response to the question regarding strategies for securing employment, participants 

stated that “one of the most critical functions for a manager continues to be finding new 

employers”( p.78).  As a result, The NVivo code “finding new employers” was assigned 

to the passage of text.  

Level Three Coding 

During the level three coding process, the data was reviewed to ensure that NVivo 

codes were properly assigned. Most similar codes were collapsed and merged into 

consistent themes. After the conclusion of the level three coding process, a total of 60 

codes emerged from data and were collapsed into themes. To ensure that coded 

information was properly sorted and moved under the appropriate themes, a cross-

comparison of the data analysis was conducted within and across each category of 
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themes. The information was synthesized producing five thematic categories that 

supported the research questions and explored the experiences and perceptions of public 

workforce program managers assisting unemployed, young, African American males 

during the transition into the labor market. In the next section, a description of the 

findings and emergent themes were explained within the context of the framework of the 

social construction of target populations and policy design. The data analysis process 

provided the framework to develop the findings and themes for the study. The emergent 

themes were contemplated again and where they were found to be connected, were 

further condensed, culminating in the five themes noted below.  

Findings  
Emergent Themes 

Public workforce development managers were interviewed during the period of 

the study to gain a better understanding of their perception regarding interactions between 

themselves and the unemployed young African-American men seeking to enter the job 

market. I found that public workforce development managers were strongly committed to 

assisting these recipients during the transition to the work process, however, the policies 

and practices that guided the process contributed to the lack of autonomy that recipients 

gained during the transition into the job market.  

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step thematic analysis provided the model used to 

identify patterns and themes in the data. A good thematic analysis may help summarize 

the data, however, it can also help to interpret and make sense of the data (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). During the interview process managers oftentimes used similar terms to 

describe situations and circumstances. That information was first organized into codes, 

which later developed into themes. The emergent themes for this stud included 
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confronting barriers and stereotypes, managing change and new technological 

advancement, securing employment and organizational politics, tell the story of the 

relationship and interactions between public workforce development managers and the 

program recipients, including unemployed, young, African-American males who were 

seeking to enter the job market. (Appendix C). Based on the interview data themes 

emerged as described in the following section.  

Perceived Barriers and Stereotypes 

I found that each participant focused on the importance of following certain 

program guidelines for job placement. However, the overall process was influenced by 

policies and practices implemented through New York City’s Human Resource Agency 

(HRA). The participants recognized that the policies and practices implemented through 

HRA contributed to some of the barriers facing recipients during the transition to the 

work process in particular young, African American males. Participants, however, did not 

express any desire to change these policies or practices. The managers acknowledged the 

importance of the responsibility to prepare individuals for the job search function and 

placement into the job market. Manager 1 remarked, “we have found that when we direct 

individuals to conduct an online job search, that we found the results were impressive”. 

Many of the participants described how different programs and workshops impacted 

recipients in the programs. In most cases, the public workforce employment training 

managers described how the independent job search workshops were most effective. 

However, these workshops contributed to recipients gaining more autonomy over the 

process.   
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Manager 2, stated that “recipients make more progress during the independent job 

search function than at any other time or any other workshop in the entire program”, and 

noted that many of the other workforce development trainers agreed with. He described 

how recipients appeared to be more engaged during the independent job search 

workshops, however, he implied that the process makes my job as a public workforce 

employment trainer less relevant. HRA policy supported a stricter and more structured 

workforce employment training process. The public workforce managers acknowledged 

the process guiding the transition to the work process also created barriers to employment 

for many individuals. Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-step thematic analytical process 

helped combine codes from the data, which in which assisted in the themes emerging. 

During the interview process, it was not uncommon for participants to reveal that 

employers perceived recipients as low-wage workers. Often it appeared that employers 

used terms like "we need a person with work experience" to avoid selecting one of the 

recipients. Public workforce development managers acknowledged that more effective 

strategies were available for recipients during the transition to the work process. 

However, there was a greater need to control and monitor the activity of recipients under 

HRA guidelines. Manager 4, stated that “the rules of the organization direct managers to 

maintain control of groups”. He implied that recipients were at a disadvantage in terms of 

accessing better programs or resources to prepare to enter the job market.  

The theoretical framework for this study provided insight into some of the 

complexities involving public workforce program managers assisting young, African 

American males during the transition to work process. The question concerning the need 

for enhanced programs and the use of resources can be understood within the framework 
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of the theory. Ingram, et al. (2007) noted the theory of social construction and policy 

design provides a lens to examine the positive and negative social constructions used by 

policymakers to distribute benefits and burdens.   

Schneider and Ingram (1993) noted policies that have detrimental impacts on or 

are ineffective in solving important problems for certain types of target populations may 

not produce citizen participation directed towards policy change because messages 

received by these target populations encourage withdrawal. The theory is important 

because it helps explain why some groups are advantaged and others disadvantaged, and 

how those policy designs can reinforce or alter advantages for target populations 

(Schneider, & Ingram, 1993). In this study, participants acknowledged most recipients in 

the programs face barriers to employment that included transportation, lack of work 

experience, and confronting background checks. However, some of the policies (e.g. 

requirements for recipients to attend multiple workshops per week, requirements for 

recipients to log 30 hours per week for training classes) and practices (sanctions imposed 

by managers for missing workshops) implemented under HRA mandate also contributed 

to the barriers to employment for many of the recipients in the programs. These policies 

and practices also included the sanctions imposed on recipients during the workforce 

employment training process and job search process. One manager explained that it is 

important to keep up with technology and a changing workforce environment, and that 

includes upgrades to equipment and strategies. I discovered public workforce 

development managers see changes in technology as a useful tool to prepare individuals 

for the transition into the workforce. However, the organizational structure of the public 

workforce agency is structured to maintain control and to allow for stricter monitoring of 



91 

 

 

individuals' activities and behavior. Spaulding et al. (2015) found that many young, 

African American males who turn to public workforce employment training are impacted 

by a lack of adequate employment-based policies that guide the process. 

Managing Change and New Technology  

During the interview process, seven of the ten public workforce development 

managers stated it was important for individuals preparing to enter the job market to 

become more independent during the job search function. These participants 

acknowledged the importance of expanding the independent job search function within 

the agency. However, the policies and practices that guided the process did not allow for 

that level of flexibility. One manager explained that it is vital to keep up with changing 

technology, and when you see signs of progress, it is critical to building on that progress. 

However, within a public workforce agency, it is necessary to follow the standard 

practices that have been in place for a very long time, and many simply do not want to 

rock the boat. He acknowledged that people are resistant to change, even when we see 

something that could work better for us, we sometimes continue what a process that is 

more familiar to us. I noted in my research journal that all of the participants 

acknowledged that recipients appear to welcome change and made progress when 

allowed more autonomy and more independence over the process. However, when I 

questioned the participants about why recipients were not allowed more autonomy during 

the transition to the work process, the response was the same in each case. It was a 

question of maintaining control, which was guided by the HRA process. Manager 5, 

remarked that “at times the work that we do could be more effective if we change our 

strategies”. He explained that individuals involved in the independent job search function 
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may gain entrance into the job market much quicker then recipients involved in other 

programs and workshops. However, He stated that the job search function tends to make 

his job obsolete. Recipients work in groups of 20-50 in each workshop, and much of the 

materials used in the workshops have not been updated over the last decade. Many of the 

workshops focus on developing interview skills, computer skills, and preparing for the 

early stages of job placement. Many of the workshops are designed to prepare individuals 

for jobs in retail, call centers, security personnel, and customer service. However, 

participants involved in the job training process acknowledged that many of these jobs 

have been replaced by automation and changing technology. In some cases, individuals 

are spending many months and years training for jobs that will likely be obsolete. I 

discovered public workforce development managers were aware of other types of training 

programs that could provide some benefit, however, the urgency to make policy changes 

was not supported across the board.  

Mckinney et. al., (2015) found that technology is changing how we live and work, 

( working remote has created additional options to enter the job market) yet research 

shows that public workforce employment programs are not aligned to provide young, 

African American males with reasonable access to these types of job opportunities. Braun 

and Clarke (2007) provided the thematic analysis process that showed the patterns that 

developed around the topic of managing changing technology. Managers implied that 

employment opportunities could be available for these recipients. However, the thematic 

analysis revealed resistance within the WDA organization to seeking employment 

opportunities for young, African American males regarding the use of the internet or 
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based on advancement in technology. Schneider and Ingram (1993) noted that policy may 

not favor groups who have been negatively constructed, or who have little or no power.  

During the interview process, one manager received a call from one of the 

recipients who were very upset about the sanctions that were imposed suspending 

benefits and transportation. He acknowledged some changes were needed in terms of 

how sanctions were used to discipline recipients in the program. This particular recipient 

was very upset about losing benefits because of not attending a workshop, the individual 

complained about losing a Metro card voucher and possibly a childcare voucher. The 

individual explained the benefits were needed to maintain compliance with the program. 

The sanctions were being imposed because the individual failed to report to a workshop. 

The individual described a catch 22 situation.   

On the one hand, the recipient stated that it is a requirement to attend each 

workshop five days a week, however, the metro card required for transportation can be 

suspended if the individual fails to attend any workshop, and can take up to 30 days to be 

reinstated. The manager acknowledged that some were changes needed concerning some 

of the policies and practices that guided the workforce development process, and he 

stated that many of the recipients are caught in a revolving door. This explains why 

recipients involved in a six-month training program, will still be involved in the job 

training placement process four years later.      

One manager acknowledged that for many of the recipients involved in the 

workforce development program, the process has become the job. It is a means to an end. 

Seven of the ten public workforce development managers expressed concern about the 

need for making changes within the organization, and how the lack of change will impact 
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the progress for individuals seeking to enter the job market, in particular, unemployed, 

young, African-American males.  

Strategies for Securing Employment  

The participants and recipients, including unemployed young, African-American 

males were focused on any strategy that would lead to a new opportunity in the job 

market. This was oftentimes directed toward opportunities related to the internet or new 

technology. The strategies utilized during that process were different for recipients 

however, the objective was the same. The goal was to find a job. For the public 

workforce development managers, that process involved seeking out new employers who 

would consider the candidates-recipients for full-time employment. For the recipients, 

who were unemployed, young, African-American males the objective was both to 

maintain current status in the workforce development program and to secure a new 

employment opportunity. The process was somewhat more complex for the young, 

African-American males who were seeking employment because it was necessary to 

maintain status in the workforce development program to receive benefits. I found that all 

of the public workforce development managers stated the recipients in the programs were 

faced with a dual challenge because the benefits were impacted by the status in the 

workforce development training program. Manager 4, stated, “Some recipients are in 

programs to maintain their benefits, they need that check, and must show up to a 

workshop”. It becomes very important to analyze data to find details and patterns that 

inform why individuals consider these alternatives.     

Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis process provided the framework to 

explore these patterns in the data which lead to the theme of securing employment. 
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Participants oftentimes revealed that recipients mainly focused on "getting the job 

interview" or "use of career coaching" to prepare for the transition into the job market. 

Manager 4, explained the challenges of securing a full-time position for the recipients, 

who are focused on maintaining their current status in the workforce development 

programs including the workshops, and in some ways. It is the program that often 

becomes a job for these individuals. I found that for the recipients in the program they 

needed to select the right employment opportunity before making changes to their 

benefits package. The public workforce employment training managers acknowledged 

that for the recipients, the young, unemployed, African-American males that they were 

assisting during this process were at times reluctant to consider accepting employment 

unless they knew that the impact to the benefits would not be severe. This reluctance to 

accept any new employment opportunity was one of the challenges for the public 

workforce development manager to resolve before placing the recipient into a new job. 

So for the public workforce development manager, the process creates two significant 

challenges: they must find new employers to accept recipients for full-time work, and 

they must rule willing to sacrifice the benefits to accept a full-time position. The 

recipients will need to feel some sense of confidence that the new position is meaningful 

and worth sacrificing their benefits. In some cases, it appeared that the public workforce 

development managers agree with the recipients that some available positions were 

unstable. However, the public workforce development manager was also under pressure 

to place as many individuals in new jobs as possible. Public workforce development 

managers work under a quota system, and the progress of each public workforce manager 

was monitored by HRA.     
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Another important factor that impacted the process of securing employment for 

recipients was the interviewing workshops and independent job search workshops. On the 

one hand, interviewing workshops were encouraged by the public workforce 

development managers. Yet, the independent job search function was not because public 

workforce development managers had less control over the recipients during that process. 

Manager 7, agreed the process was very complex. He explained we have a responsibility 

to monitor the activities and behavior of the individuals involved in the workforce 

employment training process, and at the same time, we see indications that many make 

more progress during the independent job search process. It appeared one of the changes 

the public workforce development managers were focused on was how to expand the 

independent job search function. Spaulding, et al. (2015) observed that broader solutions 

are needed to address disparities in public workforce employment training for young, 

unemployed, men of color. These solutions should involve multiple institutions in 

government, education, and non-profit organizations.  

Perceptions of Benefits and Burden  

During the interview process, 5 of 10 public workforce employment managers 

found that most recipients are not aware of the resource available from the WDA 

program. These participants acknowledged that most recipients find that involvement in 

the programs provides the means of obtaining benefits. All recipients involved in the 

public workforce employment programs, including unemployed, young, African 

American males, are referrals from HRA. For recipients to receive benefits, including 

housing vouchers, daycare vouchers, food stamps vouchers, transportation metro cards, 

and health care coverage, the individual must attend an in-person workshop at the WDA 
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public workforce employment training center. Manager 8, noted, “We find that many 

recipients struggle to maintain the workforce program schedule because it is like having a 

full-time job”. He explained that each recipient must report to the public workforce center 

from 9 am-4 pm, from Monday to Friday. Most recipients have children and require 

daycare, including unemployed, young, African American males. However, in the case of 

young, African American males, the public workforce program manager must help the 

individual handle the stress of the Child Enforcement Service (CES), which also requires 

each recipient to attend the public workforce employment program.    

  

I also found that most of the public workforce program managers shared the 

perspective that certain aspects of the program could be viewed as a burden or benefit to 

recipients. For recipients who were allowed to use the independent job search feature, the 

sense was that for some recipients, particularly, young, African American males, these 

features provided some benefit to the recipients. Manager 6, noted that most recipients 

tend to view the sanctions and penalties as challenges within the public workforce 

program. He stated that “recipients want to see more flexibility in the workforce program 

format and fewer actions in terms of enforcement of sanctions”. For many recipients, 

particularly, young, unemployed, African American males, the challenge concerned how 

to balance the need for benefits with the demands of the programs, and the burden of 

public workforce program sanctions. Schneider et al. (2009) noted that understanding the 

positive and negative social construction of target groups helps to explain why it is that 

while every citizen is presumably equal before the law, policy designs tend to distribute 

benefits to some people while creating burdens for others. The emotional and value-laden 
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image of some target groups, and not others, as deserving and entitled is different from 

the usual notion of political power related to economic resources (Schneider, & Ingram, 

1997). Policy design includes other elements in addition to the benefits and burden, goals 

to be achieved or problems to be solved, and the tools intended to change behavior or 

rules for inclusion and exclusion (Schneider, & Ingram, 1997). Policy designs also shape 

institutions and the broader culture through both the resource effects of policy and the 

rhetorical/ symbolic effects of public policy (Schneider, & Ingram, 1997). The social 

construction of target groups also refers to the positive and negative social constructions 

of the groups as worthy and deserving of as less worthy and undeserving and being a 

burden on the general welfare of society (Schneider, & Ingram, 1997). For some groups 

impacted by negative social constructions, these groups find that labels attempt to convey 

the image of individuals who are lazy, disrespectful, greedy, disloyal, dangerous, and 

even immoral. There is almost no debate that racial and ethnic minorities have less 

positive social construction and that racial discrimination is still deeply embedded in 

public policy (Schneider, & Ingram, 1997). Policy designs affect participation through 

rules of participation, messages conveyed to individuals, resources such as money and 

time, and actual experiences with a policy as it is delivered through caseworkers, or 

public agencies (Schneider et al., 2014).  

Politics of the Organization 

I found each participant responded to the policies and practices implemented by 

HRA with some degree of reservations. I was informed by each of the public workforce 

development managers that the agency did not determine the actual guidelines for 

employment training. The guidelines for the agency to operate all of its workshops that 
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prepared recipients for work, including unemployed, young, African-American males, 

were mandated by HRA. During my interview with one manager, he described how some 

of the workshops were repetitive, and public workforce managers were at times limited in 

terms of how they can change the programs. For example, during a discussion about 

removing barriers to employment for recipients in the independent job search workshops, 

the question that emerged focused on giving individuals more authority and responsibility 

to complete the job search function. He described how the HRA program was designed 

for monitoring and tracking the activities of each individual. He indicated that some 

options could remove barriers to the employment process, such as allowing individuals to 

complete a training workshop from a remote location. However, the guidelines 

implemented by HRA did not provide this option.   

 Braun and Clarke (2006) noted that the researcher may combine codes into a 

single theme. Themes are generally broader than the codes. Participants described how 

recipients would make extra effort to avoid sanctions at times. They would learn “how to 

play the game”. At other times participants stated that recipients were less concerned 

about sanctions. However, a pattern emerged that informed concepts of managing the 

politics of the organizations. One manager stated that if individuals were able to complete 

workshops from a remote location, such as a local library or Internet café in their 

neighborhoods that would remove the burden of transportation costs, additional clothing, 

and travel time. Other barriers could be removed by allowing individuals to utilize 

technology in different ways, such as the use of a remote location or a laptop computer at 

a neighborhood library. Another manager described how each of the employment training 

workshops was designed to influence the behavior of the individuals.   
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One manager described how these control mechanisms allowed the workforce 

development manager to track the progress of each individual. However, she did agree 

that the option to use a remote location for training programs or to use a local library or 

Internet café would be a great benefit to the participants in the program. However, the 

decision to change the policies and practices of the WDA did not follow the politics of 

the organization. These options would not or could not be considered by HRA for reasons 

that may be related to social constructions.   

 Schneider and Ingram (1993) observed that social constructions for powerless 

groups are viewed as individuals who need direction. "For their own good" is a common 

reason given for imposing sanctions on recipients similar to the groups involved in public 

workforce employment programs. I discovered eight out of the ten public workforce 

development managers described strategies that could remove barriers for individuals 

who were transitioning into the job market. However, those strategies would not be 

supported by HRA because they would reduce the amount of control that managers have 

over the recipient. One of the key strategies that could remove barriers for individuals in 

the process of completing the workforce development programs would be to implement 

options that allowed the use of local libraries or Internet cafés to complete employment 

training workshops. Some recipients had access to laptop computers and some of the 

training modules could have been completed by the use of a cell phone. However, HRA 

policy did not support implementing these types of strategies because it removed the 

control and monitoring mechanisms that are utilized by public workforce development 

managers. The information listed below describes findings for the research questions 
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based on responses during the interviews of participants assisting, unemployed, young, 

African American males.  

Results of Research Interview Questions  

Findings for Research Question 1 

What are public employment program professionals ’perceptions about the 

alignment of workforce policies and practices that shape social constructions 

relevant to unemployed, young, African-American males involved in the transition 

to work? 

Public workforce program professionals reportedly used different strategies to 

assist young, African-American males during the process of transition into the workforce. 

The main emphasis was on coaching and the interview workshops utilized by the 

Workforce Development Agency (WDA). Public workforce employment program 

professionals were guided by the policies and practices mandated by the WDA. These 

public workforce professionals did not appear to question HRA policies. 8 of the 10 

public workforce professionals interviewed for the study did make suggestions about 

strategies to improve the alignment of some of the policies, programs and practices (e.g. 

remove some sanctions, promote independent job search, etc.) that impacted the 

transition to work process for young, African-American males seeking to enter the job 

market. However, for the most part, public employment program managers tend to work 

within the guidelines of HRA policy. I noted that public employment program managers 

preferred some workshops over other workshops that were designed to assist recipients 

with the transition to the work process. Public workforce employment professionals 

expressed the view that more resources could be allocated to independent job search 
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programs and workshops. They also expressed the view that mentorship was valuable to 

both public workforce development managers, and successful recipients. 

One manager often took on the role of a mentor from the very first interactions 

with unemployed, young, African-American males. However, most public workforce 

employment managers did not take on the role of mentor and did not engage in any 

activities to encourage successful recipients to also act as mentors. Another manager 

indicated his focus was on the early stages of the transition to work process for young 

African-American males, and that included all steps that support the first interview and 

landing the job. He emphasized the importance of recipients attending the first interview 

to be prepared, to arrive on time, to be punctual, to maintain eye contact, to speak clearly, 

to communicate well, to avoid complicated issues during the interview, and to show 

confidence in your abilities and skills. Oddly, he did not see himself as a mentor, only as 

an instructor and as a guide. He expressed concerns about circumstances that created 

tension for young, African-American males during the early stages of the transition to the 

work process. He indicated concerns about preparing individuals like young African-

American men to address questions about work experience and not volunteer information 

that is not relevant to the early stages of the transition to the work process. All of the 

public workforce development managers expressed views about how resources could be 

better allocated. Most wanted to see upgrades to the computer centers, and improved 

options for removing barriers related to transportation and childcare. These managers 

perceived these factors as being significant in terms of impacting the transition to the 

work process. They also expressed the view that other factors relevant to policies and 

practices were less useful to the transition to the work process, such as the sanctions 
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imposed on recipients involved in the employment training workshops. One manager 

often acted as both public workforce employment manager and confidante to recipients 

who struggle with the transition to the work process. Many recipients would turn to him 

upon the implementation of sanctions that removed benefits and transportation resources. 

He expressed the view that some changes could be made to improve that process, and that 

more attention was needed to improve the transition to the work process. He expressed 

the view that some public workforce training programs and practices contributed to the 

stereotypes and barriers that recipients face.  

Schneider and Ingram (1993) noted that policies send messages about what 

government is supposed to do, and which citizens are deserving, and which are not. 

Different target populations receive quite different messages. One manager expressed the 

view that more resources should be allocated to prepare individuals for the first months of 

the transition to the work process, in particular young African-American males. He 

expressed the view that for young African-American males, being prepared for the first 

few weeks of the transition to work process was critical. In his view, nearly 70% of the 

recipients that he assisted during the transition to the work process were often frustrated 

or terminated from the job during the first 90 days. He expressed the view that more 

resources for preparing recipients to enter the job market where needed. He was also one 

of the public employment workforce managers who acted as a mentor. He also agreed 

that there was value in any program or practice that encouraged successful recipients to 

engage as mentors. He expressed the view that these types of programs could be further 

developed and could be incentivized so that successful recipients would be interested in 

acting as mentors. In his view encouraging individuals to be mentors could have a 
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significant impact on recipients involved in the transition to work process. He was one of 

six public workforce employment managers who encouraged recipients, in particular, 

young, African-American males to use a weekly schedule or organizer to prepare for the 

first few weeks as they transition into the job market. He explained how the organizer 

worked for recipients (Appendix B). The organizer was extremely useful for recipients 

completing the independent job search function or during the first three weeks of 

transition into the job market. The organizer highlighted key points that each recipient 

should follow including punctuation, updated resume, travel instructions, and contact 

information at the job site. The organizer also included instructions about basic details 

such as dress code, grooming, company guidelines, and interview strategies.   

  

Three managers were part of the first group of public workforce employment 

managers to encourage recipients to engage in mock interviews. All the public workforce 

employment managers stressed the value of mock interviews during workforce 

development training. However, most of the public workforce employment managers 

described the challenges of arranging for actual employers to engage in mock interviews. 

Public workforce employment managers agree that mock interviews could benefit 

recipients, in particular, unemployed, young African-American males. The mock 

interviews conducted by the workforce development agency were not as effective as 

interviews conducted at the actual employer's worksite. Public workforce development 

managers reported difficulty in arranging for employers to agree to mock interviews, and 

in some cases, the managers would reach out to other companies to volunteer time for 

recipients to engage in mock interviews.  
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Public workforce development managers believed that mock interviews played a 

key role in preparing recipients for the transition into the job market as well as the early 

stages of the interview process. 6 of the 10 workforce development managers interviewed 

for the study stressed the need to allocate more resources to developing mock interview 

workshops. The challenge for public workforce development managers to redirect 

resources to mock interview workshops was a policy issue. Policy and practices 

implemented by HRA did not allocate sufficient resources to certain workshops including 

those programs supporting mock interviews. Public workforce development managers 

involved in this study revealed that recipients involved in mock interviews demonstrated 

a high level of confidence during the actual interview process and the early stages of the 

transition to the work process. Six of the ten managers were among the strongest 

advocates for combining mentorship workshops and mock interview workshops in the 

workforce development agency. All the public workforce development managers agreed 

with programs targeting mentorship, and independent job search functions received 

greater enthusiasm from the recipients involved in the programs. I discovered during the 

interviewing process with the public workforce employment managers, recipients 

responded positively to all of the workshops that encouraged greater levels of autonomy.  

  

The independent job search function and the mock interview workshops allowed 

recipients more control over the process. In many cases, public workforce employment 

managers reported a greater success rate for recipients entering the job market who 

focused time and energy in those workshops and programs. I noticed during the 

interviewing process public workforce employment managers expressed concerns about 
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the lack of resources directed at new technology. Six of the ten public workforce 

employment managers stated that upgrades were needed in the computer labs and 

equipment. Also, each public workforce employment manager would point out that new 

technology could allow recipients to gain access to more resources that could lead to 

permanent employment. Many of the public workforce employment managers revealed 

that efforts were made internally to make changes in how programs were aligned and 

how resources were allocated. However, for significant changes to be implemented the 

process would have to begin from the HRA leadership. Five managers were among the 

group of public workforce employment managers who stressed the importance of giving 

the recipients of voice and more independence during the job search process. Each 

expressed the view that the limitations imposed on the programs and the practices that 

helped recipients during the transition to the work process could be changed by 

policymakers.        

Four of the ten managers were among the first group of public employment 

managers who advocated for more motivational workshops. They stressed the need for 

more resources to support programs and workshops that could motivate recipients, 

especially, unemployed, young, African-American males. Each of these managers 

reported to me that it was common practice to give books to recipients that they purchase 

themselves. These books were intended to be used as a guide to self-improvement and 

motivation. All of the public workforce employment managers indicated more should be 

done to allocate resources to workshops that focused on motivation and self-

improvement. 

Findings for Research Question 2  
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What are the public workforce program manager's perceptions about the relevance 

of workforce employment policy design and social constructions impacting 

unemployed, young, African American males during the workforce training 

experience?  

All the public workforce employment program managers interviewed during this study 

stressed the importance of making changes to address barriers to employment and 

policies that impact the transition to work process for recipients, in particular, 

unemployed, young, African-American males. Eight of the ten public workforce 

employment managers indicated that resources were needed to be allocated to additional 

workshops and that some realignment of policies and practices would be more effective 

in assisting recipients during the transition to the work process. For example, public 

workforce employment managers found that individuals involved in independent job 

search workshops and functions were more proactive during the transition to the work 

process. These managers indicated that more resources should be allocated to programs 

that encouraged more independence and provided great autonomy for recipients involved 

in the transition to the work process.          

The view of the managers interviewed during this study was that the HRA 

policies and guidelines that influence the process needed to adjust to the changing 

workforce environment and technological climate. These managers perceived that the 

changing workforce environment had impacted how individuals confront barriers to the 

job market and gain access to new employment opportunities. Six of the ten public 

workforce managers interviewed for the study indicated that many of the HRA policies 

and programs encourage recipients to develop better skills and gain access to the job 
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market as quickly as possible. However, some of the policies and practices that impact 

the process of transition into the workforce were somewhat outdated. McKinney et. al., 

(2015) found that employment opportunities are emerging in different markets as a result 

of new technology, and these jobs could provide opportunities for young, unemployed, 

African American males.  

Schneider and Ingram (1993) offered the view that social constructions and policy 

design theory attempt to answer the question, "Who gets what, when, and how?".  In this 

study, public workforce employment managers stated that valuable time and resources 

were dedicated to functions that it does not link directly to the transition to the work 

process. For example, many public workforce employment managers devoted significant 

time and resources to issues related to sanctions and penalties for recipients who were not 

making progress in the employment training programs. I found that participants 

implemented several different strategies to assist recipients during the transition to the 

work process, particularly unemployed young, African-American males. Manager 10, 

indicated more resources should be applied to the independent job search function for 

recipients who are preparing to enter the job market. He added by expanding the 

resources for the independent job search function, then the role of the public workforce 

employment manager will also change. He indicated that public workforce employment 

managers were already expanding their roles as coaches, mentors, and advocates for the 

recipients involved in the transition to work process.  

All of the public workforce employment managers agreed that changes in their 

roles as instructors should be expected because of a changing job market and 

technological environment. One manager described how the WDA was expanding 
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locations in Queens and Brooklyn. These new workforce development locations were 

designed to expand on certain areas of employment, such as call-center staffing, retail 

services, and food services. The new locations will also expand on computer training and 

workshops to develop better communication skills. Public workforce employment 

managers stress the importance of developing new workshops to take advantage of 

employment opportunities for recipients, especially young, African-American males.  

Many of the public workforce employment managers expressed the view that 

outdated policies and practices that led to training for low-wage jobs could be realigned 

to address new employment opportunities. These public employment program managers 

indicated the realignment of resources to workshops such as independent job search, and 

workshops expanded on the mock interviewing of recipients could be more effective 

during the transition to the work process. Eight out of ten public employment managers 

agreed that independent job search workshops and the mock interviewing workshops 

helped individuals confront barriers and stereotypes that were still present in the job 

market. Many of the barriers and stereotypes recipients were confronted with resulted 

from years of ideologies about the long-term unemployed, and young, African-American 

males. These stereotypes implied a lack of initiative, lack of responsibility, and a lack of 

commitment to confronting new opportunities. Schneider and Ingram (1993) noted that 

stereotypes and language are utilized to create negative images of target populations in 

the policy design process. Public workforce employment managers explained that 

individuals involved in independent job search functions were given more autonomy over 

the process, and therefore develop the greatest sense of control and responsibility. This 

was in contrast to the social constructions impacting these groups. He explained for 
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public employment program managers to be more effective it was necessary to find 

different strategies and to realign resources to different workshops and programs. He 

expressed the view that some internal changes would be helpful to redirect resources for 

individuals to confront barriers to employment, which include transportation, location of 

employment, and childcare. All of the public workforce employment managers agreed 

more resources should be allocated to those programs that address barriers and 

stereotypes that impacted recipients, particularly young African-American men.   

  

Some public workforce employment managers expressed the view that many 

recipients involved in employment training programs and the transition to work process 

were not only confronted by barriers that included transportation, housing, and childcare, 

many of the recipients in the programs, especially, unemployed, young, African-

American males, were confronted by stereotypes that persist in the current job markets. 

These stereotypes included the presumption that young, African-American males were 

more likely to be irresponsible, less cooperative, and at times rebellious during their work 

experience. Many employers would avoid extending a job offer to a young, African-

American male. Therefore, it was the job of the public workforce development manager 

to assist these recipients with the task of not only confronting barriers to employment but 

also be prepared to address stereotypes. Many of the public workforce employment 

managers utilized the interviewing workshops, and the coaching workshops to help 

individuals prepare for these challenges. Public workforce employment managers 

expressed the view that policies and practices that were designed to guide the transition to 

work process tend to not take into consideration the significance of some of the 
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challenges and stereotypes that individuals were confronted by. These public workforce 

employment managers indicated that workshops and coaching workshops could be 

utilized to help individuals build greater self-esteem and confidence as they continue the 

transition to the work process.         

Three managers expressed the view that individuals involved in the independent 

job search workshops were better suited to address some of the challenges in the job 

market. They also argued that more could be done to assist individuals during the 

transition to the work process. For example, more use of technology could be effective 

and creating a pathway to employment. Some of the workshops could be redesigned for 

recipients to complete from a remote location such as a public library or an Internet café. 

This change in program structure would also remove barriers such as the need for 

transportation cost, clothing, and childcare. Such a change would allow individuals to 

complete part of the training process from a remote location or a virtual worksite would 

allow recipients more time to prepare for a transition into the job market. This type of 

change would also allow individuals greater autonomy and independence during the 

transition to the work process. Four of the ten workforce development managers did not 

advocate for the approach that would provide more independence to recipients because of 

the concern about maintaining control over the process. These public workforce program 

managers expressed concern about giving individuals too much freedom. Three managers 

implied that experience has shown in the workforce training environment that some 

individuals will take the freedom but not the responsibility. They expressed the view the 

control mechanisms implemented by HRA were in place for a reason. They did not 

advocate for greater independence autonomy for recipients in the workforce training 
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programs, including unemployed, young, African-American males. These public 

workforce employment managers expressed the view some policy changes could be made 

to improve the process for individuals who face barriers to employment. For example, 

more resources could be allocated for transportation courses, clothing, and childcare. 

Also, these public workforce employment managers stated some recipients were much 

more successful working with organizations in their neighborhoods. Therefore, it would 

be useful to allocate resources and direct program efforts to develop relationships with 

employers in nearby neighborhoods for these recipients.     

These public workforce employment managers expressed the view that the 

policies and programs that required enhancement concerns sanctions and penalties 

imposed on recipients who were found to be non-compliant. The sanctions imposed on 

individuals deemed to be non-compliant would suspend certain benefits that included 

food stamps, childcare, and transportation voucher. Once these benefits were suspended, 

each recipient was required to reapply for benefits through HRA. The process of 

reapplying for benefits could take between 30 to 90 days. During the time that the 

individual was reapplying for benefits, they would lose job opportunities that may have 

been pending. Many public workforce employment managers expressed the view that 

some policy was required to address issues related to sanctions and penalties. All of the 

public workforce employment managers indicated that changes to policy and practices 

within the workforce employment training programs could improve the transition to work 

process for recipients, in particular, young African-American males. One of the barriers 

facing young African-American males which also contributed to the stereotypes that 

these individuals face involved some of the challenges of enforcement policies 
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implemented through HRA. In cases of child support enforcement activities, HRA works 

directly with the child support enforcement agencies (CEA) to address the issue of unpaid 

child support my father's children in the custody of a single mother. For the public 

workforce employment manager, these policies and practices also create a set of barriers 

and challenges for recipients in particular, young, African-American males. The public 

workforce employment manager was now tasked with assisting an individual seeking to 

enter the job market and at the same time interacting with child enforcement services to 

address unpaid child support. The recipients in the program, mainly young, African-

American males, were under a mandate to participate in the workforce employment 

training.   

For the young African-American male involved in the workforce employment 

training, the need to find a job was paramount. Public workforce employment managers 

indicated that many young, African-American males would even accept undesirable 

employment. Most were faced with employment that was low waged and included an 

unstable work schedule. The public workforce employment manager was now tasked 

with assisting individuals seeking to enter the job market while complying with child 

enforcement agencies' guidelines to resolve child support issues. Public workforce 

employment training managers expressed the view some policy change was needed and 

the changes could not only improve conditions for the recipients, including, young 

African-American males, it would also help resolve the child support issues involved. 

Public workforce employment managers reveal that the workforce development agency 

and HRA were seeking ways to work together to resolve these conflicts. I discovered that 

eight of the ten public workforce employment managers viewed the alignment between 
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workforce development agency (WDA) and HRA as being out of sequence. These public 

workforce development managers appeared to advocate for some policy change between 

the agencies. I found participants in the study were well aware of the need for change. 

However, they also felt a sense of case overload and did not feel confident that workforce 

development agency leaders would implement change for the sake of the recipients 

involved in a program. These public workforce development managers expressed the 

view that a realignment of resources and some realignment of their roles as public 

workforce employment instructors could improve the transition to work process for 

recipients including young, unemployed, African-American males. I also reviewed 

government documents, agency website material, and internal office memos regarding 

workforce development policies and practices.   

I was able to use these documents as part of triangulation which included 

interview data, journal notes, articles, and agency documentation. During the interviews 

eight of the ten public workforce employment managers discussed the importance of 

maintaining positive communication with recipients, taking the time to understand the 

needs and challenges of those recipients, and finding more employers who were open to 

considering these individuals as possible candidates for employment. All of the public 

workforce employment managers expressed optimism about the prospects for individuals 

who were working to enter the job market. However, most expressed urgency for the 

need to reallocate resources to other programs and workshops. These public workforce 

employment managers did not express concern about their role change which was 

possible if resources were reallocated to other programs. These public workforce 

employment managers expressed confidence in their role to assist individuals during the 
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transition to work process and felt confident that by making better use of new technology 

great opportunity would be available for these recipients especially, young, African-

American males.  

Discrepant Cases and Non-Conforming Data  

The themes in the research described various views of the experiences and 

interactions of public workforce development employment managers ’assisting 

unemployed, young, Africa American males during the transition to work process. 

Discrepant and nonconforming data from this study expressed the view that public 

workforce development employment professionals follow traditional workforce agency 

policy. However, the participants in this study appear to adjust practices for some 

employment training workshops to further assist recipients who face significant barriers to 

employment. Although traditional public workforce development policy was important to 

guide the transition to the work process, participants seemed willing to encourage 

recipients, such as unemployed, young, African American males, to rely on programs and 

practices that support independent thinking and action. The time recipients devote to 

specific employment training workshops also provided non-conforming data for the study. 

Each of the public workforce employment training managers stated that recipients spend 2 

to 4 hours per week on the independent job search function of the workshops. However, 

there were many cases were recipients spend 4 to 6 hours each week on this function of 

the workshops. I discovered that some participants encouraged recipients to devote more 

time to the independent job search function because recipients tend to be better prepared 

for the transition into the workforce.  
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Evidence of Quality  

Creswell suggests eight strategies that can be used to ensure that a study is valid 

(Creswell, 2007). I used three of the eight strategies during the research: included 

triangulation, thick descriptions, and member checking (Creswell, 2007). Merriam (2002) 

found validity is established by using internal and external means of data collection. 

Summary of Findings  

This qualitative case study was designed to fill a gap in the research literature that 

focused on the experiences and interactions of public workforce development managers 

assisting unemployed young, African-American males, during the transition into the job 

market. Data were collected through the use of individual interviews, researcher's field 

notes, researcher's journals, and government documents. The ten participants in this study 

shared their perceptions about the experiences and interactions as they prepared recipients 

to enter the workforce. They shared their views about policies and practices that guided 

the transition to the work process for these recipients. The data showed public workforce 

development managers are committed professionals, and they enthusiastically guided 

recipients through workshops to develop better communication skills, job search 

strategies, motivation, and employment opportunities. Guided by Ingram, et al. (2009) 

theory of social construction and policy design, the study illustrated how public policies 

impact targeted populations. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step thematic analysis process 

provided key insights into the relevant themes that help explain the data.    

Public workforce development managers expressed the view that reallocation of 

resources where required and new programs developed needed to address the changing job 

market and changing workforce population. The participants in the study continually look 
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for ways to assist young, African-American males during the process of preparing for 

interviews, employment assessment, and transition into the job market. Each participant 

believed that each recipient could develop the skills to meet a changing job market. They 

also expressed the view that with some modification of policies and programs within the 

workforce agency that most recipients could secure meaningful long-term employment. 

The participants in the study did not hesitate to extend themselves to recipients in the 

program and expressed the view that an expanded mentorship program and independent 

job search function could have a positive impact on recipients, in particular, young, 

African-American males.  

Chapter 5 is a review of the study. It highlights the experiences of public workforce 

employment program managers assisting unemployed, young, African American males 

during the transition to work process. It provides an interpretation of findings, limitations 

of the study, and recommendations. It also discusses social change implications and ends 

with a conclusion.   
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Recommendations, Implications, and Conclusion.  

Introduction  

The problem at the selected research site was that unemployed, young, African-

American males were deeply involved in public workforce employment training 

programs, and were not gaining access to meaningful jobs. Public workforce employment 

managers and trainers at the agency worked diligently with recipients to prepare for the 

transition into the workforce and used all available resources during that process. The 

participants at the research site justified the lack of additional resources like an internal 

policy issue or organizational politics. One aim of this study was to gain a better 

understanding of how public workforce employment program managers perceived their 

interactions with individuals that they were assisting with the process of transition into 

the workforce. Through the use of interviews, field notes, and agency documents, this 

study explored how public workforce employment managers used policies and practices 

within the agency to assist recipients of the transition into the workforce.  

The participants in the study expressed the view that recipients were eager and 

capable of transitioning into the labor force, and that some of the available programs 

were useful for that purpose. However, participants expressed the view that some changes 

to policies and programs could further improve the process of transition into the 

workforce for recipients, in particular, young, unemployed, African-American males. To 

better prepare individuals to be successful during the transition to the work process, 

participants continued to encourage independent job search activities and strategies to 

build confidence. The standards for policies and practices at the workforce development 
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agency were mandated by the Human Resource Administration (HRA). Participants in 

the study interacted with recipients during the entire transition to the workforce process, 

however, the policies and practices that guide the process are directed by the HRA 

organization. I sought to fill a gap in the literature regarding the state of knowledge of the 

experiences and interactions between public workforce employment managers and 

recipients, in particular, unemployed, young, African-American males involved in the 

transition into the workforce. One aim of the study was to gain a better understanding of 

how participants and recipients utilized programs and resources made available through 

HRA policies to complete the transition into the workforce. Participants answered 

questions and provided insight into what methods policies and practices were resulting in 

better job opportunities for recipients involved in the programs.     

Guided by Ingram, et al.  (2009) social construction of target population and 

policy design theory, I examined the perception of public workforce employment 

managers about assisting, unemployed, young, African American males. Social 

construction and policy design theory indicated that the social construction of target 

populations has a powerful influence on the policy agenda and the actual design of the 

policy. Social constructions become embedded in policy as messages that are absorbed 

by individuals and affect their participation in the benefits and burdens that are involved 

in the process (Schneider & Ingram, 1993). Braun and Clarke's (2206) six-step thematic 

analysis provided the model to examine and interpret the data. Thematic analysis is a 

good approach to research that examines people's views, perceptions, knowledge, values, 

and experiences from a set of qualitative data. The emergent themes provided important 

insight into the study as well as the relevance of the theoretical framework used for the 
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research. The public workforce employment program policies and practices that guide the 

process for young, unemployed, African American males tend to focus on low wage 

work, jobs that have become obsolete, or overlook employment opportunities resulting 

from advancement in new technology (Spaulding, et al., 2015; Heinrich, 2016). This 

study looked at the most effective techniques and methods utilized by public workforce 

employment managers assisting young, African American males. The study also looked 

at how the perception of public workforce employment managers impacted the transition 

into the workforce for these individuals. Findings revealed that public workforce 

employment managers were more successful in working with recipients in programs that 

encouraged independent job search activities and provided greater autonomy to 

individuals. 

Interpretation of the Findings 

Once all of the data were collected, I analyzed the data to develop codes and 

themes, which served as the basis for writing descriptions of the public workforce 

employment manager's perceptions about assisting recipients for the transition into the 

workforce. This study's findings support the findings of other research related to the 

importance of enhancing job skills, communication skills, and employment opportunities 

(Heinrich, 2016; McConnell et al., 2016). I found that public workforce employment 

managers implemented informal job search strategies to encourage independent thinking 

and provide recipients with a greater sense of autonomy during the transition into the job 

market. Over the past several years, research has shown that young men of color continue 

to learn how to adjust to a changing labor market, and that new strategy is required by 

employers to realign with these changes (Heinrich, 2016; Spaulding et al., 2015). I found 
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that implementation of programs and workshops, such as the independent job search 

workshop, which encourages the use of new technologies, to be essential to the process of 

assisting recipients, in particular, unemployed, young, African-American males, during 

the transition into the workforce. Today, public workforce employment managers need to 

focus on policies and programs designed to assist recipients in activities that support 

independent job search functions and strategies. However, many public workforce 

program managers face challenges from the internal organizational politics that guide the 

process. Schneider and Ingram (1993) suggested that social constructions of the target 

population can have a powerful influence on the design of the policy. The theory is 

important because it helps to explain "who gets what, when, and how?". During the 

interviewing process, I found that the public employment workshops encouraged 

recipients to be more proactive, to be more creative, and to accept more responsibility 

during the initial transition into the job market. However, the actual policies and practices 

that guide the process did not encourage these options. Public workforce employment 

trainers also indicated that independent job search activities and mock interview 

workshops had shown signs of being affected. They expressed the view that these types 

of activities should be expanded and more resources should be allocated to make these 

programs available to more individuals and recipients. Data confirmed that change was 

required to address the lack of effective public workforce employment program policies 

and practices that guided the process for managers, and recipients, particularly, young, 

unemployed, African American males. The theoretical framework and thematic analysis 

process helped to illustrate how the perceptions of public workforce employment 
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managers inform and influence the transition to work process for these individuals.  

  

Changes to WDA policies and programs can improve the employment 

experiences for this population. The literature indicated that certain target populations can 

be both negatively perceived and impacted by the policy. When the public workforce 

employment program has been improved, the outcomes for young, African American 

males, and others involved with a public agency, are more productive. The interpretations 

of the emergent themes are described in the next section.  

Emergent Themes  

 During face-to-face interviews, I used open-ended questions to elicit responses 

about the participants' perceptions regarding the interactions with recipients preparing to 

enter the job market. All of the participants focused on one or more of the public 

employment training workshops to prepare recipients, in particular, unemployed, young, 

African-American males to enter the job market. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step 

thematic analysis process provided useful guidance for developing and understanding the 

emergent themes resulting from the data. During the data collection process, most of the 

participants focused on addressing barriers to employment facing recipients, strategies to 

secure employment for recipients, strategies to make better use of new technology, and 

navigating the politics of the organization. Spaulding et al. (2015) found that broader 

solutions are needed to address disparities in public workforce employment and training 

programs, in particular, as it concerns young men of color. Cherry’s (2016) study implied 

that negative stereotypes about young, unemployed, African American males assumed 

their long periods of joblessness related more to motivation than public workforce 
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employment initiatives. Schneider, et al. (2014) observed that understanding how groups 

are positively and negatively socially constructed is useful to understand the choice of 

policy design and the dynamic of how benefits and burdens are allocated to groups. 

Policy designs also shape institutions and the broader culture through both the resources 

and effects of policy and the symbolic effects on groups. This theoretical framework 

helped to provide insight into the research data and some understanding of the emergent 

themes that were developed from the research data.       

Cherry (2016) also argued that simply expanding public employment and job 

training opportunities would likely have only a modest effect on joblessness for young, 

African American males. Cherry found that many young, African American males will 

join the ranks of the “hidden unemployed” as a result of ineffective workforce 

employment programs and growing stereotypes. Cherry contends that young, African 

American males face prolonged joblessness as a result of the unequal distribution of 

resources in public workforce programs and discriminatory practices in the labor markets. 

I found that these participants were more focused on strategies and methods that can 

create a pathway to employment for recipients as opposed to the reality of policy 

demands. The themes that informed this research study are described below.  

 Perceived Barriers and Stereotypes 

 Participants involved in the study initially described the conditions and challenges 

facing recipients who were preparing to transition into the labor market. Participants 

involved in assisting recipients, including unemployed, young, African-American males, 

were focused on addressing issues that present challenges in the very early stages of the 

process. Participants encouraged recipients to use an organizer during the first few weeks 
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of the process and to take note of basic steps, which include punctuation, grooming, and 

motivation. Participants expressed concerns about how recipients can manage challenges 

that relate to transportation, clothing, and childcare issues. Participants also emphasized 

the importance of preparing recipients who had experience with the criminal justice 

system. It was not uncommon for recipients to report experiences to the public workforce 

employment manager regarding reactions or responses that imply some form of 

stereotype. Schneider and Ingram (1993) noted that different target populations receive 

quite different messages from the policies, practices, and programs that guide the process. 

A policy that have a detrimental impact on, or are ineffective in solving important 

problems for, certain types of target populations may also encourage withdrawal or 

passivity (Schneider, & Ingram, 1993). Participants in the study expressed the view that 

preparing recipients for the challenge of the transition back into the labor market was the 

main focus and part of that was preparing each individual to deal with these stereotypes. 

Participants in the study encouraged recipients to be confident and motivated during the 

transition into the workforce.  

Strategies for Securing Employment 

The second theme that emerged addressed employment opportunities for 

recipients, in particular, young, African-American males. Participants expressed the view 

that more resources and programs should be allocated to engage employers to expand the 

number of job opportunities available. One of the major challenges facing public 

workforce employment managers was finding meaningful employment for recipients. 

Many of the active employer contracts were focused on retail, maintenance, and food 

services. Recipients were well aware that most of the jobs will low-wage and did not 
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provide steady work schedules. My findings concurred with McConnell et al. (2016), 

who noted that more employment opportunities were needed for young men of color. My 

data also concurred with Heinrich (2016), including that low-wage and low-income 

workers face more barriers than ever to secure a job. The challenge for recipients 

involved in the transition into the workforce was further complicated by the HRA 

sanctions. For many recipients in the program, it was equally important to maintain 

benefits as it was to secure a job. It was a very complex balancing act to maintain an 

active role in the programs and workshops and at the same time actively pursue 

meaningful employment opportunities.  

Managing Change and New Technology 

A very important theme that emerged was the consistent need to adjust to changes 

in the job market and to tap into the use of new technology. Participants in the study 

encouraged recipients to make use of new computer programs, online tutorials, and 

writing classes. Recipients in the program were encouraged to pursue further education 

by use of community colleges or working with church groups. The data showed that 

participants were interested in finding ways to include the use of new technology and to 

tap into changes in the labor market. Many of the participants expressed frustration about 

the roadblocks that were created by policies mandated internally. Participants expressed 

the view that better employment opportunities could be secured for recipients in 

particular, young, African-American males. McConnell et al., (2016) noted that 

technology is changing how we work and live.  

McConnell et al., (2016) content that new employment opportunities are emerging 

every day and policymakers are not keeping up with change. For public workforce 
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employment managers the challenge was complicated by the fact that HRA mandates 

strict accountability for recipients involved in workforce development programs. Public 

workforce employment managers are not at liberty to encourage independence and 

autonomy for individuals involved in the programs. Schneider and Ingram (1993) 

suggested that social construction of target population helps explain why some groups are 

considered advantaged, and receive certain messages, and others are not, and it is the 

policy design that reinforces or alter such advantages. Participants in the study contend 

that their focus was on the strategies that promised better outcomes. For most managers, 

the public workforce development programs that showed the most promise were the 

independent job search functions. Participants expressed a willingness to work with 

policymakers to change or better align resources and programs to keep pace with 

changing technology and in the job market.  

 Perceptions of Benefits and Burdens 

The emergent themes regarding public workforce employment managers’ 

perception of benefits and burdens relevant to recipients, particularly, young, African 

American males, were critical to this study. Many of the benefits and burdens impacting 

recipients were also the result of many public workforce development policies and 

practices. These policies provided the framework for the ideologies and attitudes that 

influenced many of the public program managers who guided the public workforce 

experience for unemployed, young, African American males. Many of the program 

recipients, especially, young, African American males, were impacted by sanctions. 

Manager 9, remarked that “for young, African American males the entire focus of their 

workforce experience is to avoid the loss of any benefits and avoid any issues with Child 
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Support Enforcement (CSE). Six of the ten public workforce program managers agreed 

that the issue of child support enforcement created the most significant challenges for 

recipients, including, young, African American males in the program. Manager 5, noted 

that “for most young, black males involved in the workforce program, the problem of 

child support enforcement explains why many never complete the program”. The 

problem is so complex that for unemployed, young, African American males, often a 

decision must be made as to whether to risk involvement with the justice system or 

compete in the job market. For those recipients who find a balance, many will continue to 

receive benefits, such as housing vouchers, food stamp vouchers, and transportation 

metro card vouchers. In some case, young, African American males who cannot resolve 

child support issues, they must decide between attending a court hearing or a job 

interview. Manager 3, stated that “for many young, black men in the program, the options 

are limited, because failure to address child support issues, can lead to time in jail”. 

Schneider et al. (2007) noted that target groups that lack both political power and positive 

social construction and tend to receive a disproportionate share of burdens and sanctions. 

The number of such groups and their significance as targets of policy is growing. Young 

male minorities, dropouts, illegal immigrants, are sometimes blamed for many of the ills 

of society that might more accurately be attributed to the broader social and economic 

system (Schneider et al., 2007).  

Politics of the Organization 

The public workforce employment managers involved in this study expressed the 

view that the agency was involved in a partnership with the government. HRA was the 

governing body for the workforce development agency, and all the major policies and 
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strategies were guided by the human resource administrative guidelines. For many of the 

recipients involved in the program, the politics of the organization imply that the priority 

should be to follow the rules. For many of the recipients, including, young, African-

American males, this translated into the program becoming the job. What this means for 

young, African-American male seeking to enter the job market, it’s necessary to balance 

the two. At the end of the day, that recipient dedicates most of his time and energy to 

maintain his status in the program. Participants in the study expressed their frustration 

with this process that influenced the transition into the workforce. These participants 

understood that most of the recipients involved in the program were simply trying to 

survive. The experience for many of the recipients was no longer a matter of finding a 

job-it was more a matter of maintaining your benefits by actively engaged in the 

program. For the public workforce employment manager, this presented a major 

dilemma. The focus for the public workforce employment manager was to assist the 

individual with the process of obtaining a job and yet for the recipient the objective was 

to maintain an active role in the program to secure benefits.   Schneider and 

Ingram (1993) content that social construction of target populations and policy design 

provides important insight into the pressures facing policymakers to design policy 

beneficial to powerful, positively constructed target populations, and to devise punitive, 

punishment—oriented policy for negatively constructed groups. In this study, public 

workforce employment managers expressed the need to expand programs that focused on 

motivation, independence, and building confidence. Public workforce employment 

managers encouraged recipients to be proactive, to expand on their job search activities, 
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and to be prepared for the transition into the labor market. The interpretation of findings 

is outlined in the research questions. 

Response to Research Question 1  

What are public employment program managers ’perceptions about the alignment 

of workforce policies and practices that shape social constructions relevant to 

unemployed young African-American males involved in the transition to work 

process?  

The data showed that public workforce employment managers were most 

successful when recipients engaged in the independent job search functions and the mock 

interview preparation workshops. Participants in the study viewed these functions as the 

most valuable in the public workforce employment program. Public workforce 

employment managers revealed that recipients were more engaged and more confident in 

their ability to enter the job market when they were encouraged to be independent and 

proactive. Recipients appeared to take a more vested interest in the process when they 

experienced a greater level of autonomy. My study also revealed that the relationship 

between public workforce employment managers and recipients, in particular, young, 

African-American males, was much more aligned and meaningful when both parties were 

engaged in the independent job search function. Cherry (2016) noted that individuals tend 

to achieve their goals when supported positively by managers or co-workers. Of the many 

workforce development employment training programs, the independent job search 

workshop, and the mock interview workshops appear to be the most effective. 

Participants expressed the view that more resources should be and could be reallocated to 

expand on these programs. Participants expressed the view that once resources and 
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policies were realigned to target these particular workshops that recipients will be more 

engaged and more productive during this process.  

Response to Research Question 2  

What are public workforce program managers ’perceptions about the relevance of 

workforce employment policy design and social constructions impacting 

unemployed young African-American males during the transition workforce 

training experience?   

The data showed that participants encouraged recipients involved in the 

workforce employment training programs to develop greater independence. This suggests 

that the public employment program (WDA) policy did not encourage greater levels of 

autonomy for recipients, in particular, unemployed, young, African-American males. The 

public workforce employment managers expressed concerns about the barriers and 

stereotypes still impacting recipients during the transition into the workforce. Participants 

expressed the view that modifications to public workforce employment training policy 

could remove certain barriers and help to diminish some stereotypes impacting recipients. 

The data showed that recipients involved with certain workshops, including the 

independent job search function, demonstrated greater levels of creativity, confidence, 

and independence. The data generated from the second research question showed that all 

of the recipients involved in the independent job search workshops experienced greater 

interactions with the public workforce employment community and managers (Cherry, 

2016).   

It was important to note that recipients involved in the independent job search 

workshops were more informed about the employer's criteria and guidelines that 
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supported full-time employment. Recipients must be involved in public workforce 

employment programs that address barriers to employment and inform recipients about 

the criteria the employers require during the transition to full-time employment. The 

theories provided by Ingram, et al. (2009) helps to explain how policy impact target 

populations and why public workforce development agencies implement policies and 

practices that guide the public workforce process and the recipients involved in the 

programs. Changes in the job markets and technology have created a need for 

realignments of policies and practices and reassessment of how individuals confront 

barriers. 

Limitations of the Study  

The current research study limitations are that it is focused on one public 

workforce employment program agency and one group of program professionals working 

with a target population, and the small sample size. The WDA has many participants and 

disadvantaged recipients in other programs who face challenges in entering the job 

market. Disadvantaged groups often depend on government agencies and public policy 

for needed services and resources (Spaulding et al., 2015). For young, unemployed, 

African American males in the United States, they are most likely to face barriers to 

employment, and the rates of joblessness can be thirty percent higher as they search for 

jobs. Public workforce employment programs can be used as a resource, and many other 

individuals can benefit from improvement in services.  

Social Change Implications  

According to WIOA (2016), the US federal government appropriated more than 

$6.9 billion to states for workforce development programs and approximately $3.4 billion 
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in federal formulas for funding partner programs for a total of $10.5 billion in federal 

funding. I found that public workforce employment trainers were utilizing workforce 

employment training programs strategically to assist recipients, in particular, 

unemployed, young, African-American males during the transition to work process. 

These public workforce employment program professionals expressed different views 

about how resources can be allocated and how programs can be redesigned for 

effectiveness. This study can be useful because public workforce employment 

professionals and recipients involved in the transition to work process may develop 

successful strategies that can improve the process. This study provides examples of more 

effective and efficient allocation of resources. Researchers have discovered when using 

public workforce programs that encourage independence, creative thinking, and strategic 

planning that the individuals involved experience better outcomes (McKinney et. al., 

2017; Spaulding et al., 2015)  

Recipients in public workforce employment training programs inherently want to 

gain obtain employment. These individuals want to achieve full-time employment in a 

job that is meaningful and provides a living wage. This study was significant because 

public workforce employment professionals and recipients experienced a much more 

productive and meaningful connection during specific workshops. Although public 

workforce employment professionals and recipients dedicate significant time and 

resources to the transition to work process they are very little information about those 

interactions. The descriptions about how public workforce employment professionals 

interact with recipients, in particular, young, unemployed, African-American males can 

help other public workforce employment professionals implement more effective 



133 

 

 

strategies. The use of resources by the government on the national, state, and local levels 

may be greatly enhanced by the results of this study. I intend that the findings of this case 

study address the need for social change by providing insight for future research and 

public workforce development professionals. The study also offers a potential impact on 

social change as organizations seek more effective ways to use new technology to create 

employment opportunities. It suggests that when public workforce program managers 

work closely with recipients to locate better employment options, the internet and other 

technological sources may provide a pathway.  

Recommendation for Action  

In response to the findings of this study, I have three recommendations for 

enhancing the public workforce employment training experience between professionals 

and recipients. The agencies responsible for implementation and the participants, 

including the public workforce employment professionals and recipients involved in the 

program, have more of a vested interest. These recommendations can be implemented at 

public workforce development agencies, by policymakers and managers, and at meetings 

and workshops. My first recommendation is that public workforce development directors 

and managers redirect resources to specific workshops, such as the independent job 

search workshop and the mock interviewing workshops. The data supports the 

enhancement of these workshops with regards to public workforce employment managers 

assisting recipients, in particular, unemployed, young, African-American males were the 

transition into the workforce. The independent job search workshops and mock 

interviewing workshops allow recipients more creativity, greater independence, and 

enhanced the sense of autonomy. By expanding these workshops, and reallocation of 
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resources for these workshops, recipients can improve the process of transition into the 

workforce.  

My next recommendation is for public workforce development directors, 

managers, and professionals to work with policymakers to enhance public workforce 

employment training workshops to align with the changing job market and focus on new 

technology. The data supports the use of remote locations, Internet cafés, and local 

libraries to complete specific employment workshop training. These strategic planning 

changes will address barriers to employment that recipients face in particular, 

unemployed, young, African-American males. By realigning the use of new technology, 

recipients will have additional time and resources to examine employment opportunities 

in different areas of customer service and data entry staffing. For many recipients 

involved in the workforce development training programs the barriers that they face are 

compounded by the requirement for transportation, clothing, and childcare. By allowing 

recipients to complete specific employment training workshops from a remote location or 

Internet café, can greatly reduce the burden of these requirements. Another 

recommendation is that public workforce development directors and managers work with 

policymakers to enhance HRA policies and practices.    

Schneider and Ingram (1993) contend that policy sends messages about what 

government is supposed to do, which citizens are deserving, (and which are not), and 

what kinds of participatory patterns are appropriate in a democratic society. The data has 

indicated that recipients involved in public workforce development training programs are 

significantly impacted by sanctions and penalties. Participants in this study claimed that 

most recipients are negatively impacted by the sanctions that are imposed and the 
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sanctions do not have any positive impact on the progress of that individual in the 

program. The sanctions that are implemented by way of HRA guidelines appeared to be 

outdated and antiquated. Participants in this study expressed the view that sanctions 

simply create a revolving door scenario. They found very little benefit to the sanctions 

imposed on individuals and found I need to change the guidelines that support the 

progress of each individual in the programs. The sanctions imposed by HRA tend to 

suspend benefits such as food stamps, childcare, and transportation vouchers. Participants 

in this study expressed the view that other measures can be taken to provide guidelines 

for recipients without suspending benefits. Some of the new guidelines that 

recommended include enhanced employment training workshops, and allowing 

individuals involved in the programs to complete specific workshops from a remote 

location. Because all of the participants in the study expressed the view that changes were 

needed in the public workforce employment training modules, it is productive for 

recipients and participants to have more input into the workforce training process 

Recommendation for Future Study 

This study provided important insights by demonstrating the value of the 

interactions between public workforce employment managers, and recipients involved in 

the program, particularly, unemployed, young, African American males. This study 

focused on the perceptions and experiences of public workforce employment 

professionals and did not develop any feedback from the recipients. My first 

recommendation for future research is to conduct a study of the experiences of 

unemployed, young, African Americans males who are involved in public workforce 

employment training. Another point of interest would be a study that focused on the use 
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of public workforce development employment training programs from a remote location 

for recipients. It would be interesting to note the impact of such a change in terms of the 

barriers that could be removed within that structure. Finally, other studies could be 

conducted that explore how recipients respond to independent employment training 

programs and enhanced mentorship programs. The social relationship between recipients 

involved in public workforce employment development and public workforce 

professionals has been regarded as important (Heinrich, 2016; McKinney et al., 2016). 

Policymakers and public workforce development managers need to gain a better 

understanding of the relevance of the relationship with recipients, and how greater 

independence and use of technology can improve the transition to work experience for 

recipients, in particular, unemployed, young, African American males.  

Reflection of the Researcher's Experience 

 My research experience during the study was very rewarding. As I reflect 

on this study, I believe it addresses the need for policymakers and WDA public 

workforce development professionals to improve the transition to work process for 

recipients, in particular, unemployed, young, African-American males. Through the 

implementation of enhanced employment training workshops and strategies, their 

experience between public workforce development professionals and recipients can be 

greatly improved. For the individuals who seek a pathway to employment through 

workforce development programs, these improvements to policies and practices will lead 

to meaningful employment. I began to view the importance of implementing more 

effective policies and strategies based on the themes that emerged from the study. I 

believe that policymakers and workforce development program professionals can 
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collaborate to develop programs that allow individuals ways to improve options for 

gaining meaningful employment. By understanding how the enhancement of programs 

and reallocation of resources can significantly change outcomes for individuals who have 

faced significant barriers to employment policymakers and public workforce program 

professionals can maximize the use of resources. I found all of the participants sincerely 

engaged during the interview process and demonstrated a genuine concern for individuals 

seeking to enter the job market. I am grateful for the opportunity to work with these 

professionals and in some way provide information that can be useful to individuals who 

seek a pathway to employment.  
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Conclusion  
This study sought to fill a gap in the literature regarding the perception and 

experiences of public workforce development professionals assisting recipients, in 

particular, unemployed, young, African-American males who were seeking to enter the 

job market. The results revealed that public workforce development professionals in the 

study demonstrated a genuine concern for recipients seeking a pathway to employment. 

Participants focused on several public workforce employment training workshops to 

assist recipients during the transition into the workforce. The results revealed that 

recipients, in particular, unemployed, young, African-American males were more 

proactive and engaged in the employment training workshops within workforce 

development programs. Public workforce employment managers assisted recipients 

during the early stages of the transition process and encouraged creativity while greater 

autonomy was gained. Participants in the study expressed the view that recipients care 

more about developing confidence and independence during the transition into the 

workforce, as opposed to simply securing employment.  

All of the participants stressed the view that the policies and practices that guided 

the process were to some extent outdated and antiquated. These participants expressed a 

desire to see changes in policies and programs that would encourage the use of new 

technological advances in the job markets. In conclusion public workforce development 

professionals and recipients, in particular, young African-American males appeared 

destined to continue collaborating define a more effective pathway to employment. This 

qualitative case study has the potential to aid public workforce development professionals 

in assisting young, African-American males during the transition into the workforce. This 

case study identified strategies and practices that could improve the employment training 
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experience for both public workforce program managers and recipients and with further 

enhancement and reallocation of resources could significantly improve the transition into 

the work process.  
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Appendix A: Individual Interview Guide 

Introduction: Thank you for participating in my doctoral study about how public workforce 

employment program professionals interact with participants who face significant barriers 

to entering the job market. Particularly, the interactions that take place before and during 

the transition into the job market for young, unemployed, African American males as it 

concerns workforce policies and practices that provide the pathway to employment. I will 

ask you some questions for about an hour, and I would very much like to audiotape the 

interview. I will transcribe the tape after the interview, and you are welcome to review or 

receive a copy of the transcript. We can stop the interview at any time if you have a concern 

or question.  

Opening Prompt: How long have you been involved in public workforce employment-

based training? How long have you been employed at Maximus Workforce Harlem’s 

location?  

The following interview questions will guide the initial interview and any possible follow-

up interviews. Interview Questions:  

1. What impact has the workforce employment policies and practices had on changing 

social constructions affecting young, unemployed, African American males involved 

in the transition to work process?  

2. What aspects of current employment-based workforce policies and practices tend to be 

more aligned to assist young, African American males with the transition to work 

process? 
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3. What are your perceptions regarding implementing different strategies to change the 

impact of social constructs relevant to young, African American males involved in the 

transition to work process?  

4. What are your perceptions of the strategies and practices utilized by young, African 

American males to prepare for the transition into the job market? 

5. What are your perceptions of current programs and policies designed to address 

negative social constructions impacting young, African American males involved in 

the transition to work process?  

6. What is in your opinion is the least effective measure being implemented to assist 

young, African American males involved in the transition to work process?  

7. What is in your opinion the most effective about strategies or interventions currently 

being implemented to assist young, African American males with the transition to work 

process?  

8. What factors create significant barriers to employment for young, African American 

males as a result of negative social constructions?  

9. What is your perception of the balance of benefits and burdens affecting young, African 

American males involved in the public workforce employment process?  

10. What are your perceptions about employment opportunities created as a result of new 

technology?  
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Appendix B: The Workforce Agency Employment Training Organizer 

 

 Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 

Set Clock      

Arrive Early      

Ask Question      

Think Positive      

Check Guidance      

Take Lunch      

Re-Check Duties      

Think Teamwork      

Re-Check      
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Appendix C: Emergent Themes 

 

Theme 1: Perceived Barriers and Stereotypes 

 Requesting a more mature hire 

 An offer of part-time hours 

 An offer of off-hour schedule 

 An offer of minimum wage work 

 Request for business attire 

Theme 2: Strategies for Securing Employment 

 Prepare for day one 

 Get the interview 

 Accept any shift 

 Request career coaching 

Theme 3: Managing Change and New Technology 

 Request time in the lab 

 Use the internet/ job search 

 Request to work remote 

 Use of library or internet café 

 Learning to job search 

Theme 4: Perceptions of Benefits and Burdens 

 Decide between court or job interview 

 How to balance child support 

 Setting up a flex schedule 

 Extending the vouchers 

 Avoid the negative labels  

 

Theme 5: Organizational Politics 

 Avoid FTC ( failure to comply) 

 Maintain the program  

 Follow the rules 

 Play the game 

 Maintain the benefits 

 Put the time in  
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