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About This Series

The Learning Briefs series captures key lessons, field strategies, and actionable insights
developed during the “implement” phase of JobsFirst NYC’s Sector Networks initiative. As
part of JobsFirst NYC's five-step process, these briefs serve as a bridge to the “integrate”
phase by documenting and evaluating real-world knowledge gained during implementation to
assess broader impacts, inform field practices, and advance effective workforce development
approaches at scale. Through this series, JobsFirst NYC translates cross-sector partnership
experiences across growth industries into practical guidance for workforce developers,
policymakers, and funders looking to build connected ecosystems of opportunity at scale.

About the Sector Networks

JobsFirst NYC's Sector Networks, an expansion of our Young Adult Sectoral Employment Project,
are citywide workforce development partnerships in three New York City growth industries: the
green economy, healthcare, and technology. The Green Economy Network, Healthcare Sector
Network, and Tech Sector Network strengthen collaboration among workforce organizations
and employers to pool and share knowledge and resources, customize training to meet
targeted hiring demands, and expand jobseekers’ access to employment opportunities.

About JobsFirst NYC

JobsFirst NYC creates and advances solutions that break down barriers and transform

the systems supporting young adults and their communities in the pursuit of economic
opportunities. Our innovative approach to developing new partnership models has helped shape
public policy, private philanthropic investments, and the practices of employers, colleges,
workforce development service providers, high schools, and others. Since 2006, JobsFirst NYC
has worked with more than 200 organizations and institutions across New York City and State to
build effective solutions that connect young adults to economic opportunities.
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Introduction

For young adults navigating New York City’s workforce development landscape, the
ultimate goal is clear: securing a place in a high-quality training program that leads to
a sustainable career. However, finding that right fit is rarely straightforward. Too often,
a motivated jobseeker lands at an organization’s door only to be turned away because of
timing, eligibility, or capacity, with no clear

path toward the training they actually need. By building a connected
ecosystem of trusted partners,
This happens in part because the this shared infrastructure

workforce development system is currently
organized around individual program
enroliment targets rather than collective
success in getting jobseekers into training

supports organizations in
acting on their commitment
to finding the best fit for each

wherever it is offered. Organizations are person seeking training, even
seldom incentivized to refer a candidate when that opportunity lies
elsewhere; in fact, doing so can feel like beyond their own doors.

losing a potential enrollee needed to meet

a contract goal. The result is a fragmented system that inadvertently rewards individual
outcomes over the primary mission of effectively training people and placing them into
the right roles.

JobsFirst NYC's Sector Networks have developed a different approach. By building
a connected ecosystem of trusted partners, this shared infrastructure supports
organizations in acting on their commitment to finding the best fit for each person
seeking training, even when that opportunity lies beyond their own doors.

Over the past three years, the Sector Networks have collectively trained more than 8,000
jobseekers, connecting them to career pathways in the green economy, healthcare, and
technology. This scale is supported by a “no wrong door” philosophy, in which every person
who engages with a network is guided toward a right-fit training program, regardless of
which organization they contact first.

This brief shares early learnings from the Tech Sector Network, Green Economy Network,
and Healthcare Sector Network as each has developed tools, structures, and practices for
making warm, intentional referrals—defined as direct connections to another program,
informed by what staff know about the candidate and the available options—a reality.
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What We Mean by
No Wrong Door

A young person is a fit for a specific program when they are interested
in the career pathway offered, meet the eligibility requirements,
and can participate based on the program’s timing and location.

Under the current workforce model, training organizations try to guide candidates who
are not a fit for their own programs, but they often lack the information, relationships,
and shared infrastructure needed to connect them to another opportunity. As a result,
candidates are left to navigate the system on their own or wait for future openings.

A no-wrong-door approach shifts that dynamic by building the infrastructure required
for partner organizations to share responsibility and guide young people across
programs. This approach rests on three core principles:

« Collective responsibility over individual enroliment. Rather than operating solely
within the context of their own recruitment and enrollment goals, network partners
share responsibility for connecting jobseekers to the right pathway, even when that
pathway is offered by another organization.

Shared pipeline management. Candidates who are qualified but not yet enrolled at
one organization are proactively introduced to others with comparable programs
that might be able to enroll them sooner.

Reduced cognitive load for jobseekers. Instead of requiring young people to
navigate multiple application processes on their own, the no-wrong-door model
creates clearer entry points and warmer handoffs between partner organizations.
When a candidate is referred from one organization to another, information about
their goals and preferences travels with them.
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Tech Sector Network

The Tech Sector Network (TSN) was among the first to design and formalize its referral
process, in part because of one partner’s growing waitlist of qualified candidates who could
not be accommodated. The Network has pursued three related approaches: Draft Day, a
shared candidate-matching process that opened one partner’s waitlist to training opportunities
across the network; the Digital Pipeline, an online platform for identifying training options and
supporting referrals; and TechUp Opportunity Day, an event that connected candidates directly

with other training organizations.

Draft Day

The challenge was straightforward: One network partner had hundreds of motivated young
people who, due to timing or eligibility, could not be placed in its program. Recognizing that a
missed connection for one organization is an opportunity for the broader coalition, we designed
the “Draft Day” model to create a structured mechanism for sharing candidate pipelines across
training organizations.

Year Up United shared its candidate pipeline with fellow TSN partners The Knowledge House, the
Marcy Lab School, Per Scholas, and NPower. Together, the network designed an outreach survey
that narrowed the pool of nearly 500 leads to 34 active, high-interest jobseekers. To facilitate
program matching, organizations pitched their missions, eligibility criteria, and program start
dates to one another before selecting candidates based on a shared tracking grid detailing each
jobseeker’s demographics, education, preferred program timing, and tech interests.

TSN partners assessed which programs aligned with each jobseeker’s goals, with JobsFirst

NYC facilitating the discussion. If multiple organizations were interested in the same candidate,
the jobseeker retained agency over which opportunity to pursue. Draft Day flipped the standard
approach: the search moved from candidates chasing seats to programs pursuing the right people.

Development of the Digital Pipeline

The Knowledge House originally created the Bronx Digital Pipeline in 2016 to increase and
centralize access to technology career pathways for Bronx young adults, as part of the

Young Adult Sectoral Employment Project. In partnership with the TSN, the Digital Pipeline

now extends across all five boroughs and is shaped by TSN partners. The tool serves as a
clearinghouse for TSN programs, allowing training seekers to filter programs by interest and
eligibility. Its goal is to demystify the tech training landscape by bringing key resources together
in one place.
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Based on direct feedback from the TSN, The Knowledge House launched Digital Pipeline v3.1in
June 2026. This iteration moves beyond static listings to deliver core referral and participant
management functionality, including cross-organization referral workflows with contextual
notes, application status tracking, unified candidate profile views, and alumni self-reporting.

As the network shifts toward active referrals, partners are navigating cross-organizational
onboarding and data alignment. The platform is now in its network adoption phase: With
foundational admin accounts in place for TSN member outreach staff, onboarding is underway
across the remaining partner organizations to drive network-wide usage.

The Digital Pipeline turns referrals from a series of individual handoffs into shared
infrastructure that allows partners to identify and act on opportunities across the network.

TechUp Opportunity Day . L
The Digital Pipeline turns

referrals from a series of
individual handoffs into

The TechUp Opportunity Day, held in 2025,
provided an early demonstration of the no-wrong-
door approach at scale, building on lessons

learned from Draft Day. Led by Year Up United shared infrastructure that
through the TSN, the convening was designed to allows partners to identify
support young people who had applied to Year and act on opportunities
Up but were not accepted into recent cohorts across the network.

because of timing or limited capacity.

Opportunity Day began with a multichannel outreach campaign targeting 658 qualified
candidates ages 18-29. Through emails, texts, and one-on-one phone calls, the team secured 102
registrations and 58 attendees, exceeding the initial target by 18%. The 57% show rate suggests
that young people are receptive to being referred to partner organizations when outreach is
deliberate and personalized, reinforcing the idea that a missed opportunity at one organization
does not have to become a missed opportunity for the workforce system as a whole.

The convening was designed around feedback from youth focus groups and included

alumni panels, resource introductions, and recruitment breakout sessions. Survey feedback
was overwhelmingly positive, with 100% of respondents expressing a desire to be contacted
by a referral organization. Attendees particularly valued hearing from alumni about their
career trajectories.

After Opportunity Day, 18 participants expressed direct interest in Per Scholas, and half went
on to complete an application—a strong outcome for candidates being introduced to an entirely
new organization for the first time. The network concluded that future success will depend on a
unified outreach system and standardized data-sharing norms to streamline the process from
lead to enrolled student.
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Green Economy Network

The Green Economy Network has developed a structured no-wrong-door approach that builds
on long-standing collaborative practice among partners. Initially, partners met reqularly to
verbally coordinate and talk through participant referrals. This hands-on experience revealed
that the primary challenge was not simply moving candidates from one program to another

but rather addressing a deeper informational gap. Because of the breadth and nuance of green
programming, the sector can be difficult for candidates to navigate on their own. Jobseekers
may be unfamiliar with the industry-specific concepts and technical language needed to
understand what different career pathways or training programs entail or to determine which
track best aligns with their goals. The network’s

formalized infrastructure is designed to solve for The network’'s formalized
this by shifting the focus from simple program- infrastructure is designed to

to-program routing to more informed career . _
matching. This approach relies on tools that help solve for this by Shlftlng the

jobseekers understand, compare, and choose focus from simple program-
among pathways. to-program routlng to more

informed career matching.

Find the Right Training for Me

To address this challenge, the Green Careers Council led the development of the “Find the Right
Training for Me” online tool, which begins with basic eligibility questions—age, borough, education
level, and prior training—before moving to a second section that assesses personality fit and interests
using accessible, jargon-free language. The goal is to ensure that someone unfamiliar with industry
terminology like “renewable energy” or “building efficiency” can still find a meaningful answer.

For example, one question asks, | am good at ..., with response options such as “working with

my hands,” “talking to people,” “being outside in nature,” and “managing projects.” Each response
maps back to a potential career track within the Green Economy Network.

The tool was also designed with retention in mind. For the Green Economy Network, alignment
between participants’interests and training tracks is not just about making good placements
but about helping participants persist. Sectoral workforce research demonstrates that when
intake processes screen for and match candidates to programs aligned with their personality
profiles, participants are more likely to secure jobs with benefits and higher pay and to remain
employed over time.

Once an interested training seeker completes the form, all Green Careers Council members can
review the data and follow up with a warm introduction to their relevant program.

jobsfirstnyc.org « No Wrong Door Building a Connected Ecosystem of Opportunity |

7


https://www.explorevr.org/sites/explorevr.org/files/files/Tuning In to Local Labor Markets.pdf

Healthcare Sector Network

Healthcare Sector Network partners offer similar training pathways, including certified
nursing assistant, patient care technician, and home health aide training. At the same time,
each partner brings unique strengths to the ecosystem. While some programs offer specialized
technical certifications, others are tailored to specific demographics, such as women or young
adults. These differences make intra-network

referrals both valuable and necessary because The digita| tool puts
a candidate who is not the right fit for one candidate information

rogram may be better served by another. . . o
Prog y veany in front of all admissions
Referral Task Force professionals simultaneously,
After months of informal referrals over email and Wl‘ll!e giving candidates the
phone that were difficult to track, the Healthcare ability to explore and choose

Sector Network piloted a 60-day Referral Task their own career path.

Force made up of admissions professionals—

typically the first staff to receive new participants or referrals. The group used a shared referral
spreadsheet that contained program dates, eligibility requirements, and other key details. It
then added a separate tab to track and document referrals, allowing partners to easily toggle
from program information to referral tracking.

Through biweekly meetings and deliberate trust-building, task force members began making
warm handoffs using what they came to call the “human and a spreadsheet” method. The first
trial generated 25 intra-network referrals and one successful referral to job placement. A key
component was ensuring that task force members truly understood one another’s programs and
intake processes.

After the initial 60-day pilot, the task force expanded its approach in early 2026, using an adapted
version of the Green Economy Network's “Find the Right Training for Me” tool that JobsFirst NYC
brought to the Healthcare Sector Network as demand for referrals from outside the network grew.
The digital tool puts candidate information in front of all admissions professionals simultaneously,
while giving candidates the ability to explore and choose their own career path.

One lesson we have drawn from this effort is that regular cadence is essential. Intra-network
referrals need to stay top of mind through scheduled meetings, shared tools, and consistent
follow-through.

What began as a referral tool ultimately became a mechanism for strengthening relationships
across the network.
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What Partners Are Saying

( We have actively expanded our network of referral partners and
deepened engagement with existing ones. One example is our
ongoing collaboration with STRIVE, which has refined its approach to
recommending candidates to us. Recognizing the importance of mental
health preparedness, STRIVE has now made their Health and Wellness
training a prerequisite for referral. This adjustment was a direct result of
conversations around participant readiness and retention.

— The Doe Fund ’

Grace Institute does not offer clinical training pathways, so the task , ,
force has been especially useful in helping us share more clinically

focused opportunities with candidates whose interests may not directly align
with our training programs. It has also created an opportunity for us to exchange
resources and establish direct connections, allowing us to better support
candidates and follow their progress rather than sharing information blindly.

‘ — Grace Institute

( ( I think | would call the work complementary and collaborative

rather than just coordinated. Referrals come from an appreciation
and understanding of what each partner brings to the table while having
clarity around shared goals of economic mobility.

— Per Scholas ’
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Recommendations
for the Field

Policy

For workforce system leaders, intermediaries, and public agencies

Establish a minimum viable information (MVI) standard across workforce
training programs.

Why it matters

Without a shared standard for warm, intentional referrals, jobseekers are far too easily
lost in the system. When organizations collect and track information in silos, candidates
are forced to repeat screening steps and re-explain their stories from scratch—a
frustrating experience that often leads them to disengage entirely from programs that
could transform their futures. A standardized referral baseline removes this friction,
ensuring that handoffs depend not on informal staff connections but on a reliable
network built to keep jobseekers moving forward.

What it requires

Workforce system leaders, intermediaries, and public agencies should develop a
systemwide MVI standard, with input from jobseekers, that identifies the minimum
information needed to make an effective referral, including eligibility criteria, program
capacity, and candidate goals. The standard should remain a floor rather than become
an overly prescriptive requirement, protecting candidate dignity and reducing friction
without recreating the barriers it is intended to address.
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Practice

For workforce organizations and city agencies

Make referrals a core part of intake, not a supplemental activity.

Why it matters

When a program is not the right fit, referral is too often treated as an optional follow-
up rather than a standard part of the intake process. The next steps in the candidate’s
process are left to the initiative of individual staff rather than built into how intake works.

What it requires

Workforce organizations and city agencies should establish referral protocols as part
of their intake processes, with clear expectations for when and how candidates are
connected to other programs. Designing referrals as a deliberate extension of intake
turns a routine administrative handoff into a clarity-driven career-matching tool.

Build shared visibility across the system, including a citywide Opportunity Day.

Why it matters

There is currently no shared visibility across the system—organizations cannot see
in real time which programs have open slots or where the gaps are between what the
system offers and what young adults need.

What it requires

Workforce organizations and city agencies should develop a shared referral dashboard
that tracks capacity, referral-to-enrollment rates, and unmet need by sector and
population. At the city level, a citywide Opportunity Day could complement this
infrastructure by giving participants on waiting lists across training programs access to
available opportunities across multiple organizations in real time.
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Funding

For funders and public agencies

Build attribution models that count collaboration, and funding streams that reward it.

Why it matters

Most workforce funding models are not designed to recognize collaborative success.
When a young adult is referred by one organization and placed by another, the referring
organization generally receives no credit, almost as if the referral never happened. This
is not a minor measurement problem: It helps explain why organizations may hesitate

to refer candidates elsewhere, why
partnerships are hard to sustain,
and why the field continues to
structurally reward competition
despite calling for collaboration.

What it requires

Funders and public agencies should
develop attribution models that count
outcomes across organizational
boundaries, create funding streams
that follow young adults through the
system rather than anchoring them

to a single program, and measure
system-level performance alongside
individual program results.

Funders and public agencies
should develop attribution
models that count outcomes
across organizational
boundaries, create funding
streams that follow young
adults through the system
rather than anchoring

them to a single program,
and measure system-level
performance alongside
individual program results.
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