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Preface
On February 22, 2009, Microsoft announced a new initiative called 
Elevate America, with the goal of reaching at least 2 million people 
with the technology training needed to succeed in the 21st-century 
economy. When we launched the first Elevate America offering—a 
partnership with state governments to provide computer skills train-
ing vouchers to unemployed and underskilled workers—the states of 
Florida, New York, and Washington were on board. Participation sub-
sequently grew to include 32 states and the District of Columbia. Over 

the two-year span of the state voucher program, Microsoft distributed more than 800,000 
training and certification vouchers and provided unlimited access to Microsoft courses in 
basic computer skills to help individuals in the participating states and D.C. improve their 
workplace technology skills. 

Elevate America was designed to help address one of the worst economic downturns in 
our nation’s recent history. Although Microsoft had worked for years with other businesses 
and community-based partners to broaden access to skills training for employability, a pro-
gram on the scale of the voucher effort had never been tried. The program ultimately helped 
state and local governments across the country improve the workforce readiness of tens of 
thousands of individuals.

Building on our extensive experience with technology skills training through the Microsoft 
Unlimited Potential program and on the lessons learned from the Elevate America voucher 
effort, we have since launched similar community-based programs. In October 2010, we 
introduced the Elevate America veterans initiative, a two-year program to help U.S. military 
veterans and their spouses transition to civilian employment. In February 2011, we launched 
the Elevate America community initiative to provide technology training to underserved 
individuals, especially women and youth.

Looking toward the next decade—when more than three-quarters of all jobs are expected 
to require some technology skills—Microsoft is strengthening its commitment to provid-
ing online learning tools that empower people to reach their full potential and help them 
achieve career success.

I am pleased to present this report, which contains information and insights that can help 
governments, businesses, and other stakeholders in their ongoing efforts to address employ-
ability issues and improve economic opportunities for individuals and our communities.

Pamela Passman
Corporate Vice President, Global Corporate Affairs
Microsoft Corporation
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Introduction
The story of the Elevate America state voucher effort is fundamentally a story about  
helping people. Microsoft launched the program in February 2009, against the backdrop of  
a deep national recession that put millions of Americans out of work.

For several years before that, Microsoft had been investing in community-based pro-
grams to help provide technology access and workplace skills to a broad range of un-
derserved populations. Working in collaboration with more than 1,500 local and regional 
partners through its Unlimited Potential – Community Technology Skills program, Microsoft 
has contributed cash, software, curriculum, and technical assistance to help train millions of 
people across the globe. Through this program, Microsoft has touched the lives of more than 
170 million people worldwide—including over 29 million people in fiscal year 2010 alone.

Building on this track record and a broad network of existing partnerships in the work-
force development community, Microsoft was positioned to act quickly as more Americans 
suddenly found themselves without a job—and often without the resources or skills to find 
another one. 

The goal of the Elevate America state voucher program was to provide a comprehensive 
bundle of training and skills certification resources, in a user-friendly package, that states 
could use to offer information and communications technology (ICT) training to anyone 
seeking new or improved workplace skills.

At the National Governors Association winter meeting in February 2009, Pamela Passman, 
Microsoft’s corporate vice president, Global Corporate Affairs, invited the 50 states, the Dis-
trict of Columbia, and the U.S. territories to participate in the state voucher program. Micro-
soft Community Affairs staff followed up with calls, emails, and in-person visits to a number 
of states to encourage their participation and to answer questions. Washington State was the 
first to sign on, and by the May 2010 deadline, 32 states and D.C. had joined.

During an 18-month period beginning in March 2009, the rapid-deployment program 
provided the participating states and D.C. with a total of 880,000 vouchers for Microsoft online 
training courses and certification exams. It also offered unlimited access to Microsoft courses 
in basic computer skills for those with little or no computer experience. Collectively, the states 
and D.C. received 480,000 vouchers for intermediate-level training, 75% of which were dis-
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tributed to individuals. The states and D.C. collectively received 400,000 vouchers for selected 
Microsoft certification exams, which measure and validate user proficiency in specific areas of 
technology.

The participating states and D.C. had 90 days from the date they announced the program 
to distribute the vouchers. Within the same 90-day window, individuals could activate the 
vouchers at the Microsoft website. Once activated, the vouchers would provide access to the 
online training for a full year. While Microsoft provided the vouchers free of charge, the states 
and D.C. were responsible for the cost of publicizing the program and distributing the vouch-
ers to individuals. 

The states and D.C. adopted a variety of approaches to distributing the vouchers. In most 
cases, an employment and training agency led the effort, tapping a network of career centers 
to help people access the training. Almost half of the jurisdictions distributed vouchers online 
or by phone through the employment and training agency. 

As this report shows, the Elevate America voucher program helped thousands of indi-
viduals improve their employability, raised awareness of the importance of ICT literacy, and 
provided public workforce systems around the country with practical experience in delivering 
self-service online ICT training.

The findings presented here are based largely on an in-depth examination of the experi-
ences of 26 of the states and the District of Columbia. They draw on program data provided 
by the states and D.C. as well as interviews with participating agency staff.

The report describes the economic conditions and demographic circumstances within the 
participating states and D.C., presents an overview of the approaches taken and the results, and 
shares insights gained by Microsoft and participating partners. It also offers guidance to state 
and federal policymakers on ways to support and improve future efforts to expand ICT training.

The Economic Landscape
The recession that began in December 2007 produced 
severe job losses and economic dislocation. It also ac-
celerated occupational shifts that had been under way 
for some time. These shifts continue to have signifi-
cant implications for U.S. workers and employers and 
underscore the importance of increasing technology 
literacy among the U.S. workforce. 

In 2009, just under 100 million people were em-
ployed in non-farm payroll jobs within the Elevate 
America states and D.C.—76% of the total number of 
workers in those occupations nationwide. While the 
pattern of job loss in these locales1 closely mirrored 
that of the country as a whole, the 32 states and D.C. 
accounted for 88% of the nation’s job losses between 
2007 and 2009.2 However, the severity of the recession 
varied greatly among them, as shown in Table 1. 

US  ........................... 9.3%
Alabama ..................... 10.1%
Arizona  ..........................9.1%
Arkansas ........................7.3%
California  ................... 11.4%
Colorado  .......................7.7%
Delaware  .......................8.1%
District of Columbia 10.2%
Florida ......................... 10.5%
Georgia  .........................9.6%
Illinois .......................... 10.1%
Iowa  ................................6.0%
Kentucky  .................... 10.5%
Louisiana .......................6.8%
Maryland  ......................7.0%
Massachusetts  ............8.4%
Michigan .................... 13.6%

Minnesota  ....................8.0%
Mississippi  ....................9.6%
Missouri  ........................9.3%
Montana  .......................6.2%
Nevada  ....................... 11.8%
New Hampshire  .........6.3%
New Jersey  ...................9.2%
New York  ......................8.4%
North Carlolina  ....... 10.6%
Ohio .............................. 10.2%
Oregon  ....................... 11.1%
Tennessee  .................. 10.5%
Utah  ................................6.6%
Virginia  ..........................6.7%
Washington  .................8.9%
West Virginia  ...............7.9%
Wisconsin  .....................8.5%

2009 Unemployment in Elevate America States

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor StatisticsTable 1
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Success Story  |  Kelly Edwards, Binghamton, New York

Certifications Help Writer Bounce Back After Job Loss
 

After losing her job, Kelly Edwards knew she needed to update her computer skills to com-
pete for a good position elsewhere. She attributes much of her success in securing a new 

job to the skills and confidence she gained from Microsoft online computer training. 

When Kelly Edwards lost her job as a technical 
writer at a New York defense contracting firm in 
2009, she was devastated. 

“I loved my job,” she says. “And now here I 
was—over 50 years old, laid off, and without a 
college education.” Edwards relied on the deter-
mination she learned from her late father to get 
through the first few months of her job search. 
“There were times when I was getting so frustrat-
ed—no callbacks, just sending resumes out end-
lessly—that I’d have to kind of tune into his voice 
and steady myself.” 

When Edwards learned about the Elevate 
America state voucher program, it didn’t take her 
long to sign up for online courses in Microsoft 
Word, PowerPoint, and Excel. In just three months, 
she achieved her goal of gaining Microsoft Office 
Specialist certifications in all three applications. 

“I began getting callbacks within a few weeks, 

after I put them on my resume,” she says. And with 
the certifications under her belt, Kelly was more 
confident when she contacted potential employers. 
“I could reference what I’d learned from the Micro-
soft training with specific examples,” she says.

She recalls the interview with the web-based 
engineering information firm that eventually hired 
her as a data analyst. “The woman who’s now my 
boss asked me to help her, right there during the 
interview, with a Word document review she was 
working on,” Edwards says. “I was nervous, but I 
knew my stuff and she knew that I knew it.”

When asked how she’s feeling these days, 
Edwards sums it up in a single word: “grateful.” She 
adds, “I get to take what I know—all the engineer-
ing knowledge and the desktop software publishing 
skills—and combine them with the Microsoft pro-
grams that I now know really well. I think my father 
would be proud.”
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In Michigan, for example, unemployment approached 14%, and in Nevada, California, 
and Oregon it topped 11%. On the other end of the spectrum, states such as Iowa, Montana, 
Utah, and Virginia had jobless rates well below the 9.3% national average in 2009.

The nation’s recovery from the recession is expected to be protracted and painful. The 
pool of unemployed workers, nearly 16 million at the end of 2010, will remain large for some 
time. Economists do not expect the national unemployment rate, which averaged 9.6% in 
2010, to return to the 5% range until sometime after 2013.3

Nationwide, three industry sectors accounted for nearly two-thirds of total job losses dur-
ing the recession: construction, manufacturing, and employment services. Taken together, the 
Elevate America states mirror the U.S. trend, with some notable variations, as shown in Figure 1. 

These three sectors are dominated by occupations that have not traditionally relied on ICT 
skills. Manufacturing and construction jobs are primarily in production, materials handling, 
and general labor. Even the employment services sector, which consists primarily of laborers, 
assemblers, and materials handlers, requires few ICT skills. 

Economists expect that as many as 25% of the lost jobs in these sectors will not return any 
time soon.4 And that estimate may be low. Permanent layoffs as a share of total unemploy-
ment reached an all-time high of more than 55% in 2010, according to the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics (BLS).

The structural shifts seen during the recession have accelerated trends that have been in 
evidence for at least 25 years. High-paying, low-skill jobs are disappearing. More than half 
of today’s jobs require some technology skills, and the BLS projects that this figure will reach 
77% in the next decade.5 Individuals who have no technology skills will find it more difficult 
to secure even low-paying jobs. 

Figure 1

0% 25% 50% 75% 100% 

US 
EA 

Alabama 
Arkansas 
Colorado 

Florida 
Georgia 

Illinois 
Kentucky 
Maryland 
Michigan 

New Hampshire 
New Jersey 

Ohio 
Washington 

Wisconsin 

Construction Manufacturing Employment Services 

2009 Job Loss in Construction, Manufacturing, 
and Employment Services: Selected Elevate America States
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Approaches to the Voucher Program
When Microsoft announced the Elevate America voucher program, the country was con-
fronting an employment and fiscal crisis of historic proportions. While the vouchers were 
provided free of charge, the participating states and D.C. had to invest their own resources to 
distribute them. The participation rate was high despite this requirement. 

In general, the states and D.C. made the vouchers available to all adult residents, al-
though most targeted low-skilled workers whose education and skill levels present barri-
ers to finding good jobs, and specifically clients of federal Workforce Investment Act (WIA) 
programs.

State and local workforce professionals devoted countless hours to shaping the program 
to meet their area’s needs. Their efforts included producing marketing materials to pro-
mote the program in various venues, tailoring training materials to career center staff, and 
convening web seminars to train local partners. In most locations, technology staff created 
webpages to promote the voucher program, and in 14 states and D.C. they developed online 
distribution systems. At least three states established call centers or dedicated portions of 
existing call centers to Elevate America customers. Many states upgraded state and career 
center computers to allow them to support the ICT training.

In each state and in D.C., one or two workforce professionals were assigned to champion 
the voucher program in their area. They were responsible for spearheading planning, design, 
and execution of the program, partnership development and training, and communications 
and outreach. They were typically senior or middle-level public administrators such as as-
sistant secretaries of agencies, division directors, or project specialists.

These “champions” had to be master problem solvers to keep senior leadership informed 
and involved, engage experts within their organization, and evangelize the effort to career 
centers and regional workforce boards, including, in some cases, traveling extensively to 
meet with reluctant agencies. They created electronic systems, held trainings, produced pro-
motional materials, and set up hotlines to accommodate the demand for training. 

Many career centers assigned dedicated staff to serve Elevate America customers and 
leveraged partnerships with libraries, adult education centers, and community colleges to 
help customers gain access to Elevate America training. 

Some states made special efforts to communicate with recently unemployed workers 
by linking Elevate America announcements to unemployment benefit communications. In 
several locales, employed workers seeking to upgrade their ICT skills were targeted through 
drive-time radio spots, outreach to employers, and other efforts.

The states and D.C. received a total of 480,000 vouchers for Microsoft e-learning courses 
for Microsoft Office and IT Professional applications and 400,000 vouchers for Microsoft 
certification exams. Despite the short 90-day program window, 75% of available training 
vouchers were distributed. A number of states distributed all of their vouchers, some within 
weeks of the program launch.

As with any new program, there were communication gaps, technology glitches, bureau-
cratic roadblocks, and procedural challenges. When Microsoft launched the program, the ca-
pacity of the states and D.C. to engage was not fully understood. Looking back, the voucher 
effort might have had even greater impact if nonprofit partners in local communities had 
been given an active role at the outset. Similarly, the gap that sometimes emerged between 



8    Elevate America’s State Voucher Strategy to Promote Employability
 

voucher activation and completion might have been reduced by enlisting more community-
based organizations to help individuals with limited digital literacy skills complete the course-
work and prepare for and take the certification exams. Nevertheless, the voucher effort led to 
many invaluable experiences, insights, and observations for workforce professionals.

Interview Findings
Lessons learned about program implementation were collected through interviews with state 
champions and agency staff in 27 of the 32 states and in D.C. The topics included program 
philosophy, design and planning, and the successes and challenges of the voucher effort, 
from which several key findings emerged. 

1. The program underscored the enormity of the digital divide.

For many workforce officials, the Elevate America experience highlighted the degree to 
which many workers are unprepared to compete for family-wage jobs or even access the 
necessary web-based training. Officials from rural states noted that many communities have 
no broadband Internet access and that dial-up is inadequate to serve training needs. As one 
official remarked, “People really have no idea how big the digital divide is. If you have dial-
up, you don’t [really] have Internet access.”

Even in communities with high-speed Internet access, low-skilled individuals are faring 
little better. Officials noted that many unemployed workers who had worked in manufactur-
ing and construction jobs have little computer experience and little interest in learning ICT 
skills. As one interviewee observed, “One-stop [career center] clientele are generally not 
interested in having those skills given to them. They are looking for other work. They are not 
computer people…. Some people don’t even know how to use a mouse.”

Officials were often surprised by how little computer experience many career center 
customers have, and they saw that the centers could be a valuable entry point to computer-
based training. 

2. The state voucher program demonstrated the need and growing demand for ICT train-
ing in particular and self-service online training in general.

The overwhelming response to Elevate America in many locations demonstrated to work-
force officials that large numbers of people—particularly those with more education—are 
interested in ICT training and online services. The level of demand for vouchers surprised 
several interviewees. 

Many noted that the demand for Elevate America vouchers was helped by the combi-
nation of a limited-time offer and the fact that the training was free. The strong response 
indicated to them that workers were ready to take advantage of the right online services.

3. Access to computers, state policies, and staff experience are key factors in delivering 
ICT skills training. 

The state voucher program highlighted a number of barriers to providing online ICT training 
at career centers. Many career centers and libraries lacked sufficient numbers of public-use 
computers to accommodate the courses. Existing public-use computers, when available, 
were often in high demand for other uses. 
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Success Story  |  Gloria Pulido, Los Angeles, California

Training in Excel Leads to a Good Full-Time Job

Gloria Pulido never expected she’d be living in her car with her teenage son.  
But after obtaining a Microsoft Office Specialist certification through Elevate America,  

she found full-time employment and a new home.

Unable to pay her rent after losing her job as an 
office receptionist in 2007, Glorida Pulido found 
herself living somewhere she never could have 
imagined: her car.

“My teenage son and I ended up homeless,” 
she recalls.

While searching for community resources to 
help her get back on her feet, Pulido came across 
the Elevate America state voucher program. “When 
I heard about the Microsoft training, it was like a 
little glimmer of light went off in my head. I knew 
if I could get at least one of the certifications, it 
would show that I knew that [software] program.” 

Pulido took a course in Microsoft Excel and, on 
her first try, passed the Microsoft Office Specialist 
certification exam. Using her new skills, she quickly 
turned a part-time job as a cashier for Satur-
day night bingo games at a small Catholic high 

school—the Don Bosco Technical Institute—into a 
full-time position as the school’s parent liaison. 

Pulido initially created a spreadsheet to track 
bingo funds. She then turned her attention to 
improving the scheduling and notification tasks 
associated with parent volunteer efforts. 

Impressed with her initiative and her way 
around a spreadsheet, the school offered her a 
full-time position with benefits. “Gloria was the first 
person I thought of when the position opened up,” 
recalls her manager, Teresa Herrera. “Her customer 
service skills and what she’s done with the Excel 
spreadsheets and scheduling are impressive.” 

Now, Pulido is helping to further develop and 
promote the bingo program. In less than a year, 
revenues have doubled to more than $500,000 
annually.
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Many career centers and public libraries ration access to computers by placing time 
limits on their use, making it difficult for individuals to achieve meaningful progress in an ICT 
training course. In several states, partner organizations addressed this issue by designating 
certain computers for Elevate America customers. 

Several states reported that state data security rules complicated their efforts to down-
load software updates and keep computers current. In at least one instance, state staff trav-
eled to each local career center to install system upgrades to allow access to Elevate America 
training. State rules restricting Internet use on public computers also impeded service delivery. 

A number of states found that workforce staff lacked the level of ICT skills needed to 
support users of online training at career centers. Some states enlisted outside ICT experts 
to support center-based efforts—including computer-savvy volunteers and library-based 
and community ICT staff. For most of the workforce agencies, the Elevate America effort was 
among their first experiences offering self-service online training. The agencies reported that 
the program helped them to identify strengths and weaknesses in their technology infra-
structure, training offerings, and partnerships.

4. Absence of red tape can lead to greater experimentation and collaboration.

The states and D.C. had broad discretion in how they administered their Elevate America 
voucher program, in contrast to many state and federal programs that include eligibility re-
quirements. In many cases, the open eligibility was an important ingredient in gaining career 
center participation. Most locales relied on partnerships with career centers to distribute the 
vouchers to individuals. Even where vouchers were distributed online, there was collabora-
tion with centers to advertise the initiative and provide some level of support. 

Some interviewees mentioned that they valued the chance to serve individuals who typi-
cally do not visit career centers. The absence of eligibility requirements provided welcome 
flexibility for agencies to provide training to those who would otherwise be ineligible to re-
ceive it—such as currently employed individuals in need of further ICT training and interme-
diate-skilled unemployed, who often do not qualify for high-value public workforce services.

Several officials emphasized the impact of delivering a service free of complex eligibility 
requirements. The absence of such requirements also freed agencies to include more part-
ners and adopt innovative marketing approaches. Goodwill Industries and public libraries, for 
example, played valuable supporting roles in a number of Elevate America communities. 

Demographic Findings
The quantitative data on the number and characteristics of customers seeking Elevate 
America vouchers led to two key findings. 

1. ICT skills training appealed most to those with some college education.

The state voucher program mostly attracted job seekers and employed workers with some 
post-secondary education, who seemed best prepared to use self-paced online training. 
Among the locations reporting demographic data, nearly half of the voucher recipients had 
at least a two-year degree, and 70% had some post-secondary education. Thirty-four per-
cent were employed.6
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This contrasts sharply with clients of traditional workforce ser-
vices, as shown in Table 2. According to data reported by states to 
the U.S. Department of Labor, most clients of WIA services have at 
most a high school diploma, and only 25% are employed.

2. ICT training trends reveal gender-based issues.

Men comprised 59% of the unemployed workforce in 2009 but 
only 46% of Elevate America customers. These results suggest that 
while men in traditionally male occupations are at risk in the face 
of shifting job requirements, they may be less likely to seek out the 
ICT training that will allow them to compete for good jobs during 
the economic recovery.

At the same time, the data suggests that women are not pursu-
ing the kind of training that would prepare them for occupations 
requiring a higher level of technology skill. Although women made 
up the majority of Elevate America participants overall, they rep-
resented only about 25% of those seeking IT Professional training 
courses. 

Distribution Models and Activation Rates
For an analysis of the distribution models used in the Elevate 
America effort, the key indicator is the voucher activation rate—
the percentage of vouchers provided to a state or D.C. that were 
redeemed by users.7 Although data on how customers progressed 
in their training is not available, analyzing activation results offers 
clues about how the different approaches to distribution may have affected the rate at which 
vouchers were directed to individuals who would use them. 

The distribution approaches differed in numerous ways, although they followed one of 
two basic models. Eighteen states, representing 66% of all vouchers, required individuals 
to visit a career center or other local service provider to obtain a voucher. The remaining 
15 states, representing 34% of vouchers, allowed customers to both apply for and receive 
vouchers electronically or by phone. Across the 32 states and D.C., the average distribution 
rate of available training vouchers was 75%.

One approach was not necessarily more effective than the other in achieving high levels 
of voucher redemption. Of the eight locations with the highest activation rates, four were ca-
reer center based and four were online programs. These locales saw activation rates ranging 
from 45% to 81%, compared to the average rate of 31% among all of the Elevate America 
locations. The following findings emerged based on activation data from the states.

1. The distribution method affects the types of individuals reached.

The two voucher distribution approaches tended to reach different audiences. Career center–
based distribution served a greater proportion of unemployed workers—70% compared to 
57% who received vouchers electronically.

Demographics of Voucher Activators and  
Traditional Workforce Services Clients

 Elevate  Traditional
 America  Workforce
 Activations Services*

                               AGE

25 & under 8% 
26 to 35 19% 
36 to 50 39% 
51 to 65 32% 
66+ 2% 
                EMPLOYMENT STATUS

Unemployed 66% 75%
Employed 34% 25%
                           EDUCATION LEVEL

Less than H.S. 5% 13.5%
H.S./GED 28% 50.8%
Some college 19% 25.4%
2-year degree 12% 10.2%
4-year degree 26% 
Post-graduate 10% 

* Source: PY 2008 WIASRD Data Book. Jan. 19, 2010.

EMPLOYMENT STATUS

AGE

EDUCATION LEVEL

Table 2
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In the 18 states that distributed vouchers through local career centers, three factors co-
incided with higher activation rates: higher per capita WIA funding, a greater proportion of 
urban residents, and a greater proportion of households with Internet access. A fourth factor, 
the level of job loss experienced between 2007 and 2009, affected the results in locations 
with the most severe job losses. The huge demand for traditional training and employment 
services clearly made it more difficult to integrate the voucher effort into existing workforce 
programming.

2. Assessment capabilities affect the voucher activation rate.

Four of the states with the highest activation rates required customers to apply for vouch-
ers in person at a local center and register in the state’s employment services information 
system. A common element among these states was a strong central organization with tightly 
coordinated career centers. These states largely integrated the Elevate America effort into 
their existing workforce services system and worked closely with local centers to administer 
the program.

Achieving high activation rates among career center customers was especially challeng-
ing. Although employment and training services are open to all eligible citizens, these centers 
tend to serve low-skilled workers. According to workforce professionals interviewed for this 
report, career center clients are less likely to have Internet access at home and tend to have 
below-average ICT literacy.

The keys to achieving high activation rates among career center clients were the ability 
to use some level of assessment to help direct the clients to the appropriate training oppor-
tunity and the ability to handle a large volume of customers. The locations with the highest 
activation rates were able to coordinate the work of dozens of career centers around the 
state and apply consistent application processes.

Clearly, a tight organizational structure was helpful in this effort. However, these states 
applied additional strategies. For example, at least one of the four states with the highest 
activation rates required customers to complete the online Microsoft Basic Computer Literacy 

Online Distribution Attracts Skilled, Educated Workers 

One participating location with a bifurcated labor market—highly educated knowledge 
workers on the one hand and a large number of long-term disadvantaged or low-skilled 
workers on the other—showed that an online-only distribution approach can effectively 
target skilled workers. 

Half of the voucher recipients in this location were employed, with an average annual wage 
of nearly $60,000. Of the unemployed voucher recipients, 40% had a four-year or post-
graduate degree.

More than 70% of available vouchers were distributed in this location, and of those, 90% 
were redeemed—underscoring the effectiveness of self-service online distribution to pro-
vide training to populations—employed and unemployed—with higher skill and education 
levels.
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Success Story  | Jim Griffith, Jackson, Mississippi

Office Productivity Training Helps Sole Proprietor
Jim Griffith had no idea how important office productivity applications could be until he 

started working for himself and learning about the powerful features of Microsoft Office 
programs such as Outlook, Word, Excel, and PowerPoint.

Following careers in the military, as a man-
ager at Corning, and as a stockbroker, Jim Griffith 
decided that he wanted to be his own boss. But 
becoming an independent financial advisor offer-
ing life insurance, annuities, and legacy planning 
was a huge adjustment.

As a stockbroker, Griffith had relied on several 
assistants to handle the many details associated 
with customer relations. Working for himself, he 
had to do it all: generate leads, schedule appoint-
ments, and follow up and stay in touch by email.

In the fall of 2009, Griffith heard about the 
Elevate America state voucher program and drove 
to the Workforce Investment Network job center in 
Jackson, Mississippi, on the first day the vouchers 
became available. Over the next several months, 
he took a variety of online courses that taught him 
how to more effectively use the Windows operat-

ing system and Office applications.
Today, Griffith uses many of Outlook’s features 

to stay on top of communications with clients. He 
uses the templates within Word to create letter-
head and other office documents, builds presenta-
tions using PowerPoint, and develops short videos 
and ads using Windows Live Movie Maker.

In addition to increasing his productivity, 
Griffith’s new computing skills are saving him 
money. “My postage bill has dropped at least 90%,” 
he says. “I’ve mailed no more than eight pieces of 
literature in the last three months.”

Most importantly, Griffith says the knowledge 
he gained from the online courses is letting him 
“concentrate on doing what I do, which is talking 
to people and building up the business.” Griffith es-
timates that his business revenue grew by $50,000 
in 2010 thanks to the technology skills he gained.
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course in order to qualify for a voucher. Others made special efforts to attract intermediate-
skilled workers through aggressive marketing.

These results suggest that a center-based approach that is adequately resourced, tightly 
coordinated, and serves a more concentrated population has the greatest chance of success.

3. Broad outreach and follow-up are keys to successful online distribution.

Four of the eight locations with the highest activation rates distributed vouchers completely 
electronically, with minimal involvement of career centers or other partners. These locales 
relied on outreach to the workforce community beyond the career centers to attract custom-
ers to the voucher program. The ease of access made possible by online distribution allowed 
some states to distribute large numbers of vouchers, but they often fell short on activations. 
While 13 participating locations employed online distribution, only four achieved strong 
activation rates. 

Three of the locations employing electronic distribution adopted an ambitious communi-
cations effort, including public service announcements, TV interviews, and in some instances 
drive-time radio spots. One state partnered with its association of two-year colleges to adver-
tise the program to students. Through aggressive marketing efforts, these locations were able 
to attract the attention of intermediate-skilled job seekers and employed workers looking to 
enhance their ICT skills. 

Where online distribution was used, close tracking of distribution status was easier, as was 
communication with recipients to remind them to redeem their vouchers 

4. Online distribution appeals to ICT-ready customers.

Locations that distributed vouchers electronically saw some results that might seem counter-
intuitive. For example, activation rates for online distribution were higher in states with lower 
rates of household Internet access. Moreover, locales with the highest rates of activation 
tended to be those with lower average education levels and lower per capita income.

High activation rates in areas with low rates of Internet access reflected a bifurcated pop-
ulation. Online promotions reach those who are most likely to have some basic ICT literacy. 
In fact, three of the five online distribution locations with the highest activation rates served 
more employed than unemployed workers. These results indicate that online approaches can 
effectively target individuals who are most likely to have the ability and prerequisites to take 
advantage of online ICT training.

Overall, the success rate of online distribution was closely related to the ability to reach 
employed workers seeking additional training and individuals with higher education levels. 
The education level of Elevate America customers in the online distribution locations with 
high activation rates exceeded that of the locale’s general population. 
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Policy Implications
The experience of the Elevate America voucher program highlights ways that state and 
federal policymakers can encourage more ICT training among the U.S. workforce. Recom-
mendations include:

• Workforce agencies can reach a broader range of workers using self-service online 
training without reducing services to their traditional clientele—disadvantaged work-
ers, who may benefit from more interaction with community partners.

• State and federal programs can increase access to ICT training by reducing barriers 
to partnerships between state and local agencies and among the public, private, and 
nonprofit sectors.

• Workforce programs can increase participation in ICT training by providing support, 
networking, and mentoring to men in traditional careers and to women who are reluc-
tant to consider occupations requiring technology skills.

• Easing federal rules and restrictions (such as those related to access and eligibility) can 
enable state and local providers to be more creative about administering workforce 
programs and seeking partnership opportunities.

• Government and private-sector leaders should step up efforts to educate the public 
about the importance of ICT literacy.

Conclusion
When the Elevate America voucher program was launched, state governments and the Dis-
trict of Columbia were confronting an employment crisis of historic proportions and laboring 
under unprecedented demand for unemployment and re-employment assistance. Despite 
these challenges, the participating states and D.C. demonstrated a fierce determination to 
ensure that their citizens could benefit from the program. The time-limited nature of the 
offering also required workforce professionals to mobilize resources quickly to deliver results, 
which strained their already overburdened infrastructure. 

The Elevate America experience and findings have confirmed that millions of Ameri-
cans—employed, underemployed, and unemployed—will require training in basic or 
intermediate-level ICT skills to maintain or strengthen their workplace readiness. A compel-
ling argument can be made for accelerating online learning models as a way to deliver such 
training, and also to prepare K-12 students for a workplace that increasingly requires science, 
technology, engineering, and math skills. 

Although the voucher program showed mixed results with the online delivery of both 
vouchers and training resources, it is critical to plan and prepare communities and individuals 
for this shift to online service delivery. The lessons learned from this effort will help inform 
the next phase of Microsoft’s community investment in ICT training. We are currently devel-
oping an expanded online Elevate America tool that will aggregate all of our online training 
resources and provide on-demand access to resources that can help individuals succeed as 
workers and as entrepreneurs.
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Improving the ICT skills of U.S. workers at every level of education and experience is 
vital to ensuring family-sustaining wages and the United States’ continued leadership in the 
global economy. The experiences of the Elevate America states and D.C. provide valuable 
insights into how the public workforce system can more effectively connect large numbers of 
workers to job-critical ICT training. 

Notes
1. All instances of “locales” or “locations” refer to the participating states and D.C.

2. All labor market data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

3. Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco, FedViews, Feb. 11, 2010.

4. Phil Izzo, “Economists Expect Shifting Work Force.” Wall Street Journal. Feb. 11, 2010, p. A4.

5. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment Outlook 2004–2014, Nov. 2005.

6. Not all states reported demographic information on voucher users. Demographic data presented here represents 
41% of all voucher users.

7. Activation rates reported here are calculated on actual activations as a share of each location’s “adjusted received 
voucher” estimate. The formula on which the vouchers were distributed to participating states and D.C. did not 
take into account the rapidly shifting economic conditions experienced in 2008 and 2009. As a result, the number 
of vouchers received by a locale often bore little relation to its unemployment situation during the time of the 
initiative. For a more meaningful assessment of each locale’s program experience, an estimate was calculated of 
how many vouchers each locale would have received if the number had been based on its share of total unem-
ployed workers in 2009. Voucher activations in each locale were compared to this “adjusted received voucher” 
estimate to gauge the activation rate. 

Stephen J. Adams researched and prepared this report for Microsoft while he was the principal at  
Enabling Civic Innovation. His analysis was informed by his 20-plus years of experience in community 
development, entrepreneurship, workforce development, and public policy. Adams is currently deputy 
director of the National Fund for Workforce Solutions. 

Additional information about Elevate America is available at:
http://microsoft.com/elevateamerica








