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Workforce Solutions

Teachers, nurses, social workers, service industry workers, and workers in several other
sectors are in short supply. New Mexico’s low unemployment rate and comparatively
low labor force participation rate suggests the state should be doing more to entice
prospective workers off the sidelines. A key April 2022 Workforce Solutions
Department Labor Market Review that focused on the state’s low labor force
participation rate (LFPR) found participation rates dropped 9 percent between 1999
(peak LFPR) and 2021 for men between the ages of 25-34, the largest reduction for any
age group and close to double the national decline. In 2021, the LFPR for men in New
Mexico ranked third from the bottom nationally. Also in 2021, New Mexico had the
fourth lowest LFPR among women and the reduction between 1999 and 2021 was
greatest for women aged 35-44 at 5.2 percent. Between 2010 and 2020, participation
dropped the most for those with just a high school education. The one bright spot showed
women with children under 6-years-old participated in the labor force at a slightly higher
rate than the national average. Since the report was issued nearly one year ago, the state’s
LFPR remained unchanged while the national rate continued to recover from the
pandemic.

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics studies show low labor force participation rates cause
rising dependency ratios because fewer workers are available to support those who do
not work, higher tax rates because of a shrinking base, and slower economic growth
because fewer people are working. Reasons for low participation include out-migration
of working aged adults, an aging population, and more people receiving disability. The
number of people receiving disability between 1999 and 2020 nearly doubled from 31
thousand to 61.3 thousand. The study also suggested a correlation between low LFPR
and comparatively low real per capita income.
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During the 2022 session, the department directly received $10 million for reemployment
services, case management, and youth apprenticeships. The department says it has been
working with the Public Education Department (PED) and convened a work group of
businesses, trade unions, and PED representatives focused on work-based learning, and
community college representatives to refine the plans for pre-apprenticeship programs,
career specialists, and technological improvements with the two special appropriations,
in addition to developing the plans for marketing trade careers through virtual reality
experiential learning. However, nearly one year on from receiving these appropriations,
the department has not spent any of the funding. Higher education institutions also
received about $100 million for teaching endowments in social worker and nursing
programs, $7 million for the teacher student loan repayment fund, and $20 million for
work-study programs. There is no shortage of funding for training future workers but a
plan and further coordination between the entities is needed to spend funding
strategically.

Employment Services

The Employment Services Program plays a key role in addressing the low LFPR and is
a central player in developing a plan. The program oversees the state’s network of
workforce connections centers and operates several programs related to the federal
Workforce Innovation and Opportunities Act (WIOA). Much of the $10 million
discussed above could be used to augment already existing evidence-based workforce
programs the federal government funds through WIOA. In the second quarter, 13.1
thousand individuals received employment services in a connections office, about 52
percent of the targeted 25 thousand. The plan to improve the participation rate will
require a large outreach effort and case management ensuring prospective workers take
advantage of generous state programs such as near universal childcare.
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