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Thank you Chairman Merkley and Ranking Member Heller for inviting me here to testify. My 

name is Jennifer Erickson, and I am the Director of Competitiveness and Economic Growth at the Center 

for American Progress. 

It is difficult to imagine a more important issue for the security of both American families and 

the American economy than creating and maintaining good, middle-class jobs. With that in mind, my 

testimony today will focus on three things: an overview of the current jobs picture in the United States, 

policies that can promote job creation in the short to medium term, and also what we need to do to 

ensure a vibrant economic ecosystem in the future. 

Central to all of this analysis is the understanding that if we are going to have a strong and 

growing economy, we need a strong and growing middle class. President Barack Obama rightly 

identified reigniting the engine of growth of the middle class as the defining issue of our time.1 That is 

because we know that with a strong and growing middle class, we have a more stable source of 



demand, a bigger pipeline of both entrepreneurs and skilled workers, and the critical support needed for 

public institutions that a vibrant middle class provides.2   

Overview of the current jobs picture  

Between late 2007 and June 2009, the United States underwent its longest and most severe 

economic contraction since the Great Depression, the result of a real estate bubble and the ensuing 

crash that had its roots in lax regulations, opaque financial products, and unsustainable household 

debt.3

The economy saw a rapid increase in unemployment, from 5 percent in December 2007 to a 

peak of 10 percent as of October 2009.4 This decline in employment exceeded that of any recession over 

the past few decades5 and was the first on record to wipe away all of the previous job gains of the most 

recent economic expansion.6  

It has been nearly five years since the official end of the recession,7 and the economy continues 

to recover. 2013 was the third straight year in which private-sector employment rose by more than 2 

million jobs.8 And as of last week’s jobs numbers, the U.S. economy has seen 50 straight months of 

private-sector job growth, adding a total of 9.2 million private-sector jobs.9  

While the signs of improvement are encouraging, there is no doubt that the pace of the 

recovery in terms of growth and jobs has been modest and underwhelming when we consider the 

potential labor-force growth during this time. Stubbornly high unemployment and low labor-force 

participation continue to define today’s workforce. As of April 2014, the United States had an 

unemployment rate of 6.3 percent, down nearly 4 percentage points from the labor market’s recession 

peak.10 While there has been steady private-sector job growth over the past 50 months, the pace has 

been too slow to restore us to full employment.11 The current share of workers either working or 



looking for work falls below the rate at the beginning of the recession—66 percent—and is equal to the 

lowest participation rate since around 1978.12  

The long-term unemployed have suffered tremendously as we continue to see an abnormally 

high number of Americans who want to work but are unable to find employment. As of April 2014, there 

were 3.5 million Americans who have been actively searching for a job for 27 weeks or more.13 At 35.3 

percent, the current rate of long-term unemployment as a share of the unemployed falls below the peak 

during the recession but is far and away the highest level on record.14 Among those ages 20 to 24, there 

is an unemployment rate of 10.6 percent, more than 4 percentage points higher than the national 

average.15  

According to Adam Hersh of the Center for American Progress, the economy is currently 

growing at around 60 percent of the pace set by the prior three U.S. expansions from as far back as 

1982.16 Since the June 2009 trough, “the economy has grown just 11 percent overall.”17 Of the last six 

recoveries, the most recent recovery ranks behind all but December 2001, with the smallest share of 

months with job growth above 200,000, or 33 percent.18 Moreover, at the current average rate of job 

growth, analysis done by CAP’s Michael Madowitz using The Hamilton Project’s estimates demonstrates 

that the U.S. economy will not reach its former level of employment until 2019.19   

Much of the problem has to do with the fact that our economy is suffering from a large output 

gap. Through the first quarter of 2014, demand for goods and services has been more than 4 percent 

less than what the economy can supply.20 This restrained growth can be largely attributed to both fiscal 

austerity and stagnant incomes for families across the United States.21 While businesses continue to see 

strong earnings and capture a major share of the income gains throughout the recovery, this has not 

translated into more jobs.22 This is largely because businesses have less of an incentive to invest when 

consumer demand is weak.23  
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This need to improve our economic prospects has not been helped by sequestration, debt 

ceiling debates, and spending cuts on both the federal and state levels. In particular, according to the 

Council of Economic Advisers, the most recent government shutdown and debt limit brinkmanship had a 

“substantial negative impact” on the economy, resulting in a “0.25 percentage point reduction in the 

GDP growth rate in the fourth quarter and a reduction of about 120,000 private-sector jobs in the first 

two weeks of October.”24 Additionally, not only have these austerity policies resulted in cuts to 

investments and services critical to economic growth, but they have also led to cutting jobs—including 

the loss of hundreds of thousands of public-sector jobs since the end of the recession.25   

In short, while we are slowly recovering from the worst economic crisis since the Great 

Depression, in February 2014, the Congressional Budget Office estimated that economic growth from 

the end of 2017 onward will be “well below the average seen over the past several decades” and that 

the unemployment rate will remain above 6 percent until the end of 2016.26 Nearly half a decade 

following the recession, with 10 million workers unemployed and 3.5 million who have been looking for 

work for six months or more,27 the message could not be clearer. We need to take steps to accelerate 

job creation, and we also need to take care that we are creating an economic environment that is 

producing good, middle-class jobs. 

Policies that can promote job creation in the short to medium term 

In 2013, the Center for American Progress published an economic growth strategy, “300 Million 

Engines of Growth,” that was centered on the premise that our economy will do better when all 

Americans are able to participate in it at the top of their talents. In “300 Million Engines of Growth,” we 

acknowledge the reality that if we are going to grow the largest, most dynamic, complex economy the 

world has ever seen, we have to do a lot of things right—with the government both investing in human 
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capital and setting a competitive environment in which our workers and businesses can compete at 

home and abroad. 

Today, I would like to highlight a few policies that would have the benefit of spurring job 

creation in the shorter term, while at the same contributing to our longer-term competitiveness. 

Infrastructure 

At a time when approximately 800,000 construction workers are out looking for work,28 and 

when the American Society of Civil Engineers ranks America’s infrastructure with a troubling D+ grade,29 

this is the perfect time for bipartisan consensus on the importance of investing in a new generation of 

infrastructure—from our roads and bridges, to our railways and ports, to our electric grids and 

wastewater systems. 

Infrastructure investment is a well-known “two-fer,” meaning it results in job creation in the 

short term and greater economic competitiveness over the long term.30 As of 2008, for every $1 billion 

in infrastructure spending in a given state, around 9,000 to 15,000 direct and indirect jobs are 

supported—making infrastructure one of the single best investments the government can make.31 

The president’s recently released surface transportation reauthorization proposal calls for $302 

billion in expenditures, which would have a powerful effect on both jobs and competitiveness.32 As 

valuable as this contribution to the jobs picture would be, the contribution to our nation’s productivity 

for years to come would be enormous as well. After all, the interstate highway system was a massive 

investment in our nation’s infrastructure and boosted U.S. annual productivity growth by double digits 

for decades.33 Yet many of these critical assets are rapidly approaching the ends of their useful lives. 

America’s workers stand at the ready to lay the foundation for the next five decades of prosperity. 
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Apprenticeships 

The latest unemployment statistics highlight that too many of America’s young people are either 

unemployed or underemployed.34 Unemployment does not just hurt these would-be workers now; it 

can also depress their earnings for years into the future due to forgone work experience and missed 

opportunities to develop skills.35 The fact that the number of unemployed and underemployed young 

Americans is greater than the entire population of New York City has extremely damaging implications 

for our economic prospects as a nation.36 

One immediate opportunity to address part of this problem is through dramatically expanding 

apprenticeships, a structured form of paid worker training that combines on-the-job learning and 

classroom instruction. Apprenticeships have been shown to boost workers’ earnings and raise 

sponsoring companies’ productivity levels, which is why many other countries rely on them as a central 

tool to develop a highly skilled, competitive workforce.37 But even though, according to the U.S. 

Department of Labor’s Employment and Training Administration, there are currently more than 375,000 

registered apprentices in the United States, the training model is largely unfamiliar to Americans and 

considerably less widely used than in countries such as Germany and the United Kingdom.38  

Expanding the U.S. apprenticeship system both in number of participants and available 

occupations would strengthen employment outcomes for young Americans by creating pathways for 

young workers to good-paying, middle-class jobs. Apprentices get a job today and higher wages for a 

lifetime. Researchers have found that, including nonwage benefits, workers who complete an 

apprenticeship make an average of $300,000 more than comparable job seekers in their lifetimes.39 

Importantly, the wage premium in many cases comes with little or no educational debt.40  

Given these benefits, we should welcome the president’s recent announcement of $100 million 

in grants to support new apprenticeships, and Congress should pass the bipartisan Leveraging and 
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Energizing America’s Apprenticeship Programs, or LEAP, Act, which would provide businesses with a tax 

credit for each apprentice they hire, expanding these highly successful private-sector-led training 

programs.41 

Policies that can promote job creation in the longer term 

While investing in infrastructure and apprentices can help create jobs in the near term, there is 

much more to be done to drive job creation in the longer term. 

Investments in the middle class following World War II helped build the most prosperous 

economy in the world. Congress made those investments in core areas of U.S. competitiveness—our 

people, our infrastructure, and our innovation. 

The G.I. Bill helped almost 8 million American veterans go to college or get training and was 

seen as so successful that it was repeated for Korean and Vietnam veterans and further expanded after 

September 11, 2001.42 From 1944 to 1956, we invested the equivalent of more than $100 billion in 2011 

dollars, and our return on that investment was the engine of middle-class growth that powered the 

American economy following the Great Depression and World War II.43 

President Dwight D. Eisenhower embarked on one of the most ambitious government spending 

programs America has ever seen in the form of the interstate highway system. In 2011 dollars, we 

invested $468 billion—across multiple administrations headed by both Republicans and Democrats—to 

connect the country with more than 42,000 center-line miles of road, in what President Eisenhower 

referred to as a “mighty network” critical to U.S. competitiveness, safety, and defense.44 

Taking one example of our research and development investment following World War II, in 

2011 dollars, we invested $150 billion in the Apollo space program. At the height of its efforts, it 

employed 400,000 Americans and worked with 20,000 partnering institutions. This investment led to 
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massive technological advancement and technology transfer in the private sector, leading to more than 

1,500 successful spinoffs in areas from heart monitors to solar panels.45 

The point of these three examples is that we know what works and leads to big returns on 

public investment: investments in our people and our innovative environment.  

The question now is this: Are we prepared to invest in ourselves once again? 

When it comes to human capital, will we invest in our future workers by ensuring all our 

children have access to high-quality preschool education, where economist James Heckman has shown 

we can earn a high return on our educational investment?46 Or—in a clear-eyed realization of the 

economic and entrepreneurial value of giving legal status to aspiring Americans—will we ensure there is 

a pathway to citizenship for the 11 million undocumented immigrants currently living in the United 

States, knowing that the extra jobs and money that their status would create would lead to an average 

annual increase of 121,000 jobs and a cumulative 10-year boost to GDP of $832 billion?47 The Senate 

has already spoken on this, passing a bipartisan bill that is still waiting for a vote in the House. 

And when it comes to improving our economic environment, since we know that advances in 

science and technology account for roughly half of the growth in the U.S. economy since World War II,48 

are we prepared to boost investment in general science, space, and technology funding, which was 

reduced in real terms by about 12 percent from 2010 to 2013?49 

In fact, according to Michael Linden, the period from 2010 to 2013 saw “the largest three-year 

reduction in federal spending since the demobilization at the end of the Korean War.”50 Since we all 

have an interest in responsible public finance, we must recognize that responsible public finance 

includes responsible public investment. Cutting investments at a time when the global economy is 

getting ever more competitive is short sighted in the extreme and risks the very innovation economy 
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that our workers and our businesses—aided by smart government investment—have worked so 

diligently to build. 

Additionally, while we need to invest in our human capital and our economic environment, we 

also must take great care not to repeat the mistakes of the past that will decimate employment. Millions 

of Americans are still reeling from the after-effects of the financial crisis and Great Recession, including 

long-term unemployment and lost household wealth. In fact, the Council of Economic Advisers 

calculated that during this period, Americans lost more than $13 trillion in wealth.51 So as a start, we 

must see through the landmark reforms from the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer 

Protection Act to ensure that the era of “too big to fail” has truly passed and empower regulators with 

the tools they need to do the job required for the American people. 

Conclusion 

We know how the economy works: Securing America’s middle class is the path to strengthening 

U.S. economic growth now and for the long term. If we are going to have a vibrant economy producing 

good-paying jobs, we need that economy to be fueled by a strong and growing middle class that can 

supply the human capital, entrepreneurship, and stable demand to drive our economy. 

Some of the policies discussed today can have an immediate effect in driving job creation, such 

as investing in infrastructure and expanding apprenticeships. Others, such as investing in our next 

generation of workers who are just starting their educational journeys and funding research and 

development, will take decades to bear fruit. But the sooner we acknowledge that smart government 

policies that support a strong and growing middle class are key to our economic success, the sooner we 

will see more Americans in good-paying, middle-class jobs. 
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