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So what are “launchpad” occupations and why do they matter for employment and training programs?
Career pathways and other employment and training programs aim to help people get into a new job—or a better job. But, they don’t only think about preparing people for that next job; they also want to help the people who they serve get on an occupational path that will have strong opportunities for future career growth.
But what if some jobs that we hope are an entry step to a better job, end up being the kind of jobs where workers get stuck, and their wages don’t grow? And what if we’re overlooking other occupations that don’t pay the highest starting wages, but that tend to lead to advancement to higher-wage occupational opportunities later?
In our Career Trajectories and Occupational Transitions study we sought to answer these kinds of questions—looking at how people move through the labor market and how their wages change over the course of their careers. 
We compiled and analyzed data on the real-world career trajectories of over 20,000 workers in over 150 “mid-level” occupations. By “mid-level” we mean occupations that require some preparation beyond a high school degree, but not necessarily a four-year college degree. 
Employment and training professionals have access to a lot of high-quality data from sources like O*NET and JOLTS on things like which industries and occupations are hiring and how much different occupations tend to pay. What those data don’t tell you is how future career prospects vary for different occupations. 
The data we compiled for this study is different from most available labor market data in that it follows the worker, even after they move on to different occupations (which career pathways programs assume they will do), so we can observe wage growth up to 10 years after entering a given occupation. From that, we can see which occupations tend to lead to higher-wage growth careers and which tend to be relative dead ends.
We termed occupations with higher-than average wage growth “launchpad occupations.” If we plot all mid-level occupations by starting wage on the X-axis and the percentage growth in wages over 10 years on the Y-axis. We characterize occupations in the top half of the chart as “launchpads.” 
And the data show that there really is a lot of variation in wage growth among mid-level occupations. For example, workers entering an occupation at the 75th percentile in terms of wage growth saw more than twice as much wage growth as workers who entered an occupation at the 25th percentile. For a starting wage of $20 per hour, that translates to about $15,000 more in annual earnings at the ten year mark.
Looking more closely at what differentiates these occupations that are stronger wage growth “launchpads” from other occupations, we found that they are occupations that tend to involve highly transferrable skills like problem solving and communication.
That information not only helps identify likely launchpad occupations, but also suggests transferrable skills that might be valuable for training programs to help participants develop to equip them for future career advancement.  
Launchpad occupations exist in a wide variety of occupational fields. 
..but are most concentrated in what are sometimes called “knowledge clusters”, like IT; Engineering, Science, and Architecture; and Management and Finance.  
But data also show that career trajectories aren’t the same among all workers. Even comparing workers of similar educational backgrounds who were entering the same occupation, we found differences in subsequent wage growth by race, gender, and socioeconomic background.
Employment and training professionals can use the career trajectories and occupational transitions data with other labor market information to help identify promising occupational and career options. This includes developing training programs structured around promising career pathways so workers can have successful careers.
You can learn more about our findings in our project’s final report.
But a lot of the value of these data is their richness and detail. We couldn’t include all of that in a report. To make it easier for anyone to explore launchpad occupations and promising advancement pathways, we created the Career Trajectories and Occupational Transitions Dashboard. This dashboard provides not just information on how much wage growth new entrants to an occupation typically go on to experience, but also details the preparation required, starting wages, common next-step occupations that workers transition into, and what those next-steps occupations tend to pay. 
Workers and employment and training professionals can use the dashboard to explore which occupational clusters tend to have more launchpad occupations, design training programs that are informed by real-world wage trajectories and occupational transitions, and advise participants on possible next steps in their careers.
