Using Al To Help
Job Seekers

Lessons from SkillUp Al

C areer coaching provides value to job seekers, but it is labor-
intensive, requires knowledge of many career options and locali-
ties, and is often difficult for job seekers to navigate.' These limitations
leave many job seekers — particularly those with fewer resources to find
and engage with coaches —at a disadvantage in the labor market. The
recent rise of generative artificial intelligence (Al) may present an oppor-
tunity to provide low-cost, personalized coaching to job seekers on a large
scale. Some early research into using Al to assist with career coaching has
found promising results.?

SkillUp Coalition is a nonprofit organization dedicated to helping individ-
uals skilled through alternative routes — meaning people who have skills
obtained outside of college — secure employment with high opportunities
forcareeradvancementthatcanbeachievedregardlessofacollegedegree.
Throughitsonline platform and step-by-step career guidance options, Skil-
lUp hasconnected more than 3.5 millionworkers to career support, training,
and job opportunities. In collaboration with its national and local partners,
SkillUp curates career paths, training programs, coaching resources, and
job listings that lead to living-wage, high-opportunity careers. SkillUp’s
website hosts this catalog of materials, allowing job seekers to browse
opportunities.

JULY 2025

Bennett Otten (MDRC)
Kelsey Schaberg (MDRC)
with

Jason Cheng (SkillUp Coalition)

mdrc



https://skillup.org/

USING Al TO HELP JOB SEEKERS: LESSONS FROM SKILLUP Al

While SkillUp’s current platform provides users with information, it does not yet SkillUp hoped that

provide all the personalized support and information job seekers could benefit the chatbot would
fromin their careers. Generative Al may be able to offer such personalized guid-

ance to job seekers, which could lead to higher engagement with the varying  dccelerate the career-
populations using SkillUp, and help them to find new opportunities. An Al-en-  exploration process

abled resource on SkillUp’s platform could help its users navigate its catalog
in a way that connects with them, allowing SkillUp to reach more people and

and reduce the number

meet new demands more easily. SkillUp therefore codesigned and tested an Al of searches needed to

chatbot to present opportunities to users from its catalog. This brief describes
that test and its results.

Developing SkillUp Al, a Career Coaching Chatbot

An early adopter of Al technology, SkillUp set out to draw on the power of existing large language
models (LLMs) —machine learning models that can generate text —to create a chatbot that could
provide job seekers with personalized recommendations. This benefit to users would be shown by
an increase in the number of users following through to additional stages in their job searches, for
example the number users seeing relevant items in SkillUp’s catalog and clicking to external web-
sites to enroll in training or apply for a job, compared with the number following through from the
main SkillUp platform (called “SkillUp Explore”). SkillUp also hoped that the chatbot would acceler-
ate the career-exploration process and reduce the number of searches needed to find opportunities.

To create the chatbot, known as SkillUp Al, SkillUp and its technology partner WhereWeGo secured
funding from several foundations in partnership with Brighthive, which provided the Al infrastructure,
and AdeptID, which provided a recommendation engine that matches user-provided skills and interests
to the curated selections in the SkillUp catalog. The chatbot, based on a version of OpenAl’s ChatGPT,
converses with users about their skills, job history, and other relevant topics before calling the recom-
mendation engine to present users with specific careers, training programs, or job listings from SkillUp’s
catalog based on that input. SkillUp Al's chatbot views SkillUp’s curated listings and uses them as the
primary basis for responses.® Figure 1 shows an example conversation with SkillUp Al.

SkillUp pilot tested its chatbot with 500 users in November 2024. The pilot users provided real-
world testing of the tool and were sent a short survey about SkillUp. They set a baseline for how
users were likely to use SkillUp. SkillUp used this information to make improvements to the tool.
These improvements included bug fixes — for example, fixing an error that prevented the chatbot
from providing responses if a user did not provide a work history and letting users switch the loca-
tions for which they received recommendations. SkillUp also worked with its partners to improve
the recommendation engine, which favored certain recommendations regardless of a user’s inputs.
The pilot test also revealed implementation challenges for deploying the chatbot. Difficulties in
connecting the chatbot infrastructure to the recommendation engine sometimes caused slow or
imperfect responses. SkillUp also faced difficulties coordinating changes across multiple organiza-
tions with different work schedules and priorities.

find opportunities.
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Figure 1. Example of a SkillUp Al Conversation

« Solar Photovoltaic Installers: This career involves installing

I've done customer service as a waiter. | like playing video ° solar panels, which is a growing field with a focus on
games. renewable energy.

If any of these careers interest you, | can help you find training
programs or job postings in these fields. Let me know how
you'd like to proceed!

SU Based on your skills and work history, here are some gateway
career options in the Bay Area that could be a great fit for -
you: Customer Service Representatives Qo

$39.7k careers  Train for days to months

Electrical Power-Line Installers and Repairers: This role
involves installing and repairing electrical power systems,
which can be a good fit if you're interested in hands-on work

and enjoy problem-solving. Inspectors, Testers, Sorters, Samplers, O

and Weighers

$45.9k careers  Train for days to months

Industrial Engineering Technologists and Technicians: This
career involves assisting engineers with the design and
implementation of industrial systems, which could align with
your interest in technology and analytical skills. Maintenance Workers, Machinery Q

$57.4k careers  Train for up to 1 year

Police and Sheriff's Patrol Officers: If you're interested in
public service and community safety, this role involves

maintaining law and order and could be a rewarding path.
Audio and Video Technicians Qo

Operating Engineers and Other Construction Equipment
Operators: This role involves operating heavy machinery,

$51.6k careers  Train for up to 1 year

which can be a good fit if you enjoy working with equipment

and being outdoors.
Water and Wastewater Treatment Plant O

and System Operators

Solar Photovoltaic Installers: This career involves installing

solar panels, which is a growing field with a focus on $54.9k careers  Train for up to 1 year

renewable energy.

ask me anything... ask me anything...
£3 navgpt_agent1 £3 navgpt_agent1

Testing the Effectiveness of SkillUp Al

SkillUp then began an “A/B test” of SkillUp Al, with analysis performed by MDRC, to see whether
the chatbot led to better engagement and career-related outcomes for users than the main
SkillUp platform. A/B tests compare two different versions of something —in this case SkillUp Al
and SkillUp Explore —to see which version leads to better results. In this experiment, MDRC exam-
ined whether users received and followed through on recommendations for career paths, training,
and jobs.
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For the test, job seekers were directed to a sign-up page on SkillUp by an ad. Once they created
an account, they were randomly assigned to one of two groups. The first group (called the “SkillUp
Explore group”) had access to SkillUp’'s website as it existed before the development of SkillUp Al.
Users in this group were able to view the opportunities in SkillUp’s catalog through browsing and
searches, along with optional guidance that introduced them to different features of the website.
When users saw opportunities in which they had interest, they could save those opportunities to
their profiles or view additional details about the opportunities, including links to external sites
where they could view additional information or apply. The second group (called the “SkillUp Al
group”), had access to a site containing only SkillUp Al, where they were able to send and receive
messages with the chatbot but were unable to browse SkillUp’s catalog. Instead, SkillUp Al’s rec-
ommendations were shown as cards with links to opportunities, which users could save or navigate
to if they had interest.

Between February 15 and March 7, 2025, 5,036 job seekers were randomly assigned.* The sam-
ple is majority female, racially diverse, and skews young, with the majority of the sample under
35 years old. A majority of the sample had a high school diploma or less, and just under 60 per-
cent had at least five years of work experience. This sample largely matches the demographics of
SkillUp’s user base in recent years, with the only major difference being that the A/B test sample
was slightly younger. Random assignment was successful, and there were no statistically signifi-
cant differences in collected demographics between the two groups.

Findings
The findings presented here draw on internal data collected by SkillUp and shared with MDRC.

® Compared with the SkillUp Explore group, the engagement for the SkillUp Al group was sig-
nificantly lower. There is also little evidence of SkillUp Al leading users to training and job
opportunities more directly.

Participants in the SkillUp Al group were 40 percentage points less likely to view a catalog item
and 18 percentage points less likely to save a catalog item (Table 1) than participants in the SkillUp
Explore group. SkillUp Al users were also less likely to pursue opportunities, with only 4 percent
of users clicking to external websites to apply for training and jobs compared with 30 percent of
SkillUp Explore users.

® Over 50 percent of SkillUp Al users did not advance far enough in their conversations with the
chatbot to receive a recommendation, meaning they did not view opportunities within SkillUp.

To receive recommendations, users in the SkillUp Al group were prompted by the chatbot for infor-
mation on their work history, location, and skills. Many users declined to provide this information.
Around 45 percent of users in the SkillUp Al group sent two or fewer messages. This pattern sug-
gests a hesitancy to use chatbots, as has also been observed in other research.®
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Table 1. Impacts of the A/B Test

Outcome SkillUp Explore SkillUp Al Impact
Used SkillUp after sign-up (%) 94.9 84.3 -10.6 ***
Ever performed an action (%)

Viewed a catalog item 59.5 17.9 -41.6 ***

Saved a catalog item 24.6 5.7 -18.9 ***

Left SkillUp to apply 29.6 3.9 -25.7 ***
Average number of actions performed

Catalog item views 2.1 0.4 -1.7

Catalog item saves 1.4 0.1 -1.3 ***

Departures from SkillUp to apply 0.5 0.0 -0.4 ***
Average time on SkillUp (minutes) 8.1 3.7 -4.4 ***
Sample size (total = 5,036) 2,494 2,542

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using SkillUp tracking data.

NOTE: A two-tailed t-test was applied to estimated differences. The statistical significance is indicated as follows:

*** =1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * =10 percent.

® The differences in viewing, saving, and acting on opportunities are much smaller when com-
paring SkillUp Al users who received a recommendation and SkillUp Explorer users.

While this comparison, shown in Table 2, is not experimental, the increase in engagement relative
to the full group shows that some of the differences between the study groups are attributable
to participants’ unwillingness to use an Al chatbot, rather than the chatbot’s performance in pre-
senting people with relevant recommendations. However, even within this subgroup who received
recommendations, engagement in the SkillUp Al group remains much lower than that in the SkillUp

Explore group.
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Table 2. Outcomes Among SkillUp Explore Users and SkillUp Al Users
Who Received Recommendations

SkillUp Al +
Outcome SkillUp Explore Recommendation Difference
Ever viewed a catalog item (%) 59.5 38.2 -21.3
Career 25.5 26.8 1.3
Training 24.4 11.9 -12.5
Job 37.7 10.4 -27.3
Ever saved a catalog item (%) 24.6 12.3 -12.3
Career 15.2 9.0 -6.2
Training 10.0 8.5 -6.4
Job 8.3 1.4 -6.8
Ever left SkillUp to view an opportunity (%) 29.6 7.4 -22.2
Training 12.3 4.6 -7.8
Job 19.6 3.0 -16.6
Average time on SkillUp (minutes) 8.1 6.1 -2.0

Sample size 2,494 1,184

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using SkillUp tracking data.

Understanding the Results
In What Ways Did SkillUp Al Show Promise?

¢ SkillUp Al was able to provide some users with personalized recommendations and had the
most success recommending relevant career paths.

Some aspects of SkillUp Al showed promise. While the participants in the SkillUp Al group who
received a recommendation were less likely to click a link to external training or a job posting, they
viewed and saved career catalog items at a rate similar to that of the SkillUp Explore group. This
similarity may show that while SkillUp Al was not as effective at producing relevant training and job
recommendations, it demonstrated potential at recommending relevant career options.

Records of the conversations with SkillUp Al show some examples where the chatbot functioned
very well. For example, one participant described having experience in manufacturing, and the rec-
ommendation engine then returned listings in the area that would allow that user to enter similar
fields with more opportunities. The participant then asked the chatbot for more specific opportuni-
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ties in certain career types, viewing multiple recommended options before clicking on an external
website to view an application for training. This interaction shows the potential of SkillUp Al to make
connections organically, while also allowing the user to guide the chatbot in a desired direction.

Why Might Engagement with SkillUp Al Have Been Low?
@ SkillUp Al users had to send several messages before they received or could view opportunities.

The amount of time it took to receive a recommendation may have led many users to stop interact-
ing with the chatbot, and probably continued to affect the experience of those who received rec-
ommendations. Some users also experienced delays between sending a message and receiving a
recommendation, which may have led to them to exit the chat before receiving a recommendation.®
Some SkillUp Al users were not shown the type of opportunities they wanted to explore. Compared
with SkillUp Explore, far more of the recommendations for SkillUp Al users were for general career
paths, rather than specific training opportunities or jobs.

Participants in the SkillUp Explore group could click on different tabs to see only the opportunities
that matched their interest. On SkillUp Al, it was less clear to participants what kinds of opportuni-
ties were available, or that they could request different kinds of opportunities to be shown. This lack
of clarity probably contributed to the decrease in the number of external job and training website
visits and also may have caused frustration for SkillUp Al users.

® Some SkillUp Al users probably received career, training, and job recommendations that did
not match their interests, leading them to stop interacting with the chatbot.

SkillUp Explore participants could view any opportunities that were available in their location. SkillUp
Al participants received a few recommendations at a time, based on their responses to the chat-
bot. Sometimes, these recommendations matched the skills and interests gleaned from the partic-
ipants’ responses to earlier questions. Other times, the recommendation engine did not have much
information to go on (since the user had not provided much), leading to recommendations in which
the user had no interest.

Occasionally, participants asked for opportunities in specific sectors or occupations that either were
not in SkillUp’s catalog as gateway careers or were unavailable in the user’s geographic location.
In some cases, these issues may have been solvable had the user kept prompting the chatbot, but
entering these additional prompts would have taken real effort. It appears that on many occasions
when users did not receive helpful recommendations initially, they often stopped interacting with
the chatbot.
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Lessons from the SkillUp Al Evaluation
There are plenty of lessons to learn from this experiment.
¢ Al chatbots have some disadvantages compared with standard websites.

Most companies that operate primarily through websites have expertise in creating webpages that
are rich in information and easily digestible. Modern web design is well understood and enables
users to easily browse and filter information with just a few clicks. While entering text into a chatbot
can seem more intuitive, it may instead add friction not present in a well-designed website. At pres-
ent, chatbots should not be viewed as a replacement for existing websites, though they may have
uses as a supplement to current features.

¢ Using a chatbot effectively may be harder than many people initially believed.

When developing a chatbot, it is easy to assume that users will know what to ask. However, prompt
engineering — knowing how to write a message in order to get the desired information back —is a
skill that many people do not currently have. Typing a precise question into a chatbot is not intuitive
for everyone, especially when it is not clear what to ask. SkillUp believes it underestimated how
hard this task would be for users.

® Al chatbots may be better suited to guided exploration, where users are less sure of their direc-
tion and want assistance.

One area where SkillUp Al showed promise was in suggesting career paths. It is possible that SkillUp
Al did better at recommending career paths compared with training or jobs because there were
fewer career paths for the recommendation engine to choose from, leading to better fits with the
users’ inputs. Similarly, the reduction in the number of choices may have also helped SkillUp Al to
perform better compared with SkillUp Explore, as the tools available in SkillUp Explore, such as
the search filter, are less helpful when there are fewer options. This difference in content could
help mitigate some of the limitations of the chatbot while leaning into some of its strengths, such
as personalization. It seems feasible that subsequent versions of the tool — especially if it primarily
targeted users interested in exploring career paths — could produce results similar or even superior
to those of SkillUp Explore, though the value of such effort is questionable given the existence and
familiarity of SkillUp Explore.

Looking Forward

Al-based chatbots have continued to grow in prominence and have shown promise in answering
many basic questions and providing assistance in straightforward tasks. This experiment, however,
suggests that a chatbot alone is probably not sufficient to help people navigate complex, high-
stakes, nuanced journeys like career navigation. Given this reality, organizations like SkillUp need
to continue to learn and adapt their Al strategies.
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Moving forward, SkillUp will use the lessons from this experiment to continue developing Al tools
for its website. This test showed that SkillUp Al as a stand-alone product is not currently a feasi-
ble replacement for SkillUp Explore. SkillUp now plans to provide an Al experience within SkillUp
Explore — letting users ask the chatbot questions on the webpage while they are exploring a topic.
For example, a user looking at a career page would be able to click a button to ask, “Does this
career fit me?” and then engage with a chatbot to get personalized insight. SkillUp is also focused
on building Al solutions that help users act, rather than just answering questions. SkillUp is identi-
fying points where users often stop engaging with the website and where an Al tool could provide
real-time support. The resulting experience is likely to look more like a summary of next steps (gen-
erated by Al) than a chatbot, bringing relevant content to the surface and adapting dynamically to
what is known about the user.

Through the end of 2025, SkillUp plans to continue experimenting with Al tools, focusing on tools
integrated into SkillUp Explore that address specific use cases (such as the examples described
above), with evaluation assistance from MDRC. This rapid testing will allow SkillUp to learn what
resonates best with users. In the long term, SkillUp will also observe whether a full, stand-alone
chatbot might still add to its site, or, with the continued evolution of Al, LLMs, and consumer prefer-
ences, eventually fully replace SkillUp Explore.

Conclusion

The launch of ChatGPT in 2022 created a massive technological shift. In the context of billions of
dollars in investment and claims of an oncoming Al revolution, expectations for LLMs were incredi-
bly high.” Rollouts for these tools have had mixed success, with some uses catching on, such as help
in coding or transcription, while other applications have been less helpful or even harmful.®2 These
issues have shown the limitations of chatbots, and have contributed to a feeling that LLMs may not
be as useful as once thought.

This pattern, termed the Gartner hype cycle, suggests that some innovations fail to meet the inflated
expectations placed upon them during their initial prominence.® However, after this period of “dis-
illusionment,” many new technologies are slowly adopted and find productive uses, often proving
indispensable once the technology has matured. Given the promise of LLMs, many companies have
continued to develop Al tools and find useful ways to integrate Al into their offerings.

This test of SkillUp Al shows that Al-based technology targeting job seekers has not yet matured
into the productive form suggested by the hype cycle. That fact does not mean that future devel-
opment should not continue, however. While SkillUp Al did not outperform SkillUp’s existing plat-
form in this A/B test, the test provided critical insights into how generative Al can and cannot sup-
port job seekers. This evaluation demonstrates the value of rapid testing and honest learning in
emerging tech. It is hoped that other organizations will be able to benefit from this early attempt at
applying this new technology to help job seekers. Future adaptation should help move these tools
toward helping job seekers find opportunities that match their interests. The findings have directly
informed SkillUp’s next steps, which should help future tools be more targeted, responsible, and
effective for the users who need them most.
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