
Introduction
The City of Buffalo, New York, is one of 31 cities around the world  
to receive a Smarter Cities Challenge® grant from IBM in 2013  
as part of its citizenship efforts to build a Smarter Planet®. During 
three weeks in May 2013, a team of five IBM experts worked to  
deliver recommendations on a key challenge identified by  
Mayor Byron W. Brown and his senior leadership team:

Improve employment opportunities for young people 
(aged 16 - 24) in a manner that can be led by City 
Hall involving the necessary entities influencing  
youth employment including businesses, community 
organizations, the public school system and other  
related service providers. 

The challenge 
The City of Buffalo is one of the country’s best kept secrets, with its impeccable 
architecture, rich history, fascinating natural treasures and blossoming culinary 
and social scene. The “City of Good Neighbors” lives up to its reputation 
with a renewed sense of energy from both community and business leaders 
as they redevelop the downtown commercial core and adjacent neighborhoods. 
With more than 20 colleges and universities in the region, there is a strong 
backbone for quality education and skills development. The city also is home 
to emerging biomedical research and high-tech manufacturing industries, 
providing a booming economic backbone and associated job growth. 

Despite having all the makings of an ideal economic hub, Buffalo 
continues to deal with low youth employment, high dropout rates from 
schools and a disconnect across various entities, including businesses, 
community organizations, the public school system and other citizen 
services, which affects local employment.

The City is starting to make inroads to address the socioeconomic factors that 
affect youth development, including addressing the needs of young people who 
are out of school and not in employment or training. Various social programs 
and community services offer assistance to youths but most operate in isolation, 
with no single concerted effort to combine resources. Elements of data 
sharing and collaboration are happening but not on a broad scale with a 
single unifying vision to drive results with measurement and accountability.

Highlights: 

•	 The	City	of	Buffalo	has	all	the	right	economic	
ingredients	to	improve	youth	employment	
prospects.	

•	 There	are	systemic	issues	with	the	underlying	
ecosystem	that	must	be	collectively	addressed		
by	the	key	stakeholders.	

•	 Key	recommendations	include	sustainable	
business,	community	and	talent	pool	
management,	a	model	for	increased	and	
effective	data	sharing	and	incentive	policies.	

•	 A	culture	of	measurement	and	accountability,		
based	on	increased	data	governance,	will		
result	in	measurable	outcomes	and	better	
policies	over	time.	

•	 Technology	can	help	with	skills	misalignment,	
life	skills	acquisition,	digital	youth	profiles,	open	
data	and	information	access.
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Findings and recommendations 
Buffalo is extremely rich in nonprofit service providers, committed 
public servants, volunteerism and passion for the city. When one 
also considers the recent business development, neighborhood 
revivals and industry growth, it has all the ingredients needed 
to significantly improve employment prospects for young 
people. City programs, such as the Mayor’s Clean Sweep and 
the Ellicott District Community’s Save a Building, provide 
foundational support by addressing some of the socioeconomic 
root causes impacting the neighborhoods in which many of 
the at-risk youths live.

Youth employment ecosystem
The issue of low youth employment in Buffalo and elsewhere 
is systemic, with several root causes and points of influence. 
As a result, how the entire ecosystem works together will 
ultimately impact outcomes. Interviewing various stakeholders 
from City Hall, schools, businesses, community support 
groups and nonprofits, the IBM Smarter Cities Challenge 
team found that there is no overall view of services available 
for youths seeking employment and no prescriptive roadmap 
driving the effectiveness of the various programs. Transportation 
and access to the Internet are also barriers. The recommendations 
outline the need for a Youth Employment Initiative Commission 
(YEIC) to drive a unified approach that best serves young people 
and effective communication to encourage the participation.

Data sharing to enable proactive decisions
Various sources of data regarding youth skills, business needs 
and available training exist, resulting in a fragmented view of 
the ecosystem. There is no single control point or longitudinal 
record of youths across the employment ecosystem, making  
it difficult to direct young people toward complementary and 
necessary services. The recommendations outline a prescriptive 
mechanism for data sharing and the underlying governance 
necessary to drive the effectiveness of the various programs, 
with measurement and accountability through key performance 
indicators (KPIs). 

Partnership with business and industry organizations
While a few service providers, such as the University of Buffalo’s 
Employment Opportunity Center, run programs that partner 
with businesses, many requested a closer connection with 
businesses to better match youth skills development with 
business hiring needs. Business and industry represent, at  
a minimum, the demand side of the employment equation; 
ideally, they would also represent economic and community 
investment partners. City Hall should incentivize the business 
community to develop a sustainable youth talent pool and to 
develop an online Ready for Employment Portal to support 
this effort.
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Education and employable skills 
Young people acquire academic, specialized, technical and life 
skills through a variety of sources and providers. There is  
no single view of credential achievement across the programs 
for each young person. The team determined a misalignment 
between youths looking for work and employer needs for the 
entry-level workforce. Putting in place a unified digital youth 
profile would both enable and automate a more effective 
matching of young candidates to open positions. The ability  
to leverage technology, including “serious gaming,” to build  
life skills would continue the efforts to drive the employable 
skills of youths in new and innovative ways.

For more information
To learn more, send an email to ccca@us.ibm.com  
or visit smartercitieschallenge.org

Conclusion
Buffalo City Hall recognizes the importance of youth 
employment and its long-term impact on the vitality and 
future prosperity of Buffalo. Currently the ecosystem is  
not working efficiently. If City Hall develops the abilities  
of young people to become skilled workers and be employed 
locally, it will ensure that the investment the business community 
is making in the region is all the more worthwhile and 
sustainable. By working with all stakeholders, the City  
will be in a better position to grow its current economy; 
develop healthier, more vibrant neighborhoods; attract  
new businesses; and drive talent toward the betterment  
of the city and its neighborhoods.
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