Bridging The Talent Gap Case Study: MacLaff, Inc.
Executive Summary
The Graduate! Network (TGN) is a leader of a national effort to increase college completion
among adults, specifically those who have earned some college and have not yet finished their
degree, or “Comebackers”. The Bridging the Talent Gap (BTTG) Employee Survey is a powerful
tool for employers who want to support the career and education attainment of their employees.
In Fall 2020, TGN partnered with One Acadiana, an economic development organization in
South Louisiana, to use the Bridging the Talent Gap Employee Survey with MacLaff, Inc.
MacLaff, Inc. operates 44 McDonalds restaurants, employing many frontline workers. Here are
key highlights from this work.
Notable Findings

#1 Most respondents plan on completing a credential
Approximately 61 percent of crew members planned on pursuing a credential, most were planned
on pursuing a bachelors degree.

#2: There are significant discrepancies between employees’ understanding of
education benefits and the actual education benefits available
Although McDonalds offers the Archways to Opportunity Program, only 35 percent of those taking
the survey indicate that their employer provides financial support for college level coursework.

#3: One-third of respondents are potential Comebackers
Thirty-two percent of the MacLaff employee survey participants were 25 or older at the time they
took the survey.

Survey Successes

#1: High employee participation
In total, 382 employees participated in the survey which was a 12 percent response rate. This
response is especially significant given that frontline service sector employees often do not have
company email addresses, and retail workers in particular may not use a computer in the
workplace.

#2: Post-survey employee engagement
About 50 crew members requested follow up from an education navigator for assistance with their
education goals. One Acadiana and TGN worked together to assign interested employees to the
appropriate college or university, with One Acadiana ensuring ongoing tracking

Conclusion
Frontline workers make up a significant part of our workforce, and given the pandemic, now
more than ever, it is important to discuss how employers are supporting their staff. MacLaff’s
participation in the survey highlights the educational goals and ambitions that frontline staff
have.
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Bridging The Talent Gap Case Study: MacLaff, Inc.
Introduction
The Bridging The Talent Gap (BTTG) Employee Survey is a powerful tool for employers who
want to support the career development and educational attainment of their employees,
including frontline service sector employees.
BTTG is an initiative of The Graduate! Network (TGN), leaders of a national effort to increase
college completion among adults — especially those who earned some college credit but did
not complete their degree. TGN refers to these adults as Comebackers to highlight the potential
of this otherwise-hidden talent pool. BTTG is designed to help employers, employees, learning
providers, and other community stakeholders understand and meet the challenges of ensuring a
skilled and educated workforce.
In the fall of 2020, TGN partnered with One Acadiana, a business-led, privately-funded
economic development organization representing over 600 businesses and individuals in a
nine-parish (county) area in South Louisiana, to engage area employers and their employees in
BTTG.
“One Acadiana focused on Bridging The Talent Gap as a key strategy to
advance our 55 by 25 initiative, with the goal of increasing the proportion
of working-age adults in our region with degrees or credentials beyond
high school to 55 percent by 2025,” says André Breaux, Vice President
of Policy Initiatives and Governmental Affairs. “Employer and employee
engagement are key to reaching this goal, by encouraging employer
support and adult learner reengagement.”
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This case study highlights one South Louisiana employer’s experience
with the BTTG Employee Survey: MacLaff, Inc., which operates 44 McDonald’s restaurants in
and around the region. The MacLaff example stands as a useful illustration of how the Graduate
Network uses data to inform, shape, and empower action for employers and the community.
Bridging The Talent Gap surveys are a critical component of this effort.
MacLaff’s participation in the BTTG Employee Survey was notable for two main reasons: the
large number of MacLaff employees who responded to the survey, and the fact that MacLaff’s
workforce consists primarily of frontline service sector employees, a population of the workforce
that is often left out of talent development conversations.
“Our partnership with MacLaff, Inc., on Bridging The Talent Gap
allowed us to engage a large retail sector employer to amplify their
efforts to support their employees’ education,” says André.
“Because of the success of this partnership, we awarded MacLaff’s
training supervisor, Charletta Thomas — who is a Comebacker
herself — with our annual 55 by 25 Accelerator Award for
Image: 55 by 25 Accelerator
Award for Charletta Thomas
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accelerating progress toward our 55 by 25 goal.” Charletta will also be completing her MBA this
Fall 2021.

Notable Findings
The BTTG Employee Survey provides a comprehensive view of the the employee education
ecosystem by detailing the following five areas:
● Education status
● Current educational pursuits
● Plans for future education
● Reasons for not pursuing future education
● Employee perception of employer support for education

Notable Finding #1: Most respondents plan on completing a credential
One of the most significant findings from MacLaff’s employee survey is that the vast majority of
survey participants, 61 percent of whom were crew members at the time the survey was
conducted, said they planned on completing a credential. In fact, only 17 percent of respondents
indicated that they didn’t plan on completing any credentials.
Of particular note is the number of survey participants who said they were planning on
completing a bachelor’s degree. While only two percent of employee survey participants held a
bachelor’s degree at the time of the survey, fully 40 percent planned on completing a bachelor's
degree in the future.
Here are the other credentials that respondents indicated they plan to complete:
● High school diploma or equivalent (32 percent)
● Certificate or technical credential (15 percent)
● Associate degree (25 percent)
● Advanced degree (13 percent)

Notable Finding #2: There are significant discrepancies between
employees’ understanding of education benefits and the actual education
benefits available
A high proportion of survey participants (40 percent) plan to continue their education through a
bachelor’s degree. This figure is even greater (45 percent) among frontline crew. Unfortunately,
the data suggest a “pent-up” process in which the majority of those completing the survey are
not aware of the generous education benefits offered by the Archways to Opportunity program.
Only 35 percent of those taking the survey indicate that their employer provides financial
support for college level coursework. This finding is unfortunately consistent with virtually every
community participating in the BTTG initiative and points to enormous opportunity for employers
to review their communication and outreach methods to ensure employees are aware of and
can easily access all education benefits available to them.
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The pent-up need is especially troubling given that 69 percent of respondents are Black, 72
percent are female, and 37 percent are still working on completion of their high school diploma.
Research from the Institute for Higher Education Policy just this year showed that college
completion is a powerful predictor of economic mobility for students of color.1
Employers can offer noteworthy opportunities for such life advantages by redoubling their effort
to reach out to all employees regarding education benefits to ensure understandable and
accessible pathways to postsecondary education, and the BTTG Employee Survey is one
method for this type of outreach.

Notable Finding #3: One-third of respondents are potential Comebackers
While it can be hard to pinpoint exactly who potential Comebackers are, age is often used as
the defining characteristic of this population, with nontraditional students being defined as those
over the age of 24.2 Thirty-two percent of the MacLaff employee survey participants were 25 or
older at the time they took the survey.
What is more, fully 29 percent of respondents were between the ages of 25 and 46. This is
significant because the Graduate! Network’s data on Comebackers show that re-enrollment
rates peak at age 39 and graduation rates peak at age 46, after which completion rates
decline.3 This one-third of respondents are in a sort of demographic “sweet spot” when it comes
to returning to college.

Survey Successes
Success #1: High employee participation
One of the major successes of MacLaff’s participation in the BTTG employee survey was their
ability to get such a large number of their employees to respond to the survey: 382 in total, a 12
percent response rate. This response is especially significant given that frontline service sector
employees often do not have company email addresses making surveying this sector
challenging.4
MacLaff’s strong commitment to providing educational opportunities for their employees through
the Archways to Opportunity program helped lay the foundation for this robust response.
According to Charletta Thomas, MacLaff’s training supervisor, MacLaff, Inc., had the most
participants in the Archways to Opportunity program and utilized the most funding for continuing
1

Equitable Value: Promoting Mobility and Social Justice through Postsecondary Education:
https://www.postsecondaryvalue.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/PVC-Final-Report-FINAL.pdf
2
National Center for Educational Statistics: https://nces.ed.gov/pubs/web/97578e.asp
3
The Graduate! Network’s 2018 Data That Move Us Report, p 4.
According to recent analysis of this issue, the average response rate of surveys has dropped below 10% as people's
attention spans when using technology has declined over the years. http://www.vernonresearch.com/b2b-v-b2cunderstanding-and-recognizing-the-key-differences/
4
Also, long form surveys, (about 15 questions) often have response rates near 0 %. Our achievement given the
length of the survey is remarkable.
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education and tuition assistance during the 2019-2020 academic year — a quarter of a million
dollars. By way of the BTTG employee survey, about 50 employees expressed interest in
learning more about the Archways to Opportunities program, and another eight said they
weren’t interested now, but might be in the future.
“It doesn’t have to pertain
to any McDonald’s
curriculum,” Charletta
says. “We want them to be
productive citizens within
our community so they can
go out and share that and
Image: André Breaux (left) and Charletta Thomas (right) on a virtual call this year where Charletta
bring more new people to received the 55 by 25 Accelerator Award.
us. We call that ‘good turnover.’”
Working from this strong foundation, MacLaff employed the following tactics in order to achieve
this outstanding level of employee participation:
● Made survey completion a priority with shift leaders and managers
● Held a contest with a prize for the restaurant that had the highest number of survey
participants
● Allowed employees 10 minutes on the clock to complete the survey
● Provided a QR code to make it easy for employees to take the survey on their
smartphones
● Ran the survey for a set period of time (two weeks)
These tactics can be replicated and adapted by other companies with similar workforces.

Success #2: Post-survey employee engagement
MacLaff participants were given the opportunity to schedule a follow-up appointment with staff
from area institutions of higher education about how to achieve their educational goals. By way
of the BTTG Employee Survey, about 50 crew members requested follow up from an education
navigator for assistance with their education goals. One Acadiana and TGN worked together to
assign interested employees to the appropriate college or university, with One Acadiana
ensuring ongoing tracking. The fact that several area institutions of higher education came
together to make this happen was also a huge success.

Lessons Learned
While area institutions of higher education conducted outreach to interested survey participants
as planned, the subsequent plan to have them take over ongoing tracking and communication
did not come to fruition. All parties involved agree that the outreach would have been more
successful if South Louisiana had in place what TGN refers to as “neutral navigators”:
individuals unaffiliated with a particular institution whose role it is to help potential students
overcome barriers keeping them from attending college. That being said, however, even
communities that do have neutral navigators need to be prepared to manage the influx of
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interest from potential Comebackers that can result from something like the BTTG Employee
Survey.
Graduate! Network research shows that moving an interested adult from thinking about reengaging with education to enrolling in a program takes more than a single interaction or a lighttouch intervention with a trusted professional. In fact, TGN has found that personalized and
ongoing interactions between a navigator and the potential Comebacker significantly increases
the likelihood of enrollment and perseverance to degree or credential completion. This further
underscores the importance of having neutral navigators in place who can conduct ongoing
outreach, walking potential students through each step of the process and assisting with any
setbacks the Comebacker may experience on their education journey.

Conclusion
The results of MacLaff’s participation in the BTTG Employee Survey help create a long-overdue
shift in the conversation about who needs support for educational advancement, and it raises
important questions about how employers and communities can better support frontline service
sector employees. This conversation is more urgent than ever given the current pandemic, its
resulting economic impacts, and the continued rise in automation, all of which contribute to the
vulnerability of frontline service sector employees.
MacLaff’s survey results also demonstrate that frontline service sector employees can be strong
candidates for internal development programs, which more and more employers are coming to
view as a smart investment in employee retention and overall cost reduction. What is more, the
survey process serves as an effective conversation starter with employees about their
employer’s educational benefits.
For employers looking to support the career development and educational attainment of their
employees, including frontline service sector employees, the Bridging the Talent Gap (BTTG)
employee survey can be a powerful tool.
Of additional note, MacLaff, Inc., has formed a partnership with South Louisiana Community
College (SLCC) providing additional benefits to their employees who are pursuing education
through the Archways to Opportunities program. MacLaff employees who are attending SLCC
full time are eligible for an additional $500 scholarship for up to 4 semesters, and part time
students are eligible for an additional $250 scholarship. Since 2019, this partnership has
distributed more than $10,000 directly to participating students.
If you'd like more information about The Graduate! Network's Bridging The Talent Gap initiative,
please fill out our interest form here: https://bit.ly/3uo5mHA.

This Case Study was made possible with funding from Walmart.
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