County of Los Angeles, Department of Public Social Services
PROGRAM REDESIGN FOR SINGLE ADULTS WITHOUT DEPENDENTS:
Phase 1 Report
June 30, 2020

COUNTY OF LOS ANGELES DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC SOCIAL SERVICES
PROGRAM REDESIGN FOR SINGLE ADULTS WITHOUT DEPENDENTS
PHASE 1 REPORT
Table of Contents
TABLE OF CONTENTS .......................................................................................................................1
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY TO PHASE 1 REPORT ..................................................................................3
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION…………………………………………………………………………………………….……. 9

CHAPTER 2: QUICK START RECOMMENDATIONS ...............................................................................28
Recommendation 2.1. ..............................................................................................................................28
Recommendation 2.2 ...............................................................................................................................32
Recommendation 2.3 ...............................................................................................................................38
Recommendation 2.4 ...............................................................................................................................43
Recommendation 2.5 ...............................................................................................................................45
Recommendation 2.6 ...............................................................................................................................47
CHAPTER 3: CONNECTIONS TO EMPLOYMENT ...................................................................................51
Recommendation 3.1 ...............................................................................................................................55
Recommendation 3.2 ...............................................................................................................................63
Recommendation 3.2 ...............................................................................................................................65
Recommendation 3.4 ...............................................................................................................................67
Recommendation 3.5. ..............................................................................................................................83
Recommendation 3.6 ...............................................................................................................................93
CHAPTER 4. RETHINKING CASE MANAGEMENT TO MEET PEOPLE WHERE THEY ARE .................99
Recommendation 4.1 .............................................................................................................................103
Recommendation 4.2 .............................................................................................................................113
Recommendation 4.3 .............................................................................................................................115
Recommendation 4.4 .............................................................................................................................116
Recommendation 4.5 .............................................................................................................................118
Recommendation 4.6 .............................................................................................................................119
Recommendation 4.7 .............................................................................................................................119
Recommendation 4.8 .............................................................................................................................120
Recommendation 4.9 .............................................................................................................................120
Recommendation 4.10 ...........................................................................................................................121
Recommendation 4.11 ...........................................................................................................................122

www.public-works.org

1

Recommendation 4.12 ...........................................................................................................................122
Recommendation 4.13. ..........................................................................................................................123
CHAPTER 5. ALIGNING PROGRAM ACTIVITIES WITH PARTICIPANT NEEDS .................................125
Recommendation 5.1 .............................................................................................................................128
Recommendation 5.2. ............................................................................................................................131
Recommendation 5.3 .............................................................................................................................132
Recommendation 5.4 .............................................................................................................................134
Recommendation 5.5 .............................................................................................................................147
Recommendation 5.6 .............................................................................................................................148
Recommendation 5.7. ............................................................................................................................154
Recommendation 5.8 .............................................................................................................................158
Recommendation 5.9 .............................................................................................................................162
Recommendation 5.10 ...........................................................................................................................163
Recommendation 5.11 ...........................................................................................................................164
Recommendation 5.12 ...........................................................................................................................165
CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION .....................................................................................................................167
APPENDIX A - Co-Create Session Materials and Outcome Summary

www.public-works.org

2

PHASE ONE REPORT: PROGRAM REDESIGN FOR SINGLE ADULTS WITHOUT DEPENDENTS
EXECUTIVE SUMARY

Executive Summary to Phase I Report
This Phase I report sets forth both a broad vision and specific recommendations for redesigning
General Relief Opportunities for Work (GROW), Los Angeles County Department of Public Social
Services’ (DPSS) welfare-to-work program for single adults without dependents. The
recommendations contained in this report have been developed with three overarching design
elements in mind:
1. Outcome-Oriented Program Structure
2. Human Centered Design
3. Racial Equity and Justice
DPSS Director Antonia Jimenez commissioned Public Works to help redesign the GROW
program to focus primarily on achieving results – specifically, ensuring that more program
participants enter and remain in the workforce rather than reapplying to General Relief (GR).
Secondly, a commitment to human-centered design lies at the heart of this project and is
integrated into every recommendation. This is the premise that human service programs are
most effective when they are designed around the needs of the people they serve, rather than
prioritizing bureaucratic expediency. Finally, any redesign of the GROW program, which serves
thousands of people of color, must encompass an awareness of racial and cultural differences
in order to promote the ends of equity and justice.
High Level Findings and Observations
In addition to the desired design elements described above, the 37 recommendations (and
numerous additional sub-recommendations) presented in the report are informed by the Public
Works team’s findings and observations developed during the course of this study. Some of the
high-level findings that shape the perspectives offered in this report are briefly summarized
below.
•

An effective jobs placement program must be closely connected to local employers. A
program focused on placing its participants in jobs must necessarily be an outwardfacing program. GROW cannot produce a single job unless employers are finding, hiring
and retaining its clients. This redesign therefore starts with reorienting the entire
program toward placing – and keeping – GROW participants in jobs, beginning with
targeted training programs based on a sectoral development strategy.
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•

GROW also must balance the need to move participants out of the program and into
jobs as promptly as possible with the need to ensure that participants can achieve
long-term job success in order to remain out of the program. The way to square this
circle is to continue to assist GROW participants even after they have obtained initial
employment, so that GROW assistance is an ongoing process of upskilling, career
development, and job advance: It is important that prompt re-employment become
a first step rather than a dead end. Concurrent employment and training has also been
demonstrated to be more effective at motivating learners of all ages and to produce
better employment results; it also allows some workers to obtain longer-term training
they otherwise might not by providing an income.

•

A results-oriented program must clearly define and systematically measure the
outcome(s) it is trying to achieve. It is not possible to improve a program by doing
more of what works and less of what doesn’t without appropriate metrics to
continuously identify which strategies are successful and which are not. If DPSS views
GROW’s mission as not only to place clients in a job, but also to enable them to achieve
independence from public assistance, it must measure relevant outcomes including
retention, earnings, and re-applications for GR.

•

GROW clients face dramatically diverse circumstances and challenges that have led
them to seek GR. A one-size-fits-all program does not help most clients to obtain
employment. A large proportion of the general population served by GROW is
characterized as “hard to employ.” Barriers to employment include lack of employment
history, homelessness, substance addiction, prior incarceration, trauma, and
undiagnosed mental or emotional disturbances and/or antisocial behaviors that do not
constitute a disability. A standard resume and job search activity is inadequate to
transition groups with such diverse needs into to the labor market effectively.

•

Many GROW clients are determined to be employable, but do not meet practical “jobready” standards of employability. Most program activities are geared toward people
who are “job ready,” (i.e. ready to work “tomorrow”) and just need some with interview
tips or help updating a resume. However, obstacles faced by many GROW clients are
much more severe. Contracted service providers often re-refer non job-ready clients
back to the case manager, but both staff and client time and resources have been
wasted on inappropriate services – and the client is further discouraged by another
failure.

•

Case managers have a unique opportunity to provide individualized services to clients,
but their role and organizational culture is primarily focused on compliance
www.public-works.org
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monitoring and reporting. Case managers are responsible for directing clients to
participate in required activities and ensuring that they do so. Clients are not
systematically engaged in setting their own personal goals or identifying the obstacles to
achieving those goals. Case managers have very little time to interact with each client,
and often know little about their clients’ lives.
•

Program participants are a valuable resource for constructive program feedback and
also for providing supportive services to their peers. Clients are rarely if ever asked for
their feedback on the GROW program, but have valuable, firsthand insights to offer into
what works and what doesn’t. Similarly, clients can provide meaningful support and
assistance to one another through cohort communities of individuals working to
overcome similar obstacles.

•

Standard digital- and web-based communications technologies can both increase the
program’s operational efficiency and provide better service to clients. Most clients
have access to smartphones, and many would be able to participate in web-based
conferencing if these options were made available for case manager meetings or other
employment-related activities. Greater efficiency can be simply achieved; for instance,
high “no-show” rates can be mitigated using mobile-based texts to confirm
appointments (yes or no), allowing case managers better to plan and make use of their
time.

Summary of Main Report Chapters and Recommendations
The bulk of the recommendations presented in the report are organized in Chapters 3, 4, and 5,
focused on connecting to the labor market, case management, and aligning the content of the
program with participant needs.
Chapter 3. Connections to Employment
Chapter 3 argues that in order to fulfil GROW’s basic mission of connecting its clients to
employment, it must engage much more closely with the labor market. Strong connections to
local employers – in terms of both practical, mutually beneficial relationships and an
understanding of their labor and training needs and priorities – are central elements to a
program focused on placing GROW participants in stable employment that enables selfsufficiency. Fortunately, DPSS does not need to develop its own targeted-training and
education capacity – the community colleges, amongst others, already offer this – nor does it
need to become the workforce or economic development agency for the County: These
already exist. Rather, DPSS needs to connect and interact with these existing entities and their
www.public-works.org
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programs – to become, in effect, a “workforce intermediary” itself, for its client population,
rather than a welfare provider. Strategic and systematic partnerships should replace an ad hoc
and reactive approach. DPSS can incentivize broad employer participation by leading through
example, subsidizing employment, and requiring or encouraging recipients of County funds to
participate in employing GROW clients.
Further, inasmuch as GROW seeks to reduce long-term dependence on public assistance, the
program’s effectiveness cannot be seriously evaluated without relevant post-placement metrics
like employment retention and increased earnings. Chapter 3 discusses these initiatives, along
with shifting the focus of GROW outcomes to ROI-driven measures that clearly link program
goals and outcomes and can be used as a tool for continuous improvement.
Chapter 4. Rethinking Case Management to Meet People Where They Are
This chapter envisions broad reform in the approach to case management that prioritizes
client-driven goal achievement and places the case manager in the role of a coach. GROW
case managers lack adequate tools and resources to serve GROW clients effectively. Barriers to
employment include histories of housing insecurity, substance abuse or addiction,
incarceration, poverty, trauma and undiagnosed mental or emotional disturbances and/or
antisocial behaviors. Other obstacles can be loosely grouped as “motivational” barriers, but in
reality, their root causes are diverse and complex. Both basic-needs barriers and motivational
barriers produce a mismatch between the services offered and the ability or willingness of the
client to utilize them that is counterproductive. Not only is providing services to people who
are ill-equipped or disinclined to use them an ineffective use of limited resources, but it also
works against the morale of both overburdened GROW staff and unsuccessful program
participants, who all internalize the futility of “doing the same thing over and over while hoping
for a different result.”
Chapter 4 therefore recommends adopting an individualized coaching model that incorporates
client-driven goal setting, self-assessment, goal achievement strategies, and evidence-based
motivational interviewing techniques, as well as incorporating user-friendly technology.
Chapter 5. Aligning Program Activities With Participant Needs
This chapter calls for a concerted effort to align GROW program activities with the real needs
of its participants in overcoming barriers to employment. Our recommendations in Chapter 5
present a redesign concept for a broader range of GROW program activities organized around a
“hierarchy of needs” that acknowledges the different needs faced by GROW clients. Some are
preoccupied with basic survival needs as clothing and shelter, while others struggle with
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emotional trauma and behavioral challenges including self-regulation and motivation, while still
others primarily lack in-demand skills and training to break out of a cycle of low-wage, deadend jobs. While each of these groups will have significant overlap – and include individuals with
other specific challenges such as transition-aged youth, formerly incarcerated individuals, and
unhoused and/or substance-addicted persons – a broader range of appropriate program
activities should be offered with the employment barriers of each group in mind. Our
recommendations also highlight the power of collaborations and innovation with external
partners who can to add value to GROW programs and to clients’ efforts toward seeking
employment. The chapter also includes recommendations for streamlining GROW processes
and requirements with these objectives in mind.
Getting Started
To get started, we dedicate Chapter 2 to six “Quick-Start” Recommendations, selected for their
potential to be implemented quickly with relatively low investment, and to yield positive results
in the short-term. These are suggested to help jump-start and build further momentum for the
larger redesign. While these recommendations are written so as to be feasible individually,
they are aligned with the broader body of recommendations and intended to constitute “first
steps” toward a more outcome-oriented and human-centered GROW.
Chapter 2: Quick Start Recommendations
Chapter 2 presents six recommendations that represent Los Angeles County’s most
immediate opportunities to improve program outcomes and lay the groundwork for a
program redesign that elevates outcomes over process. While it is understood that the
County, like the rest of the country, is currently in a period of uncertainty with respect to
budgets and priorities as the impacts of COVID-19 are fully realized, the “Quick-Start”
recommendations presented in Chapter 2 were selected for their potential to be implemented
in the short-term and to yield positive impacts relatively quickly – especially in the environment
of a widespread recession or depression and its need to move increased numbers of displaced
workers back into the workforce. While they may be enacted individually as practical
measures, they should also be considered as first steps toward broader reform, and that they
are aligned with the overall body of recommendations contained in this report. They are:
1.

Leverage existing and available communications technologies to the fullest
extent possible to improve client engagement – during shelter-in-place, and
beyond. Authorize case manager-client meetings to be held via phone or video
conference where feasible and provide client communications electronically
according to client preference.
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2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Introduce Motivational Interviewing techniques as a core practice for case
managers.
Develop a program Design-a-thon and Innovation Competition RFP. Host a
program design event to generate proposals for new work programs.
Enhance intake process for more robust initial screening and referrals, and to
better serve clients.
Implement a targeted training pilot.
Launch a pilot to continue supportive services post job-placement.

The report begins in Chapter 1 with a summary of the work undertaken on the project to date,
and concludes in Chapter 6 with a discussion of where to go from here. We have subtitled this
report “Phase I,” since it does not represent a completion of the work we were originally
retained to produce. We hope that the County will continue to develop “Phase II” – the further
round of human-centered design feedback from GROW program participants, additional bestpractice research, analysis of programmatic details, legal requirements, and practical
impediments, and development of detailed implementation plans, schedules, and fiscal impacts
– and to carry forward the actual implementation of all of the recommendations contained
herein.
This redesign can help achieve economic stability and self-sufficiency for GROW participants. It
can deliver more value for taxpayer money, a better workforce for the county, and a more
vibrant economy for the entire region. All of this will be even more important – and more
challenging – in the weeks and months ahead as Los Angeles County, and the United State as a
whole, face the most severe economic challenge in a lifetime, if not in history. GROW will be
the last resort for many in this crisis. It has the opportunity – and the responsibility – to
become a first step forward. We hope the work of this Redesign goes on
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
Los Angeles County’s Department of Public Social Services (DPSS) is the third largest County
Department in the United States and the nation’s largest social service department, serving 4.6
million residents. DPSS has operated the General Relief Opportunities for Work (GROW)
program for over thirty years. GROW is a welfare-to-work program tasked with providing job
readiness and supportive services for approximately 40,000 able-bodied adults without
dependents (ABAWDs) who receive the County’s General Relief (GR) benefit. Its stated goal is
to “transition GROW participants to the labor market.”
DPSS hired Public Works LLC to assess and redesign the GROW program and to develop and
implement an innovative, human-centered program that reduces barriers faced by GROW
clients to motivate and prepare them to achieve self-sufficiency and living wage employment.
The original project called for:
•
A high-level assessment to identify strengths and weaknesses of the
Department’s current GROW program through internal and external stakeholder
interviews and client surveys, including a participant needs assessment;
•
The design of a human-centered program and program outcomes with special
consideration for transitional aged youth, justice-involved individuals, and
persons experiencing homelessness;
•
The development of a gap analysis identifying the program, policies and
procedures, staffing, and technological changes required to implement the new
program; and
•
A detailed implementation plan.
However, the impact of COVID-19 resulted in modifications to the project plan, including the
methodology, timeline, and scope of work. Our initial kickoff meeting and onsite assessment,
scheduled for the week of March 16, was canceled on March 15 due to the closure of County
offices. As a result of this, restrictions on in-person gatherings throughout Los Angeles County
and the state of California, and nationwide limitations on travel due to the public health
situation, our team was unable to meet in-person with program staff and participants, or to
observe onsite operations as called for in our original workplan. We subsequently prepared a
modified workplan for completing the project remotely with a revised methodology that
involved connecting with stakeholders over the phone and via web conferencing to gain
program insights.
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On April 14, the project was canceled due to budget concerns resulting from the impact of
COVID-19. Public Works was given a 30-day notice to stop work. We worked with DPSS
leadership and staff to develop a revised scope of work in order to create a product that could
be immediately useful to DPSS based on the research and data collected to date, and within a
compressed period for analysis and production. Despite these limitations, however, we
continued interviewing GROW program participants, vendors, staff, and business-community
“consumers,” as well as conducting extensive nationwide secondary (and, in some case,
primary) research. In addition, as an adaptation to this compressed timeline, we conceived of
and proposed a virtual collaborative session (discussed further in this section) in which we
could engage GROW management, staff, and contractors to enable the broadest participation
and contribution as possible to this initial human-centered program redesign effort. We
worked beyond the truncated period of funding under the terminated contract in order to
develop, and to discuss with DPSS, the recommendations in this report.
The multi-pronged recommendations ultimately contained in this report represent the breadth
of perspectives we considered in our study, and the synthesis of our team’s best thinking as
informed by firsthand data collection, the insights of stakeholders with intimate knowledge of
the program, and secondary research of best-, evidence-based, and promising practices
nationwide. However, the time limitations of our modified contract necessarily abbreviated the
level of detail provided in our analyses, and in particular limited the implementation guidance
that we would ordinarily develop to accompany our recommendations.
Program Background
GROW is a mandatory program providing case management and job readiness activities for
ABAWDs who receive General Relief (GR), a program that supports Los Angeles County
residents who are ineligible for other state or federal cash assistance programs. General Relief
provides these single adults with a monthly cash grant of $221, as well as access to supportive
services, such as money for bus fare and clothing. GROW benefits are only available for nine
months out of any 12-month period, however.
GROW is mandatory for ABAWDs who are considered “employable,” meaning that they do not
have a documented physical or mental disability that precludes employment. Participants
deemed “unemployable” according to medical and mental health assessments are not
mandated to participate in GROW and are exempt from time limits and sanctions.
“Unemployable” participants may still enroll in GROW and participate in program activities but
are referred to seek approval for SSI and other programs.
Eligible GROW participants are required to complete mandatory program activities 20 hours per
week. GROW was implemented in 1999 as a part of broader national welfare reform and
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underwent a program redesign in 2006 intended to enhance services and provide more
flexibility to case managers.
GROW Caseload
As of January 2020, GROW’s caseload comprised 41,233 individuals, of which 38,794 are
considered “employable.” The caseload leans heavily male (69.2%) and serves age
demographics ranging from under 25 to 60 and above. The highest numbers of GROW
participants are aged 30-39 (26.5%), 18-24 (21.7%), and 25-29 (19.3%). Racial or ethnic
demographics of participants was not provided.
Current Program Operations
Intake and Orientation
When individuals apply for the GR benefit, they are given information on the GROW program.
During intake, which is conducted by DPSS eligibility officers, those who do not have
documented physical or mental disabilities, or do not self-identify mental disabilities precluding
employment, are referred to GROW as “employable” and scheduled for Orientation and an
appointment with a GROW case manager. Orientation is a mandatory two-hour activity that
provides an overview of the program, its services, requirements, and the benefits of
employment.
Assessment and Activities
A GROW case manager then evaluates the participant for job readiness with a Job Skills
Assessment and assigns them to ongoing activities based on the assessment and the
individual’s goals, skills, and interests that are designed to prepare them for employment and
job retention.
According to the DPSS website, a range of qualifying program activities are available to GROW
participants, including:
• Orientation
• Computer Application Class (CAC)
for TAY participants
• Literacy (LIT)
• Self-Initiated Program (SIP)
• General Education (Diploma)
• Vocational Assessment (VOC)
• Job Readiness Training
• Interactive Case Management (ICM)
• Job Readiness Training for Youth
(JRY)
• Short-Term Training (STT)
• Career Opportunities Resources and
• Education/Training (EDU)
Employment (CORE)*
• One-Stop/WorkSource (OST)
• Coordinating Access and Resources
• Day Reporting Center (DRC)
for Employment (CARE)*
• Youth (YTH)
• Jumpstart Your Career (JYC)
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•
•

GROW Youth Employment Program
(GYEP)
GROW Transition-Age Youth (TAY)
Employment Program (GTEP)

•
•
•

Post-Employment Services (PES)
Supportive Services
Ancillary Expenses
*Pilot Programs

According to interviews with DPSS managers, case managers, contracted service providers, and
participants, the primary activities to which GROW participants are assigned are Orientation
(required) and Job Readiness Training (JRT)/Job Readiness Training for Youth 18-25 (JRY).
Opportunities for GROW participants to receive vocational assessment and/or other types of
education and training through the GROW program are limited, and, the exception rather than
the rule. This is especially true as GROW is conceived not as a job training program, but rather
as a job readiness program.
Placements
Individuals who are considered “job ready” – at the discretion of the case manager and based
on position availability – may be connected with an interview for a short-term placement in a
public sector or nonprofit organization. Case managers currently lack a standardized approach
for connecting with employers and learning about available job opportunities for participants.
The program has established a goal of a 25% Job Placement Rate. The most recent complete
fiscal year, FY 2018-2019, saw a 20% monthly average job placement rate.
Other performance measures for the current program include Job Readiness Rates (based upon
client performance on an administered DPSS test during JRT/JRY) and Participant Enrollment
Rates. Contractors must ensure that 90 percent of participants pass a job search/job retention
test with a score of 75% or higher at the end of the first week of JRT/JRY. They are responsible
for ensuring that 75% of participants who begin the first day complete the first week; 85% of
participants who complete the first week complete the second week; and 95% of participants
who complete the second week compete the third week.
Once individuals are placed, employment and supportive services through GROW do not
continue except in exceptional circumstances. If participants do not continue their
employment following this placement, or do not complete their short-term placement, they
may reapply for GR.
Project Methodology and Process
In light of the widespread effects of COVID-19 and corresponding office closures and public
health guidelines, Public Works was compelled to adapt our initial proposed methodology to
www.public-works.org
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conduct this study according to the social distancing guidelines in place. While unable to
conduct on-site visits, focus groups, and interviews as planned, Public Works scheduled
telephone interviews and web-based conference meetings to gain a variety of perspectives on
GROW program operations and to elicit insights from GROW participants and staff directly. We
analyzed primary program documents provided directly by DPSS, as well as those publicly
available online. Our study has also been informed by secondary research including evidencebased and evidence-informed best practices adopted by other governmental and nongovernmental organizations with similar mandates and goals, promising practices promoted by
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, and academic research.
Review of Program Operations
We began with a comprehensive document review of GROW program operations, and the
broad context in which they operate, including:
• GROW Program Website
• GROW Contracts, Budgets, and Cumulative Expenditures
• Job Services Provider Contracts and Vocational Assessment Contracts
• Labor Market Information
• Local Employment Projections
• Memoranda of Understanding for the Provision of Specialized Services, including Mental
Health and Domestic Violence
• Staff Position Classifications and Staff Organization Charts
• Relevant Codes, including Welfare and Institutions Code, Los Angeles County Code for
General Relief
• GROW Program Performance Measures
• Roster of Workforce Development Boards in Los Angeles County
• Monthly Trends on Able-Bodied Adults Without Dependents
• State Funded Employers in California
Phone Interviews with Program Staff, Partners, Experts, and Stakeholders
Public Works personnel conducted interviews and meetings with diverse DPSS staff, partners,
participants, and other informed stakeholders and subject matter experts – some, on multiple
occasions – to gain a thorough understanding of program operations, strengths, and areas for
improvement from the perspective of those who administer and experience it firsthand. They
include:
1. Antonia Jimenez, Director, DPSS
2. LaShonda Diggs, Division Chief, DPSS
3. Shawn Amiel, DPSS, Human Services Administrator, GROW Program Section,
4. Patricia Cruz, DPSS, Human Services Administrator, GROW Program Section
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5.
6.
7.
8.

Raymond Hunter, DPSS, Manager, Contract Division
Maria Ayala Galvan, former acting GROW
Kelvin Driscoll, former acting GROW
Jackie Mizell-Burt, DPSS, Human Services Administrator (HSA) III (Program Manager)
BPP, Welfare-to-Work/GAIN Program Division (retired)
9. Chris Castaneda, DPSS, Program Manager, GROW Jobs Services
10. Vardan Poghosyan, DPSS, Eligibility Supervisor
11. Ofelia Neri, DPSS, Program Assistant, GROW Program Section
12. Raul Carpio, DPSS, GAIN Division Director
13. Luther Evans, DPSS, Chief BPP GAIN Program Division
14. Scott Svonkin, Board Member, Los Angeles County Community College District
15. Robert Sainz, Assistant General Manager, Economic and Workforce Development
Department
16. Yolanda Castro, Executive Director, Workforce Development Board, SELACO
(Southeast Los Angeles County Consortium)
17. Jose Perez, Assistant Director, Los Angeles County WDACS
18. Irene Pelayo, Program Manager Los Angeles County WDACS
19. Melissa Younesian, Sr. Community Development Supervisor, Workforce
Development Board, Verdugo Consortium
20. Philip Starr, Executive Director, Managed Career Solutions (MCS)
21. Alexis Altounian, Director of Development, MCS
22. Jan Vogel, Workforce Development Board (South Bay)
23. Dr. Carrie Esparza, Clinical Program Head, Los Angeles County Department of Mental
Health
24. Ed Armstrong, Mental Health Program Manager, CalWORKS Programs
Administration, Los Angeles County Department of Mental Health
25. Julie Martin, Los Angeles County Department of Mental Health
26. Latasha Funderburk, Director, Multicultural Services, Jewish Vocational Services
27. Andrea Nunn, Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce
28. Julie Salinas, Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce
29. Pat Clark, Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce
30. Jaideep Upadhyay, Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce
31. Kim Bunting, Business Access
32. Erica Lares, McGraw-Hill Education
33. Carla Anguiano, Harbor Gateway Workforce Center
34. Kristy Lazur, Vice President, Human Services, Maximus, Inc.
35. Ella Gifford Hawkins, Larimer County Works Program Manager
Phone Interviews with GROW Participants
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Our staff also interviewed 15 GROW participants, gaining a user perspective on the current
program experience. These interviews were invaluable to creating a deeper understanding of
the circumstances and histories of participants, and to elicit valuable participant-generated
considerations for program improvements. Quotations from these conversations are embedded
throughout this report in order to highlight the human context of complex and often
bureaucratic program elements discussed, as well as corresponding recommendations. We
have been intentional in our effort to keep at the forefront consideration of the individuals
whose lives GROW has the potential to affect – and that GROW, while employment-focused, is
at its core a human services program. Here are some representative comments:
•

“At times, I don't know where to start. I've been dealing with depression because I don't
have a place to live. My parents' house is full. My sister, her kid and my brother live at
home. I can't really live there.”

•

“I can't sit all day because of my back. I could do hard labor but not for long. I could do
some computer work. Maybe I could work in a grocery store or do retail. I'm not afraid
to work. I want to help other people.”

•

“Some of us are coming from really dark places. I just started looking for a job this year.
I had been locked up. There's abuse, drugs, mental and physical issues. The public is
more aware of the need for help now. They need to be able to understand abuse. I don't
think this is touched. It's not an easy thing. They are suppressing it. Some need months
and years to get over it. They don't want to talk about abuse but it's there.”

•

“They don't take us under their wing. Case workers are just checking in with us and
that's it. They're not like a family. They should be checking on us. They don't show that
they care about our wellbeing. It's just about their process and what she (case manager)
needs.”

•

“Case managers should ask us more about what we need and maybe let us give some
program ideas, like we're doing now.”

•

“There are not enough entry level jobs for people. It's a competition. One thing you try to
focus on is vocational program. The security guard program is helpful, but there should
be more things like this.”

•

“I'm an entrepreneur. Entrepreneurs can create opportunities for ourselves better than
getting a job from someone else. Things like landscaping, catering, food prep, barber,
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hairdresser, crafts, eBay. Help us help ourselves. Allow people to create their own
opportunities.”
•

“GROW is a good program. I love the computer class I'm doing now. I need something
more. Getting a temp company assignment - that's not the answer.”

Secondary Research on Best Practices and Models
Public Works conducted extensive secondary research exploring effective programs and bestpractices across the U.S. by government agencies, nonprofits, and other entities, prioritizing
evidence-based and -informed, peer-reviewed materials. We examined a variety of TANF
programs from states across throughout the country and local implementation efforts, with a
particular focus on the goal achievement approaches implemented in jurisdictions including
Larimer County, CO; Jefferson County, CO; Ramsey County, MN; Washington, DC; and San
Francisco, CA.
Team members also conducted an in-depth phone interview with program management from
Larimer County to gain insights into their experience in transitioning from a conventional
compliance-based, job-placement focused program to a human-centered and clientcollaborative goal achievement framework. This interview offered deeper context and valuable
considerations regarding training, achieving buy-in with case managers, connecting with
participants and eliciting feedback, as well as the utilization of technology and data to drive
decisions. These insights also inform the recommendations presented in the following
chapters.
Public Works has also conducted an extensive literature review of self-regulation and goal
achievement, trauma-informed practices, Executive Function (EF), life skills programming and
other promising practices for improving employment outcomes for participants with multiple
barriers to employment. Finally, we draw upon our three decades of work on related projects
across the country, ranging from our prior assessment of California’s TANF welfare-to-work
sanctions program for the state’s Department of Social Services to our currently ongoing work
on an Equitable Poverty Prevention Plan for the City of Dubuque, IA.
Co-Create Session with Program Staff
In furtherance of the project’s goal of basing this GROW redesign effort around humancentered design principles, Public Works led a collaborative co-create session with GROW
stakeholders, including program leadership, case managers, job developers, and program
contractors. The session garnered a wide range of considerations for a GROW program design
and introduced a diverse group of stakeholders to a collaborative process that session
participants were enthusiastic to use in the future. This was due to the sessions unique
www.public-works.org
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“Question-Storming” structure, in which thoughts, ideas, and responses were phrased as
questions to encourage openness, collaboration, and “out-of-the-box” thinking in a nonjudgmental environment.
Prior to the session, Public Works invited participants to consider the following questions, and
to select the three that they found to be most relevant to a GROW redesign, which would
become the central foci of the session:
• Can performance metrics be redesigned to incorporate retention and earnings,
longitudinal data for long-term impact, and to better reflect program's mission of
increasing economic self-sufficiency?
• How do eligibility definitions of "employable" relate to definitions of "job ready" used by
contracted service providers and employers? Should there be a checklist of "job ready"
criteria that can be consistently used to refer clients to appropriate activities?
• Can program activities be better tailored to incorporate client goals, perceived needs,
and "profile"? i.e. expanded service offerings or "tracks" to be more relevant to the
needs of diverse groups (youth 18-25, first-time participants, ex-incarcerated,
homeless/housing-insecure, chronic unemployed.)
• Can we better equip case managers with additional training and resources to manage
large caseloads with diverse and often high barriers? Are there tasks that can be
eliminated from their role to allow them to focus on individual coaching?
• What are the priorities in updating and redesigning curricula used? Should contractors
be more empowered to innovate with their programs to achieve better results?
• How can we reduce the time and resources invested in compliance monitoring? i.e.
simplify/streamline compliance rules? move responsibility from case managers to
another designated staff?
• What will motivate or incentivize employers to hire GROW participants for long-term
jobs?
• Can mental wellness services be made available to all clients?
• How can we use technology to streamline the program, connect clients to resources,
and analyze impact of each activity?
• How can we better leverage technology to allow remote participation in program
activities for those who would benefit?
• How can we strengthen the workforce development connection? Should job developer
role be redesigned or expanded?
• How can GROW support self-employment as a viable job placement? Can GROW
provide referrals to training services, or a small business/entrepreneurship course for
clients who demonstrate this aptitude?
• Are there ways in which the services provided through GROW and GAIN could be more
closely aligned?
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Of these, the following three issues received the highest number of votes, and were the topics
of discussion in the two-hour session:
1. Can we better equip case managers with additional training and resources to manage
large caseloads with diverse and often high barriers? Are there tasks that can be
eliminated from their role to allow them to focus on individual coaching?
2. How do eligibility definitions of "employable" relate to definitions of "job ready" used by
contracted service providers and employers? Should there be a checklist of "job ready"
criteria that can be consistently used to refer clients to appropriate activities?
3. Can program activities be better tailored to incorporate client goals, perceived needs,
and "profile"? i.e. expanded service offerings or "tracks" to be more relevant to the
needs of diverse groups (youth 18-25, first-time participants, ex-incarcerated,
homeless/housing-insecure, chronic unemployed.)
Additional details from the co-create session, and a comprehensive list of “question-stormed”
ideas are provided in Appendix A.
Framework for Program Redesign
The three overarching themes of our proposed GROW recommendations are: (1) outcomeoriented programming; (2) human-centered design and (3) a lens of racial equity and social
justice.
I.

Outcome-Oriented Program Structure

DPSS Director Antonia Jimenez commissioned Public Works to help redesign the GROW
program to focus primarily on results – specifically, ensuring that program participants enter
and remain in the workforce rather than continuing on or returning to General Relief. This
redesign therefore starts with reorienting the entire program toward placing – and keeping –
GROW participants in jobs.
Supporting recommendations therefore call for a shift away from process-based performance
metrics – that is, measurements of how well the program performs its own functions – toward
outcome-oriented measures: those that measure how effective the program is in achieving its
mission. We argue that in order to measure the effectiveness of the program, performance
metrics should take into account not only short-term placements, but also whether participants
are truly transitioning to the job market, as evidenced by employment retention, economic
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mobility through increased earnings, and reduced reliance on public assistance. Our
recommendations call for the prioritization of evidence-based strategies and meaningful
performance data to drive continuous innovation and improvement. We argue that each
process should be directly tied to a strategy for achieving a clearly defined objective. Each
GROW staff member should understand their role in achieving those objectives, and what
resources and levers they have at their disposal to improve performance. That understanding
should be informed by performance metrics that can be used to demonstrate with confidence
which activities and strategies are successful in achieving the desired outcomes. This
information is essential so that county resources may be invested in the most effective
activities and withdrawn from ineffective ones.
II.

Human-Centered Design

A commitment to human-centered design lies at the heart of this study and is integrated into
every recommendation. This is the premise that human service programs are most effective
when they are delivered with the needs and challenges of the clients they are serving in mind,
rather than imposing additional burdens and constraints on individuals who struggle to meet
basic needs. We propose a transition from a conventional case management model that is case
manager directed and centered on compliance, to an (evidence-based) goal achievement
model, wherein case managers (as “coaches”) work collaboratively alongside program
participants to achieve client-generated goals to remediate employment barriers and cultivate
internal motivation and individual strengths through incremental successes. (This is also,
obviously, consistent with Theme I, an Outcome-Oriented Program Structure.)
Human-centered design makes the program easier and more appealing for clients who may be
in crisis or navigating multiple employment barriers, by leveraging user-friendly technology to
reduce paperwork, enabling remote meetings and activities where possible, and implementing
“No Wrong Door” policies through more seamless interagency relationships.
III.

Racial Equity and Justice

Approaching issues related to employment and poverty necessarily requires consideration of
whether policies and programs are serving communities of color equitably and appropriately.
The need for a racial equity and justice lens has been poignantly felt during this project; since
this project’s start, the nation has seen how COVID-19 is disproportionately affecting black and
brown communities in Los Angeles and beyond, and the response to the death of George Floyd
and others through widespread protests and calls for racial justice. These calls warrant careful
consideration at every level of government and in all public programs.
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Race in the United States is inextricably tied to issues of employment, poverty, education,
housing and homelessness, incarceration, and other issues that exert a profound impact on
program participants’ lives. It is our view that as the County seeks to address these issues in
the GROW program, which serves thousands of participants of color, an awareness of racial and
cultural difference should be cultivated in a way that promotes respect and improves equity.
This represents perhaps the most profound aspect of a human-centered design approach to
this program.
Report Structure
The following report is organized as follows:
•

Chapter 2 presents six recommendations that represent Los Angeles County’s most
immediate opportunities to improve program outcomes and lay the groundwork for a
program redesign that elevates outcomes over process and a people-first approach.
These “quick-start” recommendations should also be considered as first steps that are
aligned with the overall body of recommendations contained in this report. They are:
7. Leverage existing and available communications technologies to the fullest
extent possible to improve client engagement – during shelter-in-place, and
beyond. Authorize case manager-client meetings to be held via phone or
video conference where feasible and provide client communications
electronically according to client preference.
8. Introduce Motivational Interviewing techniques as a core practice for case
managers.
9. Develop a program Design-a-thon and Innovation Competition RFP. Host a
program design event to generate proposals for new work programs.
10. Enhance intake process for more robust initial screening and referrals, and to
better serve clients.
11. Implement a targeted training pilot.
12. Launch a pilot to continue supportive services post job-placement.

•

Chapter 3 presents the following recommendations pertaining to building employer
connections and long-term job opportunities:
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1. Shift the program’s focus for beneficiaries from quick job placement to longterm career.
A. Shift the focus of GROW outcomes to ROI-driven measures and longterm career pathways; and
B. Develop new performance metrics that clearly link program goals and
outcomes, and that are designed to be used as a tool for continuous
improvement.
2. Develop an effective GROW case management system to “triage” program
participants into streams that best meet their needs and improve program
offerings to provide:
A. diversion to needed services for those deemed not employable,
B. further education for youth,
C. additional training for first-time or other clients most in need of
“upskilling,” and
D. prompt placement in jobs for others.
3. Launch a “Jobs+” component of GROW for experienced workers and
multiple-repeat GROW participants
4. Partner with other entities, acting as a “workforce intermediary,” to create a
wide range of “targeted training” programs for employers willing to hire
GROW participants.
A. Get the ball rolling with a select number of pilot programs aimed at
getting people back to work in the wake of the Coronavirus Crisis.
B. Expand these individual connections over time into broad “sectoral”
programs.
C. Grow the approach to General Relief participants eventually into an
ongoing integration of economic development, workforce
development, education, and welfare agencies, as well as the public
with the private and non-profit sectors.
5. Incentivize broad employer participation by:
A. Setting an example through County and local government hiring.
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B. Engaging local employers to “sponsor” pre-screened, job-ready
candidates for training.
C. Providing financial encouragement through subsidized employment
and/or tax incentives.
D. Requiring or encouraging recipients of County funds to participate in
employing GROW clients.
6. Provide ongoing training/upskilling efforts as well as a wide range of support
services to GROW participants after job placement, as part of the program’s
career focus.
A. Shift programming to focus on long-term employment stability,
income growth, and career advance.
B. Shift program funding from income support to employment-stability
and career-advance activities.
•

Chapter 4 presents recommendations for transforming the current approach to case
management, including:
1. Adopt an individualized coaching model that incorporates client-driven goal
setting, self-assessment, goal achievement strategies, and evidence-based
motivational interviewing techniques, incorporating the following key
elements.
A.
B.
C.
D.

Client Self-Assessment
Motivational Interviewing
Client-Driven Goal Setting
User-Friendly Technology

2. Equip case managers with rigorous training in techniques for coaching
harder-to-employ clients.
3. Create a GROW Staff Development position to implement and coordinate
robust training and engagement programs for GROW Staff.
4. Provide ongoing focused professional development for case managers on
practical and relevant topics, informed by staff interest and feedback.
A. Focus on racial and multicultural sensitivity
www.public-works.org
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B. Create professional development opportunities for case managers
who wish to develop an expertise in serving clients with specific
challenges.
C. Create formal opportunities for case managers to network and meet
with their counterparts at other agencies (e.g, LACOE, DMH, WDACS,
etc.) as well as in other programs within DPSS (e.g., GAIN).
D. Case workers should be required to periodically attend sessions of the
various work-related activities to which they refer clients in order to
gain a firsthand understanding of how each operates.
E. Policies and procedures that are frequently misunderstood should be
topics of periodic clarification and training.
5. Equip staff with additional tools and resources for identifying and referring
clients who need more specialized support services than can be provided
through GROW.
6. Create a case management consortium.
7. Pair new caseworkers with an experienced mentor.
8. Create a program culture that is mindful of staff health and stress levels, and
proactively prevents staff burnout and turnover:
A. Offer periodic workshops for staffs focused on practical strategies and
tools to minimize secondhand trauma experienced by case managers
who work with individuals in crisis.
B. Share and practice strategies for maintaining healthy and respectful
boundaries while working with high-needs populations.
C. Create protected time for staff to focus on stress management.
D. Implement Paid Time Off (PTO) policies that explicitly recognize the
need for mental health days in addition to those reserved for physical
sickness.
9. Hire case management staff that are well suited to an individualized coaching
and goal achievement approach.
A. Screen and select for staff who have a growth mindset.
B. Screen and select for staff with a trauma-informed background.
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C. Consider the cultural and ethnic makeup of clients served in a given
location when hiring case managers and other frontline staff.
10. Encourage and reward staff – and contracted service providers – who
innovate new strategies to facilitate client achievement – even if they are not
successful.
11. Work to ensure that the professional conditions and status of GROW/GAIN
staff are perceived as equitable.
12. Create a physical working environment that reflects and reinforces program
goals and values.
13. Reduce worker caseloads, which are currently too high to consistently
provide more than transactional interactions with clients.
A. Establish caseload targets and limits to ensure a reasonable number
of cases for each case manager, and to allow case managers to
provide a high quality of service to each client.
B. Assign high needs/high barriers client to designated case managers
with specialized training and expertise, relieving other case managers
of their most time-intensive clients.
C. Consider providing some case management interactions within in a
group setting.
•

Chapter 5 contains recommendations for a number of programmatic improvements:
1. Develop and adopt a three- tiered job readiness and employment hierarchy
of needs framework with basic needs for security and health serving as a
foundational requisite for job readiness.
2. Utilize the Hierarchy of Employment Needs framework to identify the types
of needs the client is currently experiencing and the extent to which they are
job ready. Match participants with programs aligned to these needs.
3. Develop and use a Participant Needs Profile as a way of categorizing the
client’s level of needs and specific barriers, according to where they are
functioning on the Hierarchy of Employment Needs.
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A. Organize participant programs according to how they address the
needs identified in the Hierarchy of Participant Needs.
B. Create Client “Personas” that serve as profile “snapshots” to
humanize participants and provide services according to groupings.
4. Refer GROW participants to specialized programs according to the
employment needs they identify and/or exhibit on a spectrum of needs.
Organize an array of programs into “Targeted Tiers” that are in alignment
with various types of GROW participant needs, histories, and barriers, using
this portfolio of programs to refer clients.
A. Identify Level 1 programs to refer participants addressing barriers and
basic needs to, with corresponding tiered program enhancements
supporting housing, physical security, incarceration, substance use,
and literacy and adult basic education, incorporating best practices
into the array of available programs.
B. Identify Level 2 programs and enhancements, informed by best
practices, for motivational goals to refer relevant participants to,
including youth programming; life skills programming; mental and
emotional wellness supports; and vocational development.
C. Refer clients at Level 3 to best practice-informed program activities
offering skill training and credentials; job search and interviewing; job
retention follow-up and reassessment services; a self-employment
track; and opportunities for building social networks.
5. Deliver services that are culturally competent.
6. Develop a strategy for collaborating with outside entities and assign a senior
leader to oversee the development of external partnerships to increase the
array of innovative and effective programs accessible to GROW participants.
A. To foster a wider array of referral options for participants, GROW
should engage contractors in new ways and give them greater
latitude in adapting program content to address the participants
needs differently.
B. Introduce virtual workshops of the same course, offered repeatedly
across multiple locations, to consolidate the number of course
offerings needed.
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C. Enhance connections to nonprofit connector to strengthen program
and referral options.
D. Designate a senior leader tasked with cultivating external
collaboration and develop a robust strategy for engaging contractors.
7. Engage program participants and “peers” – individuals with lived experience
with government assistance, poverty, and barriers to employment – in
program development and activities.
A. Provide opportunities for GROW participants to benefit from peer
support.
B. Integrate lived experience of poverty and unemployment into GROW
programming.
C. Enhance processes to consistently gather feedback from GROW
participants and invite ideas to improve the program.
D. Monitor the progress of Peer Support Services (PSS) legislation in
California
8. Adjust compliance process to strengthen the relationship between case
manager and participant, give case managers more time to focus on
coaching, and introduce new outreach and engagement practices to improve
participation.
A. Each step of the compliance monitoring process should be reviewed
and simplified to streamline the process and convey its most
important elements.
B. Offer rewards and recognition for program completion and consider
using “gamification” tools to enhance the process.
C. Employ more robust outreach strategies if participants stop showing
up.
D. Implement new engagement practices to encourage retention.
E. Improve compliance by utilizing data tracking to identify
nonparticipants and improve data processing and quality.
F. Collaboratively examine the service delivery system for issues clients
may face in achieving compliance.
G. Deploy technology that makes it easier and more convenient for
clients to report their activities.
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9. Leverage business-standard technologies for greater efficiency and
effectiveness in program administration and client activities.
10. Implement a technology interface to increase interactions between client
and case managers; allow for the creation of an action plan and access to
resources for clients; offer simple web-based tools to track goals and action
items; and enable clients to initiate more self-directed actions 24/7 via a
mobile device.
11. Strengthen GROW’s data collection process, collect more pertinent data, and
train staff in data literacy.
12. Develop and integrate options for remote instruction, such as “In Home
Learning Systems” for GROW participants that allow individuals to learn
remotely at their own pace and to “earn” a laptop or tablet through program
completion.
•

Chapter 6 consists of a brief summary conclusion and discussion of next steps
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CHAPTER 2: QUICK START RECOMMENDATIONS
2.1

Leverage existing and available communications technologies to the
fullest extent possible to improve client engagement – during
shelter-in-place, and beyond. Authorize case manager-client
meetings to be held via phone or video conference where feasible
and provide client communications electronically according to client
preference.

The GROW program is currently entirely physical location-based. In the Public Works team’s
conversations with program users, GROW participants expressed the need for digital
communications with case managers. Participants indicated they would prefer to receive email
communications over postal mail, and to create mechanisms to make their data available online
(cloud-based) so they can self-service. Participants made
comments like, “Times are changing,” and “There needs to
“There needs to be a better way
be a better way of staying in touch with us and for us to
of staying in touch with us and
reach case managers.” Contracted service providers also
for us to reach case managers.”
expressed frustration that they were unable to use
– GROW participant
electronic means to send updates and notifications to
clients – in particular with respect to time sensitive career,
training, or job fair events. Case managers are already
overburdened by caseloads and responsibilities, while the
“no-show” rate for appointments is extremely high
(estimated by some at roughly 50 percent). Modern and universally adopted technologies (like
mobile-based text) that could serve to streamline communications and provide a convenient
way for clients to reschedule appointments, or even to let case managers know they are not
coming so the case manager can plan their time – are not utilized. These examples represent
lost productivity and underutilization of standard technologies that the department already has
access to, and which could be adapted to streamline GROW’s processes with little investment.
A.

DPSS should immediately authorize any client-caseworker meetings that can
be conducted over the phone or via web-based conferencing to be so done.
The current COVID-19 pandemic has underlined both the possibility and the
necessity of conducting more client contact virtually and telephonically with
those who prefer this kind of communication. Most clients do have access to
mobile phones; in fact, these technologies were effectively employed to solicit
client input during the client-centered design research component of this study.
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B.

DPSS should immediately revisit and revise current restrictions related to
contacting clients who have so consented by telephone, text, message or
email. While well-intended, these restrictions are unreasonably limiting the
productivity of case managers and contracted service providers and are not in
line with current technology and communication standards for public services
agencies nationwide.

In the next chapter we will advance several recommendations for the further use of virtual
technologies in fostering client contact and participant engagement. One technology – the
telephone (or smart phone) – is easy to implement immediately and would represent a marked
improvement over the current gaps in client contact and the resulting scheduling problems and
disruptions from requiring that each client meeting be an in-person office visit. Similarly, the
use of email to communicate with clients who elect to receive emails instead of, or in addition
to paper mail, should be prioritized. Several of our subsequent recommendations include
modernizing GROW systems through technology. In general, technology-enabled
communications allows for easier, more reliable, and more frequent contact between
participants and their case managers; increase participation and compliance; and reduce waste
of DPSS time and resources.
Evidence suggests that low-income clients largely have the means to access mobile
communications devices and tend to prefer this option when available. Telephones are the
most ubiquitous means of communication, with research suggesting that phone-based services
have the potential to address a wide range of barriers to accessing care, including practical,
psychological, and economic. 1 According to the Pew Research Center, 96% of Americans own a
cell phone of some kind, 81% of whom own smartphones. Even among individuals earning less
than $30,000, 95% own cell phones, 71% of which own smartphones. Further, Black, Hispanic,
and white Americans own cell phones at similar rates (98%, 96%, and 96% respectively), with
80%, 79%, and 82% using smartphones. 92% of Americans with less than a high school degree
own cell phones, with 66% using smartphones. 2 Comments made by our small sample of
GROW participants were consistent with these findings.
While this data suggests a large degree of digital literacy, the U.S. Department of Human
Services does identify training for clients to use these means as an important consideration,
noting that a significant percentage of older (27%), less educated (29%), and lower income
(18%) Americans do not use the Internet. They also note that the Federal Communications

1https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6568394/
2https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/mobile/
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Commission (FCC) and the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) offer programs that may
provide access to devices and broadband connections for individuals without these platforms. 3
In Larimer County (CO), a goal-driven program for TANF clients that adopts a model coaching
approach cited later in this report found in their implementation that “low-income participants
increasingly prefer mobile technology.” The Associate Director found from surveying customers
that mobile technology is both accessible and comfortable to clients who “welcome
interventions and connections through technology.” 4 Strategies and best practices for
implementing phone-enabled case management should include the following considerations:
1. Case managers can practice new methods of building trust and cultivating
relationships virtually. Transitioning to more phone-based or virtual appointments will
require new means of building trust and rapport to create meaningful relationships
between case managers and clients. Chapter 4 of this report introduces best practice
recommendations for transforming the case management approach to a more
individualized, goal achievement focused coaching approach. Implementing these
methods will increase the effectiveness of virtual meetings; Case managers must be able
to serve as more than simply an impersonal "voice over the phone" and to convey
empathy, foster collaboration, and facilitate positive and productive interactions with
clients. Research has indicated promise for building strong coach-client relationships via
telephone. 5 The U.S. Department of Health & Human Services recommends training
caseworkers to effectively engage with clients by virtual means that require using
different communication methods. 6
2. Privacy must be ensured for case managers. To ensure privacy, case managers should
not use their personal mobile devices to conduct client meetings, unless they have
arranged with their provider to show a blocked phone number. If case managers do not
have County-issued mobile devices, and must work from home due to shelter-in-place
guidelines, DPSS may consider implementing a Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) for
case managers, a phone service that utilizes an internet connection or local network to
process phone calls.
3. Virtual and telephone meetings must be conducted with client approval. To ensure use
of mobile technology does not incur additional expense to the client, depending on their
3https://aspe.hhs.gov/pdf-report/virtual-case-management
4https://peerta.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/public/uploaded_files/IIEESS%20Emerging%20Practice_Colorado_Fi

nal_508_updated.pdf
5https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6568394/
6https://aspe.hhs.gov/pdf-report/virtual-case-management
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mobile or data plans, these technologies should be used only with the permission of the
client. The U.S. Department of Health & Human Services also instructs that clients
should be notified of potential privacy risks that may be introduced with the use of
third-party remote communication technologies.
4. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services has reassured agencies that
remote communication technologies that may not fully comply with HIPAA
requirements will not experience penalties imposed for noncompliance “in connection
with the good faith provision of telehealth during the COVID-19 nationwide public
health emergency.”7 During the COVID-19 pandemic, many government human services
organizations are in the process of implementing or scaling up means to conduct case
management virtually and weighing the privacy and security considerations and
requirements that they must abide by. Moving beyond the COVID-19 pandemic,
appropriate encryption and privacy modes should be employed when utilizing these
technologies.
The U.S. Department of Health & Human Services has provided the following resources
to facilitate the shift to greater use of virtual case management among human services
agencies:
• “The National Consortium of Telehealth Resource Centers.” Tools and Resources.
(2020) Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA)/HHS.
https://www.telehealthresourcecenter.org/
• American Telemedicine Association. (2020) “Practice Guidelines and Resources.”
https://thesource.americantelemed.org/resources/telemedicine-practiceguidelines/
• “Guidelines for the Practice of Telepsychology.” (2013) Joint Task Force for the
Development of Telepsychology Guidelines for Psychologists, the American
Psychological Association. https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/features/ampa0035001.pdf/
• “Telehealth.” (2020) National Association of Social Workers.
https://www.socialworkers.org/Practice/InfectiousDiseases/Coronavirus/Telehealth
• “Best Practices in Videoconferencing-Based Telemental Health.” (2018) The
American Psychiatric Association and the American Telemedicine Association.
https://www.psychiatry.org/File%20Library/Psychiatrists/Practice/Telepsychiatry
/APA-ATA-Best-Practices-in-Videoconferencing-Based-Telemental-Health.pdf

7https://aspe.hhs.gov/pdf-report/virtual-case-management
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•

2.2

“Best Practices in Telephonic Case Management.” (2008) Professional Case
Management (Vol. 13/#4).
https://www.nursingcenter.com/wkhlrp/Handlers/articleContent.pdf?key=pdf_0
1269241-200807000-00002

Introduce Motivational Interviewing Techniques as a Core Practice
for Case Managers.

Client motivation is considered by DPSS line-staff and contractors to be a major determining
factor in whether a client will obtain a work placement. Interviewees who work with clients
consistently distinguished between “motivated” and “unmotivated” clients and expressed
frustration that there is little that can be done to “motivate” clients who are not proactive
about obtaining employment. Further, many GROW participants are impacted by histories of
diverse kinds of trauma that affect their motivation to obtain employment in nuanced ways.
Case managers desire more structured tools for working with participants to understand and
encourage their motivators and obstacles, as well as for more time to focus on these parts of
the client relationship, which is not always possible given their large caseloads and timeintensive administrative responsibilities.
While a complex topic, “motivation” plays a significant role
“People are more likely to be
in achieving economic self-sufficiency and other individual
motivated to work toward a goal
goals. “Motivation is what drives us to pursue, persevere,
that they selected than one that
and accomplish tasks,”8 and is affected by extrinsic
was imposed on them.”
incentives (tangible rewards) and intrinsic motives.
Evidence suggests that intrinsic incentives (that evoke
personal feelings of self-worth and accomplishment) are
more effective in achieving long-term goals. People are
more likely to be motivated to work toward a goal that they
selected than one that was imposed on them. A study examining the motivations behind job
search behavior among unemployed adults found that allowing people to feel they had control
over their job search increased the frequency of job search and job search intensity. 9 Clientcentered, goal-oriented approaches like Motivational Interviewing – especially as part of a goalattainment coaching framework –have been demonstrated to effectively help to cultivate the
personal motivation required for making long-term sustainable changes.
8

OPRE and Mathematica Policy Research on Self-Regulation and Goal Attainment: A New Perspective for
Employment Programs
9 www.citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.550.3552&rep=rep1&type=pdf

www.public-works.org

32

PHASE ONE REPORT: PROGRAM REDESIGN FOR SINGLE ADULTS WITHOUT DEPENDENTS
CHAPTER 2 – QUICK-START RECOMMENDATIONS
Motivation, along with self-regulation and other skills that support goal attainment, is affected
by histories of trauma, adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), toxic stress, and the state of
poverty itself. A lack of positive relationships, as well as “feeling helpless and believing that
abilities are fixed and unchangeable” are additional factors that can disrupt the development of
healthy motivation systems.10 Motivational Interviewing (MI) – along with other tools called for
in this plan (see Chapter 4) including strengthening Executive Function (EF) skills and the ability
to manage and prioritize and cultivating a “growth mindset” among staff – work to address the
impacts of these forces and build the necessary functions for self-regulation.
Motivational Interviewing (MI) is human-centered best practice and a proven technique for
motivating self-directed change in individuals with diverse barriers to employment. MI is an
evidence-based counseling method that supports clients in overcoming obstacles through a
goal-oriented, client-centered approach, and which is being used effectively in programs across
the country. MI is “designed to strengthen personal motivation for, and commitment to, a
specific goal by eliciting and exploring the person’s own reasons for change within an
atmosphere of acceptance and compassion." 11 Goals may or may not be directly related to
employment: achieving non-employment related goals (health, conflict resolution/family
relationships, housing, legal issues, etc.) often reduces or eliminates real obstacles to
employment and serves to further the participant’s path to self-sufficiency.
There are four key methods embedded in MI, summarized in the table below.

10

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child: Understanding Motivation: Building the Brain Architecture
That Supports Learning, Health, and Community Participation. https://46y5eh11fhgw3ve3ytpwxt9rwpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/wp14_reward_motivation_121118_FINAL.pdf
11 Stephen Rollick and William R. Miller, (Sheffield, UK)
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Motivational Interviewing Methods

Engaging

Focusing

Evoking

Planning

Case manager engages the participant in self-assessment and developing capacity to
aspire. Engaging the client begins the process and opens the conversation between
coach and participant. The case manager explains their role and the duration of the
session, and asks permission to engage, giving the client autonomy and agency in
guiding the session.
Case manager focuses the client’s motivation developing their own goals. After the
participant has granted permission to engage in the session, the next step is to focus
the session by negotiating the agenda.
Case manager helps the client strategize and create momentum. With a foundation
built and agenda established, the process turns to building motivation through
evoking. In this stage, the coach asks the participant evocative questions that
encourage them to elaborate on their thoughts and explore and potentially resolve
feelings of ambivalence. By both “looking back and looking forward,” clients are given
space to explore their goals.
Case manager provide expertise and directs client to resources. Planning provides the
opportunity to strengthen the participant’s commitment and negotiate a plan. At this
point, client and coach work collaboratively to brainstorm ideas, chart a course of
action, identify barriers and sources of support, and elicit a final commitment of
action. The session is closed by expressing appreciation, arranging appropriate
follow-up, and connecting the client with appropriate resources for action items.

Adapted from Stephen Rollick and William R, Miller, Sheffield, UK
MI is a core technique of the individualized, goal-achievement oriented coaching approach to
case management presented as a recommendation in Chapter 4, which discusses the
advantages of transforming the current approach to case management.
We will recommend equipping case managers with new methods and skills in a goal
achievement framework that elicits and addresses clients’ self-identified goals and obstacles
through a coaching relationship. MI is a foundational skill for further professional development
within the goal achievement coaching framework that could be introduced immediately among
GROW Case managers as a first step in this direction. While MI is often conducted by therapists,
non-clinicians also learn and effectively use this skill. 12
MI shifts the relationship between the case manager and the client: Instead of the case
manager directing a client on actions to take and behaviors to change, s/he facilitates the
client’s thinking about their own reasons and means for pursuing change. MI represents a
paradigm shift in traditional case management. Case managers work collaboratively with
12https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/goals_lit_synthesis_feb_2017_508.pdf

www.public-works.org

34

PHASE ONE REPORT: PROGRAM REDESIGN FOR SINGLE ADULTS WITHOUT DEPENDENTS
CHAPTER 2 – QUICK-START RECOMMENDATIONS
clients to uncover internal motivations, identify personal goals, and develop a plan to achieve
them in manageable steps. MI supports clients facing multiple barriers in identifying these
barriers and harnessing motivation for change that originates from the client themselves; and
acknowledging and resolving inner conflict or ambivalence about change.
MI is an evidence-based approach behavior change premised on the belief that every person
has the capacity to make positive changes. MI will also serve as a valuable first tool and
introduction to a coaching framework recommended in Chapter 4. In many of the best
practices cited, MI and coaching skills go hand-in-hand, mutually reinforcing each other. MI
training for GROW staff offers a tangible initial tool to support clients, as a part of the transition
to a coaching model. Many coaching frameworks deploy MI as a coaching technique, among
other tools, and the human-centered principles embedded in MI – empathetic, client-centered,
and with a focus on remediating barriers to achieve participant-generated goals – are pillars of
the coaching framework.
Implementation steps and considerations include:
A. Conduct MI training for DPSS GROW case managers on a pilot basis; training should be
led by an experienced facilitator. Case managers are the primary interface with the
clients whose actions the program seeks to influence; they are the implementers of the
program’s strategy and this should be their top priority. Los Angeles County could
pursue this by training all case managers at one site only, or a small number at multiple
sites. MI is a valuable tool for case managers, and its effectiveness will increase as part
of a system of robust supports and opportunities for professional development.
B. Case managers should develop and practice these skills with one another and with
supervisors for a deeper understanding of the method, and to gradually increase the
number of clients they serve.
C. Reduce administrative/paperwork burdens on case managers. MI is inherently more
time-intensive and individualized than a typical “transactional” case management
approach, in which the focus is on assigning appropriate activities and verifying
compliance. Case managers who pilot this approach will require focused time have to
develop this new skill and facilitate smooth implementation. Technology-based
solutions for reducing, eliminating, or reassigning administrative and paperwork tasks
for case managers are recommended in Chapter 4 as part of a broader reform of the
case manager role.
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D. Employ core principles and practices of Motivational Interviewing, including Open
Questions, Affirmations, Reflections, and Summaries (OARS).
•

Open Questions: Rather than asking "closed questions" ("Do you… Are you… Did
you… Could you… Have you…), the MI approach focuses on open questions that
elicit meaningful responses from clients and provoke them to examine strengths
and challenges. Open questions ask "What… Which… Where… How... Tell me…"
In a Motivational Interviewing session, a coach may ask, "Where do you think
your biggest challenge lies? What do you think you'll take care of first?" opening
up the conversation to be guided by the client, rather than evoking judgment
through closed questions, such as, "Did you get a job yet? Do you care about
finishing your studies?"

•

Affirmations: Not to be mistaken for “cheerleading,” affirmations – noticing and
acknowledging a positive action – are a way to build feelings of empowerment to
make desired changes. Participants face a wide range of obstacles and
emphasizing client strengths in an authentic, sincere, and specific way
encourages positive, proactive behaviors and motivation. Affirmations
strengthen the constructive relationship between coach and client, encouraging
a “can-do” attitude to continue on the path to self-sufficiency.

•

Reflections: Case managers build trust and demonstrate understanding by
“reflecting” what they hear and see from clients. Coaches reflect a participant’s
speech, facial expressions, and behavior, as well as practice reflective listening
by making a hypothesis as to the participant’s meaning and/or a statement to
convey understanding. Reflections may take the form of “short stems,” such as
“Sounds like…” and “You feel…” serving to echo back and validate a participant’s
thoughts and further develop the constructive, “same team” relationship
between client and coach.

•

Summaries: Summaries serve to both reflect and sum up, as well as set the stage
for a client’s next steps. This can be achieved through creating conversational
“bookends”: the bookend can be set up through phrases like, “Let me summarize
what you’ve said,” and followed up with, “So where does that leave you?” “What
else would you like to add?” Summaries demonstrate to the participant that they
are being heard, give them an opportunity to add important information,
facilitate and guide the interview in a different direction, and approach
ambivalent feelings.
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E. MI is being effectively deployed in other welfare-to-work programs across the U.S:
•

District of Columbia: DC Department of Human Services has also transitioned
from a traditional case management to a targeted mobility coaching model,
utilizing Motivational Interviewing as a tool by training staff in-house. MI is a
deployed as a tool to build relationships by using “validation techniques in order
to express understanding of a client’s situation and build meaningful rapport.” 13

•

Larimer County, CO: Motivational Interviewing is a key component of Larimer
County’s training for coaches within their goal-oriented model. Interviews with
managers indicate that the implementation of their model in 2017, which
includes MI has resulted in a positive transformation of their program. Managers
report dramatic positive shifts in client engagement, participation, attitudes, and
compliance.

•

Ramsey County, MN: Ramsey County invests in system-wide motivational
interviewing and coaching. MI’s spirit of collaboration, evocation, and autonomy
forms a basis for Ramsey County’s model, informing the program’s coaching
mindset that guides clients toward self-determination.14 Ramsey County issued
a memo instructing the development of Motivational Interviewing and coaching
training that offers guidance on implementing these practices 15:
o Requires all employment counselors to receive Introduction to MI Training
within the first six months of hiring.
o Host bi-monthly "practice circles" wherein case managers ca practice MI
techniques. For in-person sessions, circles are advised to be no larger than 14
(one coach and 13 staff), but for virtual trainings, adjusting the size of the
circles may be considered. Coaches provide practice topics and materials.
o Recognize "Coaching Champions" who engage in a "train-the-trainer"
process to lead their peers in learning these methods and how to train fellow
peers.

•

EMPath (Economic Mobility Pathways): EMPath (formerly Crittenton Women’s
Union) is a Boston-based program providing coaching to disadvantaged

13

“Using Coaching to Move from Traditional Case-Management to Family-Centered Approach,” DC Department of
Human Services. National Health & Human Services 2018 Summit.
14https://www.ramseycounty.us/sites/default/files/Work%20with%20Ramsey/MI%20and%20Coaching%20Memo
%203.1.16.pdf
15https://www.ramseycounty.us/sites/default/files/Work%20with%20Ramsey/MI%20and%20Coaching%20Memo
%203.1.16.pdf
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individuals. EMPath’s Mobility Mentoring approach and wide range of resources
inform nearly all of these programs and best practices. EMPath coaches conduct
an initial assessment and participate in goal-setting activities, then use
Motivational Interviewing tactics to support the participant in fleshing out goals
and breaking them down into realistic steps. 16
F. Trained GROW case managers could be empowered to train/coach case managers
from other DPSS programs in MI techniques.
Additional resources on MI:
• Phoenix Center: A Taste of Motivational Interviewing
• “Using Coaching to Move from Traditional Case Management to Family-Centered
Approach”, DC Department of Human Services
• Self-Regulation and Goal Attainment: A New Perspective for Employment Programs,
Mathematica Research and Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation
• Ramsey County Workforce Solutions DWP/MFIP/SNAP Policy Memo: Motivational
Interviewing and Coaching for Employment

2.3

Program Design-a-thon and Innovation Competition RFP:
Host a Program Design Event to Generate Proposals for New Work
Programs

DPSS should expand collaboration with outside organizations by hosting a program design
competition, a Design-a-thon, and award a services contract for the development and
implementation of the most promising new program (qualifying work activity) that addresses
difficult challenges for GROW participants. Use the Design-a-thon to crowd-source new
approaches and qualifying work activities for clients that focus on key areas of need, such as
developing technology skills, homelessness or housing insecurity, the challenges of justiceinvolved clients, or entrepreneurial self-employment skills for GROW participants, for example.
Specifically, GROW could collaborate with the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce Bixel
Exchange to host a Design-a-thon around these special interests.

16https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/goals_lit_synthesis_feb_2017_508.pdf
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GROW should seek to fuel innovative new ways to address
the complex challenges faced by program participants.
“We can change the
The program would benefit from new ideas, new ways of
sequence of the workshop
collaborating, and new connections with other human
topics, but otherwise they
services providers serving the GROW population.
tell us what we need to
Fostering innovation by contracted service delivery
present.” – GROW
providers should be elevated as a priority. However
contracted service provider
instead of fostering innovation, the prescriptive nature of
the contract for job readiness training (JRT) curriculum is
not encouraging new solutions to emerge. One of the
contracted trainers interviewed said, “we can change the
sequence of the workshop topics, but otherwise they tell
us what we need to present.” Individuals and
organizations who work directly with clients in an intensive setting such as the job-readiness
courses, are well-positioned to use their firsthand knowledge of clients’ challenges to
experiment with new types of programs and test their efficacy.
There are difficult barriers that participants need to overcome on a hierarchy of “employment
needs” in order to move forward in obtaining long-term living-wage employment. However,
GROW is a job readiness program, and is not adequately resourced to provide support for all of
the challenges that prevent program participants from overcoming diverse and severe barriers
to employment. GROW needs strategies for identifying and leveraging the wide array of nonprofit and advocacy groups around Los Angeles County whose missions and expertise are
aligned with serving populations with high employment barriers– and who could likely provide
new kinds of services or generate promising new ideas.
DPSS would also benefit from strategies to boost case manager morale and connect case
managers to a larger network of ancillary services available around the Los Angeles community.
Complex problems require collective problem solving, from stakeholders with an array of
perspectives. GROW would benefit from a vehicle to bubble-up new ideas, foster collaboration,
create energy, and incentivize new efforts.
The GROW program could spark innovative new collaborations by incentivizing organizations to
work together to imagine new, more impactful work programs for GROW clients. Using the
power of procurement, GROW could provide seed money to run pilots of new programs that
might gain traction after initial funding through GROW. Funding through government programs
can often be the investment necessary to get something new off the ground in the non-profit
sector. Better yet, the style of co-creation and collective problem-solving that defines a Designa-thon would also create some excitement and energy to refresh ideas.
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To make this possible, before renewing all of the job readiness training contracts, reserve 15%20% of this budget for potential new programs that could emerge through an innovation
competition framed as a Design-a-thon. Solicit program proposals that address targeted
priorities, but be intentionally broad about the types of programs and solutions sought, in order
to generate as many options as the stakeholders can imagine. While you may only fund a
portion of the proposed programs, the invitation would produce various concepts, and it would
uncover program partners that are new to GROW.
A Design-a-thon was selected as a Quick-Start Recommendation because it cuts across several
needs and offers a solution without requiring significant new funds, staff time or expertise, or a
long period of implementation. It would offer the following advantages:
• Harness creative problem-solving energy among a cross-section of community
stakeholders to address challenging problems that GROW cannot address on its own.
• Crowd-source new, unexpected solution ideas from stakeholders who understand the
challenges facing the GROW population.
• Expand the network of organizations connected to and collaborating with GROW.
• Generate solutions in a low-cost way and fund only the best ideas.
• Energize case managers by inviting them to participate in design teams.
• Energize and empower a representative group of GROW alumni to participate in
evaluation of ideas
What’s a Design-a-thon?
Design-a-thons are a modification of Hackathons, commonly used in the technology
development world as an opportunity for software programmers to come together with peers
to solve community problems by building software applications over a two-to-three-day period.
These events are intense problem-solving sessions where experts convene to work together on
an impromptu project that is geared at solving a community challenge. Design-a-thons have
the same objective and approach but aren’t limited to software development. In 2016, the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services Office of Child Welfare kicked off a successful
Hackathon series, beginning in Washington, DC and continuing in New York, Silicon Valley, and
Los Angeles, to improve technology for applications for the Child Welfare System. One of the
most impactful outcomes was an overhaul of decades-old requirements for states when
building data systems.17 The Hackathon brought together over 150 participants including toplevel government leadership, advocates, legal experts, stakeholders – and technologists and
developers from firms like Microsoft and Stack Overflow, to shift the conversation, and to make

17

https://chronicleofsocialchange.org/news-2/series-foster-care-hackathons-tangible-results-emerge/28199
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breakthroughs in designing and developing software prototypes better designed to serve
people.18
These kinds of events appeal to creative, community-minded individuals who enjoy solving
challenging problems, learning, and connecting with like-minded peers. Instead of exclusively
enlisting technology developers, design-a-thons recruit all types of individuals with subject
matter expertise in the domain. In this case, individuals from human services fields, workforce
development, employment agencies and education would be the target audience, and they
would likely participate in teams from their respective organizations, as well as seek to create
partnerships with other organizations. Financial incentives such as a funded program contract
for the best program ideas would increase interest.
Suggested Design-a-thon Program Themes or Priorities:
A. Empower and connect GROW participants through technology
Seek new programs that both teach GROW participants technology skills and apply
technology skills to develop user applications for the GROW program (i.e. user
interfaces such as a mobile application, or a resource portal). Empower GROW
participants to learn technology in hands-on programs geared at actually assisting
participants to obtain employment. The Design-a-thon should seek programs that
develop GROW participants’ familiarity with computer coding, website development,
and using web applications to replace burdensome paper and in-person processes. The
technology sector is huge, diverse, growing and in-demand during the COVID-19
recovery and beyond.
B. Enable GROW participants to pursue self-employment as an option to achieve selfsufficiency.
• Seek new programs that teach GROW participants who express interest in
entrepreneurship fundamental business concepts for identifying market
opportunities and developing, marketing and running solopreneur businesses
like handyman, landscaper, painter, barber, graphic designer, etc.
•

18

The program should assist GROW participants by helping them find ways to earn
a living that don’t rely on a traditional employer, acknowledging that traditional
wage-employment is not the best fit for every GROW participant.

https://www.aecf.org/blog/child-welfare-hackathon-yields-ideas-collaboration-and-momentum/
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•

Assess the desire and capability of
some GROW participants who are
motivated and passionate about
working for themselves and
provide supporting resources
toward a self-employment as a
pathway to self-sufficiency. Use
the Design-a-thon to uncover
partners with a track record of
mentoring at-risk individuals to
succeed in self-employment and
perhaps even small business ownership.

“I’ve created a couple of
successful ventures. When I’m
not on GR it’s because my own
business is doing OK. It’s been
a while since I’ve had a regular
job. I want to be a better
business person.” – GROW
participant

C. Employment Programs for Ex-Incarcerated Individuals
GROW must address the institutional barrier to employment created by incarceration in
order to effectively serve these clients. A coalition that includes DPSS leadership,
employers, intermediaries and a human services support system is required for
significant impact. Without a legitimate means of self-support, individuals with a
criminal record are more likely to re-offend. There are a variety of complex issues
entangled in this challenge. GROW should leverage the Design-a-thon to seek out
innovative partnerships to tackle this problem with highly specialized efforts for longterm employment.
D. Connect Homeless, Unemployed Job Seekers with Integrated/Wrap-Around Services
GROW participants who are homeless or have housing insecurity need specialized
considerations to meet this basic need before they are able to realistically seek stable
employment. While there are a few housing resources that can be accessed through
GROW, this doesn’t appear to be adequate to meet the need, nor is there a strategy for
integrating housing with employment. Use the Design-a-thon to solicit ideas on how to
better connect homeless GROW participants with shelters, showers and other basic
survival needs necessary to successfully obtain employment.
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2.4

Enhance intake process for more robust initial screening and
referrals, and to better serve clients.

Many GR/ABAWD clients who are deemed to be “employable” (that is, having no documented
physical disability or mental illness) at initial intake may nevertheless suffer from physical
limitations, psychological disturbances, or learning differences that impact their ability to
obtain or maintain employment. Front-line staff including case managers and contracted
service providers report that many clients face barriers to employment that require greater
intervention or support to become “job-ready” than can be provided in the context of the job
search/job readiness employment activities assigned under GROW. GROW staff and
contractors defined “job ready” as, “realistically being able to start working at a job tomorrow.”
These barriers include undiagnosed or undocumented mental illness or emotional disturbance,
unresolved trauma/PTSD, anti-social behaviors, substance use, homelessness/housing
insecurity, unresolved legal issues, domestic violence or other instability that precludes
readiness for employment. While clients are purportedly screened for these issues on intake,
interviews with GROW staff and contracted service delivery providers suggest that current
screening practices are inadequate to direct a substantial number of clients to appropriate
services that would typically be required prior to being “job ready.”
Clients may not self-disclose barriers or volunteer additional information to eligibility workers
for a variety of reasons, and eligibility workers are not necessarily trained to recognize common
indicators of undocumented/undisclosed barriers, or to ask pertinent questions. Enhanced
intake screening for common issues should be implemented to more efficiently direct clients to
the resources that will best serve them, and to reduce time spent by GROW staff on providing
services that are mismatched to the needs of the client.
The following recommendations are intended to increase the efficiency and effectiveness with
which clients are referred to appropriate services, and to enable client managers to better
understand existing barriers to employment
A. Eligibility workers should include, or be supported by, trained Social Workers, who are
tasked with ensuring that informed and robust initial screening and appropriate
referrals are made at time of intake.
The intake process should include an assessment of the individual’s abilities and
potential employment barriers. Appropriately identifying participant barriers and selfidentified goals facilitates proper matching of participants to relevant activities and
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avoids incorrect eligibility determinations that are costly to DPSS, and detrimental to the
program’s success.
Further, even while most barriers do not make an applicant “unemployable,” early
identification and appropriate referrals increase likelihood that DPSS interventions will
be effective in helping the client to enter the job market. Initial comprehensive
assessments are critical to identify immediate service needs, determine the capacities of
participants to work, and identify any special intensive needs.
B. The intake process should include a simple self-assessment as an initial screening tool.
A simple, one-page self-assessment tool is one way to pre-screen for clients potentially
facing severe barriers across a spectrum of vital areas, including:
• Housing Stability
• Physical and Mental Wellbeing
• Financial and Legal Status
• Education and Skills
• Job Search and Employment
It should be noted that obstacles in any of these areas do not preclude someone from
being considered employable, or from entering employment, but severe unresolved
issues in any of these areas makes positive long-term employment outcomes and selfsufficiency within their eligibility period far less likely without appropriate, timely
interventions.
C. Identify eligible (“employable”) clients who are likely to need specialized services
beyond work activities in order to become “job ready” using the self-assessment tool
and trained social workers – and provide initial referrals to services at point of intake
so that case managers may use their time more efficiently and save DPSS resources.
Clients with barriers to constructive participation in program activities must be referred
elsewhere later, or frequently simply discontinue participation. Inappropriate referrals
are costly in terms of DPSS staff time and resources and, further, they contribute to the
demotivation/ disengagement of hard-to-employ clients with multiple barriers.
D. Engage partner Los Angeles County agencies to jointly implement a “No Wrong Door”
policy in which DPSS shares client data points (in accordance with HIPAA and other
statutes) with other LAC partners to which clients are referred.
The need remains to streamline application processes and reduce administrative burden
on clients, starting with application forms. A coordinated effort should be prioritized by
high-level department leadership to develop either a universal application for services
www.public-works.org
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among Los Angeles County departments or a rational system for sharing data through
which pertinent client data can be shared (or extracted) electronically. This would allow
eligibility determinations to be made for a wider variety of services with significantly less
burden on the client, and would be more efficient for the County as a whole due to the
reduction in number of applications and paperwork from provided by the same
individuals and being processed separately by different agencies.
A high burden is placed on clients in poverty, many of whom face other barriers and
urgent needs, to navigate the complex systems in place to provide relief and services.
Departmental policies and eligibility for different services is difficult to understand and
navigate. Many clients are in crisis and do not have the time or other capacity to selfadvocate. Each additional step presents a hurdle that increases
frustration/discouragement and likelihood of giving up on employment readiness
programs. Streamlined application processes and leveraging a shared data platform to
manage referrals would place the people to be served at the center of the process while
improving overall operations efficiency, freeing resources to be invested in
programmatic improvements over the long term while encouraging increased client
compliance and participation.

2.5

Implement a targeted training pilot.

Those who either are experienced workers now enduring a tough spell, or experienced
participants in GROW who are nonetheless back in the program, likely won’t profit much from
additional GROW “job-readiness” training. Rather, these individuals should be moved
immediately into a “Jobs+” effort, including an emphasis on both employment and job skillspecific training.
For those participants who fall into this category – who either have demonstrated basic jobreadiness skills through a history of employment or have repeatedly been through GROW and,
apparently, not solved their employment issues through the prior programming – there does
not appear to be much value in making them undergo further job-readiness courses like those
currently offered in the GROW program. Rather, what makes the most sense is to put these
participants into jobs as promptly as possible.
But this does not mean abandoning the career path advocated in this chapter’s first
recommendation. Rather, for individuals in this category, there is less need for readiness
preparation pre-employment – they are either job-ready already, or they have been through
the training several times and it didn’t work for them – and the evidence indicates that they in
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fact will be do better if given “jobs first” and further education, training and career support
concurrently.
Studies have compared the relative effectiveness of programs that focused mainly on
immediate job placement to programs that provided training first, and, in fact, “many of the
most promising job training strategies involve a mix of employment services, job training, and
supportive services.”
The job-search-first approach led to more rapid job placement, though after five years,
both groups were similar in terms of employment and earnings. However, individuals
who received a concurrent mix of training and employment services had better
employment and earnings outcomes than either the direct job placement group or the
education and training group.19
Similarly, the Transitional Jobs model – which is designed to ensure that the workplace is a
learning environment in which participants acquire successful work-readiness skills by
practicing them in a real job – “has many demonstrable benefits for hard-to-employ individuals
and has demonstrated positive results in a number of random assignment studies, a
longitudinal study, and multi-method evaluations.”20
The Transitional Jobs model holds that the best way to learn hard and soft skills valued
by employers is through real work experience. Lessons from evaluations of Transitional
Jobs programs suggest that programs must implement the TJ as a developmental
learning experience. When the TJ model is implemented developmentally, participants
may learn the daily patterns, tasks, and relationships of a real job, and have an
opportunity to learn and practice successful workplace behaviors. Participants earn
income, acquire a work history and reference, and gain access to benefits such as
Unemployment Insurance, Social Security, and the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). 21
19

U.S. Departments of Labor, Commerce, Education, and Health & Human Services, What Works In Job Training: A
Synthesis of the Evidence (July 22, 2014)
20 National Transitional Jobs Network, Employment Program Models for People Experiencing Homelessness:
Different approaches to program structure (2012). See Baider, A., & Frank, A. (2006). Transitional Jobs: Helping
TANF recipients with barriers to employment succeed in the labor market. Washington. DC: Center for Law and
Social Policy. ; Bloom, D. (2010). Transitional Jobs: Background, program models, and evaluation evidence. New
York, NY: MDRC. ; Bloom, D., Rich, S., Redcross, C., Jacobs, E., Yahner, J. & Pindus, N. (2009). Alternative welfare-towork strategies for the hard-to-employ: Testing Transitional Jobs and pre-employment services in Philadelphia.
New York, NY: MDRC; Redcross, C., Bloom, D., Azurdia, G., Zweig, J., & Pindus, N. (2009). Transitional Jobs for exprisoners: Implementation, two-year impacts, and costs of the Center for Employment Opportunities (CEO) Prisoner
Reentry Program. New York, NY: MDRC.
21 Id.
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As one authoritative analysis of successful workforce programs for low-skilled workers has
noted,
Wherever possible, classroom instruction is joined with work-based learning, combining
earning with learning through paid internships, apprenticeships, or other hands-on
practical experience. This not only enhances learning but also gives job seekers early
exposure to the types of work involved, provides an important technique for engaging
employers, and offers a source of income for households during long-term training.22
In such programs, training should be “geared to employer needs…. [E]ffective accelerated
remediation strategies and preparation in the [] foundation skills should be closely connected
to occupational skill preparation.”23

2.6

Launch a pilot to continue supportive services post job-placement

Many of the most promising job training strategies involve a mix of employment services, job
training, and supportive services.24 Such a model has proven effective not just with the kinds of
participants we have designated for the Jobs+ tier, but also for individuals with a mental illness,
with substance abuse issues, and those experiencing homelessness.25
The preceding QuickStart recommendation discussed the need for DPSS to work with education
and training providers, and with employers, to create Jobs+ – a concurrent employment-andtraining effort. In the final section of this chapter, we discuss the need to continue to provide
supportive services during employment, as well. Our fundamental recommendation has been
to achieve Director Jimenez’s vision of an outcome-oriented program by moving as many
participants as possible into jobs as quickly as possible – but this is not so that supportive
22

HUMAN RESOURCE ECONOMICS AND PUBLIC POLICY, supra, note 4.

23 Id.
24

U.S. Departments of Labor, Commerce, Education, and Health & Human Services, What Works In Job Training: A
Synthesis of the Evidence (July 22, 2014) , supra, note 7.
25 National Transitional Jobs Network, Employment Program Models for People Experiencing Homelessness:
Different approaches to program structure (2012 , citing, inter alia, Bond, G.R., Becker, D.R. Drake, R.E. Rapp, C.A.
Meisler, N., Lehman, A.F., Bell, M. D., & Blyer, C.R., Implementing supported employment as an evidence-based
practice, Psychiatric Services, 52, 313-322 (2001).; Herinckx, Heidi, Central City Concern employment outcomes
2007-2009 (Regional Research Institute for Human Services, Portland State University 2009); Becker, D., Bebout,
R., & Drake, R., Job preferences of people with severe mental illness: A replication, Psychiatric Rehabilitation
Journal, 22(1), 46-50 (1998); and Campbell, K., Bond, G.R., &Drake, R.E., Who benefits from supported
employment: A meta-analytic study, Schizophrenia Bulletin, 37(2), 370-380 (2011).
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services can be terminated sooner but, rather, so that they can be delivered during the course
of employment, when they have proven to be more helpful and effective. In short, GROW
should move from a bifurcated and serial model – participants are either receiving services or in
employment – to a unified and parallel model: participants are receiving services and in
employment simultaneously. In short, supportive services do not end with the advent of a job:
In fact, they are only beginning.
There is a wide range of services that, ideally, DPSS should offer to program participants.
New York City’s Human Resources Administration (HRA), in adopting a career-oriented model
like that advocated here, moved to providing Post-Employment Services (PES) including job
retention services, continued education development, and supportive services which included
assistance with transportation for up to thirty days after securing employment.
Other examples of such services include but are not limited to:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Childcare and dependent care for dependents of customer.
Adequate clothing to allow customer to wear appropriate work attire while participating
in WIOA activities and during job interviews.
Temporary shelter, housing assistance and referral services.
Alcohol/drug/gang intervention counseling, drop-out prevention, pregnancy prevention,
money management, tutoring or other purposes.
Referrals to medical services.
Other services including uniforms or work-related tools, eyeglasses and protective eye
gear which may be needed for employment, materials for individuals with disabilities,
meals, and needs related payments.26

Successful programs also provide case/care management throughout to encourage completion
of training, including individual counseling, peer group meetings, tuition assistance, and work
supports (such as childcare, transportation, social services, and income supplements). Followthrough services are available afterward to help ensure job retention. 27
How long should such supports last? We are recommending that GROW continue to provide
them for two years. This may seem to some like a long time – but STRIVE, one of the most

26

City of Los Angeles Workforce Board, WIOA Local Workforce Plan 2017-2020, https://cwdb.ca.gov/wpcontent/uploads/sites/43/2017/04/Los-Angeles-City-Exec-Summary-and-Local-Plan.pdf
27 HUMAN RESOURCE ECONOMICS AND PUBLIC POLICY, supra, note 4.

www.public-works.org

48

PHASE ONE REPORT: PROGRAM REDESIGN FOR SINGLE ADULTS WITHOUT DEPENDENTS
CHAPTER 2 – QUICK-START RECOMMENDATIONS
successful programs in the country for moving the hard-to-employ into long-term job success,
describes the fifth “pillar” of its success as support that last for an entire lifetime:28

Such extended support is recommended for two reasons: One is that communicating to
participants that GROW is with them for the long-haul will help move them into employment
(and off GROW’s financial support) more quickly and easily, as otherwise many resist what they
see as being dumped in short-term or dead-end jobs that do not meet their needs or
aspirations. The other is that participants require such support or, in most cases, they would
not be in GROW to begin with: If GROW does not invest intelligently in moving them into
productive careers, even though that will take some time, it will be paying to maintain them on
GROW on-and-off for much, much longer.
Devising a final array of services, the proper conditions and timeframe, and the best fiscal
balance of costs and benefits will require extensive further work that we did not have the time
to conduct in this truncated initial redesign phase. However, we believe that moving forward
on this sort of restructuring is so important and integral to the success of any GROW Redesign
that we end this chapter where we began – suggesting that DPSS launch a pilot program both
to “QuickStart” this approach and to beta-test what works.

28

https://strive.org/vision
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In Quick Start Recommendation 2.5, we suggested that DPSS move immediately to pilot the
Jobs+ idea with a small, select group of employment categories and/or employers (and thus,
necessarily, of prospective employees/GROW participants). Here, we suggest that DPSS
undertake a QuickStart pilot to test the effectiveness – and cost-effectiveness – of extended
support services in both motivating participants to move into the workforce and maintaining
employment. For starters – and in order to assess results relatively quickly – we suggest that
GROW offer to provide a suite of services for six-months to a small test population.
This population could overlap with those provided targeted-training under the Jobs+ pilot, but
in order to (1) reach a broader test population, (2) ascertain the separate effects of offering
employment with training and employment with supports, and (3) ramp up each pilot as swiftly
as possible, we suggest identifying a separate pilot population from those involved in the Jobs+
program. Specifically, we suggest choosing one DPSS local office to pilot the offering of these
services, attach a team of support-service providers to case managers in this office, and begin
offering this service package to a select number of participants; these should be selected
randomly along with a control group, to compare (a) how quickly the two groups move into
employment, and (b) how successfully they remain employed and/or advance in pay or job
responsibilities. Project parameters can be assessed and adjusted after six months to zero-in
on what works.
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CHAPTER 3: CONNECTIONS TO EMPLOYMENT
DPSS Director Antonia Jimenez commissioned Public Works to help redesign the GROW
program to focus primarily on results – specifically, ensuring that program participants enter
and remain in the workforce rather than continuing on or returning to General Relief.
This is an essential insight, as public programs, and organizations generally, tend over time to
lose sight of their objective and instead to focus on the performance of routines. Ultimately,
however, the goal of GROW – and DPSS generally – is to ensure the continued economic wellbeing of all Los Angeles County families and individuals in a sustainable fashion. This must
mean that they are able engage in productive activity that provides for all their needs and the
opportunity for further improvement and growth.
This redesign therefore starts with reorienting the entire program toward placing – and keeping
– GROW participants in jobs. It proceeds from there in the remaining chapters to address how
to (a) restructure the case management process and (b) redesign program offerings to support
the overall goal of employment.
If a program is going to focus on actually producing jobs for participants, then it necessarily
must become an outward-facing program: Building the best possible case-management system
and ensuring that participants receive useful and motivational programming is important – but
this focus on improving internal program dynamics ultimately will not produce a single job
unless employers are finding, hiring and retaining the program’s clients. This redesign
therefore starts with, and its success depends upon, DPSS working with outside actors in order
to realize the potential inherent in its staff and programming. The most important of these are
the job providers – for the most part, private-sector businesses, although also non-profits
looking to hire, as well as public-sector employers throughout Los Angeles County (and
beyond).
The necessity of an outward-facing design is not limited to interactions with the employer
community, however. Job creation and job connection are functions of a wide range of other
actors including, within the public sector, the economic and workforce development agencies;
the private and non-profit sectors generally, as discussed; and the education sector – both
training providers and higher-education institutions. Any effective effort to place Department
clients in jobs must involve working with these other entities in a concerted, ongoing and
strategic way.
This is especially true as GROW is conceived not as a job training program, but rather as a job
readiness program. Interviewees in this project reported that “job readiness” definitions varied
www.public-works.org
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by program and that case managers have significant discretion in determining whether or not
an individual is “job ready.” A constant tension in safety-net programs lies in what program
participants are “ready” for today and what they might be “ready” for in the future; the typical
focus of such programs, in both their goals and metrics, on immediate placement in whatever
job participants might be ready for tends to hamper achievement of program objectives in the
long run, as short-term, precarious or dead-end employment might get a client off the rolls in
the short term but is unlikely to keep them off in the long term. As a result, a high proportion
of GROW clients are repeat participants – often, multiple times. These cannot be counted as
successes, in any real sense, but under current goals and metrics they are, in fact, literally
counted as successes many times over. Obviously, these metrics need to be changed – but,
more fundamentally, the goal must change, as well, as Director Jimenez has recognized.
GROW, therefore, must balance the need to move participants out of the program and into jobs
as promptly as possible with the need to ensure that participants can achieve long-term job
success in order to remain out of the program long-term. The way to square this circle is to
continue to assist GROW participants even after they have obtained initial employment, so that
GROW assistance is an ongoing process of upskilling, career development, and job advance.
This will in fact make it easier to move more GROW participants into jobs quickly, because –
DPSS staff report – many now resist employment options as “beneath them” or as (rightly)
unlikely to prove to be long-term solutions to their economic needs; it is important that prompt
re-employment become a first step rather than a dead end. Concurrent employment and
training has also been demonstrated to be more effective at motivating learners of all ages and
to produce better employment results; it also allows some workers to obtain longer-term
training they otherwise might not by providing an income.
Of course, a full-time job requires a full-time commitment that can interfere with purely
educational investment, and isn’t necessarily the answer for all – particularly younger and/or
first-time GROW participants for whom education and training is probably a better option for
both them and the program itself in terms of ensuring that they move off the program and into
successful career paths permanently. But for repeat participants, GROW’s normal objective of
prompt employment combined with ongoing investment and supports is a better option than
either another extended stay in the program or quick dispatch to a job unlikely to result in a
longer-term sustainable path.
This, then, calls for an on-going, outward-facing effort by DPSS to develop ongoing linkages with
employers that can provide career pathways for GROW participants, not just immediate
employment – and with providers of the training and education, as well as other support
services, that participants will need over the longer term. There is no need for DPSS to reinvent
the wheel here: It does not need to develop its own targeted-training and education capacity –
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the community colleges, amongst others, already offer this. It does not need to become the
workforce or economic development agency for the County – these already exist. Rather, the
need is for DPSS to connect and interact with these existing entities and their programs – to
become, in effect, a “workforce intermediary” itself, for its client population, rather than a
welfare provider.
In sum, the redesign we propose to effectuate Director Jimenez’s vision of a program focused
on outcomes – jobs – for all participants is as follows:
III.1
Shift the program’s focus for beneficiaries from quick job placement to longterm career.
A. Shift the focus of GROW outcomes to ROI-driven measures and long-term career
pathways; and
B. Develop new performance metrics that clearly link program goals and outcomes,
and that are designed to be used as a tool for continuous improvement.
III.2
Develop an effective GROW case management system to “triage” program
participants into streams that best meet their needs and improve program offerings
to provide:
A. Diversion to needed services for those deemed not employable,
B. Further education for youth,
C. Additional training for first-time or other clients most in need of “upskilling,” and
D. Prompt placement in jobs for others.
III.3
Launch a “Jobs+” component of GROW for experienced workers and multiplerepeat GROW participants.
III.4
Partner with other entities, acting as a “workforce intermediary,” to create a
wide range of “targeted training” programs for employers willing to hire GROW
participants.
A. Get the ball rolling with a select number of pilot programs aimed at getting
people back to work in the wake of the COVID-19 Crisis.
B. Expand these individual connections over time into broad "sectoral" programs.
C. Grow the approach to General Relief participants eventually into an ongoing
integration of economic development, workforce development, education, and
welfare agencies, as well as the public with the private and non-profit sectors.
III.5

Incentivize broad employer participation by:
A. Setting an example through County and local government hiring.
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B. Guaranteeing employers satisfactory employees.
C. Providing financial encouragement through subsidized employment and/or tax
incentives.
D. Requiring or encouraging recipients of County funds to participate in employing
GROW clients.
III.6
Provide ongoing training/upskilling efforts as well as a wide range of support
services to GROW participants after job placement, as part of the program's career
focus.
A. Shift programming to focus on long-term employment stability, income growth,
and career advance.
B. Shift program funding from income support to employment-stability and careeradvance activities.

www.public-works.org

54

PHASE ONE REPORT: PROGRAM REDESIGN FOR SINGLE ADULTS WITHOUT DEPENDENTS
CHAPTER 3 – CONNECTIONS TO EMPLOYMENT

3.1

Shift the program’s focus for beneficiaries from quick job placement
to long-term career.

One of the constant tensions in welfare-to-work programs is between “welfare” and “work.”
The common separation by government policy into “welfare population” and “workforce,” of
distinct “welfare programs” and “workforce programs,” even of different “welfare” and
“workforce” agencies (or placement of welfare-to-work services within social service rather
than workforce or economic development departments) speaks to – and reinforces – the notion
that efforts to assist the unemployed or hard-to-employ are not really about the larger
economy or longer-term employment: They are stop-gap measures related to the dole – and,
preferably, getting people off of it.
Viewing these efforts through such a lens diminishes their potential for both program
participants, on one hand, and the public and taxpayers on the other: If the emphasis is on
getting benefit recipients off of benefits as quickly as
possible, they will naturally be placed into lower-paying
“I believe it’s not a high
and short-term employment; not surprisingly, this results in
percentage who actually get
on-going struggles to support themselves and short-term
stable jobs. Some jobs are just
employment – and thus subsequent unemployment and a
month-to-month.”
return to the program. This does nothing to keep program
participants in jobs and off the rolls long-term – and
precious little in the short-term. While DPSS does not
maintain statistics on the rates of repeat GROW
enrollment, or the length of employment in between spells on GROW, DPSS staff in our
interviews repeatedly refer to large numbers of returnees; one GROW staffer estimated that as
many as 60% of program participants get no benefit whatsoever from the program, while a notatypical middle-aged program participate we spoke with noted “I've been in and out of GROW
since I was 18... at least three times.”
DPSS has defined its goal as “participant selfsufficiency and living wage employment.” But in
“I just don't want a regular
practice, the goal has become “job placements” –
job. I want something long
because that is what is measured. GROW’s primary
term.”
performance metrics thus do not measure the
program’s success at achieving its stated goals. GROW
performance metrics emphasize job placements
without differentiating between short- and long-term placements, or between minimum wage
and living wage jobs. In fact, GROW offices count different jobs for the same recipient in the
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annual “placement numbers” each time that person gets a job at a different employer – this
counts as a “success” what is actually a failure: The individual in question hasn’t been given the
ability to keep a job and thus needs to repeatedly take several short-term or temporary jobs,
and to keep returning the program for continued services that both cost additional money and
don’t appear to be doing much good. These jobs aren’t desirable to the program’s clients
because they know they will be back in the program soon enough after the job runs out.
This entire program mindset undermines long-term thinking for DPSS staff and participants
alike, and doesn’t address, let alone develop, career potential for candidates. Shifting the
emphasis to helping program participants attain lasting self-sufficiency would both improve
their lives and lower General Relief and other welfare expenses in the long-term. That requires
changing almost everything about GROW: how it measures success, what services it provides,
what timeframe it focuses on, and how it spends and saves money. All of that starts, however,
with defining its mission and objective.
DPSS Director Jimenez charged this project with redefining GROW’s objective as jobs. We
believe she is absolutely correct – but would go further: In order to become not just a “social
services” program, and to conceive of its participants as not simple service recipients but
successful members of the workforce, GROW’s objective should shift – as has been the case in
the world of workforce development – to be careers.
A. Shift the focus of all actors involved in GROW – DPSS staff, outside providers,
employers and participants alike – to long-term career pathways.
The best way to do this is to reframe GROW’s goal not in terms of welfare, work,
placement, or jobs at all – but rather as “career.” In fact, if the program name,
“GROW,” is to mean anything other than a handy way to link the terms “General Relief”
and “Work” in a single acronym, focusing on long-term career growth is the way to do
that.
The Human Resources
Administration (HRA) of
New York City’s
Department of Social
Services changed the name of its “Employment Services” to “Career Services.” Of
course, while a rebranding is a good way to start changing a mindset, the reorientation
needs to run deeper. For instance:
HRA is also focused on career pathways, realizing that immediate employment is not
always the most sustainable method. Shifts in this area include counting four-year
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college as a work activity, encouraging those age 24 and under to focus on education
full time, and encouraging those with limited English proficiency to focus on English as a
Second Language full time.
All of this flows from a change in focus. Our recommendations thus start with changing
the entire focus of GROW from “opportunities for work” to career pathways. (We don’t,
however, recommend changing the name to something like General Relief
Opportunities for Pathways to Employment – as noted above, GROW, properly
reconceived, remains a worthwhile goal and usable acronym.) In practice this means
building into GROW program dynamics:
• Emphasizing better jobs rather than quicker
“I enjoy helping participants.
job-placements.
When we’re successful, and they
• Building programs with employers likelier to
lead to career ladders.
become self-sufficient, that feels
• Focusing on continued education and skillreally good.”
acquisition.
• Supporting employment stability and job
retention.
All the rest of our GROW redesign flows from this
starting point. And that starts with redefining not just what GROW considers success,
but how the program measures it.

B. Develop new performance metrics that clearly link program goals and outcomes, and
that are designed to be used as a tool for continuous improvement.
The primary program outcome on which performance is consistently measured is job
placement rates – measured as a percentage of clients who are placed in employment
during their eligibility period. (For contracted service providers, job placement is
considered successful if it occurs within 60 days of starting a job-readiness training.)
Jobs services provider contracts set forth a standard job placement rate of 25 percent.
Other metrics used by the program are primarily process measures, and include
percentage of clients passing JRT/JRY test, and JRT/JRY enrollment rates, both of which
measure part of a DPSS program process, but not an actual desired outcome of the
program, such as employment or increased earnings.
Conversations with GROW staff and jobs services contractors confirm that job
placements are viewed as the primary program goal, consistent with the metrics for
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performance. If increased wages, employment stability, and reduced dependence on
public assistance are also established as program goals, then these outcomes should be
measured and tracked to determine whether and which program strategies are effective
or ineffective in achieving them – and to incentivize staff at every level to pursue those
that are the most effective.
Examples of new metrics to be considered should include earnings (to reflect the
program goal of living wage) and employment retention (as a measure of self-sufficiency
achieved), not just placement rate. For example, of clients placed during their eligibility
period, how many are still employed at 90 days, 6 months, one year, and two years
following program exit? Similarly, of those still employed, by how much have quarterly
earnings increased during each period?
•

DPSS should carefully consider and clearly articulate GROW’s mission and
priorities, and then identify a small number of metrics that are directly aligned
with those mission and priorities.
As any programmatic change is considered, or new initiatives implemented,
whether on a pilot basis or program-wide, the objectives and desired outcomes
for each new or reformed activity should be clearly identified, along with the
metrics by which performance will be measured.

•

In order to enable usable outcome measurements for employment retention
and wages, DPSS should enter into a UI wage data sharing agreement with CA
EDD (or another LA County agency that may already has such an agreement in
place).
Matching participants/past participants employee ID’s with UI wage data would
enable automated, accurate, longitudinal tracking of employment outcomes for
program participants. Benefits of using UI wage data include 29:

29For

further discussion on UI wage data benefits and limitations, and developing data sharing agreements with
state UI agencies, see:
https://www.achievingthedream.org/sites/default/files/resources/Using%20UI%20Wage%20Data.pdf
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o Cost effective: The cost of accessing the UI wage data is
substantially less than other means of collecting employment and
earnings data, which is very difficult without taking extraordinary
measures to track down participants.
o Accurate: Since employers already provide this data in
conjunction with the payment of the quarterly FUTA tax, these
reports are generated by their existing payroll systems.
o Longitudinal: UI covered quarterly earnings for each reported
employee is maintained by each state UI agency. States must
maintain two years of these data in an online environment, and
most maintain longer employment history information. As a
result, quarterly UI data can be matched to work program
participants to create a longitudinal record of employment and
earnings.
•

Data on the percentage of GROW clients that are first-time GR recipients or repeat
should be systematically tracked as a metric.
This information would be useful for DPSS to monitor closely, both as a performance
metric, and to inform program improvements. For example, this data could be
analyzed to identify the characteristics of clients who are likely to require more
intensive, individualized, and/or ongoing services in order to secure stable
employment. The data would also have value as an ongoing program performance
metric by which future changes to the program could be evaluated for their impact
on reducing the number of clients who subsequently re-apply for GR.

•

Design performance metrics to be used as a tool for continuous improvement.
Currently, program goals are established at roughly 25 percent placement.
However, there is no differentiation between placements in higher- or lower- wage
jobs, or whether the client remains in the job market – or re-applies to GROW and
continues to receive public assistance. (Indeed, it is acknowledged by GROW
management and staff that the current metrics that count “placements” as
successful outcomes include many clients who do not retain employment and soon
re-apply for public assistance.)
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Further, when the 25 percent targets are not
achieved, case managers and contracted service
“They focus on short term,
providers are generally at a loss to define what they
not long term. They just
might do differently in order to “improve”
want to put money in our
performance. No reliable data is available to inform
pocket and get us out of
them as to which strategies are more effective than
the program. It's just a
others, or which factors are most closely tied to job
stepping stone. They can
placements; as a result, current performance
do better.”
measures are little more than a measure of what
someone else (i.e. the client) does, but over which
GROW staff and providers have little control. This
disconnect between process and outcomes further
erodes program accountability for performance. Outcomes should be
systematically analyzed to assess which program elements are effective or
ineffective, or to spur innovation and test new strategies that could be replicated, if
successful.
Questions to consider when designing a system of measures, and how they will be
used:
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Can measures be used to reliably compare success of different programs or each
program element?
How can outcomes be measured to account for different populations and other
relevant variables?
How are targets/goals set? What variables do they consider?
What “levers” impact performance (outcomes)? How are these adjusted when
targets are not met?
Are measures used to continuously improve services?
What balance does DPSS want to strike between prioritizing
immediate/universal jobs placement and services that enhance longerterm/higher-wage employment opportunity?
How does the envisioned system of outcome measures embody this desired
balance?
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Examples from similar programs in other states of the diverse ways state data is used to
measure local performance and ways in which the metrics are utilized.3031
•

Colorado’s TANF program, Colorado Works, is state supervised and county
administered. In 2014, the state implemented an employment outcomes
measure that tracks monthly employment entry among work-eligible TANF
recipients. Performance measurement is designed to give counties timely
feedback for program improvement and does not involve financial incentives or
penalties.

•

Minnesota’s TANF program, the Minnesota Family Investment Program, is
administered by all 87 counties and four tribal nations. Minnesota measures
county and tribal performance for program improvement purposes, although
high-performing counties and tribes can earn additional TANF funding from the
state. Minnesota’s performance measure—the Self-Support Index—looks
retrospectively at people who received TANF three years earlier and measures
how many are either still receiving TANF and are currently employed or are
simply no longer receiving TANF cash assistance. The Self-Support Index is also
notable because it measures actual performance against a range of expected
performance for each county or local agency, where expected performance
levels are calculated using a regression model that accounts for economic and
demographic differences that could affect county or tribal performance.

•

New York City’s Human Resources Agency administers its Cash Assistance
program through 29 city-run TANF offices (Job Centers) and six human services
organizations (vendors). Vendors provide job readiness, training, and placement
services to TANF clients that the Human Resources Agency deems “employable
without limitations” as well as to non-TANF clients. Vendor contracts are for
geographic areas of the city, except for a special pair of contracts for homeless
clients. The city has separate performance measurement systems for Job Centers
and vendors.

30

Note: A 2008 CA statute called for incentive payments to encourage county CalWORKs programs to invest
resources in work activities. The incentive payments would be based on the employment rates of CalWORKs
recipients and recent exiting participants, as well as county performance on the federal WPR. Unfortunately the
performance measures and incentive payments were never funded or implemented because the 2008 recession
shifted state priorities.
31https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/98942/measuring_employment_outcomes_in_tanf_0.pdf
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For the purposes of learning and program improvement, and without financial
consequences, the city tracks Job Centers’ rates of closing cases or reducing
benefits because of increased client earnings. In contrast, vendor performance
measures are part of pay-for-performance contracts based on different
employment outcomes related to job placement and retention rates.
• The Texas Works program is administered by the Texas Workforce Commission
(TWC), which all administers TANF, SNAP E&T, the Child Care and Development
Fund, and all WIOA programs. Texas has integrated performance measures
across all TWC programs. The state uses three WIOA-based outcome measures
of employment, education, and credentialing.
• Utah’s TANF program, the Family Employment Program, is administered by the
Utah Department of Workforce Services and overseen by the state legislature.
Given the legislature’s interest in moving people off assistance and into the
workforce, the Department of Workforce Services reports to the state legislature
on (1) the percentage of TANF recipients with increased earnings from entering
employment, job retention, or increased wages and (2) the percentage of TANF
cases with positive closures (i.e., cases closed because of increased earnings or
other income). The Department of Workforce Services sets internal stretch
benchmarks for itself around positive case closures to reflect on progress and
areas for improvement.
• Washington’s TANF program, WorkFirst, is a partnership among six state
agencies, headed by the Department of Social and Health Services, and various
local communities. Washington produces a monthly WorkFirst Performance
Chartbook that tracks 54 different performance measures requested by the state
legislature. Five of these are WorkFirst employment outcome measures related
to the reason for exiting TANF, employment after exit, and income after exit.
• Wisconsin administers its Wisconsin Works TANF program entirely through payfor performance contracts with private entities. The state pays these contractors
based primarily on their clients’ participation and employment outcomes.
Contractors are paid per individual that meets each of the specified outcomes,
up to a specified maximum. Contractors that perform poorly do not earn their
maximum contract budget. However, contracts are not based solely on
performance; contractors also receive a capitation payment for each client
served. Wisconsin publicly posts performance information on work participation
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rates and job entry rates as part of its quarterly reports to the secretary of the
state’s Department of Children and Families.

3.2

Develop an effective GROW case management system to “triage”
program participants into streams that best meet their needs and
improve program offerings.

Once the objective is to build GROW participants’ careers, so that they leave the relief rolls
permanently for careers and incomes that grow – rather than just moving them quickly but
temporarily into jobs – the question becomes, How do we build such longer-term career
pathways? It should become readily apparent that the answer varies with the individual, and,
particularly, what stage they are at in life and in their involvement with the GROW program.
In the next chapter, we discuss development of new case management structures for GROW
that will better assess the individual status and needs of each program entrant, and then direct
them to the most appropriate programming and services.
•

As covered in more detail in Chapter 4, not all
“The majority are homeless, have
individuals entering the GROW program and
mental health issues or substance
deemed “employable” are actually job-ready –
abuse issues.”
because they are experiencing conditions such
as mental or physical health, or substance use,
challenges that impair their ability to find
employment, or, in a growing number of cases in Los Angeles County, are experiencing
homelessness making it very difficult for them
to carry out job-search or other GROW
program requirements or to maintain
“The homeless crisis is out of
employment when they obtain it. These
control. There should be a GROW
challenges need to be addressed before other
program for Homeless. There
aspects of obtaining a job and building a career
should be a GROW program for
can be successfully confronted. These
ex-offenders because there is
individuals should be identified upfront and
nothing else to do with them.”
referred to the appropriate programming;
Chapters 4 and 5 will discuss this in more
detail.
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A further step in triaging program entrants into proper programming involves where
they stand in life: Young people with little educational or job experience stand to
benefit more from additional preparation than from being placed immediately into fulltime work with little chance of advancement. That is why New York City’s Human
Resource Administration moved to counting college as a work activity, encouraging
those age 24 and under to focus on education full time, and encouraging those with
limited English proficiency to focus on English as a Second Language full-time. DPSS
ought to do the same; an Associate’s degree from the Los Angeles Community College
system costs only slightly more than year of the GROW stipend, not to mention the
other costs of program administration and
case management. Investing in education for
youth in GROW would be a better use of the
money. Numerous programs “partner with
“I wish they'd be more flexible for
community colleges and help them become
students. Require you to do job
more effective at producing the skills that
searches but it takes a lot of time.
employers need. At least one and often two
They pressure you to get a job.
years of education or training beyond high
You're required to get a job even
school plus certification are needed to
though you're a full time student.”
produce levels of knowledge and skills that
are meaningful to industry.”32 Similar
recommendations have been made by the New Commission on Skills for the American
Workforce in its 2006 report, Tough Choices or Tough Times,33 and by the
Skills2Compete campaign.34

•

For those further along in educational or job experience, the immediate goal should be
to start career development. Those non-youth who are new to the program who are
deficient in so-called “soft skills” could benefit from the kinds of “job-readiness” training
that GROW traditionally provides; ensuring that this programming is as good as it can be
is discussed in Chapter 5.

32

Robert W. Glover &Christopher T. King Sectoral, Approaches to Workforce Development: Toward an Effective
U.S. Labor-Market Policy, Chapter 11 (pp. 215-252), in HUMAN RESOURCE ECONOMICS AND PUBLIC POLICY: ESSAYS IN HONOR
OF VERNON M. BRIGGS, JR., Charles J. Whalen, ed. Kalamazoo, MI: W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research,
2010 DOI: 10.17848/9781441635983.ch11 (hereinafter “HUMAN RESOURCE ECONOMICS AND PUBLIC POLICY”).
33 https://www.wiley.com/enus/Tough+Choices+or+Tough+Times%3A+The+Report+of+the+New+Commission+on+the+Skills+of+the+American
+Workforce%2C+Revised+and+Expanded+Edition-p-9780470267561.
34 http://www.skills2compete.org.
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Those who either are experienced workers now enduring a tough spell, or experienced
participants in GROW who are nonetheless back in the program, likely won’t profit
much from additional GROW “job-readiness” training. Rather, these individuals should
be moved immediately into a “Jobs+” effort, including an emphasis on both
employment and job skill-specific training.

3.3

Launch a “Jobs+” component of GROW for experienced workers
and multiple-repeat GROW participants.

For those participants who fall into this category – who either have demonstrated basic jobreadiness skills through a history of employment or have repeatedly been through GROW and,
apparently, not solved their employment issues through the prior programming – there does
not appear to be much value in making them undergo further job-readiness courses like those
currently offered in the GROW program. Rather, what makes the most sense is to put these
participants into jobs as promptly as possible.
But this does not mean abandoning the career path advocated in this chapter’s first
recommendation. Rather, for individuals in this category, there is less need for readiness
preparation pre-employment – they are either job-ready already, or they have been through
the training several times and it didn’t work for them – and the evidence indicates that they in
fact will be do better if given “jobs first” and further education, training and career support
concurrently.
Studies have compared the relative effectiveness of programs that focused mainly on
immediate job placement to programs that provided training first, and, in fact, “many of the
most promising job training strategies involve a mix of employment services, job training, and
supportive services.”
The job-search-first approach led to more rapid job placement, though after five years,
both groups were similar in terms of employment and earnings. However, individuals
who received a concurrent mix of training and employment services had better
employment and earnings outcomes than either the direct job placement group or the
education and training group.35
Similarly, the Transitional Jobs model – which is designed to ensure that the workplace is a
learning environment in which participants acquire successful work-readiness skills by
35

U.S. Departments of Labor, Commerce, Education, and Health & Human Services, What Works In Job Training: A
Synthesis of the Evidence (July 22, 2014)
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practicing them in a real job – “has many demonstrable benefits for hard-to-employ individuals
and has demonstrated positive results in a number of random assignment studies, a
longitudinal study, and multi-method evaluations.”36
The Transitional Jobs model holds that the best way to learn hard and soft skills valued
by employers is through real work experience. Lessons from evaluations of Transitional
Jobs programs suggest that programs must implement the TJ as a developmental
learning experience. When the TJ model is implemented developmentally, participants
may learn the daily patterns, tasks, and relationships of a real job, and have an
opportunity to learn and practice successful workplace behaviors. Participants earn
income, acquire a work history and reference, and gain access to benefits such as
Unemployment Insurance, Social Security, and the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC).37
As one authoritative analysis of successful workforce programs for low-skilled workers has
noted,
Wherever possible, classroom instruction is joined with work-based learning, combining
earning with learning through paid internships, apprenticeships, or other hands-on
practical experience. This not only enhances learning but also gives job seekers early
exposure to the types of work involved, provides an important technique for engaging
employers, and offers a source of income for households during long-term training.38
In such programs, training should be “geared to employer needs…. [E]ffective accelerated
remediation strategies and preparation in the [] foundation skills should be closely connected
to occupational skill preparation.”39

36

National Transitional Jobs Network, Employment Program Models for People Experiencing Homelessness:
Different approaches to program structure (2012). See Baider, A., & Frank, A. (2006). Transitional Jobs: Helping
TANF recipients with barriers to employment succeed in the labor market. Washington. DC: Center for Law and
Social Policy. ; Bloom, D. (2010). Transitional Jobs: Background, program models, and evaluation evidence. New
York, NY: MDRC. ; Bloom, D., Rich, S., Redcross, C., Jacobs, E., Yahner, J. & Pindus, N. (2009). Alternative welfare-towork strategies for the hard-to-employ: Testing Transitional Jobs and pre-employment services in Philadelphia.
New York, NY: MDRC; Redcross, C., Bloom, D., Azurdia, G., Zweig, J., & Pindus, N. (2009). Transitional Jobs for exprisoners: Implementation, two-year impacts, and costs of the Center for Employment Opportunities (CEO) Prisoner
Reentry Program. New York, NY: MDRC.
37 Id.
38 HUMAN RESOURCE ECONOMICS AND PUBLIC POLICY, supra, note 4.
39 Id.
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3.4

Partner with other entities, acting as a “workforce intermediary,” to
create a wide range of “targeted training” programs for employers
willing to hire GROW participants.

The first step in creating a Jobs+ program consists of placing participants in jobs. This is not a
matter of searching for whatever jobs may happen to open up – rather, it requires working with
employers to identify jobs they need filled, and ensuring they can find the workers to fill them
through the GROW program.
In essence, our recommendations begin with thinking about General Relief recipients the same
way that nationwide best-practices have long guided thinking about the workforce generally –
in short, to begin treating the welfare-to-work system the way we treat other policies aimed at
helping people to work rather than as a separate welfare system. Bringing workforce-system
thinking to General Relief recipients means to stop aiming to give them rudimentary skills to get
them off welfare as quickly as possible and instead aim to give them the same kinds of
investments in skill-development and career paths that we provide in workforce systems – in
order to create long-term employment stability and growth rather than short-term welfare
reductions.
And in the workforce field, it has long been recognized that the way to get workers jobs is to
identify what jobs employers want and need to fill, and train workers for those jobs.
Several states – including Michigan, Kentucky, North Carolina and Washington – have been
recognized for their efforts to enable low-skilled adults to attain credentials by employing
approaches such as “The Break Through Model,” an initiative of Jobs for the Future and the
National Council on Workforce Education that promotes and strengthens the efforts of
community colleges to help low-skilled adults prepare for and succeed in occupational and
technical degree programs. According to Jobs for the Future, this initiative proves that lowskilled adults can advance through remediation and earn credentials while saving time and
money.40
Such customized job training programs should be evidence-backed, engage employers and
industry partners, actively guide students to career specific training, and create a
comprehensive, on-going, cross-agency effort to provide training to meet specific needs. One
typical best-practice model is Louisiana’s LED FastStart Program, voted the top state workforce
development program in America by Business Facilities, a trade publication, for four
40

http://www.acceleratingopportunity.org/virtualacademy/resources/category/3. See also
http://www.jff.org/sites/default/files/BT_ForgingNewPathways_110912e.pdf
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consecutive years and cited in The Economist in 2011.41 LED FastStart was launched in 2008 to
help companies recruit and train workers. It is available at no cost to any manufacturing,
corporate headquarters, warehouse and distribution, research and development or other
strategic facility that commits to creating at least 15 new jobs, or any service-related operation
that commits to creating at least 50 new jobs.42 The Louisiana FastStart Process involves
providing courses to screened candidates, including classroom and job simulation exercises;
course delivery wherever and whenever needed to provide the best experience for each
company, as well as job candidates and newly-hired team members; all culminating in
customized training, core skills training and other training programs. 43
A report for the U.S. Departments of Labor, Commerce, Education, and Health & Human
Services asserts that
[o]ne recent random assignment evaluation of sectoral training programs that provided
integrated job readiness, basic skills, technical training, case management, supportive
services, and job placement assistance found that, over the 24-month study period,
participants in some programs earned 18 percent more, were more likely to be
employed, and worked significantly more hours than members of the control group. 44
Another federally-funded study – of community college-employer partnerships by the Employer
Assistance and Resource Network (EARN) – concluded that programs like GROW can rapidly and
successfully move those we have identified as belonging in a Jobs+ tier into workplace if they
“[a]dapt and develop programs for nontraditional students, notably working or job-seeking
adults and dislocated workers. These populations have limited time and financial resources and
strong incentives to return to work or advance along a career pathway.” The report
recommended:
•
•
•

Accelerated and integrated learning;
Hands-on and experiential learning, including internship and work opportunities;
Curricula broken into chunks and stackable credentials [and]

41

http://www.louisianaeconomicdevelopment.com/index.cfm/newsroom/detail/460
http://businessfacilities.com/2011-incentives-guide/#sthash.MorD2cfc.dpuf
43 http://wwwprd.doa.louisiana.gov/laservices/publicpages/ServiceDetail.cfm?service_id=3467
44 U.S. Departments of Labor, Commerce, Education, and Health & Human Services, What Works In Job Training:
A Synthesis of the Evidence (July 22, 2014), citing Maguire, S., Freely, J., Clymer, C., Conway, M. & Schwartz, D.,
Tuning In to Local Labor Markets: Findings from the Sectoral Employment Impact Study, Philadelphia, PA:
Public/Private Ventures (2010).
42
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•

Wraparound supports and other strategies such as cohorts and learning communities
designed to help students persist and succeed.45

The remainder of this chapter is intended to address the foregoing “strategies.”
A. Get the ball rolling with a select number of pilot programs aimed at getting people
back to work in the wake of the COVID-19 crisis.
Los Angeles County already has the tools and programs in place to undertake such
efforts – it simply needs to start applying it to the GR population as well as other
workers in need of jobs: in other words, to start thinking about GROW participants like
other people in search of a job. For instance, in 2017, the County Board of Supervisors
directed the Departments of Health Services (DHS) and Workforce Development, Aging
and Community Services (WDACS) to develop a plan to hire high-functioning, workready County clients – the vast majority of whom were participants in DPSS programs –
into new Nursing Attendant I positions of DHS’ Nursing Attendant Conversion project.
As DHS Director Mitchell Katz told the Supervisors at the time, “By implementing this
project, DHS expects to reduce reliance on contracted staff and hire County employees
to perform this essential healthcare function. Additionally, the project will serve the
important goal of providing these employees with family-level wages and benefits,
without an increase in net County cost.” 46

45
46

•

LA County AJCCs worked with DHS to train and hire 150 County clients for
opportunities to work as NA I’s in three County hospitals (Harbor-UCLA, LAC+USC,
Olive View).

•

WDACS partnered with Hacienda-La Puente Adult School, East San Gabriel Valley
ROP, Technical College, and Advance Career Institute to train all 150 County clients
in their existing CNA programs, which lead to state licensure.

•

All participants enrolled into one of the identified AJCCs (Southeast Los Angeles, Rio
Hondo, Pomona Valley, East San Gabriel, Northeast San Fernando) and the AJCCs
assisted DHS with the recruitment process of committed individuals wanting to
participate in this opportunity.

Id.
Memorandum from Mitchell H. Katz, M.D., to Supervisors, June 26, 2017.
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WDACS also partnered with the South Bay WIB to train 19 out of the 150 County
clients, due to the location of one of the County Hospitals that will be hiring
(Harbor-UCLA).

•

The 150 students were trained through eight separate cohorts, with the four
different training providers, starting in July 2018. All students graduated and were
ready to hire by November 2018.

•

As of August 2019, DHS had hired 153 individuals into the Nursing Attendant I (NA I)
positions. Of these, only three had to be let go, but there were two replacements
pending. Training was directly paid for 135 students through this targeted-training
project, including 13 whose training was covered by part of the Innovation Fund
funding received by the Southeast Los Angeles AJCC. (The other 15 hires were
recruited by the training providers themselves.)47
As the Nursing Assistant program demonstrates, the County can successfully apply
best-practice workforce development models to the DPSS client population.
Currently, this is done in a variety of programs by WDACS co-enrolling DPSS
program participants into the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA)
program. The key to success is to expand these efforts – with DPSS taking the lead
as to its own clients.

To do this, DPSS needs to create a regular GROW-to-career pipeline by:
•
•
•

Establishing a bank of on-going relationships with employers willing to hire GROW
participants, and
Working with partners including the LA Community College District, WDACS, and
non-profit organizations to create training programs to meet these employers’
needs, then
Acting as a workforce intermediary to connect up employers, workers and needed
training to catalyze careers.
Of course, GROW cannot transition overnight to directing large numbers of
participants immediately into jobs: DPSS will need to create a GROW-to-career
pipeline, and that will take time. We recommend:

47

Information from email to Eric Schnurer from Jose Perez, WDACS, June 25, 2020.
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Starting with a small number of pilot projects piggybacking on existing programs,
then

•

Expanding that to a growing range of employers, until

•

Eventually all GROW entrants who fit the “experience” tier will be immediately
placed in to Jobs+ programs.

As one of the QuickStart initiatives we recommend in Chapter 3 that DPSS undertake in
order to launch the GROW Redesign and achieve early successes and buy-in for further
implementation, we suggest a small series of pilot projects of the Jobs+ model.
Specifically, we recommend that DPSS identify three in-demand jobs in high-growth
sectors for which training can be completed in six months or less.
Success begins with careful selection of industries and firms facing shortages of skilled
workers, collaborating with employers to clearly identify the skills needed, and finding
ways to fulfill those needs. Sectoral workforce programs usually focus selectively on
good jobs offering high pay along with benefits and opportunities for advancement.
Alternatively, they may target low-wage jobs that are key entry points into the labor
market for low-skilled individuals but the jobs could be improved through restructuring
or connecting them with pathways leading to higher wage jobs. Sectoral workforce
development aims at long-term retention and career advancement, whether through
ladders or lattices, in the “right” firms and industries. As programs build capacity, they
can partner with multiple sectors, enabling them to offer participants a wider array of
occupational opportunities. 48
As the UC-Berkeley Labor Center observes in a recent research note, the first and most
important step is to work with the business community to choose wisely as the
industries and specific jobs to target:

48

HUMAN RESOURCE ECONOMICS AND PUBLIC POLICY, supra, note 4.
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Note that the order of this process is important. Decisions around education and
training programs are dependent on the industry first determining the needs, and then
problem solving together to uniquely shape what will be developed and delivered. This
upends the traditional approach to workforce development because it allows the
industry to pull in the education and training resources it needs rather than have the
workforce development or community college
system try to push out solutions they believe may
“There are not enough
work for those industries and workers.
entry level jobs for people.
It's a competition. One
[Training partnerships] can tap into community
thing you try to focus on is
colleges and other education and training providers
vocational program. The
as appropriate and contextualize the learning
security guard program is
specific to their particular jobs and workers. It can
helpful, but there should
choose to utilize what is already out there, develop
be more things like this.”
and deliver their own programs, or use a hybrid
approach specific to their particular workforce
needs.
Why This Change is Especially Important Now
In a downturn economy, workforce training programs are obvious solutions to countercyclical economic trends. When the magnitude and urgency of the need is as great as it
is right now, this HRTP approach ensures greater effectiveness with whatever
investments are made to upskill and re-tool workers for the needs ahead.
This is much more effective than trying to engineer training solutions from outside the
industries themselves. It also allows workers and employers to proactively shape what
may be needed for any “new” jobs and activities that should evolve out of this crisis so
they can best compete on the high road going forward.49
Fortunately, the County has already conducted extensive study of the likely growth
industries it should target:50

49

UC Berkeley Labor Center, TAKING THE HIGH ROAD, High Road Training Partnerships: A Path To Reimagine &
Rebuild Our Economy, May 2020.
50 https://workforce.lacounty.gov/business-services/business-sectors/;
https://economicdevelopment.lacounty.gov/
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Of these, two would appear to be particularly advantageous for targeted training both
for QuickStart purposes and particularly now in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic –
and, as it happens, these two were the industries featured in a recent JP Morgan Chase
report on workforce in Los Angeles:51

•

Nursing Assistants. Front-line health care workers have emerged as the most essential
of “essential” workers during this pandemic, and this is unlikely to slack off any time
soon. In addition, Los Angeles County already has stellar examples of targeted-training
programs in this area: In addition to the Nursing Attendant program coordinated by
WDACS, discussed above, the South Bay Workforce Investment Board – which has also
partnered with WDACS on other targeted-training efforts, such as the AeroFlex

51

JP Morgan Chase & Co., STRENGTHENING LOS ANGELES: Building a Middle-Skill Workforce to Sustain Economic
Growth and Expand Opportunity, 2015, https://institute.jpmorganchase.com/content/dam/jpmc/jpmorgan-chaseand-co/documents/54841-jpmc-gap-los-angeles.pdf
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apprenticeship program that represents the
kind of concurrent jobs-plus-training effort
we suggest – conducts a healthcare
Aero-Flex
collaboration on nursing education
Unilateral
Apprenticeship
courses52 with the Hospital Association of
Advisory
53
Southern California (HASC). HASC has
Committee
highlighted the region’s specialty nursing
February 12, 2020
experience gap and need for post-secondary
and K-12 partnerships.54 We recommend
that the initial GROW Jobs+ pilot consist of
working with WDACS and the other involved partners to expand the Nursing Assistant
program already in existence, with an express emphasis on GROW participants.
•

Logistics. Like health care, logistics is an industry that not only has been projected longterm to serve as a major locus of growth both nationally and in Los Angeles County
specifically, but also is experiencing an explosion of demand due to COVID-19: With
everything from day-to-day essentials to luxury items and entertainment shifting from
centralized locations (supermarkets, restaurants, schools, parks) to decentralized directto-consumer delivery, delivery personnel and logistics planners are in increased demand
and companies hiring them are among the few currently expanding. This, too, is likely
to continue for the foreseeable future. And the logistics industry is one with long
experience in providing a career ladder from entry-level jobs; in fact, it is common to
start new employees at the delivery level – in high demand today – in order for the
them to learn the basics of the business, and then promote those who show promise to
jobs of increasing responsibility. This makes it an ideal industry for the type of Jobs+
approach we recommend. One member of the Los Angeles Community College District
(LACCD) board told us that the community colleges are receiving increased requests
from the industry to train workers in this field. And one of the leading existing targeted
training programs in the County consists of a partnership between the Los Angeles
Chamber of Commerce and Los Angeles World Airports – a major logistics player. We
therefore recommend that the second GROW Jobs+ pilot consist of working with
LACCD and the Chamber to develop a targeted-training program in conjunction with
major logistics employers for entry-level positions with career-pathway potential
dedicated to GROW participants.

52

https://www.hasc.org/post/rn-specialty-pipeline-project
https://www.hasc.org/workforce-development
54 https://www.hasc.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/17workforcerev8_v5.pdf?1517260462
53
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We also believe that a third opportunity presents itself now, in the aftermath of COVID19, to fill a great public need on a quick turnaround basis: Schools reopening in the fall
will require a large number of additional personnel to deal with the strictures of socialdistancing. Students generally will be required to sit further apart further apart in the
classroom – which necessarily means fewer students per class and additional classrooms
– and to eat lunches at their desks rather than in cafeteria settings, which will require
additional “lunchroom” staff to deliver meals to dispersed locations. Changed school
routines will also requiring additional supervisory personnel to maintain social
distancing on playgrounds during recesses and physical education periods. The shift to
increased distance education, which will necessarily continue to some degree even
when schools reopen, is also decreasing the access of some students to education – as
many as 25% of the Los Angeles Unified School District student body lacks access to a
computer and/or high-speed Internet connection in order to “attend” classes now – and
even students with access require personal interaction with an instructor or tutor in
order for online learning to be effective, which means that, if done properly, education
moving forward will require more time from teachers to achieve the same student
outcomes. In short, more adults will be required to oversee the safe interaction and
instruction of the same number of students. The same can be said of early childhood
education and childcare for children not yet of school age.
As we discussed recently in an article published by our firm’s president,55 providing such
additional teacher’s aides and early childhood assistants should actually prove to be one
of the most important economic “stimulus” policies, as parents will not be able to return
to out-of-home workplaces – or prior levels of productivity working from home – if their
children are not able to return to school or day care settings. Each worker hired into
such child-supporting positions will free up numerous other workers to return to their
prior levels of employment and productivity. Investing in training workers for these
expanding entry-level positions at a time when many other jobs will not be returning
would serve a wide range of societal needs. We therefore recommend that the third
GROW Jobs+ pilot consist of working with LAUSD and LACCD to develop a targetedtraining program to produce educational and child care support training and jobs
dedicated to GROW participants. (Program participation will need to be limited, of
course, to those meeting state requirements for jobs involving contacts with children.)
B. Expand these individual connections over time into broad “sectoral” programs.

55

Eric Schnurer, Teachable Moment, https://www.smerconish.com/news/2020/5/22/teachablemoment?rq=schnurer
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DPSS should start to build an ongoing Jobs+Training effort with areas such as the three
we suggest above, where there is a clearly identified need – both immediate and longerterm – and existing structures, or a demand and capacity for their quick establishment,
among both employers and training providers. But the eventual goal should be to build
out this effort sufficiently to be able to accommodate the entire GROW population
falling into the Jobs+ tier, i.e., employable individuals above the age of 24 who have
accumulated either sufficient work experience that job-readiness training isn’t necessary
or sufficient re-enrollments in GROW that such training apparently isn’t solving their
problems.
Such an effort will require attracting widespread employer involvement in the program
and building sufficient infrastructure to achieve and support that. In the remainder of
this section, we discuss the latter, before turning to widespread employer involvement.
The previously cited EARN report concluded that successful efforts appear to share
several characteristics. They generally strive to:
•

Establish mechanisms for efficiently identifying local employer and regional labor
market needs, including incorporating a reliance on both labor market data and
direct input from employers.

“A career exploration
program would be very
beneficial. They don’t want a
dead-end job without a
pathway. They just have a lot
of ideas about what they
could do.”

•

Modify existing curricula or develop new courses with
direct employer input to reflect the skills employers
are seeking for positions they need to fill or anticipate
filling.

•

Share start-up and other costs to avoid duplication of
efforts, including sharing the development of curricula
across consortium partners, especially where multiple
colleges are involved.

• Seek external funding sources from philanthropic funders,
government, and employers….
•

Track program outcomes and build in feedback from employers. 56

56

Maria Heidkamp and Thomas Hilliard, A Review of Community College-Employer Partnerships and Initiatives:
Expanding Opportunities for Job Seekers with Disabilities (Employer Assistance and Resource Network on Disability
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Taking these efforts to scale essentially requires taking a sectoral approach to building
training programs and working with employers – very simply, it is easier, more effective,
and realizes economies-of-scale to develop programs involving multiple similar
employers than to develop a different program every time for individual employers in a
multitude of different industries. Thus, “[s]ectoral approaches offer promise to help
resolve problems that have long plagued workforce development in America” because
they “[o]ffer a means to effectively engage employers in public workforce development
by focusing on selected industries and firms, developing a keen knowledge of their
situation, and implementing strategies to meet their needs”57 ; “address issues at
multiple firms in ways that individual firms, which independently could not solve the
issues, can benefit”58; and, “with their common occupations and skill requirements…
develop greater understanding of workers and employers in the field, and develop
regional partnerships to obtain important input and buy-in, mobilize resources, and pool
public and private funding from local and regional stakeholders.”59
Fortunately, sectoral strategies are already the approach taken by Los Angeles County in
economic and workforce development. 60 It equally ought to inform placing GROW
participants – particularly those in the Jobs+ tier – into jobs, in line with our overall
suggestion that GROW be thought of more as a workforce than a social-welfare
program, and GROW participants as individuals in need of successful careers not
stopgaps, consistent with Director Jimenez’s directive to focus on employment
outcomes. In fact, the evidence suggests that “[s]ectoral education and training
programs that take a regional, industry-focused and occupation-specific approach to
building skills may be effective in increasing employment and the receipt of
credentials,”61 even for harder-to-employ populations like GROW’s.62
Inclusion), https://askearn.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/A-Review-of-Community-College-EmployerPartnerships-and-Initiatives-Final.pdf
57 HUMAN RESOURCE ECONOMICS AND PUBLIC POLICY, supra, note 4.
58 U.S. Departments of Labor, Commerce, Education, and Health & Human Services, What Works In Job Training:
A Synthesis of the Evidence (July 22, 2014)
59 National Transitional Jobs Network, Employment Program Models for People Experiencing Homelessness:
Different approaches to program structure (2012).
60 See supra, note 20.
61 U.S. Departments of Labor, Commerce, Education, and Health & Human Services, What Works In Job Training:
A Synthesis of the Evidence (July 22, 2014), citing HUMAN RESOURCE ECONOMICS AND PUBLIC POLICY, supra, note 4.
62 This is true even as to the most challenged of GROW participants: “While there is no research on sector-based
training approaches specifically for individuals experiencing homelessness, seven percent of participants in
Public/Private Ventures’ Sectoral Employment Impact Study experienced homelessness before entering the
training program. Participants in sector training experienced significant wage increases compared to the control
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This requires moving from an individuated, episodic and reactive search for job openings
for each GROW participant to an ongoing and pro-active programmatic commitment to
building the necessary relationships in both the private and educational sectors. “To
yield the best value from a sector initiative, partnering providers should … focus on
customizing solutions for employers in a specific industry over a sustained time
period.”63
C. Grow the approach to General Relief participants eventually into an ongoing
integration of economic development, workforce development, education, and
welfare agencies, as well as the public with the private and non-profit sectors.
As one authority on workforce development describes this approach, consistent with
our earlier description of DPSS’ recommended role as a “workforce intermediary”:
In short, sectoral programs serve as integrators. They convene the parties and
establish public/private partnerships. They fill the gaps in service needs to help
ensure successful completion of training and entry into career paths. Sectoral
workforce-development programs target a particular industry—and specific
occupations within it—to improve the quality of job opportunities available to lowincome and disadvantaged individuals. They take a dual customer approach,
serving both employers and job seekers. They establish sustained relationships
with firms over extended periods of time and develop deep knowledge of the
industry. They match workers to jobs through careful screening, and address
whatever skills are needed for the jobs, including “soft” skills, life skills, language
skills, literacy and basic skills, and occupational skills. At the same time, they
develop expertise in overcoming barriers of disadvantaged workers and
implement support and follow-up services to help assure training completion,
certification, and job retention. 64

group according to this study. In addition, a number of practitioners report success offering sector-based training
courses and in-house on-the-job training as core elements of their employment programs.” National Transitional
Jobs Network, Employment Program Models for People Experiencing Homelessness: Different approaches to
program structure (2012), citing Maguire, S., Freely, J., Clymer, C., Conway, M. & Schwartz, D., Tuning In to Local
Labor Markets: Findings from the Sectoral Employment Impact Study, Philadelphia, PA: Public/Private Ventures
(2010).
63 National Transitional Jobs Network, Employment Program Models for People Experiencing Homelessness:
Different approaches to program structure (2012), citing National Network of Sector Partners, What is a sector
initiative? An Introduction for sector initiative leaders, policy-makers, and other partners; National Network of
Sector Partners, Funding Collaboratives, sector initiatives, and workforce intermediaries: An overview.
64 HUMAN RESOURCE ECONOMICS AND PUBLIC POLICY, supra, note 4.
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This is also consistent with a larger theme of this chapter – and of all our prior work in
this area – that welfare-to-work programs need to be thought of as part of the
workforce and economic development systems, not the human-services system, and
this requires greater coordination amongst economic, workforce, education and GR
employment programs, as well as between these public-sector efforts and those of the
private, non-profit and educational sectors.
A 2013 report from the National Governor’s Association notes that a complete policy
framework shift is needed:
The current approach to economic security in the United States was
designed for a different set of economic realities. It is not sufficiently
focused on creating and supporting a workforce of individuals who will be
employed in higher-skilled occupations and change jobs frequently during
their working life. Today’s approach rests on a New Deal foundation built
in the 1930s....
Research and experience in the field show that the most important assets
for economic resilience in this challenging time are workers’ skills and
adaptability, income and savings, health and wellness, and mutual support
and social networks. The goal for public policy is to support individual
workers in all four areas.65
Wisconsin’s BE BOLD 2 plan, for instance, recognized nationally for formally aligning the
efforts of the Department of Labor, Department of Education and Economic
development and creating the Governor’s Talent Development and Acquisition Council
(Talent Council), housed at the Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation. 66 In
fact, since the advent of the modern approach to workforce development roughly a
generation ago, most jurisdictions have moved to consolidate training programs
regardless of whether they aimed at the “welfare” or non-welfare populations; as early
as 1996, Iowa consolidated employment services (ES), unemployment insurance (UI),
labor market information (LMI), Job Training Partnership Act programs (JTPA – later
supplanted by the Workforce Investment Act (WIA), and then WIOA), and other state
programs into a new Iowa Workforce Investment agency. It is not uncommon any
longer for employment and training programs to be consolidated and “welfare”
programs to be split – with public assistance programs’ employment functions going to
65http://www.nga.org/files/live/sites/NGA/files/pdf/2013/1304CornerstonesEconSecurityResilientWorkers.pdf
66

http://www.competitivewi.com/2012/10/be-bold-2-growing-wisconsins-talent-pool-study-released/
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the former rather than the latter. For example, in Florida, all WIA and TANF
employment functions have been merged under one agency, while separate TANF
benefits have remained with a TANF agency. Ohio, Wisconsin and Utah have merged all
welfare and workforce functions into a unified agency; Utah combined Employment
Security, Unemployment Insurance, veterans’ services and JTPA with AFDC (now TANF),
the Food Stamp Program (now SNAP), and childcare programs, in 1996.
Los Angeles County might want, in the long term, to rethink whether workforce
development programs belong administratively with aging and community services, on
the one hand, and social services on the other (and whether aging and community
services might fit better with social services). But, for present purposes, no
reorganization is required – just cooperation. In order to work effectively, GROW
should be approached as a career program, and that means that DPSS needs to
coordinate on an on-going, proactive basis with other workforce-related entities within
the government, with private sector and non-profit employers, and with the community
colleges and NGO training providers to build a seamless web of Jobs+ training for GROW
participants.
This starts, of course, with closer cooperation between DPSS and WDACS – which, as
already noted, operates existing targeted-training initiatives co-enrolling DPSS clients
under WOIA – as well as the County’s Economic Development Committee, LAEDC (we
note that the Economic Development Policy Committee includes WDACS and the
Departments of Consumer & Business Affairs and the Community Development
Commission – but not DPSS).
But perhaps the most important relationship DPSS should be fostering ASAP – especially
as part of our QuickStart Jobs+ recommendation – is with the County’s community
colleges. There is already an extensive network of partnerships between the region’s
colleges and employers,67 all 21 community colleges in LA County have career education
programs, tied to local industry to serve businesses with talent – and, in fact, 523,000
students of the 770,000 total student body are enrolled in those programs.

67

https://laedc.org/2018/07/23/college-industry-partnerships-careers/
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There is a variety of ways that government work programs coordinate with community
colleges (see chart):
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Los Angeles is also blessed with a wide range of other organizations already immersed in
creating similar programs, with which DPSS can coordinate to launch programs
dedicated to, or willing to set aside places for, GROW participants. These include:
•

The Strong Workforce (“Doing What Matters”) initiative led by the Chancellor’s
Office at the California Community College system.

•

The Center for a Competitive Workforce (CCW)68, a collaboration between LAEDC
and 19 community colleges and housed at LAEDC, which helps to convene industryeducation partnerships, based in part on CCW research on the workforce
development priorities for the region.
o
o
o
o
o

The Los Angeles Workforce Systems Collaborative.69
The Los Angeles/Orange County Regional Consortia (LAOCRC).
The Career Technical Education Pathways Program.
The Los Angeles Regional Adult Education Consortium.
The Los Angeles Work Source System.

In essence, to develop the sort of widespread, ongoing, and proactive pipeline of
jobs providing career ladders that GROW needs to shift to providing its participants,
DPSS will need to work with a wide range of actors – and should do so, as many are
providing precisely the kind of programming that DPSS needs. Rather than reinvent
the wheel, it can both launch an immediate QuickStart pilot, as discussed above in
subsection A, and move to larger and longer-term reorientation of its programming
over time, as discussed above in subsection B, by building upon this existing
infrastructure and bringing in GROW clientele.
This will require concerted leadership and coordination by DPSS. As the 2015 JP
Morgan Chase study of the Los Angeles workforce system generally noted:
•

68
69

Effective collaboration is difficult in any large county, and even more so in Los
Angeles County, a 4,751-square mile region encompassing numerous diverse
communities.

https://ccworkforce.org/
http://www.lachamber.com/clientuploads/EWD_committee/LAWSC_WIAPolicyFramework.pdf
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•

Overlapping jurisdictions for the seven WIBs, nine-college community college district
and nine single-college campuses make the formation of new partnerships more
complex and incentivize fierce competition for funding and clients.

•

Training programs often lack flexibility and data to adjust to labor market changes.
Employer advisory councils do not always furnish education and training providers
with ongoing, in-depth feedback on programs and curricula; use of labor market
information to shape program offerings varies as well. 70
But the ultimate partners required for this effort – and more generally to achieve
Director Jimenez’s goal of redesigning GROW to focus on providing jobs – are the job
providers themselves: employers. We now turn our attention to engaging
employers across the County in providing jobs for GROW participants.

3.5

Incentivize broad employer participation.

To this point, this chapter has focused on building the necessary infrastructure to support
moving more GROW participants into jobs – particularly jobs with career-ladder potential. But,
ultimately, even all the best infrastructure cannot provide workers with jobs: Only employers
can do that.
It is essential that DPSS work with employers – not just education, training and service
providers – to create the pipeline of jobs that GROW participants need. As in most
jurisdictions, to date, this role has been left to the economic and workforce development
agencies (as well as the community college system) that normally deal directly with the
business community. But if DPSS’ objective, as Director Jimenez has determined, is to place
GROW participants into jobs rather than simply to provide a range of pre-jobs services, then, as
discussed throughout this chapter, it must be thought of as part of the economic and workforce
development system – not just as a provider of social services – and thus must also engage
directly with job providers, as do these other entities.
This section discusses a variety of ways to encourage the needed involvement of employers in
the GROW Redesign.
A. Setting an example through County and local government hiring.
“Do as I say, not as I do” is rarely an effective strategy for affecting behavior, and even
less so for governments, whose job is to lead. Before asking other sectors to help move
70

STRENGTHENING LOS ANGELES, supra, note 21.
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people off the General Relief rolls, and to convince them that these individuals indeed
make good employees, the public sector itself needs to demonstrate its commitment.
Government jobs comprise approximately 12 percent of total employment in the Los
Angeles metropolitan area.71 The GROW program must aim eventually for 2 percent of
total employment across the county to be held by one-time GROW participants; DPSS
must start by asking County government itself by making 3 percent of County jobs
available for program participants. With County employment at approximately 83,000
jobs, that would mean committing to fill approximately 2,500 positions from the GROW
rolls. An even greater pool of potential public-sector jobs exists at the municipal level:
If all cities within LA County similarly committed to setting aside 3 percent of their
positions for GROW participants, this would yield another 16,000 jobs. A concerted
effort to allot public-sector jobs to GROW participants thus would initiate a pipeline of
nearly 20,000 career-ladder jobs in Los Angeles – an important down-payment on the
jobs level the GROW program will need to achieve.
B. Engaging local employers to hire pre-screened, job-ready candidates for training.
The ultimate goal is to find roughly 90,000 non-public-sector jobs for GROW
participants, or 3 percent of Countywide employment, across the board. That will
require more from the County than simply “leading by example” – although that is
necessary, as well. Rather, employers will need to be assured that the employees they
will be hiring can do the job – and they will need input into the training programs to
ensure that these workers come with or develop on the job the skills needed to become
productive, long-term employees.
We therefore propose that DPSS take the lead, working with others throughout County
government, the education sector, and business community leadership including the
Chamber of Commerce, to create a “Los Angeles Compact,” modeled off the “Boston
Compact”72 and other similar efforts nationwide. Such “Compacts” are generally aimed
at providing jobs for graduates of the local K-12 system, but the same principles can be
applied to guaranteed job programs for other populations in need of assistance: This is
a multi-directional guarantee, that the public sector (including the education and
training system) will guarantee the employability of the workers it “produces” for
employers, that employers in turn will guarantee to accept qualified workers from this
pipeline, and that program participants guarantee to do their best to succeed. This also
means engaging all actors – employers, as well as program participants, not just the
71
72

https://www.bls.gov/regions/west/summary/BLSSummary_LosAngeles.pdf
https://www.bostoncompact.org/
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government and its contractors – in designing the program in an ongoing, and
responsive, manner.
Motivating and recruiting employer involvement should be helped by studies that have
found that employers also benefit from partnerships with training programs. “For
example, in a 2009 survey of Pennsylvania employers, 84 percent of those who
indicated they participated in industry partnerships reported significant increases in
productivity. A 2008 study in Massachusetts found that sector initiatives resulted in a 41
percent reduction in employee turnover, a 19 percent reduction in work revision, and a
23 percent reduction in customer complaints.”73
Of course, most employers will want more than a statistical assurance that the hire will
work out. That’s why successful programs offer employers a “guarantee”: If the
employee in question doesn’t work out, then GROW will provide another. The
RAND Institute has found that a guarantee of a replacement worker greatly improves
employer willingness to hire ex-offenders, for instance, otherwise a difficult-to-employ
population.74 A similar strategy that a government intermediary can offer employers to
alleviate concerns about hard-to-employ populations is a certification verifying and
credentialing the employee’s work history or training and educational attainment.
(Remember, that for Jobs+ we are speaking
primarily of individuals who already have
“They think ‘I deserve this or
substantial work experience.)
that...’ but it’s unfounded.”

This requires that employers be able to have
confidence in GROW’s credentialing process and
the validity of any training programs it provides. That underscores the importance of
the metrics discussed above in Section 1.b.: All actors must be continuously and
rigorously assessed for achievement of their goals; training vendors whose enrollees fall
short of both short- and long-term employment goals must be eliminated from the
program, and participants who do not conform to program requirements and
expectations must – if not subjected to sanctions (See below, Section 5.8) – at a
minimum not be certified to employers as reliable workers.
It is therefore essential that all employers invited to participate in the pipeline also be
invited to participate in designing, or at least providing input for, training programs for
73

U.S. Departments of Labor, Commerce, Education, and Health & Human Services, What Works In Job Training:
A Synthesis of the Evidence (July 22, 2014), citing Woolsey, Lindsey and Groves, Garrett, State Sector Strategies
Coming of Age: Implications for State Workforce Policy Makers (2013).
74 Incentivizing Employers to Hire Ex-Offenders: What Policies Are Most Effective?,
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_briefs/RB10003.html.
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employees targeted to their industry and/or firm. Without a program to provide
collective training in a field, most employers – the vast majority of which are small
businesses – are not able to participate in training employees, or obtaining ones already
trained, to meet their specific needs. Barriers to effective sectoral training include:75
• High costs to recruit and engage employers combined with small numbers of
trainees needed by individual employers,
• Difficulty in financing curriculum development,
• Inability of training programs to communicate with multiple and small employers,
• Inhibiting faculty contracts and educational structures,
• Firms are often wary of working with other firms,
• While larger employers have government relations/additional staff to do the
collaborative work, smaller employers need additional support so they can
engage more effectively, and
• Employers don’t always know all of their employees’ needs and can benefit from
advice from workforce and training professionals.76
We therefore recommend that DPSS encourage widespread involvement in the program
by building within GROW an Employer Resource Network, which would conduct
outreach to pool employers and assist with addressing retention, hiring, and other
workforce needs as part of their participation in the Jobs+ pipeline. In addition, the
County could consider a type of Corporate Social Responsibility designation that
would give participating businesses a seal of approval to identify them to public as
inclusive, which the County would then promote through public service
announcements, e.g. “The County of LA encourages local consumers to patronize
organizations that we have designated Inclusive Employers.” There is an extensive
literature on the market benefits of such programs.
We also encourage DPSS to expand its employer network to include relationships with
employers in other nearby markets – such as Orange County, San Diego, the Inland
Empire, the Bay Area, Las Vegas, and Phoenix: The goal is to get GROW participants into
beneficial careers, not necessarily jobs in Los Angeles.
There is a range of programs nationally that GROW could replicate to combine ongoing
training with hands-on job experience with targeted employers:
75https://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/economicDevelopment/workforce/Employer%20Training%2

0Partnerships_v3_print.pdf
76 https://www.frbatlanta.org/-/media/documents/news/conferences/2014/workforce-development/AligningEmployers-and-Workforce-Development-Strategies.pdf
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•

For example, the Per Scholas77 program demonstrates that even sophisticated tech jobs
are within reach for under-resourced populations: 90 percent of Per Scholas students
are people of color, one-third are women and a third are disconnected young adults. 60
percent have no more than a high school degree, and half receive some form of public
assistance. Per Scholas offers free technology training in courses that run from 15 to 19
weeks. In recent years, it has expanded beyond training for technology-support jobs to
add courses in cybersecurity, cloud computing, software engineering and data
engineering. The program results in a 300 percent increase in earnings (from $9,000 to
$36,000 and often much more), post-training.
Per Scholas has developed an incredible number of close corporate partners, working
directly with companies to design industry- and job-specific courses based on
employers' IT needs: “A key Per Scholas strategy has been forging close ties with
companies. For example, in a partnership with Cognizant, the technology services
company pays for training tailored to its needs and gets to hire the graduates.” 78

•

Similarly, the YWCA of Greater Los Angeles has established a Digital Learning Academy
(DLA) that addresses the “digital divide” by providing disadvantaged youth with
technical and hands-on training, career pathways training and support, and job
placements in the digital fields. Through the DLA and its collaboration with Xerox
Corporation’s Schools to Careers program, participants receive job coaching, business
entrepreneurship training, and courses in digital printing, 3D printing and coding.
Participants in the coding classes will develop a “Gap App” to track employer data and
industry trends, so DLA can refine how it trains and places participants. After placement,
follow-up support is provided to ensure long-term employment.

•

The CareerConnect project of the Seattle Jobs Initiative (SJI) is an “upskill-backfill”
strategy in which individuals receive training for entry-level positions with local
employers, who in turn provide opportunities for incumbent entry-level workers to
advance to higher-paying positions at their businesses by supporting additional training.
Upskill-backfill strategies like CareerConnect depend on formal partnerships between
trainers such as community colleges and employers. 79

77

https://perscholas.org/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/12/technology/new-yorkers-tech-training.html
79https://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/economicDevelopment/workforce/Employer%20Training%2
0Partnerships_v3_print.pdf
78
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One lesson of SJI is that programs must make the ROI opportunities clear to potential
employer partners: “Partnership point people argue that they would be more likely to
enter into a partnership if the other party came to them with well-thought-out ROI
metrics and gauges for what they can expect by entering into the partnership” 80 – such
as reduced costs to the employer of internal training, lost productivity due to
understaffing, recruiting for understaffed positions, and turnover. SJI also recommends
setting out a memorandum of understanding (MOU) that provides employers with a
continuum of options for partnering so that employers can choose what works best for
them, from low-level to high-level; this spectrum of involvement can cover:
o Employer-Led Mock Interviews
o Employer Presentations
o Donation of Equipment and/or Training Space
o Incumbent Worker Training, Employer Adjunct Instructors
o Employer-Informed Curriculum Design
o Mentoring Programs
o Sponsorships
o Internships
o Apprenticeships.
•

“The LogisticsART program of Columbus State
“GROW is not about finding
Community College illustrates the value of
a long-term career – what
early and ongoing collaboration with
to do for your life's work. If
employers in curriculum design and
you tapped into personal
implementation. The program originated from
values and interests, it
the needs of Columbus-area logistics firms for
would be better.”
both work-ready entry-level workers and
higher-skilled incumbents. CSCC worked
through area business and sector
associations—the Chamber of Commerce’s
Logistics Council and Ohio’s Skills Bank Logistics Employer Panel—to convene 16
employers who defined critical skills gaps, and a core group that designed an entry-level
program in logistics. Once the larger group vetted the curriculum, the community
college delivered entry-level training in work readiness and the Certified Logistics
Program of the Manufacturing Skills Standard Council. Logistics employers, in turn,
conducted the third module of specialized technical training, employing on-the-job
instruction on the warehouse floor. According to a U.S. Department of Labor report,

80https://www.seattle.gov/Documents/Departments/economicDevelopment/workforce/Employer%20Training%2

0Partnerships_v3_print.pdf
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“success in engaging employers has translated into success in placement,” including
candidates who are formerly incarcerated or who lack high school credentials. The
program’s success has induced the Chamber to include LogisticsART in site visits of
prospective employers (Workforce3One 2012).” 81
•

The Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership with Building Industry Group Skilled
Trades Employment (WRTP/BIG STEP)82 is a model for producing jobs for a population
that is predominately nonwhite men with no more than high school education, through
a strong partnership that is both worker-centered and industry-led. It assists employers
to:
o Recruit and assess job-ready candidates from a wide range of community-based
referral programs,
o Prepare qualified candidates for recruitment and advancement opportunities,
o Offer nationally-renowned employment readiness training opportunities designed
by industry, and
o Provide placement and retention services that link career- and apprenticeshipready candidates to the trades and other opportunities.
Of particular interest, this industry consortium created a third-party “socially
responsible staffing and employment agency,” called Triada, to provide the jobplacement services connecting participating businesses with qualified, job-ready
candidates to meet their specific needs. This is precisely the kind of role that the GROW
program can – and must – play in the Los Angeles employment ecosystem, in order to
achieve Director Jimenez’s objective of becoming a program focused on job-producing
outcomes.

C. Providing financial encouragement through subsidized employment and/or tax
incentives.
Needless to say, providing money is always a good way to get people to do something.
Numerous studies have found that employer incentives may bring reluctant employers
to the table long enough to stimulate relationship-building on a larger, more sustainable
scale. 83

81https://jfforg-prod-prime.s3.amazonaws.com/media/documents/A-Resource-Guide-to-Employer-Engagement-

011315.pdf
82 https://wrtp.org/services/
83 https://www.frbatlanta.org/-/media/documents/news/conferences/2014/workforce-development/AligningEmployers-and-Workforce-Development-Strategies.pdf
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Currently, states and local governments operate a variety of effective wage subsidy
programs. Connecticut’s Subsidized Training and Employment Program (known as Step
Up), operated by the state’s Department of Labor and five Workforce Investment
Boards using state bond funds, reimburses businesses with no more than 100 full-time
employees that hire low-income unemployed workers. The subsidy covers wages paid
up to $20 per hour, or $12,000, for up to 180 days. The program reimburses a declining
share of wages over the course of the contract, starting with 100 percent in month one,
dropping to one-quarter in month six. Between
February 2012 and June 2014, roughly 2,350
participants were hired at an average hourly rate of
“Their expectation for wages is
$14.65. Other smaller programs rely on private
higher than what they are
sources of funding to supplement public dollars.
qualified for.”
The Platform to Employment (P2E) program places
long-term unemployed workers who complete a
short preparatory program in privately subsidized, eight-week positions at businesses
with permanent openings. To date, 90 percent of participants have been hired after
completing the work experience. P2E, which started as an initiative of the Workforce
Investment Board for southwestern Connecticut, is being replicated in 10 cities
throughout the country and has been expanded to a statewide program in Connecticut.
These and other examples show that wage subsidy programs can be used to improve
the employment and earnings prospects of workers on the edges of the labor market,
especially the long-term unemployed. State and local lawmakers contemplating
solutions to the current and future crises of long-term unemployment should make
subsidized employment a centerpiece of their response.84
The only problem with such efforts has been that many employers will discard
subsidized employees once the subsidy runs out; thus a 2012 study by the Manpower
Demonstration Research Corporation found that conditioning earnings supplements on
employment retention (plus providing job coaching) produces positive effects. 85
In keeping with the overall change in focus we recommend to long-term employment
stability, we suggest that any subsidy be structured to continue longer than the 2-3
months normally provided – or even the 6-month focused currently maintained in
GROW – so that employers have an incentive to continue employing GROW participants
84

Claire McKenna , The Job Ahead: Advancing Opportunity for Unemployed Workers (National Employment Law
Project, 2015).
85 Increasing Employment Stability and Earnings for Low-Wage Workers Lessons from the Employment Retention
and Advancement (ERA) Project,
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/Increasing%20Employment%20Stability%20and%20Earnings%20ES.pdf
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for at least the 2-3 years that we contemplate ongoing support services to be made
available to these participants. Although it may not be budgetarily feasible to maintain
a monthly subsidy to employers for that long, an incentive subsidy could be provided at
various mileposts along the career path – e.g., if the employer maintains the individual
on payroll for six months, one year, two years, etc. (“Based on some findings showing
the employment effects fading over time the model has evolved to include … transitions
from fully-subsidized to partially-subsidized wages [and] monetary incentives like …
retention bonuses.”)86
Overall, the goal should be to continue the subsidies long enough for the employer and
employee to develop a job-relationship that both intend to continue even when the
subsidy expires. “A 2013 evaluation of programs in California, Florida, Mississippi, and
Wisconsin found that long-term unemployed participants experienced the most
significant increases in unsubsidized employment and earnings after the subsidy ended;
and that most employers created jobs that would not have existed without the subsidy,
and said they would participate in similar programs in the future.” 87
This will require a change in GROW’s underlying requirements. Currently, GROW
participants in transitional subsidized employment (TSE) are limited to only 20 hours per
week of subsidized public or non-profit sector employment. This is exactly the opposite
of what the program requirement ought to be: GROW participants should be
encouraged to work and to earn as much as possible. This restriction should be lifted.
An alternative would be to provide employers with a tax credit for employing GROW
participants, rather than a direct subsidy. The effect is the same from the standpoint of
economic analysis, but a tax credit could end-run the above-mentioned restriction on
GROW subsidized jobs – and the idea of a reduction in business taxes may provide more
psychological benefit than a subsidy. The value could possibly be set equal to employer,
and thus offset, the employer payroll taxes on each such employee (currently roughly
4.4-7.2%.); in general, we favor policies under which the benefit to the employer
increases as the employee’s wage level does, aligning all parties’ interest in long-term
career advance for GROW participants. This requires further study and analysis. The

86

National Transitional Jobs Network, Employment Program Models for People Experiencing Homelessness:
Different approaches to program structure (2012).
87 Claire McKenna , The Job Ahead: Advancing Opportunity for Unemployed Workers, supra, note 54, citing Anne
Roder and Mark Elliott, “Stimulating Opportunity: An Evaluation of ARRA-Funded Subsidized Employment
Programs,” Economic Mobility Corporation, September 2013, p. 10,
http://economicmobilitycorp.org/uploads/stimulating- opportunity-full-report.pdf.
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RAND report cited earlier88 found that a tax credit greatly improves employer
willingness to hire offenders.
While not the same issue, GROW
participants also face financial
disincentives to moving from the
“We get a lot of repeaters.
program to employment, in particular the
The majority can only find a
reduction or cut-off of benefits. This is
job through a temp agency
especially acute when the choice involves
because employers don’t
taking a low-paying job instead of
want to hire them long term
remaining on GROW cash benefits. This
and pay for health insurance.”
choice will be alleviated by shifting
GROW’s emphasis to placing participants
in better jobs to begin with, thanks to
developing the improved Jobs+ pipeline, and/or in jobs with career ladders – as we
recommend. However, the County also should consider continued financial support for
GROW participants even once they are employed: “Accumulating experimental
evidence points to positive impacts of employment and training programs that provide
generous financial rewards to those who meet certain work and training performance
standards, as well as certain disadvantage criteria.”89
D. Requiring or encouraging recipients of County funds to participate in employing
GROW clients.
Needless to say, we (as well as the business community) would prefer to see positive
inducements achieve our objective of involving employers in moving GROW participants
into careers – through the “LA Compact” described above, Section 4.b, for example. In
addition to the “carrots” discussed throughout this chapter, however, we also offer the
possibility of a “stick” to encourage less receptive employers to join the effort: an “LA
Compete” program that would require all recipients of County business to hire 3 percent

88

Incentivizing Employers to Hire Ex-Offenders: What Policies Are Most Effective?, supra, note 44.
U.S. Departments of Labor, Commerce, Education, and Health & Human Services, What Works In Job Training:
A Synthesis of the Evidence (July 22, 2014), citing Michalopoulos et al., Final Report on the Self-Sufficiency Project
for Long-Term Welfare Recipients, http://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/full_435.pdf (2002); Miller et al., New
Hope for the Working Poor: Effects After Eight Years for Families and Children, http://www.mdrc.org/
sites/default/files/full_458.pdf (2008); and Riccio et al., Implementation and Second-Year Impacts for Lone Parents
in the UK Employment Retention and Advancement (ERA) Demonstration,
http://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/full_397.pdf (2008).
89
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of their employees off the GR rolls. This could also be applied to all recipients of County
funds, such as grant programs to non-profits.

3.6

Provide ongoing training/upskilling efforts as well as a wide range
of support services to GROW participants after job placement, as
part of the program’s career focus.

As noted earlier, “Research on job training and skills development indicates that many of the
most promising job training strategies involve a mix of employment services, job training, and
supportive services.”90 Sectoral approaches “offer promise to help resolve problems that have
long plagued workforce development in America. In particular, such programs … provide
support and follow-up services that help clients keep the jobs they obtain.”91
Such a model has proven effective not just with the kinds of participants we have designated
for the Jobs+ tier, but also for individuals with a mental illness, with substance abuse issues,
and those experiencing homelessness.92
We have already discussed the need for DPSS to work with education and training providers,
and with employers, to create Jobs+ – a concurrent employment-and-training effort. In the
final section of this chapter, we discuss the need to continue to provide supportive services
during employment, as well.
A. Shift programming to focus on long-term employment stability, income growth, and
career advance.

90

U.S. Departments of Labor, Commerce, Education, and Health & Human Services, What Works In Job Training:
A Synthesis of the Evidence (July 22, 2014), supra, note 7.
91 HUMAN RESOURCE ECONOMICS AND PUBLIC POLICY, supra, note 4.
92 National Transitional Jobs Network, Employment Program Models for People Experiencing Homelessness:
Different approaches to program structure (2012 , citing, inter alia, Bond, G.R., Becker, D.R. Drake, R.E. Rapp, C.A.
Meisler, N., Lehman, A.F., Bell, M. D., & Blyer, C.R., Implementing supported employment as an evidence-based
practice, Psychiatric Services, 52, 313-322 (2001).; Herinckx, Heidi, Central City Concern employment outcomes
2007-2009 (Regional Research Institute for Human Services, Portland State University 2009); Becker, D., Bebout,
R., & Drake, R., Job preferences of people with severe mental illness: A replication, Psychiatric Rehabilitation
Journal, 22(1), 46-50 (1998); and Campbell, K., Bond, G.R., &Drake, R.E., Who benefits from supported
employment: A meta-analytic study, Schizophrenia Bulletin, 37(2), 370-380 (2011).
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Our fundamental recommendation in this chapter has been to achieve Director
Jimenez’s vision of an outcome-oriented program
by moving as many participants as possible into
jobs as quickly as possible – but this is not so that
“I need something more.
supportive services can be terminated sooner but,
Getting a temp company
rather, so that they can be delivered during the
assignment – that's not the
course of employment, when they have proven to
answer.”
be more helpful and effective. In short, GROW
should move from a bifurcated and serial model –
participants are either receiving services or in
employment – to a unified and parallel model: participants are receiving services and in
employment simultaneously. In short, supportive services do not end with the advent
of a job: In fact, they are only beginning.
There is a wide range of services that, ideally, DPSS should offer to program participants.
New York City’s Human Resources Administration (HRA), in adopting a career-oriented
model like that advocated here, moved to providing Post-Employment Services (PES)
including job retention services, continued education development, and supportive
services which included assistance with transportation for up to thirty days after
securing employment.
Other examples of such services include but are not limited to:
• Child care and dependent care for dependents of customer.
• Adequate clothing to allow customer to wear appropriate work attire while
participating in WIOA activities and during job interviews.
• Temporary shelter, housing assistance and referral services.
• Alcohol/drug/gang intervention counseling, drop-out prevention, pregnancy
prevention, money management, tutoring or other purposes.
• Referrals to medical services.
• Other services including uniforms or work-related tools, eye glasses and
protective eye gear which may be needed for employment, materials for
individuals with disabilities, meals, and needs related payments.93
Successful programs also provide case/care management throughout to encourage
completion of training, including individual counseling, peer group meetings, tuition
93

City of Los Angeles Workforce Board, WIOA Local Workforce Plan 2017-2020, https://cwdb.ca.gov/wpcontent/uploads/sites/43/2017/04/Los-Angeles-City-Exec-Summary-and-Local-Plan.pdf
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assistance, and work supports (such as child care, transportation, social services, and
income supplements). Follow-through services are available afterward to help ensure
job retention.94
How long should such supports last? We are recommending that GROW continue to
provide them for two years. This may seem to some like a long time – but STRIVE, one
of the most successful programs in the country for moving the hard-to-employ into
long-term job success, describes the fifth “pillar” of its success as support that last for
an entire lifetime:95

Such extended support is recommended for two reasons: One is that communicating to
participants that GROW is with them for the long-haul will help move them into
employment (and off GROW’s financial support) more quickly and easily, as otherwise
many resist what they see as being dumped in short-term or dead-end jobs that do not
meet their needs or aspirations. The other is that participants require such support or,
in most cases, they would not be in GROW to begin with: If GROW does not invest
intelligently in moving them into productive careers, even though that will take some
time, it will be paying to maintain them on GROW on-and-off for much, much longer.

94
95

HUMAN RESOURCE ECONOMICS AND PUBLIC POLICY, supra, note 4.
https://strive.org/vision
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B. Shift program funding from income support to employment stability and careeradvance activities.
That brings us to the final point in this discussion: GROW is a program with limited
resources. We are recommending a substantially increased investment in the program
in order to make it work. Some may object to spending such money on the GROW
population – after all, there are undoubtedly reasons why GROW is significantly underresourced compared to the comparable GAIN program. But as is often said, if you think
education is expensive, you should try ignorance: Here, we believe, making wise
investments in GROW participants will cost less in the long-run.
Of course, many voters and decision-makers have the same general view of the long-run
as the economist, John Maynard Keynes.96 But several elements of this plan are
designed to minimize GROW expenses; specifically, emphasizing moving participants
quickly into jobs – especially those who do not require the kind of programming GROW
currently provides – will reduce the amounts being spent on income supports and
current, largely-unproductive programs. In addition, the emphasis on introducing
metrics that reflect success in long-term employment-stability and using them to make
decisions about service offerings means that money will only be spent on what works.
Courses offered through the community college system are extremely inexpensive and
cost-effective, especially for those participants (which will be most of those on GROW)
who qualify under state law for tuition waivers, and so will deliver more bang for the
buck – including training geared specifically to the job and career the participant is
pursuing – than current programming. And, of course, ultimately, fewer participants
will need to return to GROW time after time, drawing down payments and services in
repeated nine-month chunks, because the program succeeded the first time.
Moreover, as noted supra, Section 4.b, such an approach has the potential to attract
new and additional funding sources – not just from foundations and non-profits
interested in investing in promising and different approaches in this area, but also from
the business community and employers themselves, who, through combined small
individual contributions, could fund employee recruitment and training efforts too
expensive for each to undertake individually.
In addition, the County should explore the possibilities for braiding funding streams that
might be available for supporting this population and/or these kinds of services. And
one leading source argues, approaches like the one we propose “offer promise to help
96

“In the long run we are all dead.” J.M. Keynes, A TRACT ON MONETARY REFORM (1923).
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resolve problems that have long plagued workforce development in America. In
particular, such programs… help integrate funding streams, putting pieces together to
provide effective services to reach successful outcomes. This is achieved through
advocacy and expert knowledge of the fragmented array of available public workforce,
social services, tuition assistance, and work-support programs.”97 Since “[n]o single
source of funding exists to support the implementation of Transitional Jobs programs,”
most such efforts “cobble together a myriad of local, state, and federal funds to support
different parts of the program.” These can include funding through:
• the Second Chance Act to serve individuals exiting incarceration,
• the Workforce Investment Act for serving youth and adults,
• Temporary Assistance for Needy Families,
• the Community Development Block Grant, and
• Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Employment &Training
funds.
“Some of these sources of funding support the payment of wages while others do
not.”98 If there is a change of administrations at the federal level next year, there may
be a new opportunity for the County to work with the State for a wide variety of waivers
in these areas.
Devising a final array of services, the proper conditions and timeframe, and the best
fiscal balance of costs and benefits will require extensive further work that we did not
have the time to conduct in this truncated initial redesign phase. However, we believe
that moving forward on this sort of restructuring is so important and integral to the
success of any GROW Redesign that we end this chapter where we began – suggesting
that DPSS launch a pilot program both to “QuickStart” this approach and to beta-test
what works.
We suggested earlier that DPSS move immediately to pilot the Jobs+ idea with a small,
select group of employment categories and/or
employers (and thus, necessarily, of prospective
“I'm not worried about
employees/GROW participants). Here, we
meals on a daily basis. I'm
suggest that DPSS undertake a QuickStart pilot to
worried about my future.”
test the effectiveness – and cost-effectiveness –
97

HUMAN RESOURCE ECONOMICS AND PUBLIC POLICY, supra, note 4.
National Transitional Jobs Network, Employment Program Models for People Experiencing Homelessness:
Different approaches to program structure (2012), citing Warland, C. Funding transitional jobs programs:
Identifying sources and developing proposals (National Transitional Jobs Network 2009).
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of extended support services in both motivating participants to move into the workforce
and maintaining employment. For starters – and in order to assess results relatively
quickly – we suggest that GROW offer to provide a suite of services for six-months to a
small test population.
This population could overlap with those provided targeted-training under the Jobs+
pilot, but in order to (1) reach a broader test population, (2) ascertain the separate
effects of offering employment with training and employment with supports, and (3)
ramp up each pilot as swiftly as possible, we suggest identifying a separate pilot
population from those involved in the Jobs+ program. Specifically, we suggest choosing
one DPSS local office to pilot the offering of these services, attach a team of supportservice providers to case managers in this office, and begin offering this service package
to a select number of participants; these should be selected randomly along with a
control group, to compare (a) how quickly the two groups move into employment, and
(b) how successfully they remain employed and/or advance in pay or job
responsibilities. Project parameters can be assessed and adjusted after six months to
zero-in on what works.
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CHAPTER 4. RETHINKING CASE MANAGEMENT TO MEET PEOPLE
WHERE THEY ARE
General Relief (GR) is described by program stakeholders as “the relief of last resort.”
Accordingly, a large proportion of the general population served by GROW has been
characterized by staff and management as “hard to employ.” A one-size-fits-all approach to
placing GROW clients has not proven highly effective in part due to the diversity of challenges
faced by this population; some clients face minor, if any, barriers to employment while others’
challenges are multiple and severe. Anecdotal evidence indicates that a substantial portion of
the GROW population consists of repeat clients,99 suggesting that, for some, the program has
become part of a subsistence cycle, rather than an avenue to self-sufficiency.
GROW case managers lack adequate tools and resources to effectively serve GROW clients.
Barriers to employment include histories of housing insecurity, substance abuse or addiction,
incarceration, poverty, trauma and undiagnosed mental or emotional disturbances and/or
antisocial behaviors. In other cases, the barriers are more ambiguous and difficult to
understand: Case managers and service providers shared with the Public Works team
frustrating examples of clients who have been rude or indifferent to potential employers after
they have been secured a job interview, lacked follow-through to keep commitments, exhibited
general passivity toward employment prospects, or held unrealistic expectations. These can be
loosely grouped as “motivational” barriers, but in reality, their root causes are diverse and
complex.
Both basic-needs barriers and motivational barriers reflect a mismatch between the services
offered and the ability or willingness of the client to utilize them that is counterproductive. Not
only is providing services to people who are either too ill-equipped or disinclined to use them
an ineffective use of limited county resources, but it also works against the morale of both
overburdened GROW staff and unsuccessful program participants, who all internalize the
futility of “doing the same thing over and over while hoping for a different result.”
Case managers are the personal link between the GROW program and the client, yet most of
their interactions are transactional – that is, referring the client to a required activity and
99

Data on the percentage of GROW clients that are first-time GR recipients or repeat participants is not available
from DPSS. This information would be useful for DPSS to tracks systematically especially for purposes of
identifying clients who are likely to require more intensive, individualized, and/or ongoing services in order to
secure stable employment. The data would also have value as an ongoing program performance metric by which
future changes to the program could be evaluated for their impact on reducing the number of clients who
subsequently re-apply for GR. See further discussion in Chapter 3.
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monitoring their compliance. In order effectively to improve outcomes for harder-to-employ
clients (generally defined), case managers must be empowered with the tools and skills to
“meet the clients where they are” on the path to employment and self-sufficiency – not where
one might wish them to be.
Case managers are critical to the success or failure of GROW’s efforts to transition its clients
into gainful employment and reduce reliance on public assistance, but they currently lack the
time, training, and tools to support clients effectively in their transition to economic selfsufficiency.
How can case managers facilitate better outcomes for
“hard-to-employ” or “unmotivated” job seekers?
“Motivation” is frequently cited by both DPSS case
“I spend a lot of my time trying
managers and contracted providers when differentiating
to convince GROW participants
between GROW clients who benefit from the employment
to do something they don’t
services provided (i.e. JRT) and those less likely to obtain a
want to do.” – GROW case
job placement. In fact, “motivation” was universally
manager
identified by interviewees as the most important factor in
job placement. Case managers and contracted staff alike
echo frustration at their inability to influence what they
feel to be the most central determinants of program
outcomes: the ability and willingness of the client to utilize
resources provided, to take proactive steps to obtain employment, and to follow through on
them.
Proactive, outcome-oriented behaviors typically associated with motivation are related to high
function and self-regulation skills. Executive function is a term that describes a group of
individual skill sets associated with success in achieving goals, long-term planning, and selfsufficiency. Self-regulation is a closely related concept also encompasses many behaviors and
capacities involved in managing one’s personal actions and reactions. (See table below.) These
are sometimes considered “soft-skills” and include attention span, time management,
prioritization, impulse-control, self-reflection, and even motivation itself.
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Executive Function & Self-Regulation Skills
SKILL
Planning
Organization

ABILITY
Figuring out how to accomplish goals
Develop systems for maintaining things in an orderly
way
Self-Efficacy
Believing in one’s ability to perform at a high level
Tine Management
Understanding how long tasks will take and using
time effectively to accomplish tasks
Task Initiation
Starting important tasks independently when
needed, even if you don’t feel like it
Working Memory
Holding information in the mind while it is needed
Self-Control
Regulating the intensity of one’s thoughts, emotions,
and actions without letting them take over other
thought processes.
Emotional intelligence
Understanding one’s own emotions and the emotions
of others
Attention
Focusing on a person or task for a period of time as
needed.
Perseverance/Grit
Sticking with a task and not giving up when it
becomes challenging
Flexibility
Adapting to new situations and dealing with change.
Metacognition
Being aware of one’s own thought processes
Adapted from Cavadel et. al (2017) 100 and www.thepathway2success.com

Motivation to participate in job-seeking activities can be seen as an indicator that a client
believes both that they are capable of success, and that their effort will be likely to result in a
real benefit or desired outcome. Unfortunately, impoverished individuals are more likely than
others to have faced adverse life experiences that can undermine confidence in their own
abilities or in the possibility of realizing long-term goals. In fact, research demonstrates that the
stress of living in poverty has a similar effect on executive function skills as not having slept the
night before.101 Further, compliance-oriented case management and programming that
elevates process and compliance over the individual can be perceived as a punitive activity, as
opposed to an opportunity that inspires action. 102
100

Cavadel, E., Kauff, J., Anderson, M.A, McConnell, S., and Derr, M. (2017). Self-Regulation and Goal Attainment: A
New Perspective for Employment Programs. Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, Administration for
Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Washington, DC.
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/goals_lit_synthesis_feb_2017_508.pdf
101 https://www.princeton.edu/news/2013/08/29/poor-concentration-poverty-reduces-brainpower-needednavigating-other-areas-life
102https://peerta.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/public/uploaded_files/IIEESS%20Emerging%20Practice_Colorado_
Final_508_updated.pdf
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The Role of Self-Regulation in Goal-Attainment

Source: Derr, et al. (2018) 103

There is growing interest among government and non-government employment service
providers in the importance of self-regulation skills to obtaining and retain employment. There
is also promising evidence that self-regulation skills can be developed and strengthened,
enhancing an individual’s ability to set and achieve goals. 104,105
The recommendations in this chapter draw on the premise that “motivation” is not a fixed
characteristic, as well as on observations from stakeholder interviews and best practice
research nationwide, in envisioning how the role of the case manager can be strengthened to
help develop self-motivation in clients with high barriers to employment.
Note: Several trademarked tools and models are referenced in the following recommendations
for informational purposes. While Public Works does not endorse one particular model or
vendor over another, we provide this detail to illustrate how other jurisdictions are approaching
this issue, and to guide further research and decision-making. The examples provided are not

103

Cavadel, E., Kauff, J., Anderson, M.A, McConnell, S., and Derr, M. (2017). Self-Regulation and Goal Attainment: A
New Perspective for Employment Programs. Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation, Administration for
Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Washington, DC.
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/goals_lit_synthesis_feb_2017_508.pdf
104 Derr, Michelle, McCay, Jonathan, Person, Ann, and Anderson, Mary Anne. (November 2018) Using the Science
About Self-Regulation to Improve Economic Outcomes for TANF Families. Report #2018-88. Office of Planning,
Research and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
Washington, DC.
105 https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/sendhil/files/976.full_.pdf
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intended to be exhaustive catalog of the models and tools available to implement the
recommendations.

Re-Orient GROW’s Case Management Approach Toward Goal
Achievement
4.1

Adopt an individualized coaching model that incorporates clientdriven goal setting, self-assessment, goal achievement strategies,
and evidence-based motivational interviewing techniques.

In individualized coaching, the case manager guides clients to identify and articulate their own
specific goals and concrete actions to achieve those goals. Additionally, they help clients to
break those actions into manageable steps with realistic deadlines as part of a personalized
action plan.
The role of case manager in this approach is shifted
from a conventional compliance-oriented one where
the case manager’s primary function is to assign, direct,
A case manager should begin by
advise, and refer the client to their next required tasks
focusing on the issue the client
or activities. Instead, the case manager becomes a
feels is most urgent. This may not
facilitator and supportive coach to clients who are
always be the issue you would
responsible for naming and owning specific, goals that
expect, but it is necessary to clear
are personally meaningful to them, and coming up with
a path forward.
their own plans to overcome obstacles. Meetings are
centered on the client, not on the program, and
designed to be empowering. Goals may or may not
relate directly to employment, however, clients are empowered to face and tackle chronic
issues in a manageable way, that would otherwise prevent or impede long-term employment
prospects. Key elements of this approach where it is used successfully are:
• Client self-assessment
• Motivational Interviewing
• Client-driven goal setting
• User-friendly technology
A. Client Self-Assessment
A holistic and dynamic self-assessment is an important tool in an individualized coaching
model. It is a simple, visually intuitive (usually no more than one page) form that easily
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conveys the current circumstances and needs of the client as perceived by themselves.
It addresses employment and non-employment-related areas, and is regularly updated
(for example, before each meeting) so that both the client and the case manager are
actively aware of the immediate issues being faced by the client, or changes in
circumstance.
For example, Larimer County (CO) DHS utilizes a one-page assessment tool entitled A
Snapshot of My Journey™ 106 that enables the client to rank their perceived needs on a
scale of one to five from “Area of Significant Need” to “Thriving” in each of five areas:
• Family/ (or Personal) Stability
• Well-Being
• Financial & Legal
• Education & Training
• Job Search & Employment
Ongoing assessments developed by experts in executive skills coaching are administered
in an accessible portal and assist case managers in determining if the client’s selected
goals are realistic and attainable – and in setting meeting agendas focused on next
steps.
A screenshot of a self-assessment used in A Snapshot of My Journey™ is presented on
the following page as an example.

106http://www.heldrich.rutgers.edu/sites/default/files/products/uploads/WFNJ_Presentation_Jardine.pdf
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(Source: Larimer County Department of Human Services, 2017)

B. Motivational Interviewing (MI)
MI is a core technique of coaching for goal-achievement and is a foundational skill for
further professional development within the goal achievement coaching framework that
could be introduced immediately among GROW Case managers as a first step in this
direction. MI is an evidence-based approach behavior change premised on the belief
that every person has the capacity to make positive changes. While MI is often
conducted by therapists, non-clinicians also learn and effectively use this skill. 107
MI shifts the relationship between the case manager and the client: The case manager,
instead of directing a client on actions to take and behaviors to change, facilitates the
client’s thinking about their own reasons and means for pursuing change. Case
managers work collaboratively with clients to uncover internal motivations, identify
personal goals, and develop a plan to achieve them in manageable steps. MI supports
107https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/goals_lit_synthesis_feb_2017_508.pdf
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clients facing multiple barriers in identifying these barriers, harnessing motivation for
change that originates from the clients themselves; and acknowledging and resolving
inner conflict or ambivalence about change.
Because of its tremendous potential impact, training case managers in MI was
presented as a standalone QuickStart recommendation in Chapter 2, but is also a core
component of the broader rethinking of the case management model recommended in
this chapter.
An excellent implementation resource for management and case managers is the book
Motivational Interviewing: Helping People Change (Applications of Motivational
Interviewing) 3rd Edition by William R. Miller.
C. Client Driven Goal Setting
Goal-setting and incremental goal-attainment are at the core of programs that develop
executive function and self-regulation skills. There are several documented models for
this approach, including and Goal4It™ and My Journey to Success™. Some organizations
adopt elements of multiple models. One proven model that is evidence-based and has
been validated by rigorous evaluations is WOOP (Wish, Outcome, Obstacle, Plan). 108
These models are discussed below.
WOOP (Wish, Outcome, Obstacle, Plan)
Developed by Professor Gabriele Oettingen of New York University, WOOP is the
culmination of over 20 years of research and combines two scientifically-proven
psychological techniques for overcoming real barriers to change —mental contrasting
and implementation intentions.

108file:///Users/jenniferwall/Downloads/goals%20rb%20improving%20employment%20outcomes%20508.pdf
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Mental contrasting is a process in
which people consider all the
reasons why their current situation
does not match their desired future
and why they have not yet achieved
their wish – that is, naming and
facing the obstacles preventing
them from making a change.

An implementation intention
anticipates an obstacle that a
person may encounter while
pursuing a goal, and prepares a
strategy to overcome that
obstacle.

Because an “implementation intention” specifies when, where, and how to take action –
“If X happens, I will do Y” – it has been shown to be more effective at changing
behaviors than a simple intention without a clear contingency plan for dealing with
obstacles, barriers, or resistance. This technique has been proven to be a highly
effective in supporting desired behavior changes.
WOOP incorporates these principles into a four-step process:
1. Identify one key wish that is challenging but can be realistically achieved in a
short-term time frame (e.g., a day, a week, or a month).
2. Imagine the best outcome that would result if that wish were fulfilled and how
that would feel.
3. Reflect deeply within oneself to identify the primary inner obstacle (for instance,
conflicted emotions, a belief or fear, or a bad habit) preventing the fulfillment of
the wish.
4. Identify one action or thought to overcome the obstacle and articulate the plan
in the following form: If (obstacle), then I will (action or thought).
Goal4It! ™
Goal4 It! ™ is a coaching approach developed by Mathematica Policy Research in
partnership with the Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University and expert
practitioners nationwide. It aims to improve participants’ executive functioning and
other self-regulation skills—such as the ability to stay organized and control one’s
emotions—in the short-term and increase economic security and decrease reliance on
public assistance in the long-term. It uses three primary strategies:
(1) strengthening core skills;
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(2) reducing external sources of stress; and
(3) creating responsive relationships within and beyond the program.
Goals and obstacles are self-identified and visualized using simple, intuitive templates
like the examples provided below.

Source: Larimer County Department of Human Services, 2017
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Source: Larimer County Department of Human Services, 2017

Profiles of other employment service organizations that have adopted goal-achievement
coaching models – or elements from multiple models – in serving similar TANF populations
include:
• San Francisco Human Services Agency P500 (in collaboration with the
Department of Public Health, Office of Child Support Services, and Office of Early
Care and Education) is a two-generational program that seeks to lift San
Francisco’s most at-risk families out of poverty. P500 began in 2016 to serve at
least 500 families who are eligible for CalWORKS. P500 staff uses Goal4 It!™ as
part of a multipronged strategy to help participants set and achieve goals.
•

Jewish Employment and Vocational Services (JEVS), Philadelphia was
established in 1941 with a mission to “enhance the employability, independence,
and quality of life of individuals through a broad range of programs.” The
program serves over 35,000 people a year through 20 programs in inner-city
Philadelphia, including employment programs serving almost 5,000 TANF
recipients. In 2016, JEVS began using WOOP with a small segment of this
population.
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•

Washington, DC Department of Human Services utilizes a coaching model to
help TANF customers who are not immediately ready to pursue education and
employment to address obstacles. Targeted Mobility Coaching empowers
customers to change their situation by building skills and behaviors through peer
mentorship and modeling, with customers self-identifying their needs and
developing a plan. 109

•

Oregon Department of Human Services’ Self-Sufficiency Program, Linn County
operates two self-sufficiency offices in Linn County, Oregon. Each office offers
TANF; services related to childcare, domestic violence, refugees, and
employment; and benefits from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program.
The challenges of serving a rural population spurred interest in innovative ways
to help TANF participants, and both county offices began using WOOP in
response.

•

Larimer County Department of Human Services provides employment and
supportive services to approximately 1,500 families through its TANF program.
Between 2012 and 2015, the caseload grew by 43 percent, while annual funding
for TANF was cut by 45 percent. In 2016-2017 the DHS workforce center
introduced My Journey to Success™ and WOOP in an effort to utilize scarce
resources more efficiently and effectively.
The Public Works team was able to interview Ella Gifford-Hawkins about Larimer
County’s experience in implementing their model, which, she reported has
virtually eliminated non-compliance and no-show rates from 50% previously,
positively transformed their relationships with their clients, and has begun to
improve long-term outcomes. “We’re not going back,” she said.

Goal achievement coaching pilot programs are currently being evaluated in a national
study sponsored by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Administration
for Children and Families Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation to determine
whether individualized coaching programs significantly improve job outcomes, reduce
reliance on public assistance, and increase the long-term earnings of low-income
populations receiving employment services. Results of the study are forthcoming in
2021. 110 Pilot programs in the following locations currently are being studied for
outcome results:
109

https://imgsvr.eventrebels.com/ERImg/02/41/36/4307941/141853-2-48157.pdf

110https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/employment_coaching_designreport_073119_508_final.pdf
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•
•
•
•

MyGoals for Employment Success in Baltimore, MD and Houston, TX (being
evaluated as two distinct sites);
LIFT in New York, NY; Chicago, IL; and Los Angeles, CA;
Family Development and Self-Sufficiency (FaDSS) program, operated by the Iowa
Department of Human Rights;
Goal4 It! ™, administered by the Jefferson County Department of Human
Services in Colorado.

D. User-Friendly Technology
An online, accessible user platform is an important tool for both case managers and
clients to support the goal-achievement coaching model described above. Ideally, an
online interface for the coaching model should be implemented that links the case
manager and the client to real-time case documentation, goal-achievement plans,
progress, reminders, and resources that are continuously available to both the case
manager and the client. This platform should serve as a user-friendly, low-maintenance
way to keep action plans and client status organized both for the client and the case
manager, and to automatically generate required reports. This enables the coaching
model to work by “flipping” the role of the case manager from one where the majority
of time is spent on administrative tasks to one where the focus is meaningful client
interaction.
An accessible, mobile-based online platform that aligns with the selected individualized
coaching model is key to reducing and automating burdensome staff responsibilities –
including client notifications and data input, such as client participation hours – which
frees case managers time to increase the quantity and quality of interactions with the
client. Simple, intuitive, and mobile-based web-based tools are used to track goals,
action items, and share resources, enabling clients to initiate self-directed actions 24/7.
Next steps, takeaways, deadlines, and comments are documented in one place,
increasing transparency, understanding, follow-through, and trust.
Larimer County DHS used small groups of participants to gather feedback as it
customized the platform to meet the particular requirements of its program. The
County credits a “fail fast” approach for quickly discovering which features worked well
and which didn’t while testing early versions of the online coaching platform, My
Journey to Success™. Four additional counties in Colorado have since adopted the
customized platform. Sample screenshots are presented below for illustrative purposes.
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Source: Larimer County Department of Human Services, 2017
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Invest in Skills Training and Professional Development Program for
Case Managers
4.2

Equip case managers with rigorous training in techniques for
coaching harder-to-employ clients.

Case managers are the direct link between the
Coaching substantively
GROW program and its clients; any program
changes the relationship
redesign, or even more limited design
between the case manager
improvements, will be incomplete – and likely
and the client.
unsuccessful – without robust training and
engagement of case managers and other frontline
staff in planned changes. Comprehensive and
ongoing staff training is essential to implementing any new case management model(s)
consistently, with fidelity, in a way that case managers can be confident, successful, and
achieve the desired outcomes. While the principles of coaching for goal achievement and
motivational interviewing may be easy to understand, they represent a marked difference in
practice from conventional process/compliance-oriented case management, which is casemanager directed, and relatively transactional in comparison.

“One case manager admitted
she was grieving her past
practice because she thought
she had been using a coaching
model all along and realized
she had not been.

As GROW implements an individualized coaching
model, whether on a pilot basis or program-wide,
many case managers may need to “unlearn”
entrenched habits and practices or prior procedures
that are incompatible with the approach. High
quality training, ideally conducted by a professional
experienced in the selected model, can help case
managers to identify ineffective methods and
replace them with new ones.

One such example is Motivational Interviewing, described briefly above, and in more depth in
Chapter 2. Another tool for consideration is presented below.
Example: Train case managers in a Stages of Change (SOC) approach.
SoC is a systematic framework typically used in behavioral health settings that helps case
managers recommend an appropriate mix of services and activities to support clients in
initiating and maintaining positive behavior changes to achieve their goals. It involves assessing
clients based on their current willingness and ability to initiate changes in their own life (i.e.
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“motivation”). Approaches vary depending on clients’ readiness to engage in behavior change.
Developed in the 1980’s, and studied and adapted by many researchers since then, SoC has
been successfully applied as an evidence-based model for behavioral change management
across disciplines, from healthcare prevention and treatment to substance abuse to workplace
reorganization.111,112 Stages are broadly summarized below in the context of GROW clients
transitioning to employment and becoming financially self-sufficient.
Stages of Change Approach
Stage 1: Precontemplation

Not Ready for Change. The client may need
immediate care for priority issues; may face crisis or
be preoccupied with of basic needs and is not focused
on change.

Stage 2: Contemplation

Beginning to consider making changes. This is a good
time to assess readiness to change for different goal
areas using Motivational Interviewing (MI). A skilled
case manager can use MI to uncover internal or
external barriers that may be have prevented the
client from taking positive action, or from being
successful in previous actions
Stage 3: Preparation
Believes that change is necessary and imminent. The
case manager can help the client to set realistic,
measurable and actionable targets, and to create a
concrete plan and timeline for overcoming known
anticipated obstacles or setbacks.
Stage 4: Action
Actively taking steps to achieve incremental goals.
Stage 5: Maintenance
Successfully practicing and strengthening new
behavior patterns and ways for coping with
obstacles.
Most individuals experience setbacks along this
continuum. The case manager can help the client to
Relapse/Recycle
recover from setbacks and reassess their goals,
strengths, or plan of action and re-enter the process at
the appropriate stage without giving up on positive
change.
Source: Adapted from James Prochaska and Carlo DiClemente, Toward a Comprehensive Model of Change (1984).

111
112

8RES Report, page 8
https://socialworkpodcast.blogspot.com/2009/10/prochaska-and-diclementes-stages-of.html
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4.3

Create a GROW Staff Development position to implement and
coordinate robust training and engagement programs for GROW
Staff.

Professional development is too essential to the program’s success to be conducted on an ad
hoc basis. The success of any program redesign will require program staff fully to understand,
embrace, and implement it with fidelity. Professional
development is both an investment in the program, and in
its staff; it is a key factor in employee morale, technical skills
“When I got my first case
and productivity, and in cultivating shared values and
management job, I never got
professional culture. We recommend creating the role of a
any real training.” – GROW
dedicated point person who is responsible for coordinating
case manager
and directing an ongoing program of staff training, practice,
and professional development. A leader in this role will be
invaluable to ensuring that case managers receive an
appropriate mix of professional development to achieve
each of these purposes.
This position would also be responsible for as soliciting regular, structured feedback from case
managers in order to assess staff development “pain points” – such as immediate training
needs and sources of case manager stress. Areas for focused attention may include:
• Developing a consistent onboarding process for ensuring that all new hires receive
consistent and adequate training in understanding GROW program goals, policies,
their role and responsibilities, and key methods utilized.
• Ensuring equity for diverse clients and respecting cultural difference.
• Understanding how trauma and adverse childhood/life experiences can impact
motivation.
• Building trust and rapport with clients.
• Preventing burnout and managing stress amongst case managers, including creating
respectful and healthy boundaries.
• Identifying barriers and needs that require more specialized care, and how to access
those resources.
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4.4

Provide ongoing focused professional development for case
managers on practical and relevant topics, informed by staff
interest and feedback.

A. Focus on racial and multicultural sensitivity.
As new ways of interacting with clients are introduced, it is also vital to ensure that they
are implemented in a way that is equitable to clients from diverse racial and cultural
backgrounds and informed by and sensitive to that diversity.
Cultural backgrounds and family histories shape
attitudes and perceptions about the meaning and
“The relationship between
significance of work. They may also be key to a
work and identity is complex,
deeper understanding of some client motivational
and informed by family history,
drivers and attitudes. The concept of "work" as it
culture, and life experience.” –
relates to identity can be very different across
DPSS staff
socioeconomic cultures and ethnicities, and certainly
against the backdrop of race. Historically in the U.S.,
work has not always meant "opportunity" for some
groups as much as a coerced condition, form of punishment, or exploitation. Simply
put, "work" has not always represented a realistic means for all people to uplift
themselves economically. Multigenerational poverty can also produce an ambivalence
toward wage work that is a potential source of misunderstanding between case
managers and their clients from a deep poverty background.
An example of how professional development topics can integrate racial and
multicultural sensitivity is training for a strengths-based-approach. Historically, social
programs have been quick to focus on the deficiencies of clients, and minority clients in
particular.113 However, many human service organizations are attempting to transition
to a more positive strengths-based model that seeks out, recognizes, and builds upon
client strengths.114

113http://centerforchildwelfare.fmhi.usf.edu/kb/cultcomp/Practice%20Guide%20for%20African%20American%20f

amilies.pdf
114http://centerforchildwelfare.fmhi.usf.edu/kb/cultcomp/Practice%20Guide%20for%20African%20American%20f
amilies.pdf
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B. Create professional development opportunities for case managers who wish to
develop an expertise in serving clients with specific challenges.
These case managers would have the opportunity to become expert resources to the
GROW program as well as mentors or “consultants” to other case managers. Examples
of specializations could include expertise on resources available to homeless clients,
those with substance abuse issues, victims of domestic violence, youth clients, or other
categories to be identified.
Some case managers noted in interviews that clients have in some cases become hostile
to the point where case managers have felt intimidated or threatened. De-escalation
strategies to prevent and reverse escalation of conflict within the context of providing
service to clients – and especially strategies that are informed by sensitivity to trauma –
is one example of an area of expertise that could be developed as an asset to the GROW
program. Staff trained in trauma-informed de-escalation techniques would equip the
Department to engage more safely and effectively with hard-to-serve populations while
avoiding the cultivation of a hostile, police-like environment. For example, case
managers at the Michigan’s Community Mental Health Authority are now being
specifically trained in trauma-informed de-escalation skills and techniques. 115
C. Create formal opportunities for case managers to network and meet with their
counterparts at other agencies (e.g, LACOE, DMH, WDACS, etc.) as well as in other
programs within DPSS (e.g., GAIN).
Case managers interviewed by the Public Works team reported that they did not feel
well connected to other County resources to which they referred clients, or confident
that they were aware of all available resources.
Case managers would be more effective if they
were continuously exposed to more up-to-date,
“If we don’t have the type of
firsthand knowledge about various referral
help they need in our
options/alternate work-participation activities,
programs, I just Google and try
and external resources.
to learn what’s out there for
them.” – GROW case manager

115Sample

training content is available at: http://www.ceicmh.org/component/docman/cat_view/23downloads/11-finance/40-provider-manual/92-training-unit-test-out-materials/94-de-escalation-skillstraining?Itemid=144.
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More opportunities to network and participate in conferences or collaborative interand intra-departmental events and meetings of staff – especially staff who are serving
the same populations – would help to break down existing silos and maximize the
relevant services and employment or training opportunities potentially available to
clients.
D. Case workers should be required periodically to attend sessions of the various workrelated activities to which they refer clients in order to gain a firsthand understanding
of how each operates.
This should be considered a training activity that will allow case managers to more
confidently assess whether the activities referred are appropriate and beneficial to their
clients.
E. Policies and procedures that are frequently misunderstood should be topics of
periodic clarification and training.
All case managers should be equipped with strong understanding of, and easy reference
to written DPSS policies and policies of referral partners. Policies should be consistently
enforced and communicated to partners and clients.

Strengthen Case Manager Support Systems
4.5

Equip staff with additional tools and resources for identifying and
referring clients who need more specialized support services than can
be provided through GROW.

For case managers or other staff who interface with clients and who are not explicitly trained to
manage clients with mental health issues, helping them to know when to refer a client to a
trained mental health worker is important. This not only ensures that clients are getting the
help that they need, but also helps to minimize additional anxiety for case managers, burnout,
and related turnover. For example, GROW clients without a documented mental illness may
nevertheless exhibit behaviors that indicators that professional mental help is warranted. Case
managers are not all trained in identifying these signs, which can place them in situations they
are not well-equipped to manage.
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See, for example “Top Ten Indicators for When to Refer Participants to Mental Health
Professionals.”116

4.6

Create a case management consortium.

DPSS should convene an Innovation and Advisory Group of case managers and program
contractors who lead clients in work-related activities, to improve communication between
case managers and program leaders, especially in sharing techniques that are effective and
ineffective – and to cross-pollinate new ideas for innovation by individuals who work directly
with clients.
This case management consortium should consist of small, site or area--based professional peer
groups among whom case managers could consult professionally about difficult or frustrating
cases, share helpful resources, and share strategies for avoiding burnout – in a mutually
supportive environment.
Groups should include a mix of newer and more experienced caseworkers. A consortium need
not be limited to DPSS employees. Some organizations invite external service providers to their
monthly team meeting to discuss client cases.
Other organizations set aside formal time for staff to meet and discuss client cases. Meeting
frequency, configuration, and duration vary across sites. For example, a case manager
consortium may meet weekly for two-hours to discuss client cases and invites all staff members
involved those cases to participate. A consortium need not be limited to DPSS employees.
Some organizations invite external service providers to their monthly team meeting to discuss
client cases.

4.7

Pair new caseworkers with an experienced mentor.

New hires should be assigned a case manager mentor from among those with the most
experience, and ideally those who have been recognized by management and/or their peers for
their skill or specialized training. Mentors who volunteer to serve as a guide and resource to
new hires should be recognized professionally – whether through seniority, promotion, or in
some other public way for their efforts in helping mentees to succeed.

116

https://coachfederation.org/app/uploads/2017/12/WhentoRefer.pdf
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Cultivate a Program Culture and Morale within GROW that is
Conducive to a Coaching Approach
4.8

Create a program culture that is mindful of staff health and stress
levels, and proactively prevents staff burnout and turnover:

A. Offer periodic workshops for staffs focused on practical strategies and tools to
minimize secondhand trauma experienced by case managers who work with
individuals in crisis.
B. Share and practice strategies for maintaining healthy and respectful boundaries while
working with high-needs populations.
C. Create protected time for staff to focus on stress management.
Examples could include using conscious discipline techniques such as guided meditation
(e.g. Calm app) or breathing techniques, availability of a mental health professional to
support staff when needed, on-site exercise and yoga classes, and Employee Assistance
Programs (EAPs) (i.e. staff help hotline).
D. Implement Paid Time Off (PTO) policies that explicitly recognize the need for mental
health days in addition to those reserved for physical sickness.

4.9

Hire case management staff that are well suited to an individualized
coaching and goal achievement approach.

A. Screen and select for staff who have a growth mindset. A growth mindset is the belief
that abilities and traits that are not fixed but rather can be developed and strengthened
through dedication and hard work, rather than a fixed mindset (a belief that basic
qualities, like intelligence or talent are fixed).
Many dynamic and human-centered organizations, businesses, and educational
institutions are interested in identifying people with this orientation, and there are a
variety of employment screening tools/questionnaires that can assess growth
mindset.117

117

See, for example: https://www.mindsetkit.org/topics/assessments-growth-mindset-math
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B. Screen and select for staff with a trauma-informed background.
Trauma-informed care is a paradigm for organizing public health as well as human and
social services that flips the conventional opening question being asked with respect to
clients, “what is wrong with you?” to the root-cause oriented question, “what has
happened to you?”118 Trauma-informed care is facilitated by a supportive service
provider (case manager or coach) who is guided by six principles 119:
1. Safety
2. Trustworthiness/Transparency
3. Peer Support
4. Collaboration/Mutuality
5. Empowerment (Voice & Choice)
6. Culture, History and Gender Issues
C. Consider the cultural and ethnic makeup of clients served in a given location when
hiring case managers and other frontline staff.
A staff that reflects the demographics and socio-cultural features of the communities
they work with can make clients feel more welcomed, motivated, heard, and apt to
share and participate. While research suggests that empathy and cultural competence is
more important than a case manager’s particular ethnicity in counseling/coaching
outcomes, a diverse staff that reflects the community can help bolster to a sense of
trust, respect, and enhance the cultural competence of the entire staff. 120 121

4.10 Encourage and reward staff – and contracted service providers –
who innovate new strategies to facilitate client achievement – even
if they are not successful.
Proactive efforts on the part of staff to continuously improve client outcomes (and DPSS
process efficiency) should be encouraged and rewarded. Such innovations may include
fostering new collaborative partnerships with external organizations. Recognition and rewards
for innovative case managers or other staff could include either professional commendation or
material incentives (such as bonuses or transportation benefits.)
118

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK207202/

119https://www.cdc.gov/cpr/infographics/00_docs/TRAINING_EMERGENCY_RESPONDERS_FINAL.pdf
120

1 https://www.mathematica.org/api/sitecore/MediaLibrary/ActualDownload?fileId=%7B11062F
7F-AA18-41D9-84292A1FEC0E6725%7D&amp;fileName=Case_Management_brief.pdf&amp;fileData=Case_Management_brief.pdf%20
-%20%7B11062F7F-AA18-41D9-84292A1FEC0E6725%7D&amp;fileMime=application%2Fpdf
121 https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/d7/priv/sma14-4849.pdf
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Innovation “failures” should be tolerated and even be celebrated, with an emphasis on the
lessons learned that will inform the next efforts. Appropriate outcome measurements,
however, should be a central component of any new initiative. While failure or mistakes should
be viewed as an inherent part of innovation, ineffective practices should not be continued or
replicated. Metrics are essential to identify which successful approaches should be
strengthened and built upon. ‘

4.11 Work to ensure that the professional conditions and status of
GROW/GAIN staff are perceived as equitable.
While it is understood that GAIN benefits from additional funding streams, DPSS should take
special efforts to ensure that staff of various programs are treated equitably and enjoy similar
working conditions. DPSS staff from both GROW and GAIN programs suggested in interviews
that GROW staff are perceived as lower status than their counterparts among GAIN staff within
the department; such perceptions, whether or not they are substantiated, undermine morale
and productivity.
A GROW program redesign would offer a unique opportunity here for GROW staff to be trained
in new case management methods on a pilot basis – and to become the future trainers for
other DPSS-administered programs such as GAIN should the model be expanded. Investing in
GROW staff as innovators and implementers could be a concrete step to alleviate perceptions
of unfair treatment or unequal status and opportunity.

4.12 Create a physical working environment that reflects and reinforces
program goals and values.
The office environment in which program staff work and in which clients are received set the
tone for the entire program. An environment consistent with the goals of employment and
self-sufficiency should be reflect professionalism, optimism, empowerment, and dignity. The
appearance of the office sends important signals about how clients and staff are should interact
with one another, and expectations for employment outcomes. The physical space does not
need to be lavish, but priority should be placed on ensuring that program work and meeting
spaces convey professional standards of comfort, cleanliness, and respect for both clients and
staff. Examples include:
•

Maintaining high professional standards for cleanliness and maintenance
of office areas.
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•
•

•

Creating environmental supports for privacy if closed door meetings are
not possible, including use of white noise machines or room dividers to
muffle sound and increase privacy
If a security/screening presence is necessary, it should be discreet, and
guards should be provided training and standards for how to ensure that
clients are treated respectfully and equitably.
Increasing cultural competence by using positive and culturally
representative artwork and decorative elements that resonate with
diverse members of the local community.

4.13 Reduce worker caseloads, which are currently too high to
consistently provide more than transactional interactions with
clients.
Personalized case management is a central component of a human-centered workforce system.
While certain cases require (and receive) more time and attention than others, case managers
must ration their time and resources amongst their large caseloads, requiring them to make
difficult tradeoffs, for example, between prioritizing clients with greater needs and higher
barriers – or clients whose needs are not as high, but who would likely benefit from more
individualized guidance and attention.
Based on approximately 200 case managers and over
“I’m scheduled for a new client
40,000 ABAWD clients, GROW case managers are
every 15 minutes. 8-10 people
responsible for over 200 client cases on average. If case
per day are scheduled by the
managers’ time was spent exclusively on client
system If some are no-shows
interaction, it would allow no more than 45 minutes of
then I have more time to
case management time spent per month per client. In
spend with the ones who show
fact, case managers are responsible for numerous other
up.” – GROW case manager
tasks and requirements, including compliance reporting.
As a result, actual average time spent per client per
month is substantially less roughly 10 to 15 minutes per
month.
Reducing the case manager workload would allow more time when meeting with clients to
develop effective coaching relationships, establish trust, and uncover/address undisclosed
barriers to employment. Potential strategies and model practices for reducing caseloads
and/or enabling case managers to devote more time to individual clients include the following
actions:
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A. Establish caseload targets and limits to ensure a reasonable number of cases for each
case manager, and to allow case managers to provide a high quality of service to each
client.
Staffing and hiring needs should be assessed based on actual workload, and needed
positions created, even if funding is not currently available to fill them.
B. Assign high needs/high barriers client to designated case managers with specialized
training and expertise, relieving other case managers of their most time-intensive
clients.
Specialized case workers would have a lower caseload limit than general case workers to
offset the increased intensity of specialized case management services. (i.e., homeless,
older workers, formerly incarcerated).
C. Consider providing some case management interactions within in a group setting.
Although group case management should not replace valuable one-on-one interactions
between case managers and clients group meetings, when used selectively, it can
enable a program to stretch service capacity in times of increased need.
Local workforce areas in Massachusetts and New York, for example, have responded to
higher demand during economic downturns by conducting initial case management
assessments in a group setting.122 They can also allow for a greater quantity and quality
of case manager interactions, especially if case managers are trained in serving as group
facilitators, and empower clients to network with peers in a supportive cohort
arrangement.

122

https://www.mathematica.org/download-media?MediaItemId={11062F7F-AA18-41D9-8429-2A1FEC0E6725}
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CHAPTER 5. ALIGNING PROGRAM ACTIVITIES WITH PARTICIPANT
NEEDS
GROW participants with diverse histories and barriers may require specialized services and
program activities in order to transition successfully into the job market and to achieve selfsufficiency. Currently, GROW largely functions on a one-size-fits-all basis, with the vast majority
of program participants referred to JRT/JRY, irrespective of whether resume and interview
coaching is meaningful and relevant to their individual circumstances.
In comments that echoed those of several other
interviewees, one contracted service provider who
interfaces with clients in JRT said, “20 to 25 percent of the
participants should be [in JRT]; 75 to 80 percent are not
“Twenty-to-twenty-five
really helped by being there.” This individual noted that
percent of the participants
while individuals referred to JRT by their case managers
should be in JRT. Seventy-five meet the program definition of “employable,” some
to-eighty percent are not really
exhibit disorganized behaviors indicative of emotional or
helped by being there.” –
mental disturbance, and some appear to have unmet basic
GROW contracted service
housing and hygiene needs. In these cases, there is a
delivery provider
mismatch between the services provided and those that
are needed. Job search resources, for example should be
invested in individuals who are prepared to work tomorrow; those with unmet immediate
needs or difficulty functioning in everyday situations are not job-ready and need some other
form of stabilizing assistance before successful job search efforts can be realistically
undertaken.
Many participants require baseline supportive services before being able productively to
engage in more structured program activities, and/or require content more highly tailored to
their circumstances. Participants’ job readiness varies along a continuum: Some require shelter
and basic needs, while others have these needs met but must address motivational barriers or
trauma to realize a benefit from program activities. Still other participants face few barriers
and are ready to engage positively in employment-focused opportunities.
GROW’s current program refers its clients to work-based activities on the premise that virtually
all participants fall into this last group of people already prepared to seize an employment
opportunity. Unfortunately, this positions participants with basic needs and motivational
obstacles for additional failures, strains the program’s and its contractors’ relationships with
potential employers, and squanders limited program resources.
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Further, those participants who are well-positioned and motivated to benefit from current
JRT/JRY activities are challenged or discouraged by an environment in which they may find
themselves in the minority among individuals who are not ready – for a multitude of reasons –
to do the same. Organizing program cohorts by those engaged in similar activities and more
likely to relate to each other’s circumstances will increase program efficiency and provide the
added benefits of a supportive peer cohort.
Every GROW participant should be considered to have the capacity for employment and selfsufficiency, but assigned activities should align with a client’s needs and strengths – that is, Is
the activity relevant to the client’s path toward employment, and can the client be
successful? Along with rethinking case management to meet people where they are through a
goal-achievement coaching model (as described in the previous chapter), GROW should offer
participants an appropriately tiered program of qualifying work activities that are aligned with
and reinforce the goals they are pursuing.
DPSS should align GROW’s programmatic offerings with a hierarchy of needs – an approach
backed by best-practice research – to match clients with appropriate services and activities.
Program offerings should be informed by best-practices for harder-to-employ participants, with
room for innovation and flexibility. For example, service delivery contractors who work closely
with GROW participants may be encouraged to tailor program content on a pilot basis to meet
more specialized participant needs, or to foster collaborations with external partners, with
incentives for successful demonstrations that can be replicated.
Harder-to-employ GROW participants would benefit from programming that deeply engages
them and resonates with their lived experiences of poverty and unemployment. For many
participants, experiences with homelessness, incarceration, substance abuse, and trauma shape
a worldview that works counter to positive changes. Participants themselves should be
considered an underutilized source of knowledge and inspiration for program improvements, as
should past participants who have “lived it” – some of whom could be well-positioned to inspire
clients as coaches, mentors, or leaders who come from a place of shared understanding.
In addition to restructuring program activities and content, the recommendations in this
chapter also describe cross-cutting adjustments to GROW’s compliance and technology
processes. Both GROW staff and clients will benefit from leveraging business standard
technology to streamline processes, reduce administrative burden, conduct relevant activities
virtually, and collect more robust data.
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A selection of representative quotes from interviews with DPSS staff and contracted service
delivery providers:
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•

“Employers are willing to give them a chance. It’s all about how they come across in an
interview, but the soft skills aren’t often there.”
“If there’s no other place to send them, then what option do the case workers have?”
“They’re not ready to work. They shouldn’t have been sent to us.”
“We only take a few GROW participants. Our training money comes from GAIN. We try
to squeeze some GROW people into short-term trainings when we can.”
“A career exploration program would be very beneficial. They don’t want a dead-end job
without a pathway. They just have a lot of ideas about what they could do.”
“We need to assess participants better and see who is actually job ready. Then send only
the job ready people to our office. Those who aren’t ready need to go into another type
of program besides job readiness or job search.”
“Case workers don’t have a lot of options to provide. They need more courses.”
“We could create new courses but there is no training money.”
“The homeless crisis is out of control. There should be a GROW program for Homeless.
There should be a GROW program for ex-offenders because there is nothing else to do
with them.”
“There ought to be some kind of group home to allow homeless GROW participants to
get help.”
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Assess Participant Needs to Assign Program Activities
5.1

Develop and adopt a three- tiered job readiness and employment
hierarchy of needs framework with basic needs for security and
health serving as a foundational requisite for job readiness.

This framework should be deployed as a guide for assigning participants to appropriate
program activities by addressing foundational needs before higher order needs. The
framework should include three key elements:
1. Hierarchy of Employment Needs,
2. Participant Need Profiles, and
3. Targeted Program Activities by Tier
Program staff and participants express that services are largely provided on a “one-size-fits-all”
basis. Participants essentially follow the same process, regardless of unique histories, barriers,
and needs that affect each individual’s ability to engage in program activities and maintain
employment. Individual goals, motivations, priorities, are not primary factors in assessing needs
and barriers, or in making program referrals.
Contracted service providers interviewed by our team consistently estimated that the large
majority of clients (60-80%) are enrolled in services that are unlikely to result in a job
placement for them. This is consistent with placement rates of 20 – 25%. Salient examples
include homeless or housing insecure individuals who are not focused on job search while basic
survival needs are uncertain (food and shelter); justice-involved individuals on probation or
whose case outcomes are uncertain; and individuals with
unresolved mental, emotional, behavioral, or physical
health issues that are undiagnosed or not considered a
“We need to assess
disability.
participants better and see
who is actually job ready.
Further, there is a gap between the legal criteria for
Those who aren’t ready need
whether benefit recipients are “employable” and practical
to go into another program.”
criteria for whether they are “job ready,” that is, actually
prepared to enter employment once a job is offered. As a
result, clients are frequently sent back to the referring case
manager from contracted service providers who are not
equipped or contracted to serve clients who are not, for
practical purposes, ready and able to start work immediately. These failed service “matches”
www.public-works.org
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contribute to the already high level of discouragement and demotivation experienced by
unemployed individuals. According to DPSS staff interviewed, “We need to assess participants
better and see who is actually job ready. Those who aren’t ready need to go into another type
of program besides job readiness or job search.”
Moreover, inappropriately referred individuals serves to undermine efforts to build strong
relationships with employers, who have been assured that a pool of workers is “job ready.” In
our conversations, we heard anecdotal reports of clients exhibiting no interest in jobs for which
employers come to interview them and clients noticeably requiring additional supports, and
unable to focus on the task at hand. As staff expressed, “If there’s no other place to send them,
then what option do the case workers have?”
GROW case workers frequently referred to a variety of life circumstances that stand in the way
of employment. These ranged from homelessness and physical danger, to a lack of motivation
and inadequate job skills. Because many GROW participants are dealing with life circumstances
that are more threatening than unemployment, their ability to become employed is
compromised by more fundamental human needs for security and motivation. Staff who work
closely with GROW participants shared in an interview, “[Many GROW participants] lose hope.
They have barriers that cause despair.”
Participants with high and/or multiple barriers to
employment require specialized programs. Until foundational
“Homeless GROW
needs are met, or at least stabilized, higher-order needs such
participants need a place to
as job training, are of lower importance to the participant -live. These people are deeply
even if there is a causal relationship between their
depressed. How can you
circumstance and their unemployment. One GROW case
expect them to go out and
manager explained, “One of the things that needs to change
get a job?””
is that they (homeless GROW recipients) need a place to
live. These people are deeply depressed. How can you expect
them to go out and try to get a job? They get defensive over
time because it’s not reasonable.” Another echoed that, “The
homeless crisis is out of control. There should be a GROW program for homeless participants, a
group home, [and] a GROW program for ex-offenders” because current program referrals are
inadequate to meet their needs.
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Framework for Participant Needs
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5.2

Utilize the Hierarchy of Employment Needs framework to identify
the types of needs the client is currently experiencing and the
extent to which they are job ready. Match participants with
programs aligned to these needs.

Addressing participants’ basic needs early in their GROW experience will help ensure that
participants are actually ready for employment when they are applying for jobs.
The Hierarchy of Employment Needs describes the types of challenges facing the participant.
The fundamental requirement for employment is that basic needs for safety, security and
health are met before higher order needs can be satisfied. The second tier of employment
needs are intellectual and emotional, which we frame as motivational. These are learned skills
related to self-management and a drive toward self-actualization. The highest level of
employment challenges are job skills, career development and interviewing/communication
www.public-works.org
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skills. We found that the contracted services tend to focus heavily on these skills. However, if
participants lacked motivational goals, drive toward self-management, or basic needs, they
were unprepared to commit to their employment activities. To some extent, the needs can be
worked on concurrently, but safety and security will often trump motivational needs.

5.3

Develop and use a Participant Needs Profile as a way of
categorizing the client’s level of needs and specific barriers,
according to where they are functioning on the Hierarchy of
Employment Needs.

The Participant Need Profile allows for the identification of client barriers standing in the way of
meeting Level 1 needs for security and health, such as homelessness, substance use, physical
abuse and violence, incarceration, lack of a high school diploma, and others. The Participant
Need Profile would guide GROW staff in assigning appropriate services and activities that are
designed specifically to address the challenges. This tool is designed to provide appropriate,
specialized support for participants with high barriers to employment, and while challenges are
a focus of this activity, case managers should integrate strengths-based approaches (described
in Chapter 4), rather than view clients through a deficit-lens, focused only on challenges.
A. Organize participant programs according to how they address the needs identified in
the Hierarchy of Participant Needs.
Programs should be organized by levels of needs, with programs for basic needs being a
first priority for participants facing these barriers, such as homelessness, physical danger
and incarceration. For each “tier” of participants, specific targeted programs that “meet
participants where they are” by addressing their relevant needs will be assigned. The
details of programming within each tier are discussed in-depth in the next
recommendation. Properly identifying participant needs and activities requires a robust
screening and initial assessment.
Identifying participant barriers and self-identified goals up front facilitates successful
matching of participants to relevant activities and avoids premature “job ready”
evaluations, which are counterproductive. Research indicates that “successful
engagement strategies include a high degree of case management that begins with
intake. Initial comprehensive assessments are critical to identify immediate service
needs, determine the capacities of participants to work, and identify any special
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intensive needs.”123 Chapter 4 of this report describes a holistic and dynamic selfassessment tool for GROW participants to convey their circumstances and needs.
B. Create Client “Personas” that serve as profile “snapshots” to humanize participants
and provide services according to groupings.
Workforce partners in Maryland lacked an adequate understanding of the TANF clients
they were working with, prompting the creation of one-page snapshots with
information on demographics, education, employment and earnings, disabilities, and
program participation.124
In Los Angeles County, the Public Works team was told by interviewees this lack of
information on the GROW population extends beyond workforce partners, with multiple
stakeholders expressing the need for a clearer idea of who the clients are. Staff
interviewed for this project shared that, “It would help to create a participant profile, so
we have some tips on what this person has going on.” Developing a more thorough
understanding of the population at hand facilitates a shift away from “one size fits all”
thinking to enable more nuanced and specialized approaches.
Further, subject matter experts with specialized knowledge of each barrier (such as
homelessness, substance use) should be enlisted to cultivate greater understanding of
GROW participants experiencing these circumstances and how they may be best served.
Additionally, clients facing multiple barriers and requiring services at the intersections of
these profiles must be accounted for with integrated, rather than siloed, services.
Best practices of other employment service organizations that have adopted tiered
approaches to meeting client needs in serving similar populations include:
•

DSS North Region in Connecticut triages clients, with contracted service providers
assigning clients to one of four levels according to work readiness: Clients in “Level
1” were identified as ready to work and assigned to job search activities; individuals
in “Level 2” face some barriers to employment and usually participate in activities
related to subsidized or unsubsidized employment, vocational education, or job
search. Clients in “Level 3” identified two or more barriers to employment and were
referred to a barrier removal workshop, as well as GED or ESL courses. “Level 4”

123https://mackcenter.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/publications/strategies_for_engaging_adults_in_welfare-

to-work_activities.pdf
124http://www.heldrich.rutgers.edu/sites/default/files/products/uploads/WFNJ_Presentation_Nicoli.pdf
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contained nonparticipants, with whom case managers began reengagement efforts.
125

•

In Wasatch Front South in Utah, clients are assessed early in the program to identify
the service strategy most suitable for each individual. Participants join one of three
service tracks based on presence of barriers to employment, general level of work
readiness, level of education, and refugee status: (1) “Work-Ready” for immediatelyemployable clients, (2) “Job Prep” for clients requiring help with barriers to
employment, and (3) “Education” for participants assigned to ESL or basic education
courses. As individual situations changed, participants could move through different
tracks. The program’s goal is to support work-ready participants to quickly gain
employment and to provide clients with individualized coaching and support. 126

•

A comprehensive review of best practices in providing these services identified
success in tiered program designs that tailor service delivery to client progress,
including using Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as a focus for programming to first fulfill
basic needs, followed by “services supportive of actualization.” 127

5.4

Refer GROW participants to specialized programs according to the
employment needs they identify and/or exhibit on a spectrum of
needs. Organize an array of programs into “Targeted Tiers” that are
in alignment with various types of GROW participant needs,
histories, and barriers, using this portfolio of programs to refer
clients.

Diverse participants have diverse needs. A one-size fits all approach to clients results in
suboptimal outcomes and an inefficient use of resources. While the goal of GROW is to get
participants into jobs quickly, the reality is that the majority of GROW participants are not
placed in jobs during their participation; further, the reasons for this are diverse. For repeat
clients in particular, “one size fits all” approach is less likely to produce a different
outcome. One middle-aged participant we interviewed shared that he had been in and out of
the program at least three times since he was 18.

125

“Improving Program Engagement of TANF Families: Understanding Participation and Those with Reported Zero
Hours of Participation in Work Activities.” OPRE Report 2015-06, Mathematica.
126“Improving Program Engagement of TANF Families: Understanding Participation and Those with Reported Zero
Hours of Participation in Work Activities.” OPRE Report 2015-06, Mathematica.
127https://www.8res.org/wraparound-services-report
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While all GROW participants have been deemed employable, not all are equipped to begin
working immediately, and not all have the same kind or level of barriers to employment. While
some just need some coaching on how to secure employment (resumes, interviews, job
search), others struggle with meeting basic needs on a day to day basis (e.g. housing, violence)
mental or physical health disturbances, or are experiencing unresolved personal or family
trauma. Many others come from backgrounds of poverty and may need to learn (or re-learn)
ways to function outside of a deprivation context (executive functioning skills, positive social
skills, self-regulation, financial literacy) in order to find work stability.
Participants we interviewed stressed the impact of these experiences in comments such as, “At
times, I don't know where to start. I've been dealing with depression because I don't have a
place to live. My parents' house is full. My sister, her
kid and my brother live at home. I can't really live
“Some of us are coming from
there.” Another client shared, “Some of us are coming
really dark places.”
from really dark places. There's abuse, drugs, mental
and physical issues. They need to be able to understand
abuse. I don't think this is touched. It's not an easy
thing. Some need months and years to get over it. They
don't want to talk about abuse but it's there.”
Participants struggling to meet basic needs – including housing, physical security, literacy and
adult basic education, substance use, and incarceration – are often not in a place to benefit
from or deeply engage with many program activities and thus, require supplemental supports
in order to participate in additional activities to eventually be considered “job ready” and
connected with an employer. Further, some participants that we interviewed did not find the
programs to which they were referred to be meaningful for them. One GROW client shared,
“They focus on short term, not long term. They just want to put money in our pocket and get
us out of the program. It's just a stepping-stone. They can do better. They're sending me to
sessions for topics I'm not interested in.”

“Entrepreneurs can create
opportunities for ourselves…
Help us help ourselves. Allow
people to create their own
opportunity.”

Others felt that the program should provide more
opportunities for self-employment and entrepreneurship: as
one client explained, “I'm an entrepreneur. Entrepreneurs
can create opportunities for ourselves better than getting a
job from someone else. Things like landscaping, catering,
food prep, barber, hairdresser, crafts, e-Bay. Help us help
ourselves. Allow people to create their own opportunities.”
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Finally, participants, themselves, suggested that program content would be more effectively
delivered in contexts wherein GROW clients are served alongside peers with similar
circumstances and life experiences. For example, one middle-aged participant shared “It's a big
distraction to have the 18-21-year olds in our group. They aren't serious about getting a job.
We (older adults) rationalize differently. I can relate to people in my own age group.”
Participants’ circumstances are unique, and the level of additional support to address individual
needs varies along a spectrum. Staff interviewed shared that, lacking the options of services
needed to adequately support participants with significant barriers, “If we don’t have the type
of help they need in our programs, I just Google and try to learn what’s out there for them.”
Providing participants with the proper supports -- and aligning program activities with
participant needs -- increases the likelihood of participants achieving “job readiness,” successful
placements, and long-term retention and employment. Programming should be assigned based
on each participant’s identified “level,” as described below:
Targeted Tiered Programs by Level
Level 1: Programs for
Barriers and Basic Needs
Housing
Physical Security
Justice-Involved
Substance Abuse
Literacy and Basic Education

Level 2: Programs for
Motivational Goals
Youth Programming
Life Skills Programming
Mental and Emotional
Wellness

Level 3: Programs for
Empowerment & Employment
Job Search & Interviewing
Skill Training & Credentials
Job Retention
Follow-Up & Reassessment
Self-Employment Track

A. Identify Level 1 programs to refer participants addressing barriers and basic needs to,
with corresponding tiered program enhancements supporting housing, physical
security, incarceration, substance use, and literacy and adult basic education,
incorporating best practices into the array of available programs.
Successful approaches for supporting participants through addressing these basic needs
include:
•

Serving low-income individuals while providing housing as a basic need. The
Jeremiah Program in Fargo-Moorhead (North Dakota) provides a “campus” for lowincome families which includes furnished apartments that has shown strong
outcomes128, while the MOMS Partnership offers “Hubs,” neighborhood-based, co-

128https://jeremiahprogram.org/

www.public-works.org

136

PHASE ONE REPORT: PROGRAM REDESIGN FOR SINGLE ADULTS WITHOUT DEPENDENTS
CHAPTER 5– ALIGNING PROGRAM ACTIVITIES WITH PARTICIPANT NEEDS
located spaces where families “live, work, and play.” At these Hubs, families receive
economic success and mental health services.129
•

Creating feedback channels for hard-to-employ clients themselves, to find out
more about what their self-perceived needs are and what skills they hope to
develop. The Life Skills Development Project conducted a participant survey for
homeless clients that focuses on the skills needed to maintain housing. The survey
found that housing stability requires a range of skills, including cooking and home
maintenance, self-esteem, emotional control, and conflict resolution for which many
people transitioning from homelessness and poverty require training.130

•

Paid work opportunities for high-barrier participants, in tandem with housing
residency and specialized supportive services. Ready, Willing & Able is a 12-month
residential program for homeless men with long histories of incarceration,
unemployment, and substance use that entails paid work (through street cleaning
service), complemented by holistic social services, career training, education, and
sobriety support.
Here, case managers work one-on-one with participants to assess needs and set
goals while participants follow a curriculum of relevant evening classes ranging from
financial management to general education. Over 7,000 “Men in Blue” have
graduated the program with full-time jobs, permanent homes, and sobriety. Alumni
continue to receive career development opportunities and educational
advancement support. A study by Harvard University found that graduates were
60% less likely to be convicted of a felony three years after exiting the program,
while overall future police contact was cut by a third.131

•

Providing contextualized basic adult education and bridge programs for clients
requiring educational and literacy supports. One in four Los Angeles County
residents has not completed high school, and half of that share have less than a
ninth-grade education. Contextualized instruction and curriculum development
entails developing academic lessons in such a way that the materials are relevant to
the adult learner’s employment goals, interest, and daily life, giving students an
opportunity to apply what they learn. Integrating basic education and skills training

129https://medicine.yale.edu/psychiatry/elevate/our-work/scaling/
130https://homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/attachments/Life%20Skills%20Development%20Project%20Report.p

df
131https://www.doe.org/programs/ready-willing-able/
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has demonstrated considerable success. The approach may also be particularly
effective when combined with a Transitional Job approach, with the workplace
serving as a site for experiential learning that is reinforced by basic skills and work
readiness instruction.
Bridge programs are a mechanism for linking the hardest to employ individuals to a
training or post-secondary program by equipping them with basic academic and
English language skills. Bridge programs are designed to be flexible in nature to
adhere to participant scheduling needs and are generally condensed to deliver the
learning as efficiently as possible. Bridge programs are comprised of: contextualized
instruction (described above), career development, and transition services like
tutoring, coaching, and supportive services. Prior evaluations suggest that the
programs effectively builds on current knowledge to quickly incorporate new
learning and transition to further education and training.132
•

Focusing on the needs of youth who have transitioned out of foster care. For
example, First Place for Youth’s “My First Place” in Oakland, California is a
nationally-reknown education and employment program model that provides
housing and case management supports for youth who have transitioned out of
foster care. Participants work with a team of program staff, consisting of a Youth
Advocate (a master’s-level social worker), an Education and Employment Specialist,
and a Housing Specialist. As part of the program, participants receive rent-free
housing in shared apartments while working to achieve education and employment
goals, build community, and achieve economic self-sufficiency.133

B. Identify Level 2 programs and enhancements, informed by best practices, for
motivational goals to refer relevant participants to, including youth programming; life
skills programming; mental and emotional wellness supports; and vocational
development.
Youth Programming
The circumstances and needs of youth often vary significantly from older GROW
participants, as clients that we interviewed reiterated, and specific approaches should
be developed for these participants. Helpful best practices and resources for youth
programming include:
132http://nationalinitiatives.issuelab.org/resources/16921/16921.pdf
133https://www.firstplaceforyouth.org/
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•

ARISE offers evidence-based life skills lessons designed to connect disengaged at-risk
youth with behavioral, academic, motivational and emotional challenges through
“lively, attention grabbing activities” that are accessibly written.134 The training and
curriculum was developed by the former director of the D.C. Department of Youth
Rehabilitation Services. Young adults require language, reading, writing, and
mathematics skills; practical skills such as hygiene, food preparation, basic safety
and survival skills, and driving a car or using public transportation; and skills
associated with work, income generation, money management, and personal and
social skills.
Further, research from Mathematica recommends systematically diagnosing the life
skills that youth need by conducting a needs assessment or mapping backwards
from goals, to intermediate outcomes, to skills young people need to achieve those
outcomes.135

•

A best practice review of programs focused on employability for Opportunity Youth
recommend setting a clearly defined mission that describes the population of youth
the program will target, the proposed outcomes, and the specific strategies the
program will employ to achieve these outcomes. They also cite the JAG National
High School Employability Skills Curriculum, which teaches 81 specific competencies
broken down into eight categories: career development, job attainment, job
survival, basic competencies, leadership and self-development, personal skills, life
survival skills, and workplace competencies. These employability skills should be
provided alongside comprehensive services, such as Job Corps’ intensive program
for opportunity youth that provides both employability training, as well as education
and GED training, health and mental health services, and social skills training.
Further best practices include hiring staff with strong connections to the community
and local employers, providing follow-up services for participants in their career
development after the program ends, and maintaining focus on increasing youth’s
financial capability, as through the MyPath Savings Institute. This tool incorporates
financial capability elements into workforce programs by offering youth access to
mainstream financial products and support opening checking and savings accounts,
using direct deposit, offering financial education, setting goals, and providing savings

134https://at-riskyouth.org/
135https://www.mathematica.org/our-publications-and-findings/publications/building-youth-life-skills-lessons-

learned-on-how-to-design-implement-assess-and-scale-successful
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incentives. Youth of all demographics experienced promising results through this
program, including increased financial knowledge, financial self-efficacy and positive
financial decision-making.136
•

Boston SYEP provides a summer youth employment program that was initiated and
designed by youth, embedding youth voice and perspective throughout the
program. Outcomes from this program included notable increases in job readiness
skills, financial literacy, community engagement, and college aspirations, with the
largest gains for youth of color. Youth should be involved in all program elements,
including leadership, evaluation, and feedback, which may be accomplished through
a youth advisory component to the program. 137

•

Almost all strong programs for youth assessed in review deploy a collaborative
leadership structure engaging officials across municipal government, the private
sector, youth development, education, and human services, as well as a robust
platform for employers. The city of Hartford’s comprehensive collaborative regional
model is composed of business leaders, the Chamber of Commerce, public schools,
Capital Workforce, funders, academicians, and independent associations working in
tangent. 138 This report should be read in full and contains a number of valuable
recommendations for youth programming: https://www.workforcegps.org//media/Global-Site/Content/Resources/Global-Content/DESC-Evaluation-ReportDraft-3-11-17.ashx

•

Address implicit and explicit bias in all programming components, working with staff,
employers, nonprofits and educators to recognize “the power of stereotypes,
tracking, low expectations, and some of the negative messages youth of color may
have received along the way about their lack of potential.” 139

Life Skills Programming
The World Health Organization has defined life skills as “abilities for adaptive and
positive behavior that enable individuals to deal effectively with the demands and
136https://www.albany.edu/chsr/Publications/ESPRICAPRIBest%20Practices%202017.pdf
137https://www.workforcegps.org/-/media/Global-Site/Content/Resources/Global-Content/DESC-Evaluation-

Report-Draft-3-11-17.ashx
138https://www.workforcegps.org/-/media/Global-Site/Content/Resources/Global-Content/DESC-EvaluationReport-Draft-3-11-17.ashx
139https://www.workforcegps.org/-/media/Global-Site/Content/Resources/Global-Content/DESC-EvaluationReport-Draft-3-11-17.ashx
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challenges of everyday life.” Life Skills Programming should cover financial literacy,
positive social skills and “soft skills,” Executive Function skills, and communication and
public speaking.
In our conversations, we heard that a promising life programming course had begun to
be implemented across the County. This program should be adapted to a virtual
environment to continue to build upon current success. Life skills programming should
focus on skills for self-sufficiency and incorporate relevant best practices including:
•

CAP Tulsa Family Advancement Programs, which hosts monthly meetings with
topics including nutrition, stress management, and life transitions. CAP Tulsa also
offers ESL classes specifically designed to meet these participants’ unique needs and
improve English conversational skills.140

•

The MOMS Partnership in Connecticut offers stress management classes, practical
skills for managing stress and improving mood like relaxation, breathing, problemsolving, and communication, all of which are also offered in Spanish.141

•

Nebraska’s TANF program also offers Building Nebraska Families (BNF), an intensive
home visitation and life skills education program for hard-to-employ TANF recipients
in rural Nebraska. BNF provides individualized education, mentoring, and service
coordination support aimed at enhancing participants’ basic life skills and wellbeing. Master’s-level educators deploy research-based curricula to build
participants’ life skills. 142

•

A wealth of research exists to demonstrate that the experiences of sustained
poverty and trauma affect the way the brain functions through compromising
Executive Function (EF) skills, which include setting goals, prioritizing tasks,
considering options, foreseeing obstacles and planning in advance – all essential
functions for making one’s way out of poverty. However, these functions are
dynamic and can be developed well into adulthood. Best practices around the
country are focusing on building the EF skills of individuals in poverty to improve
long-term outcomes. Clients at EMPath (cited throughout this report) begin their

140https://captulsa.org/
141https://medicine.yale.edu/childstudy/communitypartnerships/moms/
142

“Improving Program Engagement of TANF Families: Understanding Participation and Those with Reported Zero
Hours of Participation in Work Activities.” OPRE Report 2015-06, Mathematica.
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day doing online activities that build these functions, suggesting potential for
“gamifying” Executive Function activities via a local tech partnership.
Further, Executive Function (EF) concepts are embedded into Larimer County’s goaloriented technology, allowing clients to build EF functions through program
activities and web-based tools, described in further depth later in this chapter.
SECURe Families – developed by the Aspen Institute – uses the science of EF to
develop skill-building strategies for children and adults through a series of nine
workshops facilitated by a community-based social workers. Strategies include daily
“Brain Games” to build EF skills, learning to identify when the “stress siren” is taking
over, and practicing cool-down strategies.143
•

Soft skills programming is a notoriously amorphous topic, with little evidence-based
consensus as to how to effectively teach these skills, and, moreover, what such skills
even entail. Yet, soft skills are repeatedly brought up by program stakeholders as
integral to GROW participant success. We heard in our interviews with staff that,
“Employers are willing to give them a chance. It’s all about how they come across in
an interview, but the soft skills aren’t often there.”
Soft skills – or “employability skills” – of relevance to GROW participants may
include professional demeanor, punctuality, organizational skills, reliability, problem
solving, critical thinking, collaboration, communication and interpersonal skills.
Promising practices and considerations include:
o Integrating soft skill development into all program activities and interactions and
establishing “discipline of the workplace” into all aspects of the program, rather
than silo its practice to a single course. 144
o Offering experiential-based means of developing soft skills through simulated
work environments, role-playing opportunities, demonstrations, team activities,
and the like.145 Evidence from the Pew Research Center suggests that these skills
are most effectively taught in person through real-world experiences146, posing
particular challenges for the COVID-19 era.

143https://www.aspeninstitute.org/blog-posts/target-intergenerational-poverty-basic-life-skill/
144https://www.seattlejobsinitiative.com/wp-content/uploads/SJI_SoftSkillsReport_vFINAL_1.17.13.pdf
145https://www.seattlejobsinitiative.com/wp-content/uploads/SJI_SoftSkillsReport_vFINAL_1.17.13.pdf
146https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2017/05/03/the-future-of-jobs-and-jobs-training/
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o According to a review of soft skills needed for the 21st century workforce,
training programs seeking to develop these skills should incorporate “group and
individual training, a focus on individual needs, contain a component to address
emotional behaviors at work, and include training on effective communication,”
and further advocates for the use of simulations. Additionally, according to this
report, the level of training should be determined by employers.147
o Thinking critically about what is being asked of participants in terms of “soft
skills,” with the understanding that soft skills are culturally and geographicallyspecific, to ensure that participants of all backgrounds are viewed with respect.
o Fostering employer engagement in developing employee soft skills. Employers
consistently identify soft skill development as a pressing need, yet largely do not
view it as their responsibility.148 Employers should at the very least work to
clearly express the skills that they feel employees must be equipped with.
o Administering a “soft skill assessment” early in the GROW process to assess
where participants have room to grow. South Seattle Community College uses
AccuVision, a software program developed by Learning Resources Inc., to
monitor students’ soft skills competencies pre- and post-training in a workforce
education program. Employer groups developed a rubric to assess students in
the development of the software. When students pass the tests, they receive a
Work Readiness Credential. 149
Mental and Emotional Wellness Supports
Mental and emotional wellness supports for clients at Level 2 include: programming
focused on client attitude; therapy with skilled professionals integrated into client
success plans; and supports, workshops, and programming to address stress
management and mental health. Successful strategies and programs on this topic
include:
•

STRIVE is a nonprofit unique for its focus on the attitudes of participants. The
program begins with a four-week program that provides the communication, social,
and behavioral training people need to not only land a job, but to build a career,

147https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=4772&context=dissertations
148https://www.seattlejobsinitiative.com/wp-content/uploads/SJI_SoftSkillsReport_vFINAL_1.17.13.pdf
149https://www.seattlejobsinitiative.com/wp-content/uploads/SJI_SoftSkillsReport_vFINAL_1.17.13.pdf
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focusing on attitude, accountability, personal responsibility, workplace ethics,
professional etiquette, and interpersonal skills. The program is delivered through a
work-simulated environment, which has proven to be effective in equipping clients
with job readiness skills. STRIVE develops their own job readiness and job skills
program materials.150
•

In a nationwide review of case management programs and wraparound supports for
clients, successful stress management and mental health supports included:
o Workshops and courses on topics including vicarious trauma, conscious
discipline and breathing techniques, on-site exercise and yoga and music classes
(perhaps conducted virtually during COVID-19).
o Online programs with specific modules to address stress management.
o Embedding emotional intelligence development into all daily programming to
increase participants’ capacity to self-manage stress.
o Assigning both a case manager and a therapist to every client to decrease staff
burnout, as well as reduce stigma associated with mental health.
o Engaging clinical social workers in developing and running behavioral health
programs to have an expert lens ingrained in each aspect of program
development151.

•

The WeCARE program in New York City tracks hard-to-employ TANF and Safety Net
clients, conducts a comprehensive biopsychosocial assessment to identify service
needs and develop an individualized treatment plan, and assigns them to one of four
service tracks. (1) “SSI for clients with a disability who do not require medical care to
stabilize their condition, (2) “Wellness Plus” for clients requiring medical care to
stabilize their conditions, (3) “Wellness,” for services to prepare for employment by
supporting mental or physical health conditions, and (3) “Vocational Services” for
employment services for clients who could work some hours, but enough not meet
the number of hours for the federal work requirement. Medical professionals and
providers determine client moves between these tracks. WeCARE engages other
strategies recommended in this report including, motivational interviewing,

150https://strive.org/
151https://www.8res.org/wraparound-services-report
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strengths-based approaches, goal setting, and behavioral counseling to increase the
employability of individuals. 152
•

Licensed, specialized treatment workers are engaged to serve the needs of
participants with documented physical or mental health conditions in Utah and
Sonoma County, California. Statewide in Utah, Local Care Teams (LCTs) are
employed to conduct clinical assessments, link clients to substance use and mental
health treatment, provide short-term crisis management, and support sanction
conciliation reviews within local employment centers. LCTs also supported case
managers in navigating difficult cases and worked to train case managers to
recognize potential hidden barriers to employment. Sonoma County hired two fulltime mental health therapists to serve similar roles. 153

•

For clients with serious mental health needs, Individualized Placement Systems
(IPS) have already shown strong outcomes within Los Angeles County and capacity
should be expanded for these services. IPS is a model of supported employment
designed for people with serious mental illness – though it is also effective for a
wide range of target populations, including homeless, older adults, various racial and
ethnic groups, and individuals with criminal justice histories – to work at regular jobs
of their choosing. The model has a strong evidence base, showing a 56% competitive
employment rate over 25 randomized control trials, as compared to 23% for the
control groups. Services are provided by IPS specialists, who offer direct assistance
with work and education/technical training and work closely with a team of
practitioners providing services for the same people.
IPS principles include: open to anyone who wants to work; focus on competitive
employment (pay the same as others in a similar position, work in community
settings with others who do not have disabilities); rapid job search; targeted job
development; client preferences guide decisions; individualized long-term supports;
integrated with treatment (care coordinators, therapists, medication providers,
housing specialists meet regular to coordinate recovery-oriented services); benefits
counseling included (trained benefits specialists help make informed decisions about
starting or changing jobs). Notably, pre-employment assessments, training and
counseling are not required and are kept to a minimum. Individual preference is the
guiding force, with a person’s strengths, work experiences, and preferences for type

152

“Improving Program Engagement of TANF Families: Understanding Participation and Those with Reported Zero
Hours of Participation in Work Activities.” OPRE Report 2015-06, Mathematica.
153 “Improving Program Engagement of TANF Families: Understanding Participation and Those with Reported Zero
Hours of Participation in Work Activities.” OPRE Report 2015-06, Mathematica.
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of job, work hours, and supports guiding employment, rather than a pool of
available jobs. Services are provided as long as needed and desired and are not ruled
by arbitrary time limits. Individuals are also supported in job changes and career
advancement, including additional schooling and training.154
Vocational Development
Vocational development is also a focus of Level 2: vocational assessments should be the
norm for all clients, not the exception. DPSS GROW should assign job-shadowing for indemand skills, as well as job “tryouts” to provide clients with experience, such as the “4Hour Interview,” and develop industry-specific seminars on in-demand careers based on
updated labor market data, potentially sponsored by local employers.
C.

Refer clients at Level 3 to best practice-informed program activities offering skill
training and credentials; job search and interviewing; job retention follow-up and
reassessment services; a self-employment track; and opportunities for building social
networks. Models and practices for Level 3 services include:
•

The industry-led and worker-centered Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership
offers nationally renowned employment readiness training opportunities that are
designed by industry leaders. The program serves majority nonwhite men with no
more than high school education. 155

•

STRIVE, the nonprofit mentioned above, provides lifetime follow-up support and
retention services. STRIVE claims that many alumni return for additional job
placements as they pursue higher positions.156

•

Establishing a defined schedule for client check-ins/follow-ups after placements
and consider opportunities for reassessment. Best practice examples include
surveying clients every 90 days to reassess status, and using a self-sufficiency matrix
and a vulnerability matrix to both acknowledge progress and identify areas for
targeted support in reaching long-term goals. Factor in client preferences for
ongoing support. While consistent and frequent follow-up is important for positive
outcomes, there is flexibility in whether visits are in-person or virtual, take place

154http://nationalinitiatives.issuelab.org/resources/16921/16921.pdf
155https://wrtp.org/
156https://strive.org/
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over phone, email, text message, etc.157 In interviews, program participants
expressed that case managers should “give [them] a call once or twice a month” and
make concerted efforts to “stay connected” in ways that integrate technology.
•

Best practices for building social networks include: celebrating graduation from
skill-building workshops through ceremonies or rituals; ensuring clients at different
levels of success participate in activities together as models who have been
successful for like individuals, with such “layering expertise” allowing for greater
network building and peer-to-peer sharing; and offering group-based programming
where cohorts stay together, developing community cohesion. 158

•

The GROW program should further engage participants by piloting a “flipped
classroom” approach to programming, wherein participants run the sessions at the
front of the room, with case workers, supervisors, and managers sitting in the
classroom and listening. This approach would endow students with more autonomy
in searching for topics that they feel would support employment and allow
participants an opportunity to share with relevant staff what they know from their
lived experience.

Strengthen Capacity for Innovation and Collaboration
5.5

Deliver services that are culturally competent.

To ensure that program activities meet the needs of all participants, explore hiring consultants
who represent the minority communities that the program serves to participate in curriculum
development or case consultation, and offer a lens of historic trauma and strengths-based
approaches to working with these communities and cultures. In Ramsey County, individuals
representing African American and American Indian communities host trainings for staff on
cultural sensitivity and recognizing implicit bias. In Los Angeles County, African American and
Hispanic communities would be represented.159

157https://www.8res.org/wraparound-services-report
158https://www.8res.org/wraparound-services-report
159https://peerta.acf.hhs.gov/content/webinar-successful-methods-addressing-ethnic-and-racial-disparities-tanf-

programs
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5.6

Develop a strategy for collaborating with outside entities and assign
a senior leader to oversee the development of external
partnerships to increase the array of innovative and effective
programs accessible to GROW participants.

A strategy for external collaborations should include new ways to engage contractors in
innovation and continual program improvement; a resource network of other human service
organizations who serve the GROW population; improved integration with the workforce
development system and reorganization of the Job Developer function.
A common concern voiced by participants and case managers is an insufficient variety of
programs for skill development and job readiness support. There appear to be only a few
programs that are contracted specifically for GROW participants. The courses (educational or
job readiness) that are available may be outdated or not as relevant as they could be.
Permission to modify the contracted job readiness curriculum appears to be limited, with
contractors indicating that they cannot make substantive changes to the job readiness course
content.
There are many other entities beside Los Angeles County
DPSS who provide career development and self-sufficiency
Connecting participants with
programs to the GROW population, however a systemic
opportunities is “a manual
solution for partnering with these outside organizations is
process. There’s no database
not apparent. In programs outside of the public sector, less
or system. No directory.”
bureaucracy may allow for greater flexibility in
experimenting with new approaches, however, it is not
clear how GROW connects participants with these outside
opportunities. As one Job Developer expressed in an
interview, “It’s a manual process. There’s no database or
system. No directory. There’s a link on the DPSS” to find job opportunities. GROW case
managers need to be aware of the widest possible array of options for GROW participants.
Case managers should not have to search the internet for education or life skills programs.
Instead, they should have a comprehensive directory, and perhaps even first-hand exposure to
an array of programs that could benefit their clients.
The staff who seem to be most connected to outside entities are job developers. However,
their role is to connect job-ready participants to employers, not necessarily to connect
participants to learning opportunities. Additionally, it’s not apparent that the job developers
have a strategy or system for connecting to and promoting external opportunities. Job
Developers we talked to seem to work a personal network of temporary employment agencies
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and other employers of low-skilled workers to uncover new opportunities, and then provide
daily or weekly notices to case managers about current hiring opportunities.
The case managers who need to bridge participants with outside learning opportunities seem
to have extremely limited exposure, and no clear system for connecting participants with
outside opportunities beyond a short list of GROW sponsored courses. During interviews, many
reported that they felt there should be more learning opportunities or different types of
programs. Participants themselves reported a ranging level of satisfaction with programs. The
biggest gap could be the limited variety of training options and the fairly basic information
about job readiness. DPSS GROW workshops could be improved, and there are innovative
programs outside of GROW that could be leveraged in a more effective way, in order to expand
programs available to GROW participants.
DPSS should endow contractors with more flexibility and work to actively engage the nonprofit
sector:
A. To foster a wider array of referral options for participants, GROW should engage
contractors in new ways and give them greater latitude in adapting program content
to address the participants needs differently.
Contracted program instructors have a high degree of time spent working with and
getting to know the GROW participants during the two-week job readiness courses.
They have a deep, first-hand knowledge of the audience’s challenges through the
intensive nature of the two-week program. By giving contractors more freedom to
change the job readiness content, more specialized tracks could be created by providers
based on their first-hand experience with the audience. In addition, because they
operate other programs and are actively involved in the network of community service
providers, they are very likely to be ‘up’ on new approaches and innovative
partnerships. More importantly, the flexibility that exists outside government, within
the private and non-profit sectors, allow for more nimble responses, because they have
less bureaucracy holding back change. These partners are in a good position to pilot
specialized offerings aligned with the Targeted 3-Tiered Program Model.
B. Introduce virtual workshops of the same course, offered repeatedly across multiple
locations, to consolidate the number of course offerings needed.
By consolidating courses, it would allow new, more specialized topics to be introduced.
This is one way that GROW could add new courses, without increasing the overall
budget for job readiness courses. Having contractors move some courses online and
allowing them to experiment with new content would be a breath of fresh air for the job
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readiness courses! More on technology feasibility is presented in another
recommendation in this section.
C. Enhance connections to nonprofit connector to strengthen program and referral
options.
Another way to enhance the availability of referral programs is to get better plugged in
to the programs offered in the non-profit sector. A resource network of other human
services organizations could be a way to aggregate and leverage existing programs
without additional expense to GROW. GROW could designate managers to participate
in such a network and bring back information about referral programs available through
other entities.
Further, the GROW program should look to collaborate with and learn from local
nonprofit providers with strong connections to and understanding of communities of
color, whose strengths can be utilized to work towards a common goal. This is a best
practice utilized in an overlapping program between Colorado Works, the state’s TANF
program, and the state’s refugee resettlement program: the collaborative model looks to
nonprofits and other programs and agencies serving the same communities and allows
for these communities to be better served.160
D. Designate a senior leader tasked with cultivating external collaboration and develop a
robust strategy for engaging contractors.
Oversight and accountability for greater outside collaboration should be assigned to a
GROW senior leader, and a comprehensive strategy for engaging contractors, other
human service providers and employers should be developed.
This strategy should leverage the approach taken by job developers to connect with
employers and expand this outreach to other vital entities in the employment system.
The role of job developers presents an opportunity for increased outside collaboration
through liaison with schools and development programs. While these staff positions
focus on job opportunities for GROW participants, there’s not a comparable position
focused on learning and self-development opportunities for candidates who are not jobready.

160https://peerta.acf.hhs.gov/content/webinar-successful-methods-addressing-ethnic-and-racial-disparities-tanf-
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As explained by the Hierarchy of Employment Needs, work-readiness does not exist in a
bubble: it is a product of a holistic life experience. To increase its long-term
effectiveness, the GROW program also needs to take a more holistic view of job
readiness, and bring together external partners that can support GROW participants in
more comprehensive ways. We realize this goes beyond the job placement focus of the
GROW program, but this shift will ultimately improve employment outcomes for clients.
Further examples of how impacts can be strengthened through collaborative
partnerships include:

161

•

UNITE-LA, a coalition of organizations, including the United Way and the City of Los
Angeles Workforce Development board, that provides workforce development
opportunities for youth in the Los Angeles area to ensure underserved youth have
the opportunity to participate in Los Angeles' 21st century economy. 161 This is an
example of a community network that LAC DPSS could participate in.

•

The District of Columbia’s Office of Public-Private Partnerships (OP3) is charged
with building collaborations between the private sector and District government to
complete major infrastructure projects and other programs through long-term,
performance-based procurements (public-private partnerships).162 It has inspired
other cities interested in building bridges between public agencies and private
investors, such as a newly-created position of the P3/Joint-Ventures Policy
Coordinator in Fairfax under the Office of the County Executive.163

•

Coro is a leadership training program based in New York that creates opportunities
for social change leaders to work in the public sector – cultivating “multi-sector
translators” who have a deeper understanding of local structures and issues 164 As
the Executive Director of What Works Cities explained, “If a startup CEO could spend
just two weeks in a city hall, it could make a world of difference in developing
innovative and achievable solutions.” Similarly, public sector leaders should have
more innovative opportunities for professional development, as leaders in the
private sectors do: for example, the Bloomberg Harvard City Leadership Initiative
supports mayors in developing leadership skills to address the social problems facing

https://www.unitela.com/our_partners

162https://op3.dc.gov/
163https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-01-12/why-d-c-is-leading-the-way-on-partnering-with-the-

private-sector
164 https://coronewyork.org/
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their cities.165 Public sector employees in Los Angeles County should have similar
opportunities for cross-sectoral collaboration and learning.
•

A cross-sector partnership between Green Bay Community College and the City of
Rochester and the state of New Hampshire successfully addressed both industry
and workforce needs. When Safran USA and Albany Engineered Composites
required a manufacturing site and workforce to manufacture a new kind of fan
blade. Together, the partners developed a proposal for the companies to build their
manufacturing site in a state industrial park in exchange for providing a certified
workforce by training students from the community college in an industry-specific
training program. The companies agreed to assist in designing and planning the
curriculum, provide specialized equipment and funding, and participate in
discussions on logistics and provide technical expertise. The New Hampshire
Department of Resource and Economic Development played an indispensable role in
securing the location of the Great Bay’s Advanced Technology and Academic Center
and played an ongoing role in advocating for the companies’ needs. 166

•

Cross sectoral partnerships can be leveraged to deploy technology-based solutions
to local issues. For example, in responding to severe snowstorms that compromised
school transportation for children, the City of Boston issued a cross-sector response
to relay the GPS locations of school buses to parents. The Mayor’s Office of New
Urban Mechanics partnered with Boston Public Schools, the GPS Provider Zonar,
Code for America, and Vermonster to create a free app to provide parents with
necessary information. The first version of the app was developed by code for
America, after which MONUM worked with BPS to identify parent testing groups
and spearheaded the writing of proposals to provide feedback on each round of
testing. To scale the project to all of Boston, MONUM headed the RFQ process to
identify a developer to build a more established platform. The end result was an app
called “Where’s My School Bus?” that equips parents with real-time bus locations
and is used a thousand times a day.167

•

Social media partnerships may also enhance communications to job seekers about
potential opportunities. The Department of Labor tested several strategies in
Minnesota, Idaho, and New York to provide networking opportunities, job readiness
workshops, connections to employers, and a platform to address jobseekers’ needs

165https://ash.harvard.edu/cityleadership
166https://www.collectiveimpactforum.org/sites/default/files/The%20Intersector%20Project%20Toolkit.pdf
167https://www.collectiveimpactforum.org/sites/default/files/The%20Intersector%20Project%20Toolkit.pdf
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and questions. While employment outcomes have not been rigorously studied,
social media usage increased in all three pilot states. In the COVID-19 era,
specifically, developing virtual strategies to engage and inform jobseekers is of the
essence.168
•

Baltimore, Maryland, has engaged in a variety of innovative partnerships aimed at
creating opportunities for harder-to-employ populations.169 Examples include:
o An Administrative Assistant Training Program developed in partnership with 10
anchor institutions in the Baltimore Integration Partnership (BIP) and funded by
the City of Baltimore and BIP. The program provides a free 13-week course to
prepare job seekers for employment as administrative assistants. HR reps from
the anchor institutions serve on a steering committee to design the curriculum,
facilitate job shadowing, and conduct mock interviews. Participants receive
professional development, soft skills training, nationally recognized
certifications, case management, and job placement services.
o Details Deconstruction, a social enterprise that creates jobs while reducing
environmental waste and adopting a business model that considers “social,
environmental, and financial impact.” The projects divert salvageable materials
from overflowing landfills and create jobs for individuals facing barriers to
employment. A sister company, Brick + Board, processes the salvageable
materials for resale for other projects.
o Baltimore Workforce Funders Collaborative, a public-private partnership aimed
at advancing the labor market prospects of unemployed and underemployed
Baltimore residents.170

•

The Collective Impact Forum has prepared a toolkit for cross-sector collaboration.171

168https://www.hudexchange.info/trainings/fss-program-online-training/phone/4.3-find---retain-employment.html
169

https://www.umms.org//media/files/ummc/community/bip_economicinclusion_fullreport_06192018_reducedfilesize
170https://www.umms.org//media/files/ummc/community/bip_economicinclusion_fullreport_06192018_reducedfilesize
171 https://www.collectiveimpactforum.org/sites/default/files/The%20Intersector%20Project%20Toolkit.pdf
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Learn from Individuals with Lived Poverty Experience
5.7

Engage program participants and “peers” – individuals with lived
experience with government assistance, poverty, and barriers to
employment – in program development and activities.

Current job readiness programming often does not resonate with GROW program participants
and many program activities have extremely low rates of attendance. Participants that we
interviewed had mixed reviews of the course material. Some indicated that it was inadequate,
while others said the content was a good starting place.
Program participants lack opportunities to connect with and learn from one another and others
with a shared experience of living or having lived in poverty. Program participants with unique
circumstances – including trauma and mental health, disability, substance use, or histories of
homelessness or incarceration – would also benefit
from support and shared understanding of these
“I’ve been in GROW for 18
experiences. Further, as we heard in our
years and never had anyone
conversations, GROW participants have many ideas
this interested in my
about ways that the program could be improved to
feedback.”
better meet their needs and feel validated by having
their voices recognized. One participant that we
interviewed shared, “I’ve been in GROW for 18 years
and never had anyone this interested in my
feedback.” These insights greatly informed our
recommendations and gave us new ways of looking at these issues and devising client-centered
solutions.
The GROW program has tremendous opportunity to improve participants’ experience with the
program and outcomes by 1) harnessing the power of peer support among program
participants and 2) centering the voices of individuals who have lived in poverty in
programming.
A. Provide opportunities for GROW participants to benefit from peer support.
Many GROW program participants experience a range of circumstances that affect
motivation, self-regulation, and the ability to secure and maintain employment.
Program participants have experiences with homelessness, incarceration, disability,
trauma, and generational poverty. Peer support is the process of people with similar
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experiences supporting one another, both emotionally and practically.172 Peer support
has shown to improve health outcomes, promote hope and feelings of agency,
empower individuals, increase self-esteem and self-management, and encourage social
networks.
According to a literature review of seven academic studies examining group-based peer
support, this practice leads to positive outcomes for helping individuals move into work
and for staying employed in these jobs. Together, these studies detailed a range of
direct outcomes associated with peer support, including improved job retention,
reduced sick leave, achieving a new job or moving into education, and supporting other
recovery goals.173 A robust body of research exists supporting the success of peer
support for individuals with unique circumstances including mental health, disability,
substance use, and histories of homelessness or incarceration, experiences shared by
many GROW participants that often serve as barriers to sustaining employment. 174 175
176

B. Integrate lived experience of poverty and unemployment into GROW programming.
These practices are premised on the understanding that connecting with peers who
share similar life experiences resonates with individuals in a meaningful way, and on the
assumption that “people who have similar experiences can better relate and can
consequently offer more authentic empathy and validation” to one another, often more
successfully than professionally qualified staff.177 Building on this understanding, a life
skills curriculum, and other GROW programming, would likely be improved by
integrating the insights of GROW participants, themselves, as well as others with lived
experience of poverty and/or multiple barriers to employment, to capture the lived
experience that other stakeholders, including program staff, contractors, and case
managers, may not have. Programming informed by these perspectives – as well as
delivered in part by peers, themselves –is more likely resonate with GROW participants
in an impactful way.
In co-creating a life skills curriculum and other programming with people who share
lived experience with GROW participants, we recommend looking to the University of
172http://englishbulletin.adapt.it/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/404_Peer-Support.pdf
173http://englishbulletin.adapt.it/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/404_Peer-Support.pdf
174https://aspe.hhs.gov/system/files/pdf/205411/PeerSupServ.pdf
175https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5438434/
176https://nationalreentryresourcecenter.org/posts/for-the-formerly-incarcerated-peer-mentoring-can-offer-

chance-to-give-back/
177http://englishbulletin.adapt.it/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/404_Peer-Support.pdf
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California (UC) and California State University (CSU) systems as potential sites of
collaboration. These campuses are renowned for socioeconomic diversity and strong
economic mobility outcomes and educate many first-generation and low-income
students with diverse life experiences. Development and delivery of the curriculum
should involve both peers and social workers.
C. Enhance processes to consistently gather feedback from GROW participants and invite
ideas to improve the program.
Larimer County’s best practices for client engagement include regular surveys with
random incentives and conducting focus groups without staff present so that
participants can speak freely. Further, the feasibility of gathering this feedback amidst
COVID-19 concerns was demonstrated in the phone conversations we had with
participants throughout this process, garnering candid, innovative, and user-informed
ideas.
D. Monitor the progress of Peer Support Services (PSS) legislation in California
Peer Support Services (PSS) is an evidence-based approach for which cost may be
reimbursable by states that include them in their state plans. The California Senate
introduced legislation this January to establish a statewide certification program for
peer support specialists and provides the structure needed to maximize the federal
match for peer services under Medi-Cal. A peer is defined as “a person who draws on
lived experience with mental illness and/or substance use disorder and recovery,
bolstered by specialized training, to deliver valuable support services in a mental health
and/or substance use setting.” The bill has so far been amended and referred to the
Committee on Health.178 California currently does not have enough qualified mental
health professionals to meet the needs of Californians, making peer specialists an
important source of support. The County should closely watch this legislation and look
for opportunities to bolster these supportive services for GROW participants. Examples
of successful PSS models include:
•

The MOMS Partnership, a multi-neighborhood, community-driven partnership
based in New Haven, Connecticut, that develops interventions to meet the mental
health needs of mothers to increase economic security that is being scaled across
the country and implemented by TANF systems and public health leaders. The
MOMS Partnership deploys Community Mental Health Ambassadors – moms from
the community who connect families with health and wellness resources – who

178https://sd15.senate.ca.gov/news/2020-01-08-press-release-senator-jim-beall-champions-mental-health-

legislation-certify-peers

www.public-works.org

156

PHASE ONE REPORT: PROGRAM REDESIGN FOR SINGLE ADULTS WITHOUT DEPENDENTS
CHAPTER 5– ALIGNING PROGRAM ACTIVITIES WITH PARTICIPANT NEEDS
significantly support the recruitment and retention of mothers in the program, ease
feelings of social isolation, and contribute to increased social networks.179
•

Family Futures Downeast, a two-generational program designed to improve
economic outcomes for low-income families in Maine, cites peer support as a critical
factor to success, with 94% of parents in the program reporting positive peer
relationships.180

•

Group peer support provided in TANF settings in Connecticut and in Sonoma
County, California. Small support groups, led by case managers, were offered to
engage clients and address barriers to employment, covering topics including money
management, seeking help for depression, and others.181

Best practices from a comprehensive review of case management and wraparound
services programs across the U.S. identified the following as promising opportunities for
peer-engaged programming:
•

A peer advocacy program run by clients that supports them in empowering other
clients, while advocating for themselves.

•

Informal peer-to-peer circles that may be themed around food, arts, music, culture,
and outings and offer opportunities for participants to build social capital.

•

Creation of a client-driven leadership council that welcomes and acclimatizes new
clients and serves as mentors and ambassadors between staff and program
participants.

•

Cohorts and other opportunities to connect with peers allow for the development of
community cohesion, which can be facilitated through an online platform. 182

179https://medicine.yale.edu/psychiatry/elevate/our-work/scaling/partnership/
180https://familyfuturesdowneast.org/
181

“Improving Program Engagement of TANF Families: Understanding Participation and Those with Reported Zero
Hours of Participation in Work Activities.” OPRE Report 2015-06, Mathematica.
182https://www.8res.org/wraparound-services-report
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Streamline Compliance and Technology Processes to Achieve
Efficiencies
5.8

Adjust compliance process to strengthen the relationship between
case manager and participant, give case managers more time to
focus on coaching, and introduce new outreach and engagement
practices to improve participation.

GROW policies and procedures are largely organized
around compliance and documentation of non“Of the 12 appointments case
compliance and case managers spend a significant
managers have scheduled
portion of their time on issues surrounding compliance
each day only 4-5 show up.”
and eligibility. While participation in many mandatory
program activities is low, the number of beneficiaries
actually sanctioned for non-compliance is nominal. Of
the 12 appointments case managers have scheduled
each day, staff said, “only 4 or 5 show up,” and that
“compliance is not enforced.” There is also little
evidence to suggest that sanctions have an impact on compliance rates. The substantial time
spent on compliance detracts from case managers’ ability to foster a coaching relationship with
participants and contributes to staff burnout. Staff currently lack other tools to encourage
meaningful program participation.
Data from the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP) shows that TANF recipients who
lose benefits due to sanctions are significantly less likely to be employed than those who were
not sanctioned and that sanctioned families experience multiple hardships, including food
insecurity, having utilities shut off, and even experiencing homelessness. 183 Studies of
sanctioned TANF clients also conclude that those sanctioned are more likely to have “multiple
and persistent personal and family challenges,” with common barriers including limited
education and work experience, mental and physical health conditions, learning disabilities,
justice-involved histories, domestic violence, and substance addiction. 184

183https://www.cbpp.org/research/family-income-support/tanf-studies-show-work-requirement-proposals-for-

other-programs-would
184https://www.mathematica.org/api/sitecore/MediaLibrary/ActualDownload?fileId=%7BDAFB5AD3-8EC5-4A5AA8C4-
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Yet, in the absence of sanctions, effective and innovative measures must be put in place to
increase client engagement and participation in job readiness activities. Further, as is, case
managers spend significant time completing paperwork and addressing issues of compliance,
which serves to undermine their relationships with clients and limits time that could be spent
building relationships with participants, coaching, and engaging in professional development.
A. Each step of the compliance monitoring process should be reviewed and simplified to
streamline the process and convey its most important elements.
Further, DPSS should place cost-benefit informed limits on department resources
dedicated to compliance monitoring and consider assigning compliance responsibilities
to an in-house or contracted compliance team to get case managers out of the
compliance role and give them more time to focus on coaching.
B. Offer rewards and recognition for program completion and consider using
“gamification” tools to enhance the process.
Examples of using incentives as frequent rewards for ongoing engagement include:
• A site in Connecticut gives “pantry bucks” – used to purchase personal and
household items like shampoo, cleaning supplies, and paper products – to clients
who show up on time for job search workshops;
• At another Connecticut region clients earn “points” for participating in activities like
going on job interviews which can be exchanged for a $50 gift certificate once 30
points is reached;
• A site in Utah recognizing clients with a $250 bonus for completing a GED; and
• Monthly incentive payments for clients who meet the federal work requirements in
Utah (an additional $40 a month) and Florida (an extra $50), in addition to other
incentives, like paying utility bills or supplying work-appropriate clothing for clients
who receive a job placement or complete training/education programs). 185
DPSS may also explore the possibility of collaborating with local tech entities to “gamify”
these rewards in a constructive competition, which has been shown to increase
engagement across disciplines.

53E65BBE89CF%7D&fileName=improve_engagement_TANF_families.pdf&fileData=improve_engagement_TANF_f
amilies.pdf%20-%20%7BDAFB5AD3-8EC5-4A5A-A8C4-53E65BBE89CF%7D&fileMime=application%2Fpdf
185 “Improving Program Engagement of TANF Families: Understanding Participation and Those with Reported Zero
Hours of Participation in Work Activities.” OPRE Report 2015-06, Mathematica.
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C. Employ more robust outreach strategies if participants stop showing up.
For example, WeCare in New York City offers escalating outreach strategies for clients
who fail to appear for appointments or participate in activities, consisting of telephone
calls, emails, letters and home visits. In Sonoma County, CA, aggressive outreach is
conducted before a partial is imposed, which case managers say, in tangent with the
threat of the sanction, is more effective than the actual sanction. The outreach includes
county workers, contracted service providers, and a specialized home visitor. Florida has
hired specialized outreach workers to make at least three attempts within ten days to
engage clients, with the outreach specialist in Pinellas County achieving an 80% success
rate of nonparticipants coming into compliance and helping clients identify barriers to
employment that case managers had not addressed.186
Further, evidence informed by behavioral economics has shown that a notice
highlighting the losses participants may experience by not attending the appointment
may also increase engagement.187 Other research recommends developing outreach
materials in various languages that are “short, direct, visually engaging, and easily
understood by people with a range of educational backgrounds.” Accessible language
and concise messages better the chance of participants reading and understanding the
information. It is recommended that outreach materials contain sentences of no more
than ten words, use words with no more than three syllables, use an active voice, and
avoid acronyms and specific welfare terminology.188
D. Implement new engagement practices to encourage retention.
Best practices from a review of Comprehensive Case Management tactics across the
U.S. include:
• Certificates or letters of commendation from organizational leaders recognizing a
milestone
• “Public” recognition within cohort or peer group
• Structured organizational incentives like newly introduced privileges. 189
• Nominal gifts like gift cards, thermos, sweatshirt, backpack, etc.

186

“Improving Program Engagement of TANF Families: Understanding Participation and Those with Reported Zero
Hours of Participation in Work Activities.” OPRE Report 2015-06, Mathematica.
187https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/research_snapshot_bias_la_compliant.pdf
188https://mackcenter.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/publications/strategies_for_engaging_adults_in_welfareto-work_activities.pdf
189https://www.8res.org/wraparound-services-report
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E. Improve compliance by utilizing data tracking to identify nonparticipants and improve
data processing and quality.
In Connecticut, service providers flag families with zero hours reported regularly in
reports, which are then used by supervisors to discuss opportunities to re-engage the
participants and evaluate case manager performance. Iowa deploys a Quality Assurance
Team to identify families with zero reported hours and enter an alert into the state MIS
system notifying case managers to quickly reengage the client.
Further, some states have engaged in continuous efforts to improve data quality and
make the processing of participant data more efficient. Florida and New Mexico have
hired specialized staff to handle monitoring and tracking, which have improved data
processing time and increased accuracy, while Utah and Maryland train staff to improve
data quality. 190
Utah also produces regular reports for case managers and local offices to monitor
caseloads, summarizing the number of unengaged clients, participation hours, and work
activities. The Maryland state TANF agency implemented case manager training on the
importance of program performance and data, with sessions including how incomplete
forms decrease the state’s WPR and the process for collecting and calculating
performance outcomes. Maryland also hired a coordinator to support local offices with
technical assistance to improve data quality. 191
F. Collaboratively examine the service delivery system for issues clients may face in
achieving compliance.
Utah designed an assessment to identify problems causing inefficiencies in service
delivery and engaged staff from various levels to discuss issues like clients “falling off”
after meeting with an intake worker and then being transferred to a case manager. The
group worked to identify the obstacles at play and potential solutions and made
tangible changes to state policies and procedures following the insights learned through
this process.192

190

“Improving Program Engagement of TANF Families: Understanding Participation and Those with Reported Zero
Hours of Participation in Work Activities.” OPRE Report 2015-06, Mathematica.
191 “Improving Program Engagement of TANF Families: Understanding Participation and Those with Reported Zero
Hours of Participation in Work Activities.” OPRE Report 2015-06, Mathematica.
192 “Improving Program Engagement of TANF Families: Understanding Participation and Those with Reported Zero
Hours of Participation in Work Activities.” OPRE Report 2015-06, Mathematica.
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G. Deploy technology that makes it easier and more convenient for clients to report their
activities.
Utah uses an online reporting system for clients to directly enter participation hours and
activities into their case files through a personalized web portal called MyCase, which is
interfaced with the case management eligibility system, so that information is shared
between both systems. Agency staff support clients who need additional help with the
system or lack computer access. Florida’s paperless system for reporting client
participation has also improved convenience. 193
It is important to note that larger program transformations proposed in this report are also
designed to facilitate increased compliance.
In shifting to a goal achievement framework and “coaching” relationship with participants,
Larimer County leadership reported significant increases in program compliance. The County’s
no-show rate used to be around 50%: according to program staff, this is now contrasted with
participants actively reaching out if they cannot make an appointment to explain why. They
have also seen a sizable reduction in the amount of paperwork not submitted and exhibited the
rate of non-compliance decrease by as much as 50%.
Larimer County’s online platform plays a notable role in achieving this change: the platform
employs behavioral nudges to help participants get paperwork in on time, which staff say has
largely reduced the need to close cases, which reduced by 35% in one month alone. Coaches
previously spent from 50-70% of their time collecting, verifying, and tracking compliance.
Further, participants report more ownership of the process, better relationships with their
coaches, and other positive outcomes that contribute to increased compliance.
Further, research indicates that a stronger assessment practice –as described in depth in
Chapter 4 – with specialized assessments for hard-to-employ individuals and appropriate
program activities for all participants lends itself to improved compliance. 194

5.9

Leverage business-standard technologies for greater efficiency and
effectiveness in program administration and client activities.

GROW’s technology limitations limit the overall effectiveness of the program. Current processoriented procedures that do not leverage business-standard technology place a significant
193

“Improving Program Engagement of TANF Families: Understanding Participation and Those with Reported Zero
Hours of Participation in Work Activities.” OPRE Report 2015-06, Mathematica.
194 “Improving Program Engagement of TANF Families: Understanding Participation and Those with Reported Zero
Hours of Participation in Work Activities.” OPRE Report 2015-06, Mathematica.
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administrative burden on staff and clients. Required forms involve repetitive collection of
information. Information sharing between referring agencies is limited and technology is not
streamlined to enable data sharing and analysis. Many interactions that would routinely be
completed via phone or online in a standard business environment are required to be in
person. For example, a high value is placed on the need for in-person signatures, however,
there is no data to suggest that physically signing plan documents increases program
compliance where e-signatures can be obtained at less time and expense to both the
department and client.
Currently, remote and online program opportunities are not being leveraged to provide the
most relevant services to people in diverse locations, with diverse barriers and challenges.
Further, there are unrealized opportunities to make more department and county services
more accessible to clients via web and mobile-based
applications.
“What are you doing for us
now [that requires] being
face-to-face in class? Why
aren’t there Zoom sessions?”

GROW clients express a desire for more processes to be
conducted electronically, with comments including, “What
are you doing for us now [that requires] being face-to-face in
class? Why aren’t there Zoom sessions?” and
recommendations to “move from old ways [of operating] to
[utilizing] technology, like an iPad or portal to upload our
information.”

Investing in business-standard technologies across GROW offices will increase program-wide
efficiency, enable case managers to spend more meaningful time with clients and reduce
burnout, and improve participants’ ability to engage with and be served by the program. Many
of the recommendations related to the larger program redesign are enabled by these
technologies and/or by the administrative relief that they support.

5.10 Implement a technology interface to increase interactions between
client and case managers; allow for the creation of an action plan
and access to resources for clients; offer simple web-based tools to
track goals and action items; and enable clients to initiate more
self-directed actions 24/7 via a mobile device.
In particular, the program process should be supported by a two-way facing platform accessible
by both case managers and participants. Clients should be supported with digital tools through
a self-service portal, and able to communicate via email and text communications. Technology
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should be employed to enable streamlined data sharing and analysis across relevant
departments and agencies that clients encounter, in part to reduce repetitive forms with which
clients come into contact.
Larimer County’s technology-based coaching platform, TuaPath, incorporates their goaloriented coaching methodology and embeds concepts like executive function within the
platform. The platform increases the capacity of customers and staff to meet programmatic
compliance and accountability requirements; facilitates personal and professional skill-building
towards goal achievement; and offers a space wherein customers and staff can jointly celebrate
progress.
Participants can also access the Monthly Time Sheet online using their phone, tablet, or
desktop device; it offers an easy-to-use calendar interface where work participation hours and
activities, and supporting documentation, can be entered, uploaded, tracked, and process. The
platform is accessible 24/7, allowing clients to enter hours and submit monthly work
participation reports online and at their convenience to be easily reviewed.195
In further best practice research, a review of Comprehensive Case Management (CCM) and
wraparound services across the U.S. identified the creation of single-view client dashboards as
an effective best practice. The dashboard provides real-time access to important client data
that authorized staff and departments can access and better enables them to provide relevant,
individualized services, while saving both staff and client time. 196

5.11 Strengthen GROW’s data collection process, collect more pertinent
data, and train staff in data literacy.
The strengths and weaknesses of GROW program – as well as the effectiveness of future
program redesign – could be much better understood if informed by a more comprehensive
data collection process: more robust data will enable successful programs to be built upon and
ineffective activities to be modified or eliminated. This data should include client feedback
(further discussed in Section 4 of this chapter); longitudinal data to track longer-term client
earnings and employment (further discussed in Chapter 3); and demographic data from
program participants.

195https://peerta.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/public/uploaded_files/IIEESS%20Emerging%20Practice_Colorado_

Final_508_updated.pdf
196https://www.8res.org/wraparound-services-report
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Such demographic data will allow for a more thorough understanding of how diverse
participants are served and to assess whether racial disparities and/or unique needs for
communities exist. This lack of data prevented such an analysis, which is required for more
detailed recommendations on this topic. For example, Minnesota identifies racial disparities
using the self-support index, which assesses if participants are working 30-plus hours a week or
off the TANF cash grant: a racial disparity exists on the SSI if a community has a performance
outcome that is five percentage points below white participants in that measure. With this
information, culturally-specific employment services vendors (referenced earlier in this chapter)
participate in a disparity reduction task group.197
As mentioned in Chapter 3, the program’s data collection and analysis may be best supported
through a partnership with a public university, such as Cal State University (CSU). For example,
the University of Maryland School of Social Work plays a significant role in managing and
analyzing the state’s data.
These technological changes are most effectively implemented when program staff have the
tools to properly utilize and understand the data. Such developments must be accompanied by
robust efforts to equip staff members with data literacy training and professional development
to ensure they have the necessary skills for data integration and ongoing maintenance.

5.12 Develop and integrate options for remote instruction, such as “In
Home Learning Systems” for GROW participants that allow
individuals to learn remotely at their own pace and to “earn” a
laptop or tablet through program completion.
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the importance and necessity of delivering services
virtually, and DPSS should act quickly to begin providing this content to GROW participants.
Given the many demands and constraints that people living in poverty face, distance learning
has the potential to serve as a powerful tool for welfare-to-work clients to gain necessary skills
and move up in the workforce. Distance learning allows for flexibility in scheduling,
accommodates barriers to transportation, and meets individuals where they are to allow for
better integration of and access to work and education.
Programs utilizing “In Home Learning Systems” have demonstrated very high success rates
among 18-25 year old clients (80% job placement). One such program (Business Access) saw
consistently higher work participation rates and higher earnings, as well as notable
197https://peerta.acf.hhs.gov/content/webinar-successful-methods-addressing-ethnic-and-racial-disparities-tanf-

programs
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employment retention figures during its tenure. Participants and case managers agree on a
program goal and, after the participant completes a classroom-based orientation, they receive
a laptop and internet access and become part of an online community that serves as the
program’s central location. This is complemented by regular communication from an
individual-assigned Mentor who is overseen by a clinical manager.
Further, as the County explores moving towards remote classes and instruction, integrating
technology into the program can begin with familiarizing the use of standard business
computer applications like Zoom, as a key part of all job readiness, training, and job search
activities.
Other sections of this report reference important technological considerations, including the
previous recommendation in this chapter on compliance – which calls for using technology to
make it easier for participants to report activities. In Chapter 2 we recommend holding case
manager-participant meetings via phone or videoconference where feasible.
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CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION
The County of Los Angeles and DPSS engaged Public Works in 2020 to conduct an assessment
and redesign of its General Relief Opportunities for Work (GROW) welfare-to-work program for
able-bodied adults without disabilities (ABAWDS). The goal of this project was to develop a
redesigned program that is focused both on achieving measurable results and on meeting real
human needs. In fact, we believe that these two program pillars are inextricable, a perspective
that has been incorporated into this report and its recommendations.
The purpose of GROW is to facilitate the transition of unemployed individuals into the labor
market, and from public assistance to self-sufficiency. According to GROW’s job placement
rates, roughly 20-25 percent of participants obtain employment during their eligibility period
while 75-80 percent do not. As described in the preceding chapters, our study found the GROW
program as currently structured struggles to either provide – or connect recipients to –
resources that would help harder-to-employ GR recipients overcome the most severe barriers
to employment. These barriers in some cases include basic needs such as lack of housing or
shelter; in others, barriers include prior convictions or incarceration; and in still other cases,
they include motivational or social-behavioral barriers influenced by histories of trauma,
depression, abuse, and poverty itself. Frequently, multiple barriers are present.
The preceding chapters of this report have presented a series of 37 top-line recommendations,
in addition to many more sub-recommendations, to the County and DPSS for redesigning the
GROW program to reflect the following priorities:
1) Outcome oriented program structure to achieve results that can be reliably measured,
are directly connected to the program’s stated priorities, and that can be used to inform
continuous program improvement.
2) Human-centered design that recognizes that most GROW recipients need more than a
one-size-fits-all program or transactional assistance to effectively transition to stable
employment; and
3) Racial equity and justice as a central component of a human-centered design, ensuring
that GROW, which serves thousands of persons of color, is sensitive to and respectful of
racial and cultural difference at all program levels.
The recommendations contained in this report were developed around three major design
components of a successful welfare-to-work program – they are:
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1) Employers – How can the program itself connect and partner effectively with the local
businesses and industries it seeks to hire GROW participants?
2) Case management – How should the program directly interface with clients to assess
their real employment barriers and facilitate access to appropriate resources?
3) Program alignment – How can the program ensure that it provides content and activities
that respond to real employment barriers, and effectively enables harder-to-employ
individuals to transition to employment?
First, this report has presented the most immediate opportunities to improve program
outcomes and lay the groundwork for a program redesign that elevates outcomes over
process and a people-first approach. While it is understood that the County, like the rest of
the country, is currently in a period of uncertainty with respect to departmental budget and
priorities as the impacts of COVID-19 are fully realized, the “Quick-Start” recommendations
presented in Chapter 2 were selected for their potential to be implemented in the short term
and yield some positive impacts relatively quickly. While they may be enacted individually, we
pointed out they should also be considered as first steps toward broader reform, and that they
are aligned with the overall body of recommendations contained in this report. These include
practical measures such as utilizing available technologies such as phone and web-based
conferencing to continue and advance program operations during the pandemic and beyond;
adopting evidence-based motivational interviewing techniques to help clients become selfdriven in pursuing employment opportunities; and implementing a targeted training pilot to
prepare ready-to-work clients for in-demand jobs available now; among others.
Second, this report argues that GROW must engage far more closely with the labor market to
which it seeks to connect participants – and measure the outcomes it seeks to achieve.
Strong connections to local employers – both in terms of practical, mutually beneficial
relationships and in terms of an understanding of their labor and training needs and priorities –
are central element for a program focused on placing GROW participants in stable employment
that enables self-sufficiency. Further, inasmuch as GROW seeks to reduce long-term
dependence on public assistance, the program’s effectiveness can’t be seriously evaluated
without relevant post-placement metrics like employment retention and increased earnings.
We have recommended that the program’s focus be expanded from quick-job placement to
also facilitating a long-term career trajectory, understanding the need to balance immediate
employment with a long-term career path that enables self-sufficiency. The way to square this
circle is to continue to assist GROW participants even after they have obtained initial
employment, so that GROW assistance is an ongoing process of upskilling, career development,
and job advance.
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For example, we recommend a “Jobs+” component especially for experienced workers and for
chronic program repeaters to break the cycle of dead-end job placements. We also
recommend that GROW act as a “workforce intermediary” between employers and centers of
education and training to create a broad range of targeted training programs designed
specifically for employers who are willing to hire GROW trainees.
Third, this report envisions broad reform in the approach to case management to prioritize
client-driven goal achievement and to place the case manager in the role of a supportive
coach. Case management is a critical point of interaction between the GROW program and the
client that is under-leveraged. Currently, the case manager directs the client to participate in
required activities and monitors their compliance. However, we present evidence that GROW
case managers can have a far greater impact on client motivation – and by extension outcomes
by helping clients to identify their own goals, and by supporting clients in developing their own
plans to overcome the challenges they perceive as obstacles in their own lives. Empowering
case managers to provide individualized service is at the core of a human-centered approach
that prioritizes both human needs and individual outcomes over process-compliance. Our
recommendations acknowledge that successful reform in this area will require a greater
investment in the professional and skills development of case managers, and deliberate shifts in
the program culture – from creating new staff supports and collaborations and reducing
caseloads – to maintaining a physical environment that reflects dignity, respect, and
opportunity.
Finally, this report calls for a concerted effort to align GROW program activities with the real
needs of its participants in overcoming barriers to employment. A one-size-fits-all approach
to GROW programming is inconsistent with the dramatic diversity of circumstances and needs
faced by clients. Chapter 5 presented recommendations for a developing a broader range of
GROW program activities organized around a “hierarchy of needs,” recognizing that some
clients are preoccupied with basic survival needs as clothing and shelter, while others struggle
with emotional trauma and behavioral challenges including self-regulation and motivation, and
still others primarily need in-demand skills and training to break out of a cycle of low-wage,
dead-end jobs. While each of these groups will have significant overlap – and include
individuals with other specific challenges such as transition-aged youth, formerly incarcerated
individuals, and unhoused and/or substance-addicted persons – a broader range of appropriate
program activities should be offered with the employment barriers of each group in mind. Our
recommendations also argued for leveraging collaborations and innovation with external
partners who can to add more value to clients’ efforts toward seeking employment. The
chapter also included recommendations for streamlining GROW processes and requirements
with these objectives in mind.
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In all, this report provides 37 major recommendations for reinventing GROW, with multiple
subparts encompassing literally a hundred or more actions we found that DPSS could take to
strengthen and reorient the program to achieve Director Jimenez’s goal of focusing GROW on
successfully getting participants into productive jobs.
Of course, much of this involves significant culture change within DPSS and substantial
collaboration outside the Department with a wide range. But, as President John F. Kennedy
urged at the conclusion of his famous Inaugural Address, “All this will not be finished in the first
100 days. Nor will it be finished in the first 1,000 days, nor in the life of this administration, nor
even perhaps in our lifetime on this planet. But let us begin.”
To that end, six of our recommendations consist of “QuickStart” initiatives that we believe DPSS
can and should launch as soon as possible, both to get change rolling and build momentum for
further progress, and simultaneously to test and refine these concepts. As noted throughout,
many of the suggestions in this report require further research and refinement to achieve full
realization.
This is largely an artefact of the early termination of this contract necessitated by the onset of
COVID-19 and the resulting fiscal challenges affecting Los Angeles County and virtually all
governments across the United States. Originally intended to be a six-month project, the
County’s finances required the contract to be cut in half; Public Works nevertheless took
additional, uncompensated time to complete various interviews, conduct further secondary
research, and solicit DPSS input on our intended recommendations and report structure before
drafting this document. Still, the severely truncated project timeframe enabled us only to get
partway toward the final product we had originally intended to produce.
Most significantly, this project was conceived by DPSS as a highly interactive process involving a
wide range of stakeholders in a human-centered design (HSD) effort to rethink the GROW
program. Unfortunately, by the time of the project kick-off meeting in early March 2020, Public
Works felt compelled to suggest alternative processes for obtaining this broad-based
participation in light of the impending threat of COVID-19. In fact, as Public Works predicted,
on the eve of very next project meeting, all County offices were ordered closed and most of the
outside service providers asked to cancel our scheduled in-person meetings with them and
change to videoconferencing and/or telephone interviews.
Fortunately, we were able to adapt to the changed circumstances by conducting almost all the
originally-intended interviews by video and phone – including dozens of interviews with DPSS
staff, vendors, and GROW program participants themselves – as well as to conduct a group “cocreate” session with staff and vendors as well as a group meeting with the Los Angeles
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Chamber of Commerce and leading small-business members of the Chamber. These efforts
were able to replace a substantial amount of the interactive HSD process originally
contemplated – but not all of it. In particular, the original project design called for a further
round of interaction with and feedback from GROW program participants, to ensure that the
recommended redesign comported with their needs, expectations and hopes for the program.
But that is not the only work that remains to be done due to the contract’s curtailment. We
were unable to complete all the research we would have liked into additional best-practice
models and, even more, to conduct the level of analysis we normally would into the
programmatic details, legal requirements, and practical realities affecting the final contours of
our recommendations. This report therefore is unable to reach the level of detail in defining
and sharpening recommendations that we normally would prefer.
Finally, we were unable to complete the final steps for any of our recommendations in
developing the detailed implementation plans, schedules, and fiscal impacts necessary fully to
actualize the recommendations in this report. Those would normally have been worked
through in the final three months of the original work plan and contract.
For all these reasons, we have subtitled this report “Phase I,” since it does not represent a
completion of the work we were originally retained to produce but were not permitted to
complete. We hope that the County will continue to develop “Phase II” – the further round of
human-centered design feedback from GROW program participants, additional best-practice
research, analysis of programmatic details, legal requirements, and practical impediments, and
development of detailed implementation plans, schedules, and fiscal impacts – and to carry
forward the actual implementation of all of the recommendations contained herein.
This GROW Redesign is vitally important work. GROW program recipients are some of the
neediest and most challenged individuals in the Los Angeles region, yet the GROW program to
assist them is less resourced and more restrictive than efforts to assist other social service
beneficiaries. As Director Jimenez has recognized, and is providing the leadership to address,
the program is structured to focus on the provision of a range of inputs rather than the ultimate
outcome of jobs, career success and self-sufficiency for GROW participants.
This redesign can help achieve economic stability and self-sufficiency for these participants. It
can deliver more value for taxpayer money, a better workforce for the county, and a more
vibrant economy for the entire region.
And all of this will be even more important – and more challenging – in the weeks and months
ahead as Los Angeles County, and the United State as a whole, face the most severe economic

171

PHASE ONE REPORT: PROGRAM REDESIGN FOR SINGLE ADULTS WITHOUT DEPENDENTS
CHAPTER 6 – CONCLUSION
challenge in a lifetime, if not in history. Many more people are now unemployed; many more
will be entering supportive programs, including General Relief, even as the County’s resources
for such programs are stretched to their limits. Many businesses will face extreme difficulties in
continuing to operate – although others, such as those in the health care, logistics, and
caregiving fields singled out in this report for immediate targeted-training, will experience
increased demand for workers – posing a crisis for the County in the classic sense of both
“danger” and “opportunity.”
GROW will be the last resort for many in this crisis. It has the opportunity – and the
responsibility – to become a first step forward. We hope the work of this Redesign goes on.
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