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Skills Match, Self-Efficacy, and Service Tracks in B2W 

Dustin Becker 

Abstract 

This study aimed to measure the job search self-efficacy and motivations for clients in a welfare 

to work program, and compare the results for groups who engage in immediate job search activities 

with those who engage in an education or vocational training program. This was done through 

administration of a Likert-Scale survey that measured the degree to which clients believe their skills 

match a job that is currently available or if they need training or education in order to be employable as 

well as clarity of career goals and the role of education and training in those plans.  

While it was hypothesized that welfare clients who engaged in education and vocational training 

would tend to have less job search self-efficacy - primarily seeking classroom time as an escape from the 

prospect of failure in the job market, the data did not support this theory. Rather, compared to welfare 

applicants and those who engaged in immediate job search activities, clients who were given an 

education or vocational training service track had a clearer vision of what job they wanted and the 

education or training needed to accomplish their career goals, while showing stronger job search self-

efficacy.  

Background 

There are two kinds of unemployment that the workforce development system can address – 

structural unemployment and frictional unemployment. Structural unemployment has to do with 

mismatches in the labor market between the skills demanded by employers and those possessed by 

workers. This occurs both from the divide between the education system and the labor market, as well 

as changes in technology that that make some tasks obsolete while creating new demand of skills for 

which not enough workers have been trained. Assembly-line work that has been lost over the past few 

decades due to automation and offshoring, along with unfilled demand for trained occupational 

therapists are both prime examples of this kind of unemployment. In contrast, frictional unemployment 

is the result of “search time.” If there’s an open position and an unemployed person qualified for the 

position, it’s going to take time for the candidate to find the position, and in the interim period, that 

person is going to experience unemployment. Like a game of memory, there may be a pair of everything 

on the table, but it takes time for each card to be matched. 
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Addressing each of these categories of unemployment can require different approaches from 

the workforce development system. Frictional unemployment simply requires an intermediary to link 

candidates to job openings and foster the job match through the first few months to ensure the 

placement “sticks.” Solving structural unemployment takes the additional step of offering job seekers 

the chance to quickly gain skills needed for available jobs – preferably through training designed by 

employers to ensure it meets their needs and standards.  

Job seekers on welfare don’t just make decisions on what to do based on the dynamics of the 

local labor market; they also consider personal histories and living circumstances as well as their own 

personal goals and desires. For job seekers on welfare, especially those who have been out of work for a 

long time, there is one primary barrier to employment that may prevent them from obtaining 

employment, or even attempting to do so, and that is confidence and self-efficacy – the belief that they 

will be able to find a job if they make the effort. 

Many clients on welfare face the threat of homelessness, mounting debt, and other significant 

challenges. Therefore gaining an income through employment as quickly as possible is often a primary 

concern. Delaying income earnings by engaging in a full-time education or training activity, such as a 

High-School Equivalency (HSE) class or construction certification training, can therefore be a risky 

endeavor. 

Yet, for individuals on welfare who are forced to engage in employment or a job search or 

education activity for up to 35 hours a week, the prospect of looking for employment can seem 

daunting. Many may not believe they will succeed, and seek to improve their skills in order to increase 

their chance of success, or simply as a way to delay facing the chance of failure and rejection in the job 

market. If this is the case, their apprehension may be misguided. Some education programs, such as 

HSE, are not for the faint of heart, as the passing rate can be quite low. Therefore, for agencies 

administering welfare to work programs, it is important to analyze the motivations of clients who, with 

guidance from their case managers, decide to enter in to education and vocational training as opposed 

to immediately engaging in job search activities.  

Methodology 

Clients at America Works were given a brief, anonymous, Likert-Scale survey that included 

demographic questions asking age, gender, children and adults in household as well as ages of children, 

whether the client is the primary caretaker, and education level. Clients were given the survey in 
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orientation and asked to give the survey to their assigned case manager during their Employability Plan 

(EP) meeting. The case manager would then ensure completion, and fill in a portion of the survey for 

America Works staff only, in which they would indicate the service track the client had been assigned. 

Surveys were then collected, and answers to the Likert-Scale and demographic questions were 

compared by service track. There were 229 respondents, with some responses containing unanswered 

questions. Please see Appendix A for a full copy of the survey.  

Results 

6. A job exists that matches my current skills. I just need help finding it. 

Although well over 4 out 

of 5 clients in every 

service track either 

agreed or strongly agreed 

with the statement, “A 

job exists that matches 

my current skills. I just need help finding it,” It is noteworthy 

that all candidates who were placed in a contextualized literacy 

or vocational training track either agree or strongly agree they 

just need help finding a job that matches their current skills, 

whereas Undercare and Applicants were more likely to be 

ambivalent to this statement or disagree.  

While it stands to reason that welfare applicants who have yet 

to receive any career coaching would be the least optimistic that there is a job that is right for their skill 

set, the variance in negative responses can also be attributed to applicants having a larger sample size as 

well as response bias.  

 

Strongly 
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Disagree
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Strongly 
Disagree
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7. I am unsure of what job I want, but I believe I need to gain a new skill or education first in order to 

find work.  

Clients were asked to evaluate the statement “I am unsure of what job I want, but I believe I need to 

gain a new skill or education first in order to find work.” Exactly half of clients on a contextualized 

literacy or vocational training track either agreed or strongly agreed with this statement, compared to 

roughly 2 out of 5 of Applicants and Undercare clients, who were about as likely to either disagree or 

strongly disagree.  

8. I know the job I want, and it requires training first.  

Nearly three quarters of clients in vocational 

training and contextualized literacy tracks either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “I know 

the job I want, and it requires training first.” 5%, or one in 20, either disagreed or strongly disagreed 

with the statement. Compared with question 7, which tested whether clients are unsure of the job they 

want to pursue but have a general notion they need more skills, this result seemed to indicate quite 

convincingly that clients who choose to pursue training in a particular field do so because they have a 

clear career goal they want to pursue. 
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A little over half of Undercare clients and Applicants agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, 

which may be more of an expression of knowing the job they want. 

9. If I get a job right now, I will continue to invest time in 

education or training outside of work hours in order to 

improve my skills.  

Roughly equal percentages of Applicants and clients in 

Undercare or Vocational Training and Contextualized Literacy 

tracks either agreed or strongly agreed that they would 

continue to pursue education or training outside of work if 

they started working now – over 70% for all groups. Clients in vocational training and contextualized 

literacy tracks were more likely to strongly agree to this statement, indicating clients in this category are 

more likely to have strong convictions and intentions to pursue education and training while working.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Demographics 

Row Labels Average of 
Highest 
Education 
Completed 

Applicant 2.9 

ESL/General Literacy 1 

Food Service 3.3 

General Literacy 2.2 

Independent Job 
Search 

2.7 

OSHA 2.3 

Retail/Sales 2 

Security 2.6 

Strongly 
Agree
28%

Agree
44%

Neither 
Agree 
Nor 

Disagree
14%

Disagree
13%

Strongly 
Disagree
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Specialized Services 3.5 

Undercare 3.0 

 

Among demographic data, the only strong predictor of whether or not a client was tracked in to 

contextualized literacy was education level. The average education level for Undercare clients was 

significantly higher than clients in all education and training tracks with the notable exception of food 

service, which unexpectedly had a higher average education level than nearly every other category.  

Another notable outlier of food service training clients is they were more likely to be the 

primary caretaker of children, and had significantly more children in their household than clients in 

other service tracks. While food service skills may translate well to the home, the evening and weekend 

working hours typically demanded in the food service industry are quite often at odds with what 

parental caretakers express is their desire in working hours. Therefore this finding was counterintuitive, 

and may require closer attention.  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, clients placed in 

Contextualized Literacy and Vocational 

Training tended to be younger than 

Undercare clients, by an average of one 

year, 31 compared to 32, respectively. The 

average age of applicants was older still - 

about 33.5. 

Conclusion 

The hypothesis for this study was that clients who choose to forego rapid entry in to the work 

force in favor of education or vocational skills training do so for lack of confidence and job search self-

efficacy. Based on evidence collected from client surveys, this does not seem to be the case. All clients 

entering a vocational training or education program indicated they believed a job existed that matched 

their current skills – in other words, they agreed that they had the ability to get a job immediately with 

some help. Furthermore, clients who entered contextualized literacy or vocational training were much 

more likely than other clients to say they knew the job they wanted to have, and that it required training 

first, whereas they were about as likely as other clients to indicate they did not know the job they 

wanted, but believed they needed to improve their skills before they could get a job. Thus, it seems 
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clients placed in a contextualized literacy or vocational training service track have a clearer vision for 

their career and the steps it pertains than the average Applicant or Undercare client. The notion that 

contextualized literacy or vocational training serves as a staging area for clients who unsure of their 

abilities can gain confidence before entering employment therefore, is false. This may reflect good 

practices and proper judgment on the part of case managers, as clients who are flexible or unsure of 

their career goals will likely find clarity through employment, whereas pursuing education and training 

while they are unsure of their career goals puts them at risk of losing potential income pursuing training 

towards a career they later find they do not desire.  

Contextualized Literacy and Vocational Training students were significantly more likely to 

strongly agree that they would continue to pursue education or training outside of work hours if they 

were working full-time. This supports the idea that learning, self-improvement, and conscious steps 

towards a defined career goal are strongly present in this population, and that clients would be willing 

to work past potential barriers in order to improve their skills and education level while employed full-

time. Therefore, it would be beneficial for both America Works and HRA to explore how clients can be 

given the direction and support they need to pursue their education and training goals while gaining the 

immediate income and skills-gaining benefits of employment. 

This study could have benefited from a larger sample size in order to more accurately assess the 

aspects and attitudes of Contextualized Literacy and Vocational Training clients. Additionally, the survey 

may have suffered from response bias, and could have benefitted from additional distribution of surveys 

that put agree and disagree in inverse order as well as include questions worded negatively instead of 

positively. Further research using a Likert-Scale should incorporate these methods in order to gain a 

more accurate depiction of client attitudes and dispositions.  

There is much further research that could be done to compare clients in different service tracks. 

Previous Work First Foundation studies have found that the threat of loss of housing is prominent 

among America Works clients. It would therefore be informative to see if there is any variance in threat 

of loss of housing or car repossession between clients engaged in education or vocational training and 

those engaged in immediate job search activities. Furthermore, additional research on a larger scale 

with more specific devotion to career plans is needed to confirm the finding that clients who engage in 

education and vocational training have more clearly defined career goals than the general service 

population.  
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A Programmatic Approach to Assisting SSI/DI Beneficiaries Transition to Employment 

Malisha Cooper-Suggs 

Introduction 

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was first signed into law by President Bush in 1990. 

This act, “prohibits discrimination and ensures equal opportunity for persons with disabilities in 

employment, State and local government services, public accommodations, commercial facilities, and 

transportation” (United States Department of Justice). The main goal of the ADA was to more fully 

integrate working-aged individuals with disabilities into the workforce in order to increase their 

employment rates to be comparable to with rest of the population.  Proponents of the act believed that 

increased employment among these individuals would be accomplished by requiring employers to 

provide reasonable accommodation. This accommodation is defined as, “…any change to a job, the work 

environment, or the way things are usually done that allows an individual with a disability to apply for a 

job, perform job functions, or enjoy equal access to benefits available to other individuals in the 

workplace” (U.S. Office of Personnel Management). If worked as intended, this act would not only 

benefit the individuals with documented disabilities but also decrease the number of people receiving 

SSI/SSDI but were able to work. Despite the intent of the act, there has been no improvement in the 

number of individuals transitioning from benefits to employment.  

In this paper, I will provide a context on the current state of the social security rolls as it relates 

to the barriers and successes of SSI/DI recipients locating and maintaining employment. Next, focusing 

specifically on active beneficiaries enrolled at America Works of Washington, D.C. I will provide an 

evaluation of said individuals as it pertains to their work history, employment goals, as well as their skills 

and limitations. Finally, I will provide policy recommendations for effective responses to better support 

individuals seeking to re-enter the workforce.  

 

Literature Review  

Defining Individuals with Disabilities  

Before getting into the existing literature related to the topic, it makes sense to first define what 

a disability is as this paper focuses on individuals with documented disabilities. Here, I use the ADA’s 

definition of the term, “a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more of the 

major life activities of and individual, a record of such an impairment; or being regarded as having such 

an impairment” (DeLeire 262). However, DeLeire also highlights the fact that the Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission and the courts disagreed over broadness in which this term is defined under 
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the ADA. This is a similar argument that critics of the SSA have made related to cash benefit recipients 

stating that, “…the policies often lead to lifelong poverty and dependency and are antithetical to the 

values expressed in the ADA “(Drake et al 762).  

 

Social Security Rolls Today  

Social Security Administration (SSA) oversees two disability programs: Social Security Disability 

Insurance (SSDI) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI). Replacing the former federal/state adult 

assistance programs in 1974, the SSI program provides income support to needy persons aged 65 or 

older, blind or disabled adults, and blind or disabled children (Social Security Administration). The Social 

Security Administration reported that:   

In January 1974, with 3.2 million persons receiving federally administered payments…then rose 
steadily, reaching nearly 6 million in 1993 and 7 million by the end of 2004. As of December 
2015, the number of recipients was about 8.3 million. Of this total, 4.9 million were between the 
ages of 18 and 64, almost 2.2 million were aged 65 or older, and almost 1.3 million were under 
age 18. 
 

The rise in cash recipients would not be so alarming if not for the fact that, “less than one percent exit 

the rolls to go to work each year” (Olney et al 28). Because of this, it is understandable that many 

scholars have taken interest in identifying interventions to increase employment for working-age 

individuals with disabilities receiving cash benefits from SSA. 

 

What Motivates Beneficiaries to Transition to Employment? 

Of existing scholarship on SSI beneficiaries, many researchers focus on the barriers that prevent 

individuals from transitioning off cash benefits. Interested in approaching the matter from a different 

angle, Olney et al, decided to look at the influences that may facilitate self-sustaining employment of 

former SSI/DI beneficiaries who successfully transitioned into employment. With the main goal being to 

find ways to assist others making the same transition. In carrying out interviews and focus groups with 

22 former recipients the main findings of the study showed that one of the main influences for these 

individuals was the presence of mentors. More specifically other mentors with disabilities Olney et al 

mention that, “the mentoring relationship took many forms, from one of general exposure to people 

with similar disabilities, to a support group, to a close individual friendship” (32). This is an important 

fact to highlight as many of the study participants shared similar fears as other beneficiaries when 

contemplating going to work yet through support from other individuals who were either in the same 

situation or previous recipients, these individuals were succeeded in meeting their goals.  
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Evaluation of DDS Program  

 

 

Clients referred to America Works from Department on Disability Services (DDS) through the Job 

Placement program are individuals who are deemed to have less severe disabilities and, with necessary 

accommodation if needed, are able to obtain employment working in an integrated work setting with 

other nondisabled workers. DDS clients come in with what are called Individualized Plans for 

Employment (IPE). “The IPE identifies the vocational goal and the services that will be provided in order 

to achieve that goal” (Department on Disability Services). The goal is for vendors to locate employment 

for these individuals within the first 90-days of service. While this is an achievable goal for many clients 

that come into the program, this may not necessarily be the case for others. For example, clients 

receiving SSI/DI are more likely to have large employment gaps. Here, I define large gaps in employment 

being periods of unemployment 5 years or more. Looking at the number of DDS clients enrolled with 

America Works during the 2017 government fiscal year (October 2016-present) 21 out of the total 39 

officially enrolled clients for the current fiscal year are receiving SSI/SSDI. Of these 21 individuals, 12 

have “large” employment gaps averaging out to 11.33 years. Though majority of these clients have 

worked within the last ten years, there are five individuals with work gaps larger than ten years. 

Focusing particularly on clients with large work gaps, employment goals of said clients include: Janitors 

and Cleaners, Customer Service Representatives, Office and Administrative workers, and Mail Clerks. Of 

these, the most popular employment goal is Janitors and Cleaners with six clients having this goal. 

Followed by three clients with employment goals of Office and Administrative Workers, two clients with 

Customer Service Representatives as listed goals. In the following paragraph, I will evaluate the” 

employability” (skills and limitations) of clients within each employment goal.  
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As mentioned in the previous paragraph, the most common employment goal is Janitors and 

Cleaners, a fact that is applicable to the entire caseload. That so many clients come into the program 

with this employment goal is not surprising given that most cleaning positions have minimal 

requirements. This chosen employment goal makes even more sense for clients with large work gaps as 

many would assume that due to the limited prerequisites a person with a limited or outdated work 

history would have the highest chance of obtaining employment within this field. The average 

employment gap of clients in this group is 12 years, while this number is comparable to that of the total 

average previously cited, this average is four years more than the average when excluding the work gaps 

of clients in this group. This data further supports the reasoning behind janitorial work being such a 

popular desired field of employment for many clients. In addition to these individuals having the highest 

employment gap, only half have any relevant work experience. This factor can significantly affect the 

employability of a client seeking to enter this field as one of the few requirements most commonly listed 

for custodial positions is having previous knowledge of necessary cleaning materials and equipment 

(Snagajob.com).  

Coming in as the second most popular employment goal is Office and Administrative Workers. 

Within this group, the average work gap is seven years, four years less than the total group average. 

While all three clients have relevant work experience, all three reported in their initial intakes, that they 

would be interested in taking additional classes to improve their computer skills. Each essentially stating 

that they were not knowledgeable of current office software programs including more recent versions 

of Microsoft Office Suites, including Outlook. This limitation could prove to affect these client’s 
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employability for traditional office jobs as more employers (and most temp agencies) are requiring 

applicants to complete computer skills tests, such as ProveIt, to be considered for an interview.  

The average employment gap for the two clients seeking customer service based positions is 

eight years, with one having a five-year work gap and the other an eleven-year gap. While customer 

service is a broad field, as everything essentially involves customer service on some level, in this case 

both clients are looking for customer service positions that require minimal mobility and frequent 

customer interaction. Although both have previous customer service experience, only one can use a 

computer well enough to complete job applications independently, however like the individuals in the 

preceding paragraph they also report not being knowledgably of current computer software programs. 

Similarly, limited computer skills can negatively affect these individual’s employability for the types of 

customer service positions that they are seeking. For example, ideal customer service positions for these 

clients would include concierge and front desk agent positions, however for many concierge companies 

and large hotel chains, such as the Hilton, also require the ProveIt test. Unless clients are able to gain 

the skills necessary to make a passing score, the chances of securing an interview are minimal.  

 

Policy Recommendations 

My first recommendation would be for employment networks to create a peer mentoring program. 

This program would connect former SSI/DI recipients with current beneficiaries seeking to locate 

employment. Former recipients would be able to provide direct knowledge of transitioning off benefits 

and provide insight to their journey to employment. As studies have shown, one of the main factors that 

prevent individuals from successfully becoming employed is the fear of a loss of security that receiving 

monthly benefits provide. Being able to talk directly with someone who has successfully done so will 

help to alleviate some of the concerns that an individual may have. It is one thing to be told that you will 

be fine and another to see firsthand that it is possible to maintain financial security after no longer 

receiving benefits.   
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The next set of recommendations focus on creating intensive job trainings for individuals with 

disabilities that would directly lead to employment following the completion of said courses. 

Certification courses offer individuals with large work history gaps an opportunity to display to 

employers that they have still be actively trying to improve their professional standing.  Thus, these 

kinds of job training programs would be increasingly beneficial for these individuals as employers would 

be more willing to hire candidates with large gaps knowing that they have recent training experience 

directly related to the job. One key component of these trainings that would be the fact that 

employment partners would play a key role in forming these trainings by collaborating with the training 

programs to create a curriculum that directly mirrors the specific skills and duties required of each job. 

Employers’ input would increase the participants’ credibility having had completed a certification course 

approved by said employer immediately lets the employer know that the candidate is well versed on the 

requirements of the job. In addition, such programs would also benefit employers as hiring clients 

directly out of the training courses would cut down on the amount of on the job training clients would 

need hence saving employers both time and money. Therefore, I suggest training programs in three 

main fields-hospitality, call center representatives and custodial workers.    

The first training program that would be most beneficial to this population would be a 

hospitality training program. Not only does the hospitality industry house several different kinds of jobs, 

according to a report published by Deloitte, the hotel and travel industry can expect to continue seeing 

an increase in demand as has been the case for the past few years. Though there are hotel chains that 

offer hospitality training courses, there a very few free trainings offered directly through hotels. To 

create a strong training program that ensures that clients will be placed in jobs upon completion, it 

would be beneficial for a collaboration to occur between employment networks and popular hotel 

chains to create more free hospitality training courses. By collaborating with hotels, these courses would 

be training participants for the very same positions available within the partner hotel.  

Additionally, most hospitality training courses focus on getting individuals into entry-level 

positions. However, I suggest that in addition to getting disabled individuals with large work gaps back 

into work through entry level jobs that it also allow those who may have previous (outdated) experience 

the opportunity to train for positions beyond entry level by implementing a more intensive training 

course. Finally, I suggest that the completion of the course substitute computer knowledge tests such as 

ProveIt since employers will already be aware of the fact that clients have met the necessary 

requirements of the job.  

As noted in the previous section, the most common characteristic among clients 
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receiving SSI/DI is computer illiteracy. Despite this reality many individuals desired employment in a field 

that requires some basic level of computer knowledge. The desired for “sit down jobs” for many clients 

with physical disabilities is very common as many of them are unable to be mobile for extended periods 

of time. However, for clients with outdated or no administrative experience, the chance of locating 

employment within the field is very limited. Given this, I recommend that there be a creation of training 

courses that focus on developing skills for “sit down” jobs outside of traditional office settings, 

specifically, call center positions. Not only can call center positions easily accommodate persons who are 

physically impaired, the responsibility of a call center representative mirrors that of an admin position 

on a smaller scale. For example, some duties and responsibilities of call center representatives include:    

• Manage large amounts of inbound and outbound calls in a timely manner 

• Follow communication “scripts” when handling different topics 

• Identify customers’ needs, clarify information, research every issue and provide solutions and/or 

alternatives (Workable.com)  

A course that focused on training individuals for call center positions would center around both 

extensive customer service development combined with basic computer tech training necessary to carry 

out the demands of the job. The creation of training courses for this position and similar ones could 

increase the number of individuals with physical disabilities seeking to re-enter the workforce.  

One common misconception that people tend to have is that it is easy to locate employment 

within low-skill demand fields such as janitorial work. However, based on my experience in locating 

employment for clients with this employment goal, that is not at all true. Like any other position, 

employers, especially cleaning companies want to hire employees with previous experience. Though it 

would arguably be a lot easier to train a person for this position than someone who has no previous 

work experience as an administrative assistant, companies are looking to make the onboarding process 

as smooth as possible.  

In addition to the training programs for hospitality and call center representatives, I believe that 

it would be beneficial to implement an accelerated course of such for individuals seeking to go into 

commercial cleaning. While it may be true that for most custodial workers that their job includes many 

duties that most people already preform at home such as sweeping, mopping, dusting and handling 

trash, there are often other aspects of the job that require training. Thus, this program should not need 

to be as intensive as other training programs but would cover the essential skills and knowledge that 

employers require custodians and other cleaners to have. While there are courses available such as 

HVAC for individuals interested in related fields, for a person to successfully complete this course, 
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participants required to take an exam upon the completion of the program. Thus, if an individual does 

not meet the literacy level required to successfully grasp concepts a course such as HVAC would not be 

of any help to them. A more simplified course to provide participants with the basic knowledge for 

cleaning positions would increase their employability.  

In conclusion, to successfully increase the number of individuals transitioning into employment, 

the most feasible approach to doing so is to create programs that focus on better marketing individuals 

with limited work experience and large work history gaps. By increasing the employability of these 

groups, this would decrease the amount of time that beneficiaries who are able to work stay on the SSA 

rolls. This can be done through the creation of a peer mentoring program for SSI/DI recipients as well as 

job training programs that immediately place participants into employment.  
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Alternative Education Options for Adults in New York City: Pathways to High School Equivalency and 
Other Credentials  

Rebecca L. Felczak 

Abstract 

This research examines alternative education options for adults in New York City who do not 

currently have a high school degree and experience education level as a major barrier to sustainable 

employment. The focus is on available pathways for adults in New York City to obtain high school 

equivalency (HSE) diplomas, and what options are available for adults without HSE diplomas. Having a 

high school degree opens more doors to higher paying jobs and long-term career advancement, so by 

examining the various pathways to high school equivalency and other credentials, workforce 

development vendors can more successfully help advance clients into stable careers. The survey will 

study current education levels of clients in our High School Equivalency (HSE) classes, barriers to 

achieving their desired level of education and long-term education goals. Through gathering this 

information it will become clear what the largest barriers to educational achievement are, both at the 

high school level and with higher education. Based on the information gathered in this survey, I 

recommend how public assistance recipients can best receive education and literacy services to help 

obtain higher paying and more sustainable employment, thereby becoming financially independent and 

no longer reliant on public assistance. I propose to workforce development vendors how to best 

implement HSE-type programs, and how to connect clients to higher education leading to the most 

successful client outcomes and achievement. There are many programs throughout New York City which 

provide services to assist adults with obtaining high school equivalency; however, in understanding the 

needs and barriers some of New York City’s most vulnerable population are facing, we can best target 

that population and shape adult education and literacy programs to provide the best education and 

employment outcomes. 

According to the United States Census Bureau, approximately 13.3% of the adult population in 

the United states, ages 25 and older, has less than a high school degree (2015a). The adult population in 

New York City holds a higher percentage of adults without high school diplomas at 19.7 % of the adult 

population (United States Census Bureau, 2015b). The positive relationship between educational 

attainment and employment has already been established, but with a higher rate of adults lacking a high 

school diploma in New York City compared to the country-wide average, it is increasingly important to 
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examine how to best elevate the number of adults with high school or high school equivalency (HSE) 

diplomas and higher education in New York City. 

Literature Review 

Lacking a high school level of education can indicate to an employer that a candidate is not “job 

ready”; they may lack certain skills and abilities required for an entry-level position. Educational 

attainment can be a significant barrier to stable employment because potential job candidates without a 

high school degree will have fewer opportunities open to them, and the available opportunities typically 

provide less room for advancement and growth than those requiring a high school degree (Faulhaber 

and Stoffregen, 2014). 

Other certificates such as the National Work Readiness Credential and the Workforce Skills 

Certification have been designed for adults without high school diplomas to indicate work readiness. 

However, these certifications are still not viewed by employers at large as comparable to a high school 

or HSE diploma. A comprehensive study by Jobs for the Future found little indication that employers ask 

for these work readiness certificates, or give preference to certificate holders as job candidates. Work 

readiness certificates did not significantly increase the job placement rates or wages of low-skilled or 

low-income individuals, which is the intended purpose (Rey-Alicea and Scott, 2007). 

The National Work Readiness Credential (WRC) is used in New York with the purpose of showing 

a potential employer that a certificate holder has the necessary communication, decision making, 

learning and interpersonal skills needed to be “work ready” and can use these skills on the job (National 

Work Readiness Council, 2006). However, a study by JobsFirstNYC has recently found that the WRC has 

little to no value for job applicants. Employers are not using this certificate to distinguish job candidates. 

Employers, rather, are using traditional academic credentials as well as vocational certifications or 

licenses to qualify a job candidate as work ready (Faulhaber and Stoffregen, 2014). There seems to be no 

current work readiness credential to truly substitute for a high school or HSE diploma in New York. 

There are three pathways to a High School Equivalency diploma currently offered in New York 

State; passing the Test Assessing Secondary Completion (TASC), receiving 24 college credits from an 

accredited institution, and through the National External Diploma Program (NEDP). The more commonly 

known General Education Development (GED) exam measuring high school equivalency was replaced 

with the Test Assessing Secondary Completion (TASC) in New York State in 2014, and is recognized in all 

50 states. By passing the TASC an individual receives their HSE diploma indicating a high school 
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equivalent credential. New York adopted the use of this exam for several reasons, one of which being 

the exam content. The content covered is aligned to match contemporary high school core subject 

curriculum. There are 5 sections which all must be passed individually; reading, writing, science, social 

studies, and math. Once all five sections are passed, the HSE diploma is awarded. This pathway to high 

school equivalency is the most traditional route in New York (NYSED, 2017b). 

The second pathway to high school equivalency is through earned college credit. A candidate 

must be of maximum compulsory school attendance age in order to qualify for this option. You must 

successfully complete 24 credits as a potential candidate for a certificate or degree program at a higher 

education institution in the U.S., and send a transcript showing these credits to the New York State 

Education Department. The credits will then be used to earn the HSE diploma awarded by the state of 

New York. This pathway is traditionally pursued through an accelerated high school 

equivalency/associate’s degree program offered through a number of colleges and universities across 

the state (NYSED, 2016). This type of program is a great pathway for individuals who are college ready, 

but their barrier to higher education is lacking a high school diploma. In order for admittance to one of 

these programs, a candidate has to score high enough on literacy assessments testing math and reading 

skills, and is required to follow the college or university’s core class and academic requirements. Once 

the credits are earned, a transcript is sent to the New York State Education Department (NYSED) and a 

high school equivalency diploma will be awarded to the candidate. These programs are selective due to 

the admissions testing required, and can be difficult to successfully complete due to coursework rigor. 

The third and final pathway to high school equivalency in New York State is through the National 

External Diploma Program (NEDP). This is the newest option available for New York State residents and 

has been implemented across the state as of May 2016. The NEDP was designed to “demonstrate 

transferable skills for which a New York State HSE Diploma may be awarded” (NYSED, 2017a). 

Qualifications for this pathway are designed to align with college and career readiness standards; 

applicants demonstrate their competency in multiple subject areas recognizing technical or vocational 

knowledge and experience, in addition to traditional school subjects such as reading and writing (NSYED, 

2017a). The potential drawbacks associated with the NEDP are the cost, which is more expensive than 

administering the TASC, as well as difficulty with fulfilling all of the diploma requirements. This program 

allows individuals to combine their traditional academic skills with other technical or vocational skills. In 

order to do so, the NEDP candidate must be able to demonstrate their technical or vocational 

competencies are an equivalent substitute to traditional subjects in terms of academic rigor which can 

prove challenging. 
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America Works has pursued the TASC pathway to help clients earn high school equivalency 

diplomas. Taking all three possible pathways into account, in addition to other certifications and 

vocational trainings offered by the Office of Adult and Continuing Education that may not require a high 

school diploma in order to receive certification, understanding the barriers and needs specific to 

America Works clients, and by extension workforce development program clients, will lead to the most 

effective literacy programs and potentially incorporate other approved pathways into higher education 

programming for clients. 

Survey and Results 

In order to better understand the needs of workforce development program participants, a 

survey was administered to pre-HSE and HSE clients at America Works. The results of this survey were 

intended to help develop stronger education plans for students based on their varied educational needs 

and career goals. This survey has three sections gathering different data; demographics, barriers to 

education, and interest in higher education. Information from each section gives a clear picture of 

clients’ education needs. By fully understanding client barriers and educational attainment goals, 

workforce development vendors and policy creators can approach adult education most effectively. By 

capturing this data, policy around adult higher education programs and class offerings can be more 

closely tied to clients’ needs, and completion of training programs and college courses will be more 

plausible for this population. The sample for this survey consists of 43 students enrolled in the pre-HSE 

and HSE courses at America Works. The majority of clients (65.9%) are between the ages of 25-44 years 

old, with 43.9% of clients between the ages of 25-34 years old. 80.5% of clients are their head of 

household, and 61% of clients have 1 or more children under the age of 18 years old living in their 

household. 

The first variable I looked at more closely is education level. None of the clients surveyed have a 

high school diploma since they are enrolled in an HSE class, so I explored the last grade completed in 

school. This variable is important because depending on how much previous high school experience an 

individual has, they may have different learning needs and educational attainment goals. The majority 

(48.8%) of HSE clients indicated the last grade in school they completed was 11th grade, and the next 

largest number of clients (24.4%) indicated the 10th grade (see figure 1). In order to further understand 

education level and age as a variable, I then analyzed the average amount of time HSE clients have been 

out of high school based on their last grade completed, and using the midpoint of their selected age 

range to calculate how long clients have been away from school. The majority of clients (31.7%) have 
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been out of school for 11-15 years, and the next largest number of clients (17.19%) have been out of 

school for 0-5 years (see figure 2). 

 

This shows that in large, the HSE clients coming through America Works have completed most of their 

traditional high school, yet they have been out of school for a significant amount of time. Meaning, they 

may not be testing at the true level of their last grade completed. 

This led me to believe that clients may not be interested in integrating computer-based learning 

and technology into the classroom because they aren’t used to that in a school setting and may not have 

access to computers outside of America Works. However, this survey shows that 89.2% of respondents 

have online access, whether it’s at home, at a library, with a friend, etc. (see figure 3). More than 50% of 

survey respondents are very interested in online classes and trainings, and more than 80% are either 

very interested or moderately interested in online classes and trainings. Only approximately 5% of HSE 

clients expressed no interest in incorporating computer-based learning (see figure 4). 
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More than half of America Works’ HSE clients are interested in pursuing at least an associate’s 

degree following HSE completion. 61% of the clients surveyed indicated interest in an associate’s 

degree, 36.6% in a bachelor’s degree, and 19.5 in a master’s degree (see figure 5). This is a larger 

percentage of HSE clients interested in secondary education than originally anticipated. When asked 

what the major barrier is to interest in higher education, an overwhelming 77.8% of respondents 

selected “financial reasons” as why they would not pursue a higher degree. Of respondents interested in 

pursuing education beyond the high school level, more than two thirds (68.29%) are interested in taking 

an unpaid internship to count towards earning college credits. This indicates that although finances are 

the major barrier to higher education, clients are open and willing to take an unpaid opportunity in 

order to successfully pursue higher education (see figure 6). 

 

 

The final survey question is intended to gauge how serious HSE students are about attaining 

their HSE diplomas. Since 61% of clients chose their main motivation for obtaining the HSE as to get a 

job, in theory a technical training class that does not require a high school diploma but can lead to job 

training certifications may be an equally desirable option as an HSE class. However, this was not the 

case. 87.8% of HSE clients are more interested in an HSE class, compared to the 12.2% who chose a 

technical training class option not requiring a high school diploma (see figure 7). These results show the 

high level of dedication HSE students have to achieve their education goals. They are not willing to forgo 

this high school equivalency degree for an alternate pathway even though the end benefit or goal is to 

get a job. 
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Based on these findings, I have two programming recommendations for workforce development 

programs teaching HSE courses to consider. 

Discussion and Recommendations 

Considering the accessibility to and interest in using the computer and the internet to 

supplement the learning process, I propose balancing in-person instruction with computer-based 

learning and trainings. This can be done by dividing class time between instruction and online test prep, 

as well as creating HSE class websites. This website will pull together internal and external resources 

regarding all subject areas on the TASC exam. All of the website’s information would be created and 

gathered by education team members and would provide to be a valuable resource to clients. With links 

and materials for every section of the test, clients would have access to guided resources at home as 

well as during online class periods to advance at their own pace using a structured learning guide. 

Incorporating videos with instruction to explain different concepts, especially math, will engage clients 

with the content. This will provide an opportunity for both visual and auditory learners to be engaged 

with the material and get as much practice and learning from each activity as possible. With 89.2% of 

survey respondents having access to internet outside of their vendor, and an overwhelming 80% of 

respondents having interest in online class offerings and training, this could serve the majority of the 

HSE student population well and fit with their education interests and needs. 

In addition to learning valuable content from this resource, incorporating computer-based 

learning into trainings will further assist those clients who choose computer-based testing for the TASC 

exam. Clients will be more familiar with reading class materials and answering content-based questions 
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on the computer, and will in theory be more comfortable doing so during an exam. Many testing sites 

offer computer-based testing as an option, including America Works, so by enabling clients to learn 

crucial information through class instruction and computer-based learning simultaneously, clients will 

ultimately be more prepared and comfortable in a computer-based testing setting. Beyond TASC 

preparation, incorporating computer-based learning into other class offerings and trainings can also 

improve clients’ computer literacy skills. Technology is critical to employment; whether that be creating 

resumes and cover letters, filling out job applications, communicating with employers via email or actual 

on-the-job technology skills. By incorporating computer literacy into current class offerings, clients will 

leave workforce development vendors with a larger set of transferrable skills in regard to employment 

and the job search. 

Due to the high interest in pursuing higher education and the overwhelming uniformity of 

finances as the main barrier to doing so, the second proposal is to create a stronger and more direct 

connection to the CUNY ASAP program for high school/HSE graduates. With 61% of HSE clients 

interested in pursuing an associate’s degree after receiving their HSE diploma, there is a clear need to 

connect clients with the necessary resources to obtain higher education degrees. This can be done by 

establishing a CUNY advisor to the workforce development vendors who can work directly with clients 

to help them understand the programs, fill out necessary paperwork, and work through other entrance 

materials. This would give clients a better understanding of program requirements, how to navigate the 

college process, and a more defined route to attaining their education goals. Vendors could provide 

some type of referral to this advisor and the ASAP program for qualified clients who complete their HSE 

during their time at a workforce vendor. 

The CUNY ASAP program has been able to successfully address financial and other support 

barriers for program participants by providing many supplemental services. Students accepted into this 

program are assisted with financial aid and tuition waivers, free use of textbooks, and free metro cards 

awarded contingent on program compliance (Scrivener, Weiss, Ratledge, Rudd, Sommo & Fresques, 

2015). This financial support is critical to workforce development vendor clients; 77.8% of survey 

respondents selected “financial reasons” as their barrier to pursuing education beyond the HSE level. 

The financial support through the CUNY ASAP program can greatly help reduce this barrier. 

In addition to strong financial support, students in the ASAP program have a much smaller 

student: academic advisor ratio, and meet with their advisors an average of 38 times while pursuing 

their degree compared to the non-ASAP students’ 6 advisor meetings. ASAP students also meet with 
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career and employment services personnel more often, and have access to more outside of class 

tutoring than the average CUNY student. This provides more guided support to students, allowing 

increased access to necessary services for successful degree completion. Through providing multifaceted 

support, the CUNY ASAP program has nearly doubled graduation rates for program participants 

(Scrivener et al., 2015). If workforce development vendors create a direct connection to these services, 

clients will be able to more realistically achieve their higher education goals by partially eliminating the 

financial and other commonly faced barriers, leading to academic and career success. 

Once clients have successfully achieved their degrees, vendors could offer employment services 

as a benefit tied directly to this new educational attainment. 61% of clients selected “to get a job” as the 

goal of earning their HSE, and 31.7% selected “for secondary education/higher education” as their goal. 

By connecting educational attainment directly to employment options, HSE clients, and other clients 

with education goals, will be better served. If a client successfully completes their degree program, 

vendors could then provide job placement services related to that new level of educational attainment. 

Each vendor would establish connections with employers in search of candidates with an associate’s 

degree within ASAP qualifying programs, to create a clear employment path as a benefit of degree 

completion. 

Vendors could provide part-time job or internship placement services during the two years a 

client takes to complete their degree, and full-time placement once the degree is finished. If a client 

were to choose additional vocational training after their associate’s degree or continue to a 4-year 

college program, workforce development vendors could assist with the referral process and potentially 

provide part-time job placement during that time as well. A striking 76% of clients with children under 

18 in the household, meaning these clients have immediate financial needs and family obligations, still 

have a long-term educational attainment goal of an associate’s degree or beyond. 60% of clients with 

children in their household under the age of 18 also want to earn an education beyond the associate’s 

degree level. These clients would benefit immensely from having a direct connection to the CUNY ASAP 

program, and their children and future generations would also greatly benefit due to the increase in 

employment options for these clients as well as the quality of employment. 

Conclusion 

Taking into account the demographic information of individuals on public benefits that are 

enrolled in HSE programs, as well as long-term education and career goals, workforce development 

vendors such as America Works can best implement and support clients’ education plans leading to 
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more stable long-term employment and careers. Integrating the use of technology and computer-based 

learning to supplement in-person instruction will allow individuals to take more control of their learning, 

become more computer literate and better prepared for online testing. These skills will transfer into the 

workplace as well making clients further qualified for employment. Designating a CUNY ASAP advisor for 

workforce development vendor clients will create a clear path to higher education and help guarantee 

student services and financial support, helping clients overcome barriers to higher education resulting in 

more successful outcomes. All of these recommendations will help prepare clients to succeed in 

education leading to more stable employment, helping to reduce dependency on public benefits for 

financial support. Education can be critical when it comes to finding sustainable and fulfilling 

employment. As one survey respondent so eloquently said, “I have put my life on hold for long enough 

now it [is] time to make moves and think positive for the future of our children. Because I just don't 

want a job I want a career and with the HSE it will be more positive for you to move forward in life and 

make it successful.” 
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Computer Literacy: A Barrier To Employment? 

Sakiera Malone And Jonathan Jimenez 

 

Abstract 

This study examined the effects of computer literacy and lack thereof and how this can play a 

role in employment. 88 participants in America Work’s New York site and 53 in The Baltimore office 

were given a pre-assessment to gauge what items clients may be interested in.  In New York a, after a 

20- hour class they were given a post-assessment test to gauge how confident they were in their 

computer skills and their preparedness to seek employment with their newly learned skills. In Baltimore 

students participated in a 6-week computer literacy class totaling 54 hours of instruction time.  Our 

prediction was that lack of these computer skills would hinder their ability to obtain employment in 

previous macro studies (Baltimore Metropolitan Council, 2014). However, clients have shown an ability 

to navigate the computer and understand the basic functions though with more abstract items such as 

reading and understanding job applications and requirements they begin to falter. This suggests that 

there is an educational barrier in terms of critically analyzing the requirements of a job.  OR 

The information this survey will show is that lack of computer literacy is a significant barrier for 

employment. Numerous studies have noted that students within the adult education sector face many 

challenges when seeking education via literacy programs. These can range from fear of technology, low 

self-confidence and lack of information during schooling. These findings relate to clients who range in 

education levels, income and access to the internet.  Recruitment for the survey in New York is usually 

based on prerequisite of taking the class for at least two weeks in order to gauge whether the class has 

gaining any knowledge within the classes taken.   The survey of 88 people in New York and 53 in 

Baltimore is used by checking their knowledge on the subject of technology and looking at the 

measuring the outcome of what they have learned within the Computer Literacy class. Almost all 

workplaces and businesses have embraced the use of computers in one way or another meaning it is 

almost impossible not to encounter a computer in everyday life. By checking how much interaction the 

clients have with technology within their lives, we can gauge the computer literacy levels to see whether 

people understand how to use computers and whether they even have access to the internet or a 

computer at all. This research examines the lack of computer literacy and access to internet services and 

its effect on long term employment.  
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Computer Literacy Assessment 

Being computer literate is a necessity in the modern world as it opens up the possibilities people 

have for employment and for daily living. As the years go by more people are transitioning towards 

computers for every facet of their lives. It helps people stay up to date on current event and situations 

during their commute. Computers are a cheap and quick way to communicate with others from around 

the world. The use of technology enhances one’s professionalism in the workplace via resumes and 

communication to employees and employers. Many websites and programs help in better record 

keeping and make transactions more convenient. There is a catch; these uses will not work for users 

who do not understand computers. Does the lack of computer literacy and lack of internet at home 

affect the job search? Can people increase their understanding of computers within a short time frame? 

One study evaluated the effectiveness of a 40‐hour computer course for beginners provided to a 

group of unemployed women learners with no/minimal computer literacy skills. The aim of the study 

was to identify participants' perceptions and experiences regarding technology, any barriers and 

challenges faced throughout the computer course and the extent to which the computer course assisted 

them in becoming computer literate and employable. The findings of this study showed that the 

participants developed an acceptable level of computer literacy skills and a more positive attitude 

towards technology. They further realized the importance of possessing computer literacy skills 

specifically in relation to their employability, professional path and career development. Their self‐

esteem in relation to technology was also increased on professional, educational, and personal levels 

(Despo & Nikeia, 2011). This study’s conclusion seemed quite logical in terms of its results since most of 

the participants gained an adequate level of understanding via a 40-hour course and building the 

foundation to peruse more information. Therefore, training programs for employees often suggest both 

computer-related content and modules which aim on improving the participants’ self-efficacy 

concerning working in today’s job market; such a program is at the heart of the current study. While 

many previous studies have examined the efficiency of such programs in improving measures related to 

computer self-efficacy, the novelty of the current study is in examining the relationships between 

training-related variables and a variable similar to computer self-efficacy and motivation. 

 

Literature Review 

In a growing digital age where consumers and companies are embracing technology, computer 

literacy is increasingly becoming important not only to enjoy leisure activities, but to meet the new 

demand of employers. According to the United States Department of Commerce, “Ninety-six percent of 
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working Americans use new communications technologies as part of their daily life, while sixty-two 

percent of working Americans use the Internet as an integral part of their jobs (U.S. Dept. of Commerce, 

2011)”.  

In 2011, the U.S. Department of Commerce reported that “28 % of Americans do not use the 

Internet at all and 32% lack broadband service (pp. vii)  

● The two most commonly cited reasons for not having broadband Internet access at home are 
that it is perceived as not needed (46 percent) or too expensive (25  percent).[ix] 
 

● There are notable disparities between demographic groups: people with low incomes, 
disabilities, seniors, minorities, the less-educated, non-family households, and the non-
employed tend to lag behind other groups in home broadband use.[x] 
 

● While there is no single solution to closing the broadband adoption gap, increasing digital 
literacy skills among non-users is key to bringing them online and opening doors to opportunity. 

 

Correlation between Income/Education and Computer Literacy and Use  

According to a 2016 survey conducted by the PEW Research Center, the reasons that people are 

not connected to the internet vary greatly. 34% did not go online because they had no interest in doing 

so or did not think the internet was relevant to their lives, 32% of non-internet users said the internet 

was too difficult to use, 8% of this group who said they were “too old to learn” and 19% cited the 

expense of internet service or owning a computer. With the second highest percentage indicating the 

difficulty of the internet as a contributing factor to people not being able to be connected, access to 

training programs to assist users in navigating the computer and internet is vital.  

Computers and the internet is more than just According to a 2011 Census Bureau Current 

Population Survey (CPS): “Seventy-three percent of unemployed Internet users reported going online to 

look for work, as did 52 percent of underemployed users” (pp. v). 

Based on 97 surveys conducted from 2000-2015, The Pew Center reveals that class plays a major role in 

people’s ability to connect to the internet. “Those with college educations are more likely than those 

who do not have high school diplomas to use the internet. Similarly, those who live in households 

earning more than $75,000 are more likely to be internet users than those living in households earning 

less than $30,000. (The Pew Center, 2015)  

 

Cost of the Internet  

Lack of access is also a result of expenses. According to PBS, “For an Internet connection of 25 

megabits per second, New Yorkers pay about $55, nearly double that of what residents in London, 

http://2010-2014.commerce.gov/news/fact-sheets/2011/05/13/fact-sheet-digital-literacy.html#_edn9
http://2010-2014.commerce.gov/news/fact-sheets/2011/05/13/fact-sheet-digital-literacy.html#_edn10


33 
 

Seoul, and Bucharest, Romania, pay” (2015). The cost for internet service can also deter most struggling 

households to avoid this additional expense. Household income and education are also indicators of a 

person’s likelihood to be offline. Around a third of adults with less than a high school education do not 

use the internet, but that share falls as the level of educational attainment increases. Adults from 

households earning less than $30,000 a year are roughly eight times more likely than the most affluent 

adults to not use the internet. 

 

Methodology 

Participants  

A survey was administered at the America Works locations in New York and in Baltimore. The 

survey consisted of questions concerning their experience and usage of computers and the internet.  

Research Variables  

The independent variable is Pre-training Employment Readiness High/Low. It is binary (1/0 for high/low 

readiness), based on a median split of the average of 3 employment and computer related items in the 

pre-survey, each of which was scored on a Dichotomous scale.  

The original items are:  

● Computer Access 

● Computers and Work 

● Topics of Interest  

The dependent variable is Post-training Employment Readiness. It is binary (1/0 for high/low readiness), 

based on a median split of the average of eight computer related items in the post-survey, each of which 

was scored on a Dichotomous scale. The original items are:  

● How did Computer Literacy classes improve your computer education?  

● Computer Skills Self- Assessment - Computer Concepts   

● Computer Skills Self- Assessment - Keyboard  

● Computer Skills Self- Assessment – Mouse  

● Computer Skills Self- Assessment - File Management  

● Computer Skills Self- Assessment – Internet  

● Computer Skills Self- Assessment – Email 

We chose to convert the Post-training Employment Readiness into a binary variable as for the 

relatively small size of population and due to its non-normal frequency (see previous section). Overall, 

we have 43 independent variables from one category: 
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Training satisfaction (43 variables) these variables are based on relevant items from the post survey, 

asking for feedback about the training (each item was scored Dichotomous scale). The variables are:  

● How did Computer Literacy classes improve your computer education? (9 items) 

● Computer Skills Self- Assessment - Computer Concepts (10 items) 

● Computer Skills Self- Assessment – Keyboard (2 items)  

● Computer Skills Self- Assessment – Mouse (3 items) 

● Computer Skills Self- Assessment - File Management (5 items)  

● Computer Skills Self- Assessment – Internet (7 items) 

● Computer Skills Self- Assessment – Email (8 items)  

In Baltimore, computer literacy classes taught by instructor Emmanuel Agnapan from Baltimore City 

Community College. The classes are 6 weeks in duration from 9:00am-12:00pm Monday, Tuesday and 

Friday and have lasted since July 2016. The classes cover a range of topics including: the difference 

between an IPS and Wi-Fi, how to create folders and how to navigate programs such as Microsoft Word, 

Excel, and PowerPoint.  

In New York, computer literacy classes taught by instructor Jonathan Jimenez, Rebecca Felczak and 

Julie Kozikova via a rotation schedule from America Works. The classes are open enrollment in duration 

from 9:30am-12:00pm Monday and Wednesdays, Friday 9:30am – 4:00pm and have been in session 

from December 2016 - April 2017. The classes cover a range of topics including: Basic use of computer 

peripherals, how to create e-mails, folders, job application via internet and how to navigate programs 

such as Microsoft Word and Excel. 

Pre/Post survey of computer use and attitudes towards computers  

These surveys are measuring attitudes towards computers, previous experience with computers, and 

employment self-efficacy. The post survey included items asking for their confidence levels with specific 

sections of computer knowledge from understanding hardware and software from basic steps on a job 

application. There is a section on feedback about the training, specifically satisfaction with various 

aspects of it. These pre/post surveys were administered immediately before the clients first day of class 

and after the fourth day of class via Google Forms. 

 

Results 

Pre/Post-Training Employment Readiness As a first step, we explored some statistics of the 

Pre/Post-training Employment Readiness variables (see Table 1—New York). The overall results in New 

York for the Pre (M=42.86, SD=6.92) is meaningfully and statistically significant than the mean Post 
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(M=22.10, SD=5.81), with z= 6.52, at p =0.05 with a P-Value of < 0.01% for Pre.  z = 1.531, p=0.10 with a 

P-Value of 0.063% for Post.  The overall results in Baltimore (see Table 2 — Baltimore) the Pre (M=33.57, 

SD=3.78 is also meaningfully and statistically significant than the mean Post (M=29.11, SD=6.94).  This 

information suggests a rejection of the null hypothesis, as there is less than a 0.01% chance that the null 

hypothesis is true and a test statistic that extreme was due to random sampling within the specified 

population. 

VARIABLE N MEAN SD SKEWNESS 

Pre  88 42.86 6.92 0.43 

Post 31 22.10 5.81 -0.49 

                                                    (Table 1—New York) 

VARIABLE N MEAN SD SKEWNESS 

Pre  53 33. 57 3.78 0.33 

Post 39 29.11 6.94 -0.68 

                                                   (Table 2—Baltimore) 

 

The results also indicate that those who completed the computer literacy course and post 

tested saw some improvements. In Baltimore (see Graph 1 – Baltimore), out of the 53 participants who 

took the computer literacy class, a total of 37 participants completed a pre- and post- survey. On the 

pre- and post-survey responders indicated that the gain knowledge in at least 3 more skills in their self- 

assessments.  

 

 
(Graph 1—Baltimore) 



36 
 

Works Cited 

 

(United States Department of Commerce) http://2010-2014.commerce.gov/news/fact-

sheets/2011/05/13/fact-sheet-digital-literacy.html 

 

(PEW Research Center) 13% of Americans don’t use the internet. Who are they? By Monica Anderson, 

2016 http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/09/07/some-americans-dont-use-the-internet-

who-are-they/ 
 

(The New York Times) Most of U.S. Is Wired, but Millions Aren’t Plugged In by Edward Wyatt 2013 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/19/technology/a-push-to-connect-millions-who-live-offline-to-the-

internet.html 

(PBS) This is how Internet speed and price in the U.S. compares to the rest of the world by Hannah  Yi , 

2015 http://www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/internet-u-s-compare-globally-hint-slower-expensive/ 

(The Center for Public Integrity) U.S. Internet users pay more and have fewer choices than Europeans by 

Allan Holmes and Chris Zubak-Skees, 2015 https://www.publicintegrity.org/2015/03/27/16998/what-

separates-us-and-european-internet-less-competition-more-costs 

(U.S. Department of Commerce) Exploring the Digital Nations: America’s Emerging Online Experience, 

2013 https://www.ntia.doc.gov/files/ntia/publications/exploring_the_digital_nation_-

_americas_emerging_online_experience.pdf 

(The Baltimore Sun) No Computer? No Baltimore Job by Connor Meek, 2015 

http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/opinion/oped/bs-ed-recruitment-office-20150823-story.html 

(The Pew Center) Americans’ Internet Access: 2000-2015 by Andrew Perrin and Maeve Duggan, 2015 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/06/26/americans-internet-access-2000-2015/ 

 

(The Pew Center) 13% of Americans don’t use the internet. Who are they? BY Monica Anderson and 

Andre Perrin http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/09/07/some-americans-dont-use-the-

internet-who-are-they/ 

 

Despo Ktoridou, Nikleia Eteokleous‐Grigoriou, (2011) "Developing digital immigrants' computer literacy: 

the case of unemployed women", Campus-Wide Information Systems, Vol. 28 Issue: 3, pp.154-163, doi: 

10.1108/10650741111145689 

 

Mor, D., Laks, H., & Hershkovitz, A. (2016). Computer skills training and readiness to work with 

computers. Interdisciplinary Journal of e-Skills and Life Long Learning, 12, 95-112. Retrieved from: 

http://www.informingscience.org/Publications/3451 

  

http://2010-2014.commerce.gov/news/fact-sheets/2011/05/13/fact-sheet-digital-literacy.html
http://2010-2014.commerce.gov/news/fact-sheets/2011/05/13/fact-sheet-digital-literacy.html
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/09/07/some-americans-dont-use-the-internet-who-are-they/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/09/07/some-americans-dont-use-the-internet-who-are-they/
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/19/technology/a-push-to-connect-millions-who-live-offline-to-the-internet.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/19/technology/a-push-to-connect-millions-who-live-offline-to-the-internet.html
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/internet-u-s-compare-globally-hint-slower-expensive/
https://www.publicintegrity.org/2015/03/27/16998/what-separates-us-and-european-internet-less-competition-more-costs
https://www.publicintegrity.org/2015/03/27/16998/what-separates-us-and-european-internet-less-competition-more-costs
https://www.ntia.doc.gov/files/ntia/publications/exploring_the_digital_nation_-_americas_emerging_online_experience.pdf
https://www.ntia.doc.gov/files/ntia/publications/exploring_the_digital_nation_-_americas_emerging_online_experience.pdf
http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/opinion/oped/bs-ed-recruitment-office-20150823-story.html
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/06/26/americans-internet-access-2000-2015/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/09/07/some-americans-dont-use-the-internet-who-are-they/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/09/07/some-americans-dont-use-the-internet-who-are-they/
http://www.informingscience.org/Publications/3451


37 
 

Lessening The Effects Of Housing Instability On Employability 

Michelle Muallem And Catherine Sandoval 

Abstract 

This research focuses on clients of America Works who are both working and soon to be working 

and who fall into the category of New Yorkers’ whose wages are not enough to afford them a 

comfortable place to call home. This research seeks to find out the housing issues our clients face, as 

well as how deeply they affect their employability. It’s no secret that a happy employee makes an 

efficient employee. Having a safe, consistent, and affordable place to live is fundamental to physical 

security and mental stability. If clients are facing housing issues, it’s pertinent to know what they are and 

to formulate ways to alleviate some of those stresses so that they don’t carry them into their jobs/job 

search. 

Lessening the Effects if Housing Instability on Employability 

America Works’ clients face housing instability. Those that face housing instability are either 

facing eviction, in shelters, overcrowded housing, neglected housing, or inaccessible housing. These 

housing related issues have crippling effects on the mental and physical health of the client, which 

negatively affects their employability. Housing instability in New York City is a priority to this mayoral 

administration as well as for past administrations. Along with that, some new Career Advance contracts 

at America Works are also focused on those with housing instability issues. Our research is centered on 

the hypothesis that there are large amounts of stigma attached to those who have housing instabilities, 

which leads to continued housing issues and low employability. By bridging NYC policy goals with 

employment goals at America Works, we hope to lessen the adverse effects of those stigmas and 

decrease the number of clients facing housing instabilities which will increase clients’ employability 

overall.  

 

Literature Review 

A majority (51%) of the millions of New York City residents are working class people (Pew 

Research). Their presence is what makes New York City exist and function, and they need somewhere to 

live which is convenient for them to commute to work. The working class is that work in industries such 

as construction, restaurants, logistics, retail, and service industry jobs. The private marketplace has not 

produced enough affordable housing for New York City residents. The vacancy rate in the city in 2014 

according to the US Census was only 2.4% (Citizens Committee for Children). This is highlighted by the 
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large number of homeless New Yorker’s in shelters each night. On average in March 2017, there were 

60,000 New Yorkers sleeping in shelters each night (Coalition for the Homeless). Despite considerable 

public investment to stimulate the production of housing that is affordable to low- and moderate-

income New Yorkers, “the supply of publicly subsidized housing meets the needs of only a fraction of 

the people in those income groups” (Housing New York). 

The conventional standard for “affordable housing” is housing that costs 30% or less of a 

person’s income (Department of Housing and Urban Development).The average New York City 

household faces housing costs that are 50% - 66% of their income (Housing New York). Wages for the 

City's renters have stagnated over the last 20 years, increasing by less than 15 percent, after adjusting 

for inflation. During the same period, the average monthly rent for an apartment in New York City 

increased by almost 40 percent (Housing New York). Subsidized housing is an essential component of 

our housing landscape; most affordable housing is in privately-owned, for-profit buildings that are 

subject to rent-regulation. However, subsidized housing meets only a fraction of the needs of New 

Yorkers. In 2015, NYC tenants won 2,500 apartments through 41 lotteries for subsidized housing that 

had 1.5 million applications (New York Times). The disparity between available apartments and those 

who need them is huge.  

There are a number of social perspectives which counter the argument that intervention is 

needed in the housing arena. These perspectives largely contribute to why there are such large numbers 

of New Yorkers with housing instabilities. The capitalist view of the housing crisis is that those who can’t 

afford to live in New York City should move to somewhere more affordable. This would send the entire 

working class away from New York City which would lead to labor shortages in all of the stores, 

restaurants, warehouses and services that are staffed by the working class. It also severely changes the 

cultural landscape of the city. If all New York City was comprised of only those paying market rent, rents 

across the board would skyrocket making it an elitist city of only those making mid to high income. 

Another detrimental viewpoint is “Not In My Backyard” or NIMBY. Those who follow NIMBY believe that 

moderate-to -low income housing is needed but do not want it in their neighborhood or to affect them 

in any way. NIMBY also affects the shelter system. Many believe that sheltering the homeless is 

necessary but do not want shelters near where they live. Addressing the counter-intuitive attitudes 

towards housing is the first step to changing the New York City housing landscape. There shouldn’t be a 

stigma surrounding those currently in shelters or those in need of housing.  

New York City has been seeing an increase of more and more people becoming homeless. This is 

in part due to less affordable housing for low income families, increasing rent rates all over the city, and 
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the income being earned for a typical minimum wage job. The amount of earned income in low-

income/working families does not cover the costs rent which leads to situations such as eviction. Many 

of the low-income families are displaced due to rising rents as mentioned by Salley Kim in her journal. 

She stated that “in New York City, the median apartment rents rose by seventy-five percent between 

2002 and 2012”. This kind of trend shows the large increase there has been in such a short amount of 

time. Another big trend explained by Ms. Kim is that the stock of rent-regulated housing is quickly 

diminishing. With diminishing units and an increase in demand for those units, a gap is being created 

with no signs of relief for low/moderate income families. 

 

Current Options Available to Our Clients 

The affordable housing programs currently in use are as follows: 

-  Public Housing (New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA)) 

Eligibility for this program is based on a family's gross annual income and family size. These are 

project-based buildings in which are in certain areas of the neighborhood that provide housing 

to low-income families who meet the requirements that are assigned by the city. This program is 

solely run by NYCHA, in which NYCHA pays the majority of the rent and these types of 

apartments are usually passed down through family. The wait lists for these apartments can be 

more than five years and those on the waitlists need to keep their applications current. Priority 

is given based off of need and addressed circumstance by circumstance (New York City Housing 

Authority). 

-  Portable Voucher Programs (Housing Choice Voucher program) 

The Housing Choice Voucher program is the federal government's major program for assisting 

low-income families, the elderly, and the disabled to afford decent and safe housing in the 

private market. Since housing assistance is provided on behalf of the family or individual, 

participants are able to find their own housing, including single-family homes, townhouses and 

apartments. The participants who qualify for the Housing Choice Voucher program are free to 

choose any housing that will meet with the requirements of the program and is not limited to 

units located in subsidized housing projects. The Housing Choice Voucher Program is 

administered locally by Public Housing Agencies (PHAs). The PHAs’ receive federal funding from 

the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development to administer the voucher program. 

After a family has received said voucher the family is responsible for finding a suitable housing 

unit of the family’s choice where the owner agrees to rent under the program. The owner and 
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units being rented must meet with the minimum standards of health and safety, and oftentimes 

include invasive inspections by the city. Oftentimes owners want to circumvent city intrusion 

and lengthy certification requirements and opt to not accept these programs. Another issue 

with the portable housing voucher is the timing that the city pays the monthly rent. Oftentimes 

it is later than when the tenants’ portion is due and monthly rent is received not as a whole. 

These issues discourage landlords from participating in the programs (New York City Housing 

Authority). 

-  Project-based Section 8 buildings 

The program works as a rental subsidy that allows families to pay a reasonable amount of their 

income toward their rent for certain buildings. The entire building is designated as a section-8 

voucher accepting building and it is often easier for tenants to get landlords to accept their 

voucher. Generally, families will pay no more than 40 percent of their adjusted monthly income 

toward their rent share. The amount of project-based Section 8 building is limited and vacancies 

are hard to find. Once a tenant finds a vacant apartment, the process is a lot more streamlined 

than with the portable voucher system (New York City Housing Authority).  

-  Mitchell-Lama buildings 

Mitchell-Lama buildings are affordable housing units for moderate middle-class income families. 

It is a non-subsidy government housing program created in 1955 for middle-income residents in 

exchange for low-interest mortgage loans and real property tax exemptions for the 

developments. Developments are eligible to withdraw from the program or buyout after 20 

years, the Mitchell-Lama law requires limitation on profits. Also buildings that are bought out 

are covered by rent stabilization (New York City Housing Preservation and Development).    

-  Rent Stabilization Units 

Rent stabilization is for low-income families who have a rent under $2,500 per month, if the 

current renter moved in after June 24, 2011. The building has to have been built before 1974, 

has to have more than 6 units and is not a coop or condo building. Also, the rent can be under 

$2,000 per month if the current renter moved in between 1993 and June 23, 2011. The rent 

guidelines set or regulates the rent that landlord can raise or increase on rent-stabilized 

apartments. As of June 2015, the guidelines board for the first time actually issued a freeze on 

all rents on leases that were one year long which started on October 1, 2015. Tenants are also 

protected by the guaranteed right to renew the lease. Rent stabilized units are sometimes 
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difficult to find and are often passed to family and friends of the original tenant (New York City 

Housing Preservation and Development). 

- Mandatory Inclusionary Housing (The 80/20 Rule) 

The Mandatory Inclusionary Housing also known as the 80/20 rule is a zoning tool developed by 

the Department of City Planning and the Development of Housing Preservation and 

Development, which requires developers to include affordable housing in areas that are rezoned 

to allow for more housing developments. The goal of this zoning tool is to reach lower income 

households while maintaining flexibility, and to also address problems of displacement and 

tenant harassment. The development also needs to set aside 10%t of the floor for households 

making 40% of the AMI. Under New York’s plan, developers benefiting from rezoning for either 

residential growth of greater height and density are, for the first time required to include units 

for those with earnings below the median income. Rezoning will take place in East New York 

Brooklyn, Bay Street on Staten Island; parts of Flushing and Long Island City in Queens, Jerome 

Avenue in the Bronx; and East Harlem and Inwood Manhattan. This symbiotic relationship is the 

newest and most used way to address the need for affordable housing while also addressing the 

need to keep current residents housed in their neighborhood. The major problem with MIH is 

the overwhelming amount of applications for the affordable units. The application process is 

easy, however because so many people apply, a lottery is drawn to find suitable tenants. 

Thousands of people apply for only a few units in each building. Once selected from the lottery, 

prospective tenants must meet strict income guidelines. Preference is usually given to those 

already residing in the community (New York City Housing Preservation and Development).  

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Data was collected using a 30-question survey which was distributed to clients across all sites. 

We wanted our research project to be representative of NYC as a whole and not just one site specific. 

This helped us analyze which trends affected certain boroughs more and which trends affected NYC in 

general. The survey was distributed to new clients in orientation, clients currently receiving services, and 

working retention clients. The survey represented all age groups and racial/ethnic groups. 

There were 202 total clients who participated in the survey, 74 from Brooklyn, 49 from the 

Bronx, 25 from Far Rockaway, and 54 from Jamaica. Of the total number of clients surveyed, 50% are in 

temporary housing, 43% of clients surveyed have been homeless, 21% of clients surveyed are currently 

facing eviction, 13% of clients surveyed are currently in an overcrowded apartment, 13% of clients 
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surveyed say rent is too expensive, and 32% of clients surveyed say that yes their job search has been 

negatively affected by their housing. Of the clients surveyed, 32% are currently receiving a housing 

voucher. Of those that receive a voucher, 94% found it difficult finding a landlord to accept the voucher. 

47% of voucher recipients are currently housed in permanent housing. 16% of our clients surveyed are 

currently working, and of those that are working, 24% have a housing instability. Of those that are 

currently working, 47% have a commute that is over 2 hours, and 29% have a commute that is between 

1 ½ hours to 2 hours. 

There are five age categories represented by the survey, 18-24, 25-34, 35-44, 45-54, and 55+. 

Respectively, the percentage of clients in those age categories that expressed housing instabilities are as 

follows: 34%, 28%, 35%, 40%, and 36%. There are also five racial categories included in the survey, 

American Indian/Alaskan native, Asian, Black/African American, Other, and White. Respectively the 

percentage of clients in those racial categories who expressed housing instabilities is as follows: 25%, 

60%, 51%, 31%, and 38%. Of the clients who identified with the Hispanic/Latino ethnic group, 33% 

identified as having a housing instability.  

From the surveys, we can see the most pressing housing trend is that 50% of our clients are in 

temporary housing. Another alarming trend is that 43% of clients have been homeless before. This is 

alarming because those who have been homeless before are more likely to be homeless again than 

those who were never homeless (Culhane & Kuhn). The housing instabilities affect clients in all 

boroughs. The housing issues our clients face transcend age and race/ethnicity. The issues of eviction 

and overcrowding add stress to clients and take their mind away from job search and retention once a 

job is procured. Long commute times lead to clients being tardy, lack of sleep, and overall poor work 

performance. It is important these issues are addressed to alleviate any barriers to clients finding and 

maintaining employment 

 

Recommendations for the Future 

Being the affordable housing crisis isn’t unique to America Works clients, our approach to 

addressing the issues can be applied universally. America Works has been granted new contracts such as 

Career Advance Homeless which will surge the number of non-domiciled clients in our offices. 

Workforce development can work within the current New York City housing landscape and help clients 

address their housing issues in the following ways: 
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- Teach clients how to advocate for themselves to future prospective landlords to address 

discriminatory thoughts (similar to how we teach them how to advocate for themselves on job 

interviews). 

- Help clients navigate the application process for housing programs. 

- Partner with community organizations who specifically help people get much needed housing. 

- Compile a list and resource for clients to use that show landlords and management companies 

which have been known to accept housing vouchers. 

- Find employment closer to the homes of clients with long commutes. 

- Continue to find employment for non-working clients. 

Using these seemingly small scale/ grassroots methods, we can help our clients in a big way to find 

stable housing, making them more employable overall. 
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Wage Cliffs and a Rising Minimum Wage 

Kessie Petit-Frere 

Abstract 

When many states began to raise their minimum wage, it served as a catalyst for federal change. 

The plan was to increase the minimum wage on an incremental scale until it reaches $15 in the year 2020; 

this led to many questions such as how it would affect the federal budget, if it would alleviate poverty for 

low income families and whether it could be utilized as reform policy for social programs?  This paper 

addresses how everyday low income and middle-class families viewed the proposed federal minimum 

wage changes. Naturally people associate higher wages with more disposable income to either live more 

comfortably, or afford expensive items such as appliances, putting down a deposit on a home or car. 

Compared to other cities, New York City housing, transportation and child care and much more are 

expensive. Depending on what services individuals are receiving, how many, and how long they have been 

receiving assistance, it can have a calculated value equivalent to a salary.  America Works clients were 

presented information regarding eligibility and asked what they thought of the continual wage increase 

until the year 2020: whether or not they thought the increase will bring positive change to their families. 

The hypothesis proved true that those clients do in fact believe it will bring positive change.  

The notion of using work as a way to get people out of poverty makes sense, but is not so simple 

when individuals 1) lack the education to get higher paying jobs, and 2) don’t want to work. There are 

many reasons why individuals end up living in poverty and many times it is due to the lack of education, 

financial hardships due to loss of employment, or lack of access to necessities. All these different factors 

play a role; but our government has created such a vigorous social system that it sometimes pays to stay 

on public assistance. In addition to analyzing the question of whether or not the increase of minimum 

wage in NYC will bring positive change, but also how beneficial (if any) will the increase be in comparison 

to public assistance benefits. This paper presents different situations where the benefits value outweighs 

the gross income. People (especially those that rely on public assistance for years) develop a perspective 

which focuses on a small aspect (short term gains), as opposed to the bigger picture (longer term gains). 

Depending on the family household the requirements of receiving access to those programs will vary. I 

will briefly introduce the different services, what is needed to be approved, what the individual can 

possibly receive and what is the maximum amount of income required to fall into the programs bracket. 
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Background Information 

The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and Safety Net is a U.S. cash benefit 

program for the poor and what we find many people associate “welfare” or public assistance to, but is 

not limited to just that. This program provides cash payments and other supportive services to needy 

families through federal funding. How long an individual receives cash assistance will vary in terms of 

length, and monetary value; much of the programs under public assistance are on a case by case basis 

(household size, income, assets and needs). Under TANF, families may receive cash assistance up to 60 

months; for individuals in need without children, they can continue to receive cash assistance under the 

Safety Net Assistance. This program provides money for basic living expenses for single adults and 

childless couples or families who have reached their five-year limit of family assistance benefits (wrk vs. 

benefits (14), and grappling with… (6).   

Medicaid is the primary program for providing healthcare to the poor and low-income individuals. 

These healthcare services are for adults and children, while Medicare is for the elderly recipients receiving 

long term care and disabled individuals. This program (similar to all other programs vary from state to 

state, but for research purposes we will only focus on NYC) (wrk vs. benefits (14).  

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), previously known as food stamps, provides 

vouchers to low-income households in order to purchase food. This program is funded through the federal 

government and benefit levels are uniform nationally, (except for Alaska and Hawaii) where benefits are 

higher to reflect higher food costs. Families who are eligible for this program should not have to pay more 

than 30% more than their net income of food; the amount on this benefit varies on a case by case basis. 

Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) provides federal grants to states for supplemental foods, 

health care referrals, and nutrition education for low-income pregnant, breastfeeding, and non-

breastfeeding postpartum women and infants and children up to age 5 who are found to be at a nutritional 

risk. The program provides checks or vouchers to purchase specific foods each month that are designed 

to supplement their diets. This program differs from SNAP because it focuses on the nutrition of mothers 

who are pregnant and with children under 5 at risk for lack of nutrients. 

Housing assistance can be broken down into three major categories: Public Housing, Section 8 

(Housing Assistance payments), and other rental subsidies. The amount of assistance through these 

various programs will vary within the state where majority of these housing locations will be in urbanized 

areas. Though the waiting list for these programs can be lengthy, those who are in extreme need such as 

domestic violence, or cases with children will get placed faster than those that are not in more “dire” 

situations. Much of the housing is in the form of assistance, meaning that the individual either pays at a 
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much lower rate, or pays for only a percentage of their rent while the government pays the remainder. . 

In addition to housing assistance, there are programs to assist with utilities such as Low-Income Home 

Energy Assistance Program assist low income household to pay for heating oil, and electricity assistance. 

The benefit received varies based on needs and availability. 

 

Survey Results & Literature Review 

After reviewing my survey’s outcomes, I focused on one of the key questions asking whether 

clients were aware of what we can consider to be basic requirements for participation in the programs 

and how, if their income changed the services would either be cut or decreased based on certain factors. 

10.3% of the clients stated that they were somewhat aware, 20.6% stated that they were aware and about 

69% stated that they were not aware or did not respond. These various percentages can tell us that 

majority of our clients either know what they need to know to get approved for said programs, or clients 

did not see the importance of familiarizing themselves with these stipulations for different reasons. 

Depending on the family household the requirements of receiving access to those programs will vary. I 

will briefly introduce the different services, what is needed to be approved, what the individual can 

possibly receive and what is the maximum amount of income required to fall into the programs bracket. 

T. Employment is recognized by scholars as a necessity in order to lessen the number of families 

living in poverty or low-income home. Work allows individuals to become self-reliant, and moves them 

closer if not, above the poverty line. There are many instances where people find themselves out of work 

and are on public assistance for a short term and get back into the job market and are on their way. Then, 

there are individuals who may lack education and work experience and may also have instability (whether 

it be childcare issues, transportation, or housing) that makes it more difficult to maintain employment; 

minimum wage increase will affect those individuals the most. The issue with this idea of employment 

greatly diminishing or rather eliminating poverty is that majority of families that receive public assistance 

(or some service thereof) work, but are still very much dependent on benefits in which people would no 

longer be supplemented, yet lack the income to realistically support themselves without it. The Economic 

Policy Institute stated that workers in the arts, entertainment, recreation, accommodation, food services 

and retail trade industries are disproportionately represented among public assistance recipients. 

Workers in these industries receive disproportionate shares of program benefits, underscoring the wages 

in these industries (1). Typically individuals in these roles have entry level skill sets and lack the education 

to qualify them for higher paying job; these are the same positions where minimum wage increases are 

needed.  
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53.3% of the clients surveyed across all America Works offices within New York City stated that 

the increase in minimum wage increase would provide positive change in their household. But out of 

those same group of individuals 13% of them had less than a High School Diploma, 33.3% had some sort 

of degree (ranging from an Associate to Graduate degree). Employers would much rather hire individuals 

who are capable of cross training and who are a bit more qualified rather than hiring someone trained 

solely in one area. Employers may see value in hiring less individuals and ensure the ones on staff are 

flexible rather continually hiring new ones. The low-wage workers whose wages are affected by increases 

in the minimum wage include not only those workers who would otherwise have earned less than the 

minimum but also, in some cases, workers who would have earned slightly more than the minimum wage. 

The change in employment low-wage workers also differs over time. At first, when the minimum wage 

rises some firms employ fewer low-wage workers, while other firms do not; the reduced employment is 

concentrated in business and industries where higher prices result in larger reductions in demand. Over a 

longer time frame, however, move firms replace low-wage workers with inputs that are relatively less 

expensive, such as more productive higher-wage workers (effect of min. Wage 6,7). In early stage of the 

wage increase it seems to be promising, but as the years progress, research should analyze how 

companies begin to shift. So what motivates low-income families to work? Incentives and self-motivation. 

 

Wage Increase, Benefits, & Wage Cliff Theory 

To prepare these individuals for prospective jobs in the competitive job market, different vendors 

offer various trainings that will aide in preparing individuals for interviews, gaining new skills for job 

prospects, completing their high school diploma or licenses in competing industries. These different 

training programs are in hopes to opening doors for employment or even furthering their training to gain 

access to higher paying jobs. After training is complete, people may begin what are called transitional jobs 

which are jobs people work until they land in an industry they are interested in or something better comes 

along. Some initiatives focus on creating jobs rather than preparing workers for existing jobs. Such 

programs include transitional and subsidized job programs that seek to match individuals with temporary 

jobs in which the government pays some portion of the wage (building blocks ( 18) source on google drive). 

The temporary jobs whether through the funded programs or on through their own efforts, provides the 

individual opportunities to gain new skills, remain in the job market, and potentially gain a tax credit. 

In addition to receiving benefits to offset their expenses, individuals that work can become eligible 

for the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). This federal program provides cash assistance through the federal 

income tax credit to low and moderate-income families based on their income for the year. Once the 
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household income rises, benefits begin to kick in and stop increasing when a certain amount of income is 

gained (varies based on income and household size). The maximum credit in 2016 was: $6,269 with three 

or more qualifying children, $5,572 with two qualifying children, $3,373 with one qualifying child and $506 

with no qualifying children. 

Tax Credits for low income families is a great way to push for employment, though employment 

does not guarantee families moving out of poverty, it does ensure that they are making some sort of 

progress towards or above the poverty line. 

Additional income such as the one through EITC is one way to show low-income families that, not only are 

they capable of securing their own form of income, but they get rewarded for doing so. The issue lies with 

the total income being brought into one household depending on the family size. The more individuals 

working, the greater the number of incomes in a household, which leads to more EITC for each individual. 

This can create opportunities for these families to buy things they may need such as; car, savings account, 

appliances, etc.  While the EITC creates short term opportunities, it is not enough to move families out of 

poverty and offer long term stability. The increase in minimum wage will also cause many families to phase 

out of the tax credit, even though income may not be enough to live above the poverty line (or moderately 

above it). Many families whose income was initially within the phase-in range of the EITC schedule would 

find that increased earnings led to additional EITC benefits. But families whose income was initially in the 

phaseout range of the schedule would find that income gains from a higher minimum wage were partly 

offset by a reduction in EITC benefits (The effects..15). The change in the minimum wage increases is not 

enough to cause an effective change that could be utilized for policy reform. The individuals who are most 

affected by the increase are the same individuals that are still dependent on public assistance programs 

because their wages are not enough to solely survive. This is when we also begin to see individuals in low-

income households’ cases being re-budgeted because of their income. Depending on what the gross 

income is for that household, the family can end up in what is referred to as the “wage cliff”. 

The wage cliff is the notion that low-income families gaining higher pay through employment, but 

losing benefits where it causes a deficiency in their income. This is a federal, low-income household, and 

employment presents a potential issue because of the dependency it subtly creates and may cause many 

individuals to potentially decline promotions or employment. If we analyze a model scenario and review 

literature, we can find that the percentage of individuals who fall into that bracket is modest in 

comparison to the percentage of individuals who are working and find themselves moving towards the 

poverty. Why is this “assumption” made? Marginal taxes. Once these individuals enter the work market 

again, they are subject to pay marginal taxes which are not accounted for when budgeting the family. 
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Social programs review the gross income rather than the net income which can make or break a family’s 

actual capabilities. The most common type of public service and the type of individuals who receive the 

highest amount of benefits are single mothers with two or more children; because the household has no 

additional support and if she were to work, she would be the only form of income with multiple 

dependents (under the age of 18), it is common to see SNAP and Medicaid (at least) included in every low-

income household that is in need. Looking at the table below, the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities: 

if this mother finds a job working full time at the federal minimum wage of $7.25 an hour, her annual 

earnings will rise to about $15,080. She will begin to pay payroll taxes but will also become eligible for 

sizable help from the federal EITC and Child Tax Credit.  On the benefit side, she will lose some SNAP food 

assistance, but her family will remain eligible for Medicaid in most states (CBPP). 

On balance, her family will gain almost $20,000 in annual income from taking the full-time 

minimum-wage job. Her income will quadruple. If this mother instead got a job working half-time at the 

minimum wage, the family would also be much better off compared to not working. Its annual income 

would increase by $10,600, or more than double, and it would remain eligible for Medicaid in most states 

(CBPP). In scenarios like this, we find the household to benefit more from wages because of working rather 

than solely depending on public assistance. If we change this women’s wage to $11 an hour, he gains 

would be about $xxxx from a full-time minimum wage job and would still qualify for both SNAP and 

Medicaid, but at a lower rate. The household would also find themselves moving closer to the poverty 

line where if the women continually move upward on the pay scale, she would be at the point of phasing 

out of public assistance.  

TABLE 1 

Impact of Work on Earnings, Taxes, and Benefits for Single Mother of Two 

  Not Working 
Working half-time at 

minimum wage of $7.25 
Working full-time at 

minimum wage of $7.25 

Earnings $0 $7,540 $15,080 

Taxes and benefits 

Payroll taxes, employee share 0 -577 -1,154 

EITC 0 3,010 5,548 

Child Tax Credit 0 681 1,812 

SNAP 6,132 6,132 4,596 

Net effect of taxes and 
benefits 

6,132 9,246 10,802 

Net income $6,132 $16,786 $25,882 

Source: CBPP calculations based on SNAP and tax rules for 2015. Calculation assumes median shelter expense for working single parent of two based on SNAP 
administrative data. Federal taxes include employee share of payroll taxes. Federal tax credits include Earned Income Tax Credit and Child Tax Credit. 
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When analyzing whether it’s beneficial to either work or remain unemployed and collect benefits 

alone; this would only be the case in special cases where household sizes are large and qualify for several 

(if not, all) programs. Single individuals and married couples do not reap the same benefits as single 

mothers or households with several children. The idea of public assistance participants not having to work 

and just sit back and collect benefits are really a thing in the past. Human Resources Administration and 

all social programs that provide services to participants require participants to participate in job readiness 

programs that will assist them become more marketable in the job market through various programs such 

as: Internships, Training programs, Certifications and Licenses and Education. 

Recommendations 

After reviewing various literatures and surveying the awareness and outlook of the clients at 

America Works, Workforce development programs can provide a couple of options to clients and possibly 

implement into HRA’s transitional plan to assist those that are progressing towards or above the poverty 

line and those that will are looking to phasing out completely. First, providing more in depth transitional 

benefits alongside the financial literacy classes to further guide individuals on a path to self-reliance. 

Second, reviewing the different programs with clients so they know where they stand, and conduct a 

what-if analysis. These recommendations will help not only America Works clients, but public assistance 

recipients by holding themselves accountable for their financial choices moving forward. 

Though there are transitional benefits available, families lose public assistance once they gain 

employment, therefore only being eligible for two types of benefits in New York City: transitional child 

care and transitional Medicaid. For transitional child care, the individual must have been on Public 

Assistance for at least 3 months within the last 6 months and have an income below 200% of the Federal 

Poverty Line (FPL). For Example, a household size of 3 with a month income of 2,767 (annual 33,200) will 

be less than that after taxes (roughly around $2000). This income is rather low for a family size of three 

yet childcare and Medicaid is still provided, all cash assistance has seized and any other social program 

has either been completed removed or re budgeted to reflect the income of the individual, but may still 

be struggling because they are now playing “catch up” with paying for things on their own. If the 

Transitional program provide full services for those 3 months and remove 50% from their paychecks to 

put into a savings account to ensure financial security when they are ineligible. It is better to guide the 

client (especially long-term Public Assistance clients) into financial wellness as opposed to jumping to very 

limited resources versus the plethora that was available before. Just as we offer orientation to introduce 
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the expectations and requirements of HRA and our organization, financial literacy should be considered a 

“closing out interview” component to ensure client is on the right track. 

It is important that participants are made aware of what all the programs are, what the eligibility 

requirements are and comprehension as to what occurs when they get employed. Many times, clients 

seem to be ill prepared for their “phase out” because they think they will still have some of their benefits. 

Case Managers should provide these resources to make the client fully aware of the stipulations, and go 

through them whenever their case re-budgeted or changes occur within the household. These 

recommendations can be a great tool in order to develop a smooth transition for clients going into the 

work market or simple making their way out of poverty; these small adjustments can lead to more 

successful transition into the job market and off of social programs. 
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SNAP Participants Needs Analysis and Workforce Development Vendors Role in Combating Food 
Insecurity 

 
Kevin Reilly 

Summary 

 This paper will outline a needs analysis of unemployed, job-seeking adults who largely rely on 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) to provide meals. The paper reviews the eating and 

shopping tendencies of these SNAP participants in the sphere of access to, affordability of, and desire to 

purchase fruits and vegetables. Additionally, this analysis assesses how these shopping and budgeting 

tendencies affect a person’s confidence in feeding their household as they regain employment and 

transition to lesser benefits. Finally, the paper addresses Food Insecurity among job-seeking SNAP 

recipients in New York and outlines recommendations that utilize workforce development vendors as a 

critical player in combating food insecurity.  

 The purpose of this survey is to draw a better understanding of the dietary-habits surrounding 

adults living on public assistance. 100 America Works clients attending job readiness training across sites 

in Brooklyn, Manhattan, Queens, Bronx answered a needs-analysis survey looking at: 1) the confidence of 

managing a changing SNAP benefit after employment; 2) The valued importance of shopping and eating 

healthy; 3) The affordability of healthy food; 4) the access to healthy food 5) Food insecurity levels 

amongst the surveyed; 5) the use of additional free or incentivized food assistance programs. While 

detailing the survey findings and comparing them to national data, the proposal looks at effective services 

to provide to low-income job-seeking adults in order to help combat food insecurity.  

  

Background Information on Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program in NY 

Food insecurity, a United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) measurement, identifies 

persons who at some point during 

the year reduced the amount they 

eat, their eating pattern or had 

uncertainty about their access to 

food due to a lack of resources or 

money. When the Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program 

overhauled the Food Stamp program 

to its modern day EBT card form in 
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2008, they added an emphasis of nutrition to the analysis of food insecurity. Simultaneously, the 

economy trembled in the wake of the Great Recession, and New Yorkers at all socio-economic status 

suffered, leading to a dramatic increase in SNAP enrollment: In 2007 around 26 million national 

participants collected an average of ~96 dollars a month, costing a total of $33,173,000.52. Six years 

later in the midst of the recession the program nearly doubled enrolling more than 47 million 

participants at $133 dollars a month costing nearly 80 billion dollars. 1  New York alone increased its 

participation by more than 75%, and up to 3 million in 2013. The expansion indicates increased stress on 

food security.  

The amount of SNAP benefit a person is eligible for is based on their gross and net income levels. 

New York State re-implemented the Able-Bodied Adult without Dependents (ABAWD) prevision for the 

first time since the Great Recession in 2016. This provision limits ABAWD’S to three months of collecting 

SNAP benefits within a three-year period, unless they are collecting TANF, SSI/SSDI, attending job training, 

or working 80 hours a month.  The provision is intended to encourage employment or job training for 

lasting employment.   

According to USDA data 14% of collecting participants are working 30 hours or less and 22% are 

working full time or partaking in a job-training program. The remaining 64% of participants are a 

combination of elder adults and children.  Additionally, 43% of participants live in a household with some 

form of income. 2 This report also shows 75% of participants worked a year before or a year after signing 

up for SNAP, indicating adults may be familiar with SNAP adjustments based on volatile income. 

All SNAP participants are offered the opportunity to attend SNAP-Ed nutritional education 

programs funded by the federal government and conducted by various not-for-profit programs. Many of 

these programs target children and the elder, as this population makes up   64% of SNAP participants and 

are two population who are most adversely affected by the consequences of malnutrition, hunger and 

food insecurity.  

Additional programs are provided for parents or for curious SNAP shoppers. Nutritional education 

and shopping lessons are presented to low-income children at school and to seniors in their living 

communities, providing training in their required routines. However, the equivalent programs for 

                                                
1 "Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Statistics." Food and Nutrition Service. USDA, 

https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/charts/trends_erspng/trends_ers_450px.jpeg?v=42620 

 
2 Carlson, Steven, Dorothy Rosenbaum, and Brynne Keith-Jennings. “Who Are the Low-Income Childless Adults 

Facing the Loss of SNAP in 2016?” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. February 2016. 
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ABWAD’s require self-selection. Adults who are already curious as to how to stretch a SNAP benefit or eat 

healthier are the students of those classes.  

 

Self-Selected Nutrition Course vs. Service to the Mandated Client 

The SNAP participant who is working or mandated to attend a job-training program is not 

guaranteed to connect with these important food-oriented trainings. Whereas managing a food budget is 

often covered in soft-skills, or financial literacy these programs are not 1) necessarily nutritionally focused 

or 2) connecting adults with their local resources. The proposal of this paper will argue that HRA and 

workforce development vendors could be an essential player in connecting SNAP participants with food 

insecurity solutions by utilizing their unique relationship to their clients.  

The adults this document and subsequent survey results analyze are preparing to transition from 

unemployment to employment.  A change in income from employment will change their benefit. 

Providing the budget trainings and connections to resources that are specified for SNAP participants could 

be a significant service to help ease anxiety during benefit transition. Clients should be encouraged to 

work with recognition of an increased total access to funds (income + altered public assistance > only 

public assistance) upon taking a job. Learning to navigate an altered benefit with smart shopping and 

recognition of community resources could help more ABWAD’s transition back to the workforce without 

facing food insecurity.  

 

Research Approach 

                The approach of this study was to conduct a needs analysis survey that evaluated habits with 

affordability of, access to and awareness of healthy food resources. Recognizing limitations on survey 

sample size, this data is compared to larger trends in the realm of food insecurity research. 

 

Data 

                This survey accumulates the survey results of more than 100 clients at America Works of New 

York. Clients in the America Works office are job-seeking public assistance beneficiaries from a variety of 

backgrounds including TANF, SSI/SSDI, the office of disability, ex-offenders and more.  The survey was 

offered to participants in programs including but not limited to Soft Skills, High School Equivalency, 

Computer Literacy, English as a Second Language and included clients from the Bronx, Jamaica, Brooklyn 

and Manhattan sites. It was explained to clients that this survey would be used to evaluate the use of their 

SNAP benefit. Of the 100 surveyed 95% were SNAP recipients. Two are awaiting their SNAP application 
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results.  The survey used a Likert-scale measurement to test the how clients felt about a variety of topics 

related to shopping and access to/affordability of healthy food. The last part of the survey tested for food 

insecurity at different levels from low to severe food insecurity. 

                Additional information is drawn from the USDA and independent studies by a variety of not-for-

profits in the New York area. 

 

Limitations of Data 

                Small sample size – The sample only includes 100 people in the population of 1.4 

million food insecure homes in just New York alone.   

                Answering Bias – The answers in the survey about nutrition ask how a person values different 

items. Their value while taking a survey may be different than the value placed when shopping. 

Additionally, clients answered their perception of their children’s food insecurity, which could differ from 

how those children would have responded.  

                Item nonresponse- Data includes all the answers of mostly completed surveys. Some data 

includes surveys with skipped answers. 

  

Affording Food 

95% of the surveyed are enrolled with SNAP 81% are unemployed, 8% are working part time less 

than 20 hours a week, 8% are working between 20-35 hours per week 

and 3% are working full time (35 hours or more).  SNAP benefits adjust with employment, but being that 

most participants surveyed are not employed, this data primarily looks at adults whose primary source 

of ‘income’ is from public assistance and particularly TANF or SSI/SSDI.  This chart below illustrates that 

SNAP plays a crucial role providing 64% of participants ALL or Most meals for more than two-thirds of 

the surveyed. Yet, 32% find the benefit only providing some of the meal despite nearly 70% of people 

having no additional support. Only 19% of the surveyed who said SNAP provides only some meals had 

additional support. The value of this proposal is to encourage the remaining 81% of adults without 

additional support is aware of the nutrition education programs, discounted food resources and food-

providing community based organizations. 



57 
 

Figure 3 

How much does your current SNAP benefit cover in your 

monthly food cost? (Employment Status) 

 

All 

Meals 

Most 

Meals None 

Some 

Meals 

Grand 

Total 

20-34 hours per week 4 3 

 

1 8 

35 or more hours per week (full-time) 1 

 

1 1 3 

Less than 20 hours per week 1 3 

 

4 8 

Not Employed 25 28 3 26 82 

Grand Total 31 34 4 32 101 
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Figure 4: Additional Support for Affording Food 

 

 

 

Changing Income and benefit 

 The USDA reports that 75% of SNAP recipients either worked a year before enrolling with SNAP 

or begin working within a year of enrolling with SNAP. This survey evaluated how clients felt about 

employment and the change of SNAP benefit after gaining employment. Participants were divided on their 

understanding of benefit change, regardless of income or race. Familiarity with the change may come 

from experience as 75% of SNAP recipients in the United States worked within a year of starting SNAP. 

Unfamiliarity could include confusion in the dollar amount difference, how to address a change in income, 

and clients might not be 

familiar with process at all.  

Comparatively, participants 

concern for their ability to 

afford food is 

dramatically increased.  

Figures 5 & 6 



59 
 

 

 

 

Although further research should be done on this area, it indicates that the transition from a food 

budget funded by SNAP only to an income with a lessened SNAP benefit is not fully understand by all of 

its participants despite their pursuit of employment. More importantly, a concern that a change in benefit 

after employment could affect the amount of food a person can provide could discourage a SNAP 

participant to apply for certain low-wage jobs.  Getting people into the workforce is important because 

the added income even after an adjusted SNAP will provide additional funds to make affording food easier. 

However, food insecurity persists in working households. Workforce development vendors in partnership 

with local government should provide consistent financial counsel that details each step of a benefit 

transition.  Additionally, through financial literacy by WFD vendors, training should address this very 

specific food related anxiety by coaching how to stretch a thrifty budget and connecting participants with 

community resources.  
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Figure 6 Concern of Affording food after employment based on family size (1 not concerned 5 very 

concerned) 

 
1 2 3 4 5 Grand Total 

Number of Children 

0 6 4 6 5 15 36 

1 3 1 3 5 10 22 

2 1 1 4 4 12 22 

3 1 1 
 

1 6 9 

4 1 
  

1 2 4 

6 
   

1 1 2 

7+ 
  

1 
  

1 

Grand Total 12 7 14 17 46 96 

 

Access to Fruits and Vegetables 

 Generally, respondents found vendors who accept SNAP and sell fruits and vegetables accessible 

in their neighborhoods. Only 12% of respondents scored negatively on the accessibility of these vendors. 

Additional mobile market services, farmers markets and of the Internet resources on 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/retailerlocator   

Despite this score, participants should be provided information on healthy and affordable food options 

in the neighborhood. Programs like Cooking Matters GrowNYC and City Harvest do helpful pop-up 

shops, grocery store tours and quick cooking lessons to demonstrate how and where to shop for fruits 

and vegetables. 

https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/retailerlocator
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Affordability of Fruits and Vegetables 

 

Additionally, 59% of respondents said affording food was the biggest barrier to eating a 

nutritious diet compared to 41% who said finding the right store and only 9% who attributed a lack of 

cooking capabilities. These figures hint that although individuals, who at a 63% say nutrition is extremely 

important when selecting groceries, may want to shop healthy, not all shoppers are totally aware of 

how to most affordably shop. Programs mentioned above including City Harvest, Food Bank and Cornell-

Co-Ops teach families how to better afford a healthy diet.  
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Free Services 

There may be a stigma associated with eating 

at an emergency food service, however, these 

services are plentiful and can help provide 

necessary food options to avoid hunger. 

Clients may be more receptive to utilize these 

resources if the soup kitchens, food pantries, 

and food banks were not recognized as 

emergency food options. These resources are 

able to help the hungry or food insecure utilize 

the community. Finding access to food is 

available by going to http://foodhelp.nyc/locations-en/. This HRA website connects adults with the 

hundreds of emergency food resources available in the city.  

Surprisingly, clients did not utilize Food Pantries, Soup Kitchens and Food Banks to the degree 

expected, based on the surveys’ moderate rating of SNAP assistance and then the more highly rated 

levels of food insecurity.  69% scored neutral or unfamiliar with the community resources that can 

provide food and only 41% of participant’s utilized emergency food services in the last year.   

 Job-training programs can be an additional gear to this machine of food salvaging by 

encouraging food insecure to access this “available” free food., because hungry adults and parents are 

not necessarily utilizing the “available” food from those sources as the survey results indicate below.  

 

http://foodhelp.nyc/locations-en/


63 
 

Skipping a meal because of lack of money and use of Food Bank, Pantry, Soup 

Kitchen.  
    

 
No Yes 

Grand 

Total 

 
7 3 10 

Never 19 14 33 

Often 6 3 9 

Rarely 10 9 19 

Sometimes 14 12 26 

Grand Total 57 41 98 

 

Food Insecurity 

Despite the moderate perception of SNAP assistance adequacy, surveyed participants faced 

many aspects of food insecurity. Asking questions structured by the CUNY graduate school of public 

health, this survey analyzed America Works clients’ food security and their perception of their child or 

children’s food insecurity.   

This study of America Works clients is a population of unemployed or underemployed adults. 

The numbers described below represent a portion of the wider food insecurity found in New York.  

There are more than 1.7 million people in New York facing food insecurity, including 20% of children 

living in the 5 boroughs. 

80% of surveyed participants indicated that they have experienced at least some level of food 

insecurity. 68% at least once sacrificed nutrition due to the cost, 50% at least once have felt they have 

gone hungry and 61% have skipped meals due to the lack of financial resource. Additionally, the survey 

looked at the parents perceived food security of their children. The survey indicated comparable trends, 

however, parents found that their children were less likely to go hungry or have to skip a meal because 

of lack of money than they were. Overall, 71% of the parents surveyed indicated their children live in a 

home with some food insecurity. 51% sacrificed nutrition due to lack of resources, 51% had to skip a 

meal and 43% experienced hunger due to a lack of resources. 
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Health Consequences 

Food Insecurity is correlated to several adverse health factors. The severely food insecure are 

more likely to be diabetic, and a disproportionate level of obesity is found in areas of high food 

insecurity.3 The Advances in Nutrition Journal found the “cyclical nature of having enough food in the 

beginning of the month (SNAP benefits are loaded into EBT during the first two weeks of the months) 

followed by food scarcity at the end of the month, could lead to weight gain over a short period of 

time.” The dependency on dense energy food may lead to chronic disease4 

 

Long-term consequences of Food Insecurity on Children 

                                                
3 Seligman, Hilary K., et al. "Food insecurity is associated with diabetes mellitus: results from the National Health 
Examination and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES) 1999–2002." Journal of general internal medicine 22.7 
(2007): 1018-1023. 
4 Laraia, Barbara A. "Food insecurity and chronic disease." Advances in Nutrition: An International Review 
Journal 4.2 (2013): 203-212. 
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The nationwide effort to provide free school lunches and the citywide effort to provide school 

breakfast are critical steps in helping feed low-income families.  Beyond the school provided food efforts, 

children rely on their parents to provide adequate and healthy food options. Household size determines 

the SNAP benefit, however, children especially pre-teens are not involved in making food decisions. A 

focus on how to best-feed children is a public health, employment and crime issue. There must be a focus 

on educating adults on how to maximize their SNAP benefit and community resources to make sure the 

20% of food insecure New York children are given the best access to a successful future as possible.   60% 

of the surveyed had children Out of the surveyed with children, we found that 71% of the parents live in 

households with food insecurity. However, in this survey, was no indication on whether an increase in 

children led to a further degree of food insecurity. A report in The Journal of Nutrition associate cheap, 

high-energy, dense food and less fruits and vegetables to many of the outcomes described below. 5 

 

Obesity, and Iron Deficiencies 

Food insecure children face worse health issues than their more affluent peers.6 Some issues 

include iron deficiency in toddlers, childhood obesity among girls as they age into their teenage years7.  

Cognitive and Self Esteem Development 

                                                
5 Jyoti, D. F., Frongillo, E. A., & Jones, S. J. (2005). Food insecurity affects school children’s academic performance, 

weight gain, and social skills. The Journal of nutrition, 135(12), 2831-2839. 
6 Cook, John T., et al. "Food insecurity is associated with adverse health outcomes among human infants and 

toddlers." The Journal of nutrition 134.6 (2004): 1432-1438. 

Jyoti, D. F., Frongillo, E. A., & Jones, S. J. (2005). Food insecurity affects school children’s academic performance, 

weight gain, and social skills. The Journal of nutrition, 135(12), 2831-2839. 
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Studies report that cognition and self-esteem are also adversely affected by food insecurity. Poverty is 

further related to anxiety.  

 

Education 

Students from food insecure families struggle throughout their school ages. Students from food 

insecure homes struggle in math are more likely to be suspended, do worse in getting along with children.8 

The troubles follow these students to college as food insecure students have worse GPA’s9. College 

Campuses are actively opening food pantries and creating better access to food including New York’s City 

University of New York’s many campuses. A 2011 report found 39% of CUNY students reported food 

insecurity.10  

 

Crime and Employment 

Additional studies show some children are often forced into expedited adulthood when their 

parents are incapable of providing an adequate amount of food.  Expedited adulthood leads students to 

take on jobs to help afford the necessities for themselves or for the family. Taking on a job can lead teens 

to drop out. The cost of high school dropout is significant. “The average high school dropout will cost 

taxpayers over $292,000 in lower tax revenues, higher cash and in-kind transfer costs, and imposed 

incarceration costs relative to an average high school graduate”11 Further, the children forced into 

expedited adulthood were more likely to commit crimes to help feed them whether that is shop lifting for 

food or making an illegal income.12  

 

Combatting Food Insecurity 

Nutritional Education  

                                                
8 Alaimo, Katherine, Christine M. Olson, and Edward A. Frongillo. "Food insufficiency and American school-aged 
children's cognitive, academic, and psychosocial development." Pediatrics 108.1 (2001): 44-53. 
9 Maroto, Maya E., Anastasia Snelling, and Henry Linck. "Food insecurity among community college students: 
Prevalence and association with grade point average." Community College Journal of Research and Practice 39.6 
(2015): 515-526. 
10 Furbank, Lani. "Food Insecurity on College Campuses." New York City Food Policy Center at Hunter College. N.p., 
28 Sept. 2016. Web. 25 Apr. 2017. 
11 Sum, Andrew, et al. "The consequences of dropping out of high school." Center for Labor Market Studies 
Publications (2009). 
12 Popkin, Susan J., Molly M. Scott, and Martha M. Galvez. "Impossible Choices: Teens and Food Insecurity in 
America." Urban Institute. N.p., 01 Feb. 2017. Web. 25 Apr. 2017. 
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Nutritional education programs focus on getting participants to be more likely to budget meals, 

eat more fruits and vegetables and read nutrition labels before buying food. Cooking Matters is a free 

curriculum that trainers can provide and is taught by not-for-profits including City Harvest. Furthermore, 

local food assistance programs, including food markets, often partner with community groups to provide 

these trainings.  City Harvest in New York sees 93% increase in increase of healthy recipes, 65% of 

participants use new fruits and vegetables and 76% reported using nutrition labels to make purchases. 

An example of a successful program using the Cooking Matters nutritional education curriculum is listed 

below. 

 

Case Study: Dot Well in MA 13 

DOTWELL boasts impressive and important social impact after partnering with Cooking 

Matters.  Participants are 46% more likely to use a food budget; 83% felt confident in creating a budget. 

33% more likely to plan meals ahead of time saw a 124% increase in using “Nutrition Facts” to make food 

choices 93% made recipes from class at home. Additionally, the evaluation revealed the potential for long-

lasting health impacts: 97% of participants made changes in their eating habits 65% increase in eating at 

least two cups of fruit a day, 40% increase in eating at least two and a half cups of vegetables a day, 30% 

use less salt in preparing meals, 63% increase in using low-fat or fat-free dairy products. The impressive 

effect behavior change hopefully leads to long-term affordability of healthy foods 

 

Incentive Programs 

SNAP’s Healthy Incentive Pilots target 3 potential areas to improve healthy eating. The first two 

are rebates or bonuses for buying fruits and vegetables. The last is a cash value voucher. 14 

The survey indicates that there is room to spread awareness of the bonus program in New York, 

Health Bucks.  Despite my clients’ access to healthy food vendors (60%) and their indicated interest in 

eating healthy and purchasing fruits and vegetables (70%), a majority find there to be a cost barrier in 

acquiring such food. New York City rolled out Health Bucks in 2005 year as a way to incentivize healthy 

eating. The program has successfully distributed 2 million dollars in coupons. For every five dollars spent 

                                                
13 https://bestpractices.nokidhungry.org/download/file/fid/524 
14 United States Department of Agriculture. Comparing Alternative Economic Mechanisms To Increase Fruit and 

Vegetable Purchases. Economic Research Service, Apr. 2017. Web. Apr. 2017. 
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at a farmer’s market, two dollars in coupons were given to the shopper. This helped the farmers markets 

retain customers and the customers afford healthier food.  

The program appears to have been successful, however, a surprising number of surveyed clients 

were unaware of the service.  

  

 

The USDA found their health incentive programs had two-fold success. On one hand customers began 

eating more fruits and vegetables. On the other hand, participating super stores and grocery stores had a 

favorable view of the program. 
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  https://bestpractices.nokidhungry.org/download/file/fid/524 

 

 

 

Tech Solutions 

 Technology is also playing a role in helping low-income families manage a SNAP budget. 

Government websites provide the comprehensive maps detailing where to find free food. A new company 

Fresh EBT allows adults to monitor their EBT accounts while connecting with government resources. Other 

technology innovations include Amazon’s Fresh Direct, which will allow online grocery delivery orders to 

accept SNAP. Additional research should be done to examine if these technology solutions are effective 

in combatting food insecurity for low-income adults. 

 

Conclusion 

Through survey data, citywide trends and national data, it can be argued that  

1. Broadly, public assistant recipients who also collect SNAP are not confident about their ability to 

afford food after employments effect on that benefit, regardless of their confidence in 

understanding that trend;  

2. SNAP participants say they strongly value eating and shopping healthy  
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3. The affordability of healthy food can be too steep at certain times  

4. The access to health food stores and places that accept EBT is seen either moderately or favorably.  

5. More than 80% of surveyed faced food insecurity, including 71% children, although at varying 

levels of severity;   

6. Despite the difficulties in affording food, adults are widely unfamiliar of food incentive programs 

like Health Bucks and are reluctant to use free food providers. 

 

Areas to Research 

 These trends observed in the conclusion are not unexpected, but do provide insight as important 

areas to research as government, not-for-profit and for-profit companies all look to help decrease food 

insecurity.  

 There needs to be additional research on how community specific, financial education 

surrounding food budget affects a person’s confidence in their ability to afford food after employment.  

These courses should test how familiar clients are with transitioning from a bulk food budget from SNAP 

at the beginning of the month to affording food from spread out paychecks.  

 How familiar are low-income adults with either incentive programs like Health Bucks, or 

discounted programs like Fresh Food Box, and if acquainting clients with these programs affects their 

attachment to employment.  

 How can technology play a role in combatting food insecurity in low-income communities? Can 

connecting workforce development clients with programs like Fresh EBT affect their food insecurity? 

  

Recommendations 

Workforce development programs should be recognized as an important place to connect 

mandated clients with services that can ease their anxiety about affording food so they can focus on 

employment. By connecting clients who otherwise would not know about certain services, workforce 

development vendors and HRA can be essential players in fighting food insecurity. These institutions 

should utilize their relationship with benefit and job-seeking candidates to provide necessary financial 

education spread awareness to community resources that will help alleviate anxiety and financial 

challenges around affording healthy food. Workforce development vendors have a responsibility to help 

educate low-income individuals to manage the financial challenges of re-entering employment. Affording 

healthy foods on an adjusted budget is a fear that clients are concerned about. HRA and Workforce 

development vendors should be involved in the following: 
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1. Provide consistent budgetary breakouts explaining benefit transitions.  Every participant should be 

walked through the financial value of employment by caseworkers at both HRA and at WFD vendors 

at 3 different points: Placement, Financial education and before a job interview, which explains the 

benefit of that income.   

2. Connecting clients with where to find community-based free resources. These resources include but 

are not limited to food banks, pantries, soup kitchens, Health Bucks, food incentive programs and 

technology applications or services.  

a. Workforce development vendors and HRA should be active proponents of connecting SNAP 

participants with alternative ways to afford food. HRA can provide Workforce developers with 

Health Bucks as a way to introduce the incentive program to a wider range of needy 

participants and workforce developers can provide the Health Bucks as an award for 

completing the food budget financial education course. 

3. Workforce development vendors should connect interested clients with not-for profit food trainings, 

classes, workshops and programs. Recognizing that many clients are making the food choices for 

families and the consequences of poor choices are damming the next generation of students. 
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Exploring Self-Esteem, Self-Efficacy And Resilience In The Tanf Population 

Joseph Santangelo 

Abstract 

 Studies show that welfare recipients generally have lower self-esteem than the average 

American. This fact is important to note as higher self-esteem is correlated not only to job attainment 

and retainment, but also to closer adherence to welfare stipulations. Therefore it behooves the 

workforce development community to consider the importance of self-esteem development when 

designing employment programs for welfare recipients. This study attempted to do so through a series 

of self-help groups focused on positive psychology and Compassionate Mind Training (CMT). These 

groups ran for one week lasting about an hour every day. Participants were asked to reframe negative 

situations in their lives, focus on the positives in their lives and actively support and enforce each other’s 

progress. Surveys were done directly before the first session and directly after the last session. Results 

showed a significant growth in self-esteem among participants as well as other immeasurable benefits 

such as being an open forum where participants could share resources. Studies also showed these self-

help groups were specifically beneficial for individuals without high school degrees and those who had 

remained in the workforce development program for longer periods of time. Based on these results it is 

recommended that workforce development programs build-in screening for low self-esteem 

participants or place high-risk demographics in self-help groups and adapt a positive psychology 

framework. Participants should be encouraged to focus on their strengths and reframe difficult 

situations or barriers.   

 

Literature Survey 

While the welfare population is diverse in experience, the population present in Baltimore’s America 

Works office is majority single mothers with higher rates of incarceration and homelessness than the 

general public. Workforce services providers recognize these issues as potential barriers to employment, 

but often fail to recognize the mental health repercussions these situations raise as barriers. One main 

barrier is self-esteem rates among ex-offenders. Self-esteem is generally lower in those that internalize 

their identity as an ex-offender (Chassin, 1984). Furthermore rates of successful re-entry depend, in 

part, on an ex-offender’s attitude upon release (Hirschfield, 2010). While successful employment is 

shown to increase the success rate of an individual’s parole program, it does not necessarily affect the 

long-term recidivism (Homant, 2008). A greater marker of success when it comes to anti-recidivism is an 

improved self-esteem, and while employment generally raises an individual’s self-esteem, job 
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placement vendors can aid this process by increasing self-esteem as part of the job search process 

(Homant, 2008). 

Research also shows that both motherhood and welfare receipts are correlated to a lower self-

esteem (Judge, 2001).15 Therefore, it becomes obvious that low self-esteem may be an issue for our 

largest population: working class mothers receiving TANF. In fact studies show that individuals who grow 

up in lower income, higher crime rate areas, which encompasses a large percentage of America Works 

TANF population, tend to have lower self-esteem than the general public (Kunz, 1999). This is important 

to note for our purposes because this low self-esteem makes it harder for these individuals to adhere to 

their welfare stipulations and to obtain a job (Kunz, 1999). Furthermore, in the general population, 

positive self-esteem is correlated to positive resiliency, meaning that if the program improves clients’ 

self-esteem, it also improves their ability to cope with everyday situations in their lives and their barriers 

to employment (Hess 2002).  

Along with targeting an individual’s self-esteem, service providers must also work on participant 

self-efficacy. Studies show high correlation between self-efficacy, self-esteem, personality, and fear of 

success or self-defeating behavior (Bramante, 2015).16  Therefore it is established that self-esteem and 

self-efficacy are linked, and that self-defeating behavior is commonly seen among individuals with low 

self-esteem and self-efficacy (Bramante, 2015). Self-efficacy is further linked to higher confidence and 

motivation in multiple studies taking place in academic settings (Pajares, 2010), as well as linked to both 

employment satisfaction and high employment performance (Judge, 2001). Thus if workforce 

development service providers want to place individuals in lasting, long term work that they are satisfied 

with it seems prudent to address self-efficacy and self-esteem. 

Now the question of how to improve self-esteem and efficacy arises. Both of these issues can be 

addressed with different forms of group therapy or self-help groups.  One way to improve self-esteem is 

through social connectedness (Lee, 1998). Group therapy can aid in improving client self-esteem by 

allowing them the opportunity to connect with others in their situation. When working with self-help 

groups another phenomenon arises known as group collective self-esteem (CSE), which allows 

individuals to invest into their self-help group and obtain positive feedback about themselves from it, 

and thus feel positively about the group (Marmarosh, 2005). These positive feelings can continue past 

the group as heightened self-esteem (Marmarosh, 2005). Positive Psychology can also aid in improving 

                                                
15 This study was done with an only white population 
16 This study was conducted on performance artists 
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participant’s sense of self-esteem (Seligman, 2006).  Positive Psychology is the practice of focusing on 

what is going right, and how programs can continue to improve these positive aspects, rather than 

focusing on fixing what is wrong (Seligman, 2006). This approach is meant to shift learned helplessness 

and other feelings of negativity into optimism, and approach one’s outlook in a more positive light and 

has been shown to be successful in multiple studies (Seligman, 2006).  

Finally, the practice of compassion Mind Training (CMT) is shown to dramatically raise self-esteem 

and lower anxiety (Gilbert, 2006). CMT is the act of approaching compassion from a third-party 

perspective and then applying that perspective to the self (Gilbert, 2006).   

Self-help groups can also improve self-efficacy through turning a critical eye on how socialization 

influences self-efficacy (Hackett, 1981). If we discuss how race and gender socialization influences 

individuals to feel like certain career paths are out of their reach, we can counteract this socialization 

and hopefully restore an amount of self-efficacy to our WEX population (Hackett, 1981). Not only can 

group therapy/self-help groups allow for participants to build their self-esteem and self-efficacy, but it 

also is an opportunity for participants to gain social capital through creating connections with other 

participants (Dominguez and Watkins, 2003). These systems of support without expected reciprocity are 

shown to positively influence low income mothers’ chance at economic survival and upward mobility 

(Dominguez and Watkins, 2003). Thus it would seem prudent to trial run a self-help group focusing on 

the influences of socialization and compassionate counseling, and research whether these sessions help 

raise self-efficacy and self-esteem in our high ex-offender, mainly black and female, WEX population. 

 

Surveyed Population/ Methods 

Participants were surveyed at the beginning of the week (Monday) before the first day of the self-

help group. They then participated in a week-long self-help group, and were re-surveyed at the end of 

the week after the last group meeting (Thursday). Clients were all participants of the America Works 

TANF population, and self-help group cohorts were an average of ten individuals. Some participants 

were incarcerated/had records while others did not. Some had been through the America Works 

program before while others had not. Some were in the program for over a month while others had 

been in the program only a few days.  Results were evaluated based on these factors to see if they 

influenced participant self-esteem and self-efficacy before the group therapy and whether they 

influenced an individual’s group therapy success. Therapy was conducted with special attention given to 

barriers and socialization. Participants discussed the major barriers standing in the way of employment, 

highlighting the areas in work programs that can improve to further support participants and reframing 
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all barriers so participants could actively better their situations. Self-help groups then highlighted 

commonalities contained within the WEX population and allowed participants to connect to each other. 

Socialization was given special attention to help our participants understand where their professional 

weaknesses and strengths came from. The groups focused more on strengths and how participants can 

utilize their strengths to find employment. CMT was employed to improve our client’s view of their 

negative situations. This was done by posing these struggles as barriers occurring to a third person 

member, and asking them for advice and resources for this third-party member. In this way clients 

approached their problems from a third-party perspective, allowing for emotional detachment and, 

generally speaking, increased empathy.  

The goals of these therapy sessions were threefold: 

a. Increase self-efficacy and self-esteem 

b. Act as an open forum in which clients can share advice and resources amongst 

themselves 

c. Allow participants to recognize their similarities, leading to development of mutual 

support systems, such as for emotional support and emergency childcare 

Data collection occurred two times: Once before the group therapy and once after the group 

therapy.  Group therapy lasted one week with exactly four, one-hour long sessions. The survey was 

conducted anonymously and all finished surveys were locked away when not being used to ensure 

participant confidentiality. Each group therapy cohort contained ten members. Five different cohorts 

occurred between the January 2nd and February 3rd for a total of 50 survey participants, however due to 

individuals obtaining jobs part way through group therapy sessions as well as other complications, only 

around 27 surveys were usable for data purposes. Data was analyzed for self-esteem, self-efficacy and 

resiliency. Some survey questions were both positively and negatively framed. Self-esteem, resiliency 

and self-efficacy was measured by adding all the scores for positively phrased statements and then 

subtracting all scores for negatively phrased statements. The average score for each cohort before and 

after the group therapy was compared, looking specifically for a statistically significant difference in the 

two measures (using a t- test). Scores were also compared for participants based on age, times in the 

program and criminal background.  
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Analysis 

Demographics 

The group participating in the survey and self-help group were all participants in America Works of 

Maryland’s WEX program. All were women and 92% of participants identified as black or African 

American, 4% as white and 4% as “other”. 74% of participants did not have a criminal background while 

26% did. The average age of participants was 29 years old and the average length of time spent in the 

program was 5 months. The average participant had held 3 jobs before entering the program. When 

asked what their greatest barrier to employment was, the majority of participants mentioned lack of 

childcare, trouble finding childcare, or worrying about children’s current childcare situation. Other 

barriers mentioned in surveys included not being able to pass a drug test, issues with criminal 

backgrounds and not having a high school diploma/GED equivalency.   

 
Comparing Before and After the Self-help Group 

Survey scores increased when comparing participants survey scores before and after their 

participation in the self-help group. (graph 1.1). However after running paired, one tailed t tests only 

self-esteem had growth that was shown to be statistically significant. This supports the hypothesis that a 

self-help group will increase individual’s self-esteem as measured in the average (mean) survey scores of 

participants. Even though the increases in resiliency (defined as the capacity to recover quickly from 

difficult situations) , efficacy and job readiness (defined as self-efficacy as it specifically relates to job 

attainment skills such as resume writing and job searching) were not statistically significant enough to 

rule out confounding factors, it is worth noting that each categories average grew from 3-7%. 

 
Graph 1.1 Illustrates the difference in average survey score regarding the four main testing groups. The blue represents the 
average of those in the test group prior to the self-help group. The red represents the average of those in the test group after 
the self-group, showing that the self-help group had a positive effect on all four testing areas. *Self-esteem was the only 
category in which statistical significance was found at a 95% certainty rate. The sample size for both pre-and post groups was 
27 participants 
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Length Of Time In Program 

As can be seen in graph 1.2, there is a correlation in the length a participant stays in the America 

Works program, and their self-esteem, self-efficacy, resilience, and sense of job readiness. The longer an 

individual stays in the program the more negative their self-esteem, self-efficacy, resilience, and job 

readiness. These findings fall in line with the America Works philosophy of finding program participants 

employment as quickly as possible. 

 
     Months in Program 
Graph 1.2 Shows the survey score differences between participants based on how long they have participated in the America 
Works program. It can be seen that the longer one remains in the program, the lower their survey scores tend to be on average. 
Sample size was 27 overall. 

 
A rise in all categories can be seen in the group that has been in the program for the 5-6-month 

category. This should be ignored as the survey population for this group was much smaller than that for 

all other categories, with only 3 participants falling into the category of participating in the America 

Works program for 5-6 months. If this group is ignored than scores fall steadily across the board the 

longer an individual has been in the program. 

 

Education 

No significant differences were reported when examining the education of participants except 

when on the topic of self-esteem. Data shows that those with high school degrees had higher self-

esteems then those without a high school degree before the self-help group.  It also seems that the self-

help group had a greater effect on those without a high school diploma. This category’s survey scores 

increased much more significantly than those with high school diplomas after the self-help group. In 
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fact, after the self-help group individuals without high school diplomas generally had higher scores 

across the board than those who entered with high school diplomas. 

 

          
Graph 1.3 Illustrates the difference in averages   Graph 1.4 Illustrates the difference in 
of survey scores before and after the self-help   averages of survey scores before and after  
group  in those participants who do not have high  the self-help group in participants who have school 
diplomas. Large increases were seen    a high school diploma. This group started especially in job readiness 
and self-esteem. with higher scores than those without 
Sample size for individuals without a diploma diplomas, but scores either decreased 
was 16. or only increased slightly after the self-help group. Sample 

size for individuals with a diploma was 11. 

 
Background 

Differences in those participants who did and did not have backgrounds were not significant, the 

only exception being on the subject of job readiness. Those who had been incarcerated felt they did not 

have the means to obtain a job, scoring an average survey score of 5.3(out of 10) in comparison with a 

7.2 (out of 10) average for those who had no criminal background. 

 

Results  

The goals of instituting a self-help group at America Works were threefold: 

A: Increase self-efficacy and self-esteem 

Goal A was measurable through individual’s survey scores. As discussed in the analysis section of 

this paper, when comparing mean survey scores of the participant population before and after the self-

help group, the self-esteem scores were significantly higher after self-help group. Thus it is fair to say 

that participant self-esteem was increased at least in part because of the self-help group. This finding is 
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promising. As discussed in the literature review, increased self-esteem is correlated with higher rates of 

job obtainment and retention, the two main goals of any job placement program (Kunz 1999). High self-

esteem also leads to better coping skills, higher resiliency, and better adherence to welfare stipulations, 

which can dramatically improve the lives of our participants and help them gain control of the situations 

occurring in their life outside of America Works (Hess, 2002).  

 The self-help group was a positive environment in which participants built each other’s self-

esteem through compliments, empathizing, and rationalizing each other’s problems outside of the 

America Works building. Compassion Mind Training was employed, as participants were asked to advise 

each other on common problems, and then asked to reflect on the advice given as it pertained to their 

own issues. Positive psychology was used in approaching each participant’s issues with special attention 

given to what they succeeded at, how their past has affected them in positive ways and attempting to 

substitute helplessness for optimism (Seligman, 2006).  The group discussed socialization, how their 

current situations affect their lives, and how they can help each other in the future.  

 

B: Act as an open forum in which clients can share advice and resources amongst themselves 

While this goal is less measurable, one of the greatest strengths of the self-help group was 

participant interaction. Five cohorts were run, each lasting a week. Out of the five cohorts, four 

exchanged some sort of resources, with an average of 3 resources shared per group, most pertaining to 

child care. A resource for the purpose of this study is defined as any company or organization meant to 

help participants with any barrier to employment. This includes childcare, expungement locations, 

shelters, legal representation etc.  While America Works offers resources and help with facing crises, 

participants were able to give reviews about each resource: which ones were great, which ones were 

subpar. Furthermore participants seemed to respond more positively when these resources were 

offered by someone in their position than when staff suggested resources.   

 

C: Allow participants to recognize their similarities and hopefully lead to development of support 

systems amongst our clients can assist with emotional support and maybe even emergency childcare 

situations etc. 

As stated in the paragraph above, the positive participant interaction was a strength of the self-

help groups. Participants were observed urging each other to leave abusive relationships, encouraging 

each other to go back to school to obtain their GED, providing resources to fight for full custody of their 

children, and building up each other’s sense of self-confidence. While this was rewarding to observe, the 
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importance of this interaction is most illustrated in the survey responses. When asked whether the self-

help group was beneficial, 100% of participants responded that it was in some way.  Most cited feelings 

of support and inclusion as the main reason for its success.  

 The demographic results of this study allow for identification of populations that are at higher 

risk of having low self-esteem, and those that seem to benefit most from the self-help group. The  

analysis shows that the longer a participant stays in the America Works program, the more likely they 

are to have low self-esteem, resiliency, efficacy and job readiness. Additionally, individuals without their 

high school diploma are more likely to have low self-esteem and that those without high school 

diplomas respond much better to the self-help group than those who have high school diplomas or GED 

equivalency. Neither age nor presence or absence of a criminal background seemed to affect a 

participant’s self-esteem. With this demographic data in mind Workforce Development programs can 

target certain populations for self-help groups and know which populations will respond best to self-

help groups, and which will not.  

 

Recommendations 

Based on the results of this research I recommend policy makers implementing workforce 

development programs institute the following changes: 

1. Upon entrance into the workforce development program have individuals fill out a quick survey 

including demographic information and an assessment of their self-esteem. 

2. Create two self-help groups. One that is mandatory and one that is voluntary. Neither self-help 

group will affect individual’s job searching, as it will occur only after participants have seen job 

representatives. The self-help groups will be formatted like an AA meeting, in the sense that 

each meeting being with introductions followed by a group discussion on a preapproved topic. 

Topics will always be approached from a positive psychological viewpoint and Compassion Mind 

Training should be employed when appropriate.  

3. Individuals who score low on the self-esteem assessment will be put in the mandatory self-help 

group, especially if they do not have a high school diploma as this group was shown to benefit 

most from the self-help group. Individuals who have been in the program for longer than 4 

months will also be put in the mandatory self-help group. This group should be led by a staff 

member to ensure the group stays on topic, topics including socialization, current barriers etc.  

4. The voluntary self-help group should be monitored by a staff member but could potentially be 

run by responsible participants, as long as discussion topics were approved and adhered to. This 
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group would be for people that need an outlet to talk about their problems in a positive 

environment with people going through similar situations.  

5. Policymakers implementing workforce development programs should encourage adoption of a 

positive psychology model. Programs should approach participants by asking them their 

strengths, focusing on how these strengths can improve their life and adopting an optimistic 

view rather than focusing on their faults and how they need to fix these faults. This includes 

incorporating reframing into the job readiness curriculum and constantly asking participants to 

reframe their negative situations into positive ones. Job obtainment should continue to be the 

premier focus, but staff should be trained on the positive psychology approach and participants 

should be encouraged to adopt an optimistic tone and should be asked how they can better 

their situation/what is within their control instead of blaming their situation on others or their 

circumstances.  

 

With these changes, I believe participants will on average have better self-esteems, and that job 

obtainment will be quicker and retainment longer. 

Limitations of this research are obvious as participants were only surveyed directly before and after 

the self-help group. It is suggested that a longitudinal study lasting at least a year take place to show 

whether elevations in self-esteem lasted short term or long term. This study would ideally have a larger 

sample size of at least 50 participants.   
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