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Praise for Bridges Out of Poverty

The ideas and tools in this book, when adopted, can make businesses more humane and more profitable and governments more intelligent and more effective. They can make nonprofits more insightful and more sustainable and individuals more understanding and more successful. I know, because over the course of my career I have had the privilege of leading, observing, and experiencing all these forms of transformation. Read, and use, this book. And make a real difference in the world and in the fight against poverty.

–Beth Kuhn, Workforce Futurist and Founder, Stonegate Strategies; Former Business Leader and State Government Official, Louisville, Kentucky

Bridges Out of Poverty offers powerful change-knowledge essentials for key leaders and social change practitioners. Persons living in poverty become informed and inspired to design their own lives.

–Frances Ervin, Executive Director, TRIO/Educational Opportunity Centers Program, Wichita State University, Wichita, Kansas

In our efforts to address poverty across the Tucson community, we used extensively the concepts offered by Bridges Out of Poverty and related resources, both for motivating people in need to take responsibility for their own lives and for engaging the general public on the complexity of poverty through presentations and poverty simulations.

–Giulio Grecchi, Former Board Member and Systemic Change Chair, Society of St. Vincent de Paul, Tucson, Arizona

The quartet of Dr. Ruby Payne, Phil Devol, Terie Dreussi-Smith, and Gene Krebs is more than impressive; their words have been my life jacket in uncharted waters. They have taken time to listen when needed and to mentor when necessary. I cherish our friendships dearly. Having backgrounds in education, addiction, healthcare, and policy, coupled with their personal experiences, fuels the passion of the authors to continue to educate through training and advocacy on a full-time basis. I genuinely believe that Ruby, Phil, Terie, and Gene have made a bridge for all of us in this world. Every edition of Bridges Out of Poverty contributes to making this world a better place for all.

–Sonia Bond-Holycross, Education and Development Coordinator, Partners in Hope, Troy, Ohio





Praise for Bridges Out of Poverty

Bridges Out of Poverty provided us with the lens of economic class to create concrete tools and strategies to prevent, reduce, and alleviate individual and community instability. Our community is better off, and more people are thriving because of this framework.

–Ryan Kusumoto, President/CEO, Parents and Children Together, Honolulu, Hawaii

When we set the goal of reducing poverty by 50% in the Omaha metro area, Bridges Out of Poverty was the obvious choice. Bridges and Getting Ahead are holistic and empower the individual to improve their situation and trajectory.

–Roger Howard, CPA, Volunteer CEO, Omaha Bridges Out of Poverty, Omaha, Nebraska

This new edition of Bridges Out of Poverty reinforces the key concepts of collaboration and relationship-building so keenly valued over here.

–Kath Herbert, Consultant, Hawker Brownlow Education, Melbourne, Australia

Essential reading for everyone looking for proven, practical, and innovative insights for helping individuals and families break free from poverty and find hope for a better future.

–Michael Simon, President, Simon Solutions, Florence, Alabama

This book is an inspiring dedication to the people we serve and a must-read for transformational growth for individual service providers, organizational leaders, and community members.

–Suzie Johnson-Smith, Social Services Supervisor, City of Peterborough Social Services Division, Peterborough, Ontario, Canada





Praise for Bridges Out of Poverty

aha! Process delivers a perfect strike in this fifth edition with a vision that is innovative, practical, and full of hope. Bravo!

–John Wayne Smith, MD, FACP, Cooperative Christian Ministries and Clinic, Hot Springs, Arkansas

As someone who attended more than 20 trainings before becoming certified as a trainer, aha! Process and the Bridges constructs have been essential in my work for almost 25 years. Building relationships is key, and mutual respect for each other’s experiences can break through barriers and build bridges.

–Dee Washington, Harbor Impact Coalition, Toledo, Ohio

Bridges Out of Poverty is an invaluable tool to educate criminal justice professionals to recognize how socioeconomic class contributes to compliance issues for individuals being supervised.

–Melissa A. Knopp, Esq., Project Manager, Stepping Up Ohio, Peg’s Foundation, Columbus, Ohio

Bridges Out of Poverty is the must-have book for anyone working with under-resourced individuals and communities. Learning and applying these strategies helped change my mindset, attitude, and behavior. I found that when I present and apply the Bridges constructs and strategies, the minds of individuals from different political persuasions, races, ethnicities, and economic classes are opened to an alternative narrative and mindset. They also see the role they can play in transforming lives and communities. We can go from criminalizing poverty to seeing them for who they really are: resourceful and resilient individuals wanting to work towards a brighter future.

–Dr. Ciriaco “Cid” Pinedo, President and CEO, Children’s Fund, San Bernardino, California
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Foreword

A Story of Hope

by Sonia Bond-Holycross

Bridges Out of Poverty and Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World altered my life forever in a positive way. Bridges and Getting Ahead gave me the language to express what I had been through and the hope to believe things could be different for me and my five children. When I first encountered a Bridges organization that offered the Getting Ahead curriculum for people struggling with poverty, I had spent over half of my life surviving constant chaos, trauma, and poverty and living in a reactionary mode.

Today, I have a 14-year professional career as the education and development program coordinator in the same nonprofit where I started my Getting Ahead journey. I am also the proud mother of a schoolteacher, a corrections officer, a social justice advocate, a criminal justice major, and a high school senior bound for college and then medical school. I will say humbly that without Bridges and Getting Ahead, I would not be writing such a hopeful story today.

Words cannot express my gratitude for this book and the impact it has had on me and on so many people who otherwise would have drowned in the dysfunctional systems and isolation that poverty breeds. This book can save lives, restore communities, and build better institutions for all.

Bridges brings to light the dynamics and interconnections of socioeconomic class and its impact on generational poverty, communities, and institutions in an all-inclusive environment of mutual respect. Everyone can learn something about themselves and each other while discovering best practices essential to clients and organizations. The section on policy displays perfect examples of how our legislatures, despite their best intentions of helping, are really keeping under-resourced citizens stuck in a cycle of poverty. It also illustrates the importance of listening and sharing stories of the impact of policy.

Bridges communities “practice what they preach,” ensuring that all economic classes have a voice. They have embraced feedback, open discussion, and collaboration. This book reflects that by including many voices sharing their truths through real-life experiences, research, and proven data. I have facilitated more than 100 Getting Ahead classes, I have met Getting Ahead graduates worldwide, and I have listened to their stories about how their desperation for survival turned into hope for a future and a chance to thrive and give back to their families and communities. I cannot express to you the value of connecting the Bridges concepts to the Getting Ahead curriculum as a way to connect to those from under-resourced communities. This is important for all sectors—social services, schools, healthcare, etc.—because we are all interconnected. This book can create unity regardless of how different we are, but it calls for teamwork, openness, and a passion for change.





“You may not control all the events that happen to you, but you can decide not to be reduced by them.”

–Maya Angelou





Introduction

For all the public, private, and faith-based programs that deal with poverty, Bridges Out of Poverty offers a language they can use to improve their work. The tools we offer, beyond the core constructs, can bring about change at the individual, institutional, community, and policy levels.

This edition follows on more than 20 years of experience using the book and explains how the work can be applied at all levels, often in unexpected fields.

We have found that while the percentage of people struggling with poverty as defined by income has held fairly steady in the United States (decreasing slightly from 11.3% in 2000 to 10.5% in 20191), this work can be used to help people and communities that are under-resourced in other ways. People in the United States who live in the lowest-earning 40% benefit from the Bridges concepts, as do all the citizens of their communities as they collectively take their civic game up a notch.

The Bridges Out of Poverty work began as a result of a book created for educators. A Framework for Understanding Poverty, by Ruby K. Payne, was written in 1996 and was developed for educators who had students in their classrooms who were experiencing poverty. The purpose of that book was to provide tools to understand a survival environment and strategies to improve discipline and learning; it was never meant to address systems issues. The basic theoretical frame for Framework is social cognitive theory based on the work of Bandura, Lave and Wenger, and others. Basically, it is about how the environment shapes thinking.

Ruby’s parents lived in Morrow County, Ohio (about 45 minutes north of Columbus), which is one of the poorest counties in Ohio. Phil DeVol and Terie Dreussi-Smith were employed with a drug addiction recovery center in Morrow County. Phil and Terie’s organization operated houses for recovering women, and Phil would call Ruby’s mother when he needed something (a baby bed, for example) for a woman in recovery. One day when he called Ruby’s mother, she offered to give him her daughter’s book, A Framework for Understanding Poverty.

Phil read it, called Ruby, and said this information helped him understand why their drug treatment programs were not very successful for adults experiencing poverty. He asked if the book could be adapted for community-based providers. After a few conversations, Ruby, Phil, and Terie wrote Bridges Out of Poverty, first published in 1999.

The book Bridges Out of Poverty and the associated Bridges Out of Poverty professional development workshops led Phil to write Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World and create a multi-session Getting Ahead learning experience to work directly with adults struggling with poverty.2 Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World is a workbook for people experiencing poverty who investigate the impact poverty has had on them and their communities. The Getting Ahead learning experience is 16 sessions long and requires hard work from the investigators (as they are called; not students, not clients, but investigators). As that work expanded, the barriers people faced when making the transition out of poverty began to surface at the institutional, community, and policy levels. It became clear that communitywide efforts to bring organizations, policymakers, and people experiencing poverty to the decision-making table were needed. To date, aha! Process has helped create more than 220 Bridges communities in the U.S., Canada, Australia, and Slovakia, and the interest worldwide continues to grow.

Since Bridges first came out in 1999, the work has continued to develop and expand into various sectors with publications and training. The concepts have been applied specifically to the following sectors: business, health and healthcare, criminal justice and corrections, faith-based efforts, first responders, postsecondary education, trauma-informed care, and workforce development.

To expand the work even further, Phil DeVol collaborated with Gene Krebs, a former member of the Ohio House of Representatives, to write Bridges Across Every Divide.3 The goal of that book and its associated workshop is to address the policy issues that prevent individuals from getting out of poverty and to help people better advocate for their communities.

For the last 10 years, aha! Process has been gathering data about the impacts of Bridges Out of Poverty and Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World on individuals, institutions, and communities. Currently, more than 100,000 adults have completed Getting Ahead. Details about research on Getting Ahead and the place where Bridges Out of Poverty fits in the poverty research landscape are discussed later in the book. Links to peer-reviewed published articles can be found in the bibliography.

There have been a number of studies of Getting Ahead. Researchers involved in doing the work agree that Getting Ahead is progressing toward evidence-based status and is now considered a “promising practice.” Publications from Beth Wahler and from Michael Jindra and Ines Jindra are especially noteworthy.4 Wahler’s study identified consistent significant change in stability indicators for Getting Ahead graduates. Wahler concluded: “Gaining well-being, support from others, a sense of personal power, and a newfound perceived ability to conquer obstacles that lie in one’s way certainly could only benefit people who may have previously felt quite powerless in their lives.”5

In an independent study of Bridges Out of Poverty and Getting Ahead, Jindra and Jindra (then affiliated with the University of Notre Dame) determined that the Bridges lenses provide a relational model. In their view, structural changes such as providing housing, food, transportation, as well as some policy changes, lack impact without individuals and teams from diverse backgrounds working next to one another to iron out the barriers that enable people to overcome poverty. There is no substitute for relationships and understanding, especially in a process where leaders from all economic realities—including poverty—meet together at the decision-making table. Without serious self-evaluation and humility, that table of diversity is likely a train wreck. The purpose and mark of the Bridges lenses is shared power. Bridges is an equity builder. Jindra and Jindra concluded:


This is where nonprofits like Bridges…step in. We face not only structural issues with fewer high-paying jobs, but also intense cultural divisions (Jindra, 2014) that are heightened by segregation and isolation (Sampson, 2012). Breaking down these barriers and giving people more tools to use can be an important part of the battle against poverty and inequality.6







Section I: Individual Lens





“The only thing poverty does is grind down your nerve endings to a point that you can work harder and stoop lower than most people are willing to. It chips away a person’s dreams to the point that the hopelessness shows through, and the dreamer accepts that hard work and borrowed houses are all this life will ever be. While my mother will stare you in the eye and say she never thought of herself as poor, do not believe for one second that she did not see the rest of the world, the better world, spinning around her, out of reach.”

–Rick Bragg, All Over but the Shoutin’





Chapter 1

Resources: The Tools by Which You Survive, Create Stability, and Solve Problems

Resources

To better understand people who struggle with poverty, the definition of poverty will be “the extent to which an individual does without resources.” As you read through the list of resources, keep in mind that throughout history, systems of discrimination have contributed to the unequal distribution of resources. A good example is the Black–White wealth gap in the United States. These systems of discrimination have also sometimes caused the resources of some groups to be overlooked or mischaracterized by the dominant group. When thinking about resources, the Bridges approach is to focus on assets rather than deficits by using an additive model.7

The resources are the following:

Financial: Having the money to purchase goods and services.

Emotional: Being able to choose and control emotional responses, particularly to negative situations, without engaging in self-destructive behavior. This is an internal resource and shows itself through stamina, perseverance, and choices.

Mental: Having the mental abilities and acquired skills (reading, writing, computing) to deal with daily life. This includes coping strategies, which are the mindsets, approaches, and techniques that allow issues to be moved from the concrete to the abstract by translating from the personal to the issue.

Language: Having the vocabulary, language ability, and negotiation skills to negotiate the environments necessary to build resources.

Social capital: Includes both bonding capital (connections with people similar to yourself) and bridging capital (connections with people different from yourself). This includes friends, acquaintances, family, et al. and keeps one from being socially isolated.

Health: Any health problems you have are managed and do not interfere with your ability to work and be self-sufficient. You have access to culturally competent healthcare providers.

Spiritual: Believing in divine purpose and that you are part of something larger than yourself.

Integrity and trust: Having the ability to keep your word, honoring the laws that govern you, and making decisions based on high ethical standards. It is equally important to be able to trust others to act with integrity. Integrity and trust allow one to operate ethically without supervision.

Motivation and persistence: These are connected to resiliency, the willingness to try, and the courage, stamina, and fortitude to work toward a goal.

Relationships/role models: Having frequent access to adults who are nurturing and caring and who do not engage in self-destructive behavior. Having friends, family, and backup resources available to access in times of need. These are external resources.

Knowledge of hidden rules: Knowing the unspoken cues and habits of a group.

Typically, poverty is thought of in terms of financial resources only. However, the reality is that financial resources, while extremely important, do not explain the differences in the success with which some individuals overcome poverty nor the reasons that many continue to struggle with poverty. The ability to leave poverty is often more dependent upon other resources than it is upon financial resources. Each of these resources plays a vital role in the success of an individual.

Emotional resources provide the stamina to withstand difficult and uncomfortable emotional situations and feelings. Emotional resources are the most important of all resources because, when present, they help the individual avoid a return to old habits and patterns. In order to move from poverty to middle class or middle class to wealth, individuals must suspend their “emotional memory banks” because the situations and hidden rules are so unlike what they have experienced previously. Therefore, a certain level of persistence and an ability to stay with the situation until it can be learned (and therefore feel comfortable) are necessary. This persistence (i.e., staying with the situation) is proof that emotional resources are present. Emotional resources come, at least in part, from role models.

Mental resources are the ability to process information and use it in daily living. If individuals can read, write, and compute, they have a decided advantage. They can access information from many different free sources, as well as be self-sufficient.

Language resources include vocabulary and language abilities that help people negotiate the environments of community, work, and/or school. Being able to use the language of the dominant culture in the country where one resides is part of this resource.

Social capital, especially bridging capital, is crucial in moving between socioeconomic classes. Bridging capital includes access to power and social structures, which allows for leverage in legal, financial, organizational, and political interactions. Systems of discrimination like racism, sexism, and ableism deny marginalized groups access to many forms of bridging capital.8

Health resources mean managing any health issues you face so they do not interfere with your success in settings like work and school. Having access to healthcare providers who understand your cultural background and its impact on your health and healthcare is critical in maintaining health resources.

Spiritual resources are the belief that help can be obtained from a higher power, that there is a purpose for living. These are powerful resources because individuals do not see themselves as hopeless and useless, but rather as capable and having worth and value.

Integrity and trust mean that people know you will consistently do what you say you will do. It also means they know you will not intentionally or knowingly place them in danger. It is important that people trust you to act with integrity, and it is equally important that you are able to trust others to do the same.

Motivation and persistence give you the energy and drive to prepare for, plan, and complete projects, jobs, and personal changes.

Relationships/role models are resources. All individuals have role models. The question is the extent to which the role model is nurturing and caring. Can the role model parent? Work successfully? It is largely from role models that people learn how to live life emotionally. Support systems are resources that fall under the category of relationships/role models. To whom does one go when help is needed? Those individuals who are available and will help are resources. When your child is sick and you have to be at work, who takes care of your child? Where do you go when money is short and your baby needs medicine? Support systems are not just about meeting financial or emotional needs; they are about knowledge bases as well. How do you get into college? Who sits and listens when you get rejected? Who helps you negotiate the mountains of paper? Who assists you with your algebra homework when you don’t know how to do it? Those people are all support systems. They may also be role models.

Knowledge of hidden rules is crucial to belonging in the socioeconomic class in which the individual wishes to live. Hidden rules exist in poverty, in middle class, and in wealth, as well as in racial and ethnic groups and elsewhere. Hidden rules are about the unspoken understandings that help signal to members of the group that an individual does or does not belong to the group. In all classes there are hidden rules about food, dress, decorum, etc. Generally, in order to move successfully from one class to the next, it is important to have a mentor from the class to which you wish to move model the hidden rules of that class and even teach them to you directly. Knowledge of hidden rules carries with it a responsibility to apply the knowledge in ways that are helpful rather than harmful. Hidden rules are not stereotypes, and they are not a basis for assumptions. Hidden rules should be used as tools to understand behavior, not as tools to predict behavior.

Why is it important to understand resources?

Resources are key indicators of stability and determine what interventions will work. For each individual, some resources are stronger and more available than others. The more resources one has, the greater the likelihood of stability. Stability allows one to plan, to learn, to engage in wealth creation, and to develop talents, so resources are necessary if that is what the individual desires. In addition to individuals, we also consider the resources of organizations and communities. Investigating resources gives everyone positive things they can do to address poverty and instability skillfully: Build resources. Keep in mind, however, that one reason people who experience generational poverty might have fewer resources than others is that the instability of not having financial resources makes it difficult to build other resources.

Interventions will be more successful if you work from strengths. Interventions rarely work when they are based upon a weak or missing resource.

Staff members who do intakes and assessments in social service and other organizations should be trained in gathering data on the resources that are available to clients. The intention to identify and adequately serve people experiencing poverty should be formalized by gathering the necessary data on intake and assessment forms.

The following form can be added to the client file to focus attention on economic resources. Filling out the form can serve as a reminder to staff members that economic resources determine behavior and must be taken into account when planning with clients.

Resources scoring chart

[image: image]


Scenarios

You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view.

–Atticus Finch in Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird

The following scenarios were contributed by Getting Ahead graduates and offer a chance to analyze resources. At the end of each scenario, you will be asked to rate the levels of the 11 resources on a scale of 1–5.

To find out what the Getting Ahead graduates’ lives have been like since they finished Getting Ahead, be sure to read the follow-ups in Appendix B.

Scenario 1: Carl

I grew up in a small town in Ohio with a very loving mother, an older brother and sister, and younger twin sisters. My childhood memories are riddled with visions of my mother holding back tears and trying to force a smile on her face while reassuring her kids that everything was going to be okay. I have many memories of abuse, crying, living in women’s shelters, moving from school to school, and ending up in the foster care system. The first foster placement was for three years, but then my brother and sisters and I were split up. The second foster parents were Christians who went to church on Sundays and Wednesdays and enrolled me in a Christian school. That was a good experience for me—both for the religious foundation and academically. I was a good student and made good grades.

In high school I skipped school frequently and began experimenting with alcohol and drugs. I went to parties, got into lots of fights, and dropped out of school my senior year. I found it easy to find jobs and always learned the work quickly, but I went from job to job, place to place, and girlfriend to girlfriend. By this time, I was heavily involved in drugs. Toward the end of my drug use, I was homeless and would describe myself as spiritually bankrupt. It had become second nature to protect myself from getting hurt. The emotional walls I had developed in childhood deceived me into thinking I was being strong. But in fact, I did not have a purpose and felt I did not have much to lose.

One evening, on my way to a party, I got into a fight that resulted in a serious injury to my tongue. That injury led me even more deeply into addiction until a near-death experience redirected my life. I went through a treatment program that helped me get back on my feet. With a new support group and by leaning on God, I was able to begin a new lifestyle. It was at this point that I was invited to attend Getting Ahead.

Resource assessment

What resources does Carl have? Mark 1 if resources are very low, 3 if there are some but not enough resources, and 5 if there are enough resources. Select “not sure” if there isn’t enough information to make a determination.

[image: image]

Scenario 2: Maria

I am Native American. I grew up on the reservation in a large family headed by my grandmother, who was a respected elder of her church. By age 14, I became fully aware that I was a girl in a boy’s body. When I came out and told the family about my reality, they became upset, as they could not accept the situation because of their religion. My grandmother insisted that I leave.

I found myself alone on the streets of a big city. I met people who introduced me to prostitution, and I became addicted to drugs and alcohol. Over the years, I was arrested and convicted of crimes repeatedly. I served long periods in jail, and every time I was released, I returned to the street, which was the only life I knew.

Years went by until I decided that I had had enough of that type of life. It was not what I wanted for my future.

With great effort, I was able to get off drugs and alcohol. Clean and sober, I considered going back to the reservation, but I decided differently since addictions were common there, perhaps because of discouragement and resignation due to lack of available opportunities. In fact, my own sister was addicted to drugs, and a few months after giving birth, she was on her way to jail. I offered to care for the baby, and my sister accepted. We filed formal papers, and I became the official custodian of the baby.

Eventually, I had a relapse into addiction; however, the responsibility for my young niece motivated me to seek remedy right away. The tribe responded to my request for help and offered to fund my treatment. Since I did not want to give up custody of my niece, I looked for a residential treatment center that would accept children and found one in a nearby city.

After several months of treatment, I decided to remain in the new city. With the help of an Indian assistance organization, I was able to move into a one-bedroom apartment. A local Indian casino provided beds and furniture to me through its Christmas family sponsorship program.

Once settled, I decided to take advantage of a scholarship offered by my tribe and enrolled in community college. The scholarship paid for the entire tuition plus a stipend of $2,400 every three months, or $800 a month. Finances were tight, and I was living dollar by dollar each day. From the $800 a month, and a small amount of food stamps, I paid rent ($500) and everything else. I did not realize it at the time, but the government had incorrectly calculated my Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program benefits.

I did not have a bank account or a savings account. Towards the end of the quarter, I had to use pawnshops, pawning stuff just to get a little money and then paying it back when the check came.

That is when I enrolled in the Getting Ahead class.

Resource assessment

What resources does Maria have? Mark 1 if resources are very low, 3 if there are some but not enough resources, and 5 if there are enough resources. Select “not sure” if there isn’t enough information to make a determination.

[image: image]

Scenario 3: Stanley

I am 58 years old and spent most of my life hustling to survive in the streets. I fought, stole, sold drugs, manipulated, cheated, worked unskilled-labor jobs, was addicted to drugs and alcohol, and didn’t care if I lived or died. The only things I cared about were my 13 children and my mom. As a teen, I was in the juvenile system, and I spent 19 years in prison as an adult. While I was in prison, I earned a GED when I was 34 years old and finally got sober from drugs and alcohol when I was 44. However, I didn’t hit rock bottom concerning my behavior until my mom died while I was in prison. I was devastated that I wasn’t able to be with her when she died or attend her funeral. That was when I decided I was never going to commit a crime again.

Now out of prison, I have diabetic neuropathy and use an electric scooter and cane to get around. I receive $354 per month in Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program benefits and $1,400 per month in Supplemental Security Income (SSI) because of my disability, but over $1,000 per month is taken out of the SSI for child support. I rent a basement from an Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) friend and live there with my girlfriend and my 12-year-old son. I am firmly committed to my sobriety. I am a leader in AA, go to meetings, work my steps, and sponsor others. My girlfriend doesn’t work, drinks in front of me, and disappears for days at a time. I know she is addicted to crack cocaine, but I don’t address it because I don’t want to start an argument that might lead to a domestic violence charge. This is the only type of romantic relationship I have ever known, and I ask myself, “With my baggage, what other woman would have me?”

I run the other direction when I see the drug dealers, hustlers, and prostitutes I used to associate with. A “friend” tried to give me dope to sell so I could make some money. I refused. I knew if I was caught, I would lose my son. However, if I saw someone drop their wallet in the street and thought I could pick it up without being seen, I would probably take the money and toss the wallet.

I spend my time rebuilding my relationships with my children, going to meetings, and volunteering in the community. I take advantage of every opportunity to learn something new and go to many agency trainings. As a result, people have gotten to know and like me for my openness, authenticity, and commitment to changing my life. I am charismatic and a great communicator. I enjoy using slang, cursing, and talking and laughing loudly, but I speak differently at the agency events I attend. I am good at reading body language and make a point to learn the new words I hear. When I need to dress up for community events, I wear purple, orange, and yellow suits with silk pants, wide-brimmed hats, and gator shoes, and I walk with a swagger.

Resource assessment

What resources does Stanley have? Mark 1 if resources are very low, 3 if there are some but not enough resources, and 5 if there are enough resources. Select “not sure” if there isn’t enough information to make a determination.
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What implications does this information have for the social service, healthcare, or work setting?

Once it has been determined which aspects of the problems being faced by clients or employees are not systems issues and/or are issues at the individual level, the resources of the individual should be analyzed. We want to avoid blaming individuals while seeking understanding and awareness of their strengths and weaknesses. What may seem to be workable suggestions from a middle class point of view may be virtually impossible given the resources available to someone who is struggling with poverty.

Questions/activities for discussion

1.Use the resources scoring guide to determine your own resources. Do you think it is accurate?

2.Identify someone you know right now who is struggling. What resources do they have that are strengths that could help stabilize their reality? Resources you have are the strengths that are used to develop other resources; it is fairly ineffective to work with areas where resources are thin.

3.Over the course of a lifetime, resources ebb and flow. Sometimes you have more resources than you do at other times in your life. Have you had experience with this in your own life? What did you learn from that experience? How did you compensate for changing resources?

4.How do racism, sexism, religion, and social capital impact resources?





“Thus, nations are less disposed to make revolutions in proportion as personal property is augmented and distributed amongst them, and as the number of those possessing it is increased.”

–Alexis de Tocqueville





Chapter 2

The Causes of Poverty

Two of the most pressing issues in the world right now are wealth inequality and poverty. The COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020 has certainly exacerbated these issues and brought visibility to all the inequalities across race and class that exist in access to resources.

Bridges initiatives bring people together from all classes, races, sectors, and political persuasions. Two things make it possible to bring people together from across political lines. First, we have found that people from all points on the political spectrum care about people experiencing poverty and want to live in communities where everyone can live well. Second, we have developed a common language to address poverty, and this common language enables people from diverse cultural, national, political, and other backgrounds to be in the conversation. This is important because without a common language, we would be like the blind men in the fable from India who were describing an elephant by touching it. For the man touching the trunk, it was a snake; for the man touching the ear, it was a fan; for the man touching the tusk, it was a spear; for the man touching the leg, it was a tree trunk; for the man touching the side, it was a wall; and for the man touching the tail, it was a broom. None of them had all the information, so they could not identify the elephant for what it really was. When those who work to serve people experiencing poverty operate without a common understanding of poverty, the people they serve face inconsistent and sometimes contradictory programs and messages.

In this book we provide definitions and constructs that have been proven to work to improve individual relationships, organizational outcomes, the quality of community life, and policy solutions. And, in these pages, we will share the Bridges language with you.

An important structural component of the common language is our understanding of the causes of poverty.

The causes of poverty research continuum
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Poverty research done by governmental entities, universities, think tanks, and independent scholars falls into four general clusters: individual choices, behaviors, and circumstances; community conditions; exploitation; and political/economic structures.

In the table you see research topics on the causes of poverty listed in four columns. Each column includes a brief definition of each cause followed by a list of sample topics.9

Individual behavior and circumstances

Political conservatives tend to focus on individual choices and behaviors; liberals tend to focus on political/economic structures. This is an oversimplification and doesn’t hold in all cases, but it often leads to a divide that is an either/or standoff, as in, “I’m right; you’re wrong.” But when we reflect on the two clusters of research on community conditions and exploitation, we notice a willingness from people on both the right and the left to see poverty in a more nuanced way.

Community conditions: Where we live matters!

Poverty is experienced differently depending on where we live. For example, Bridges and Getting Ahead have been used in Appalachian counties; Indigenous, First Nations, and Native American communities; rural areas; urban neighborhoods; small towns; frontier counties where there are 10–15 people per square mile; and in seven countries outside the U.S.

The ease (or difficulty) of getting out of poverty depends on community conditions and the commuting zone we live in. A local economy and labor force are bounded not by county lines but by how far workers have to travel to find a well-paying job. The commuting zone contains the surrounding travel-to-work areas where at least 15% of employed residents are working in a city.

Some communities don’t have a good mix of employment opportunities. In communities where you have a fair shot at a well-paying job, a good education, good healthcare, and fair credit, you’d have an easier time getting out of poverty. It also means support along the way in the form of transportation, affordable childcare, and affordable housing. All of that would add up to true opportunity.

Some regions of the country have deep and persistent poverty. People living in the states bordering Mexico, in the Appalachian region, on Native American reservations, in isolated rural counties, in some urban areas, and in former centers of manufacturing find it harder to get out of poverty than people in areas where there are more opportunities.

Many cities and counties are in deep financial trouble. Their leaders may be caught up in dealing with one crisis after another, just as many people experiencing poverty are.

In some communities, the leadership has the intention and luxury of taking the long view and can find solutions more easily.12

Exploitation of people struggling with poverty

Exploitation by predators is a significant cause of poverty. People experiencing poverty are often targeted by predators, some of whom are experiencing poverty themselves; these are people within their community, such as drug dealers, human traffickers, and black-market lenders.

Businesses also prey on those struggling with poverty by providing services or goods but charging more than they are worth and trapping people in a cycle of debt. Payday lenders and “buy here, pay here” car dealerships are examples of businesses that charge more than their loan products are worth. In these cases, the interest rates are much higher than those charged by a bank or credit union, and the predators exploit people whose credit scores are a barrier to accessing loans from those institutions. People who use payday loans to make ends meet often find they need another infusion of cash once their paycheck has gone to pay back the loan. In this way the predators are able to trap people in a cycle that is very profitable for the predators.

A Getting Ahead investigator in Indianapolis, Indiana, shared this story with the group the week after learning about predatory lending:


Our family was eating cereal; that’s all we had left to eat. I just hoped that we had enough for everyone. The meat man knocked on the door and came in with pre-seasoned, vacuum-packed chicken, pork, and beef and put samples on the table. Of course, my kids were for buying everything they saw.

I told the meat man that my SNAP EBT card was empty, but he said not to worry about it. He had been where we were and knew what it was like. He said he was overstocked and needed to sell the meat soon. He said, “Keep the meat. Cook it up right now. Just sign this contract, and I’ll come back next week and swipe your card.” I asked to see the contract and read it carefully and then told him to take his meat and leave. The interest rate and fees listed in the contract meant the meat would cost almost twice as much as it would cost in the store if I waited to pay for it next week.



Policies and revenue sources that increase poverty for under-resourced individuals

Bridges initiatives have provided examples of fees and fines that were sources of revenue for municipalities and counties. Getting Ahead graduates have identified an increase in fees and fines being levied. In one instance, Getting Ahead graduates who had recently returned to the community after being released from incarceration alerted the Bridges collaborative about fees being charged by the county jail. The jail was charging $50 at booking and an additional daily rate that was imposed upon release. This debt hung over people who were released, and if it was determined that they were out of compliance for not paying their bills, this could result in them being returned to jail, where they accumulated even more fees.

The Getting Ahead graduates, along with members of the Bridges collaborative, took the issue to the jail administrator. The administrator wasn’t inclined to make changes because the fees were a large and reliable source of revenue. The next step the Bridges group took was to engage the media and the American Civil Liberties Union. This resulted in the fee structure being discontinued.

Another Getting Ahead graduate reported that fees were charged to connect and disconnect water services. This happened every time someone moved. Beyond that, if they were late with a payment, the water was turned off, which incurred another fee, and when that fee was paid, the water was turned on again and they were charged yet another fee. Upon investigation by elected officials trained in Bridges, it was discovered that the fee structure hit the poorest families the hardest. They moved more frequently than families in middle class, and their paychecks didn’t stretch as far. The revenue generated from this fee structure was $1.4 million a year. Because there were relationships of mutual respect between the city officials and the Getting Ahead graduates, the fee structure was changed to make it fair.

In Ferguson, Missouri, the protests following the fatal police shooting of Michael Brown Jr. in 2014 brought attention to police and municipal court practices subsequently deemed unconstitutional by the U.S. Department of Justice. These practices focused on revenue rather than public safety, disproportionately targeted Black people, and “impose[d] a particular hardship upon those living in or near poverty.”13 From 2012 to 2014, Black people accounted for 85% of traffic stops, 90% of citations, and 93% of arrests in Ferguson, even though the city’s population was only 67% Black. Low-level offenses, usually traffic violations like a rolling stop, would lead the police to find (or invent) other citable offenses like not carrying proof of insurance. One man was charged with making a false declaration for giving his name as Mike rather than Michael and providing an address that differed from the one on his driver’s license. The fines for these offenses could add up to hundreds and even thousands of dollars. When fines went unpaid, additional fines were imposed and/or arrest warrants were issued. In 2013, fines and fees generated $2.46 million for Ferguson and were the city’s second-biggest source of income.14 In 2020, the City of Ferguson settled a class-action lawsuit over these abuses for $1.7 million.15

Political/economic structures and a brief history of the creation of the middle class

An imbalance between rich and poor is the oldest and most fatal ailment of all republics.

–Plutarch

When people experiencing poverty are able to build their resources and stabilize their situations, they begin to move toward a middle class life. However, recent political and economic conditions have contributed to a decline or shrinking of the middle class.

A Pew Research Center report titled “Trends in Income and Wealth Inequality” found that


the growth in income in recent decades has tilted to upper-income households. At the same time, the U.S. middle class, which once comprised the clear majority of Americans, is shrinking. Thus, a greater share of the nation’s aggregate income is now going to upper-income households and the share going to middle- and lower-income households is falling. The share of American adults who live in middle-income households has decreased from 60% in 1971 to 51% in 2019. This downsizing has proceeded slowly but surely since 1971, with each decade thereafter typically ending with a smaller share of adults living in middle-income households than at the beginning of the decade.16



The number of Americans living from paycheck to paycheck


runs from half of workers making under $50,000 (according to Nielsen data) to 74% of all employees (per recent reports from both the American Payroll Association and the National Endowment for Financial Education). And almost three in 10 adults have no emergency savings at all, according to Bankrate’s latest Financial Security Index.17



The challenge individuals experiencing poverty and the Bridges communities that support them face is how to get into a stable economic life while people in the middle class are falling out if it. How much harder will it be for people struggling with poverty to achieve stability if the middle class is losing its stability?

It’s helpful to look back over American history to learn how the middle class was created. Did it come from individual effort alone? Did it come from earning paychecks, saving money, educating children, building strong communities, and passing on wealth to the next generation? What role did national events and governmental policies play? How was it experienced by each wave of immigrants? How was it experienced by each racial group? How was it experienced in different regions of the country?

People who use Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World to explore those questions do so through two lenses. The first is the lens of people with whom they identify. That identification may be aligned with others of the same class, race, sexual orientation, neighborhood, nation of origin, etc. The second lens is the structure provided by the four areas of research into the causes of poverty.18

Finally, it should be noted that the middle class is shrinking. The policies and economic structures that created the middle class are changing or disappearing, including employer-based healthcare, employer-based pensions, the full-time 40-hour work week, wages, student loans, and mortgage assistance.19

The story of the making of the middle class is really the story of how wealth is created.

Income changes on a dime; wealth is created over time.

A formula for an individual struggling with poverty to become middle class seems straightforward. It goes something like this: Do well in school, ideally go to college, get a well-paying job, manage finances wisely, save money, and marry someone on the same track in life.

This journey is much easier if your parents are already middle class. For example: In the middle class mindset, college is viewed as essential to success. The research is that there is a generational pattern to wealth creation. Created wealth is passed on through inheritance, as are connections, knowledge bases, club memberships, etc.

In the middle class, parents’ financial security (property, possessions, savings) helps the family through difficult times and emergencies. Their assets, financial and social, will support their children’s education and careers, and upon their death, some of the wealth they built will pass on to their children.20

The journey is also made easier if your family lives in a prosperous, stable community where there are opportunities to build social and financial wealth. The Greenwood neighborhood in Tulsa, Oklahoma, which was known as “Black Wall Street,” was such a place.

Most U.S. schools do not teach about the Tulsa race massacre that took place on May 31, 1921, when 300 people were killed and approximately 35 acres of commercial and residential property was destroyed by fire and bombs. Greenwood had become known as Black Wall Street not for its financial institutions but for its wealth.

We mention it here because it is a dramatic example of wealth creation by individuals and a community. The loss of human life was the destruction of human and social capital and connections. The loss of the buildings was the destruction of the gathering places of civic capital: churches, arts and entertainment venues, and businesses. Greenwood was largely rebuilt, but studies show that it never regained its status as a leading Black community.21 A reason for this is that the narrative of how the wealth was created—the documentation—was destroyed along with the wealth. For the members of the families who created the wealth in Greenwood, there was no way to get it back. The police were not for them, the government was not for them, and there were no investigations. In fact, some Black Tulsans were prosecuted for their supposed roles in instigating the violence. After the massacre, Black Tulsans still had to get along with White Tulsans even though justice was never served.

Part of the problem in Tulsa was that some White Tulsans viewed wealth creation as a zero-sum game, or a game in which there must be one winner and one loser. If the Black residents of Greenwood were winning, then the zero-sum mindset said they must be doing so at the expense of White people, since there can’t be a winner without a loser. Part of the work of Bridges is to reframe wealth creation as a win-win rather than a win-lose proposition for communities.

In the research on wealth creation, on the average it takes three generations for the descendants of an unskilled immigrant to become college-educated. The first generation works hard, their children get a high school diploma, and their grandchildren get a college degree. If you are the first person in your family to get a college degree, you tend to go into either teaching or a government-funded position. Bridges and Getting Ahead are tools that can help groups and individuals experiencing poverty find ways to create wealth without losing their cultural and historical identity. Respecting all the resources each person brings to the table, including resources related to cultural background, is critical if a Bridges initiative is to be successful.

The research on wealth is that 90% of wealthy families have lost their wealth by the third generation.22 The first generation makes the money (new money). The second generation lives off trust funds. By the third generation, the money has been diluted over the progeny, and the returns on investments are not enough to maintain lifestyles, so the principal of the trust is used.

There are those who think that the gains made by one group will mean a loss to their own group; this thinking can lead to unnecessary resistance to actions and policies that help people climbing out of poverty. Competition is a key feature of the economy, but because we are always innovating, the economy is not a zero-sum game. The economic pie is always growing. Every step of wealth creation adds to the sum total of wealth. A network of strong middle class communities in a city or state offers strong trading partners, wider markets for new ideas and products, and more opportunities for all.23

Think of the Bridges model for wealth creation as a win-win model or an additive model.24

White families have more wealth than Black, Hispanic, and other or multiple-race families, according to the 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances.25
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Reflections on the causes of poverty and the creation of the middle class

How much is your own middle class security tied to the well-being of the community?

Have you seen the slow decline of small-town America? How have social structures and social capital changed?

We all come from racial and cultural groups and have different histories of wealth creation and perhaps wealth destruction. How much of our wealth creation is tied to the past?

What are the stories of wealth creation presented by immigrant groups coming to the United States?

What aspects of this information represent your family history going back through the generations?

What were the hard times and the good times in your family history? What were the good and tough times of the group that you identify with by class, race, region, or nation of origin?

What is the impact on the stories told about wealth creation when record-keeping is poor and/or records are deliberately destroyed?

What was new to you in this very short description of wealth creation in the United States?

Is building resources a zero-sum game? In other words, does there have to be a winner and a loser? Does building resources for one person or group mean that another person or group has to give up resources? Is it possible that helping one group of people build resources can improve the situation or conditions for many or most people?

Problem-solving thinking tool

Here is what we call a “thinking tool” that illustrates how the four causes of poverty and the four levels of action are brought together.
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Using the problem-solving thinking tool

The problem-solving thinking tool suggests that the barriers faced by people experiencing poverty can be addressed by action taken by individuals, organizations, the community, and when needed, by policy changes.

This approach gives Bridges initiatives a comprehensive way to address the barriers Getting Ahead graduates bring to their attention. This is when the graduates and those who have been trained in Bridges concepts begin to solve problems together.

The first step in using the problem-solving thinking tool is to name the barrier and the group that will be taking action. In this example, the arrow represents community action. In an early case from Springfield, Ohio, a Getting Ahead graduate named Kim had run into trouble with payday lenders. The interest rate she was being charged was putting her deeper in debt. The task was to find solutions and action steps she and the Bridges collaborative could take to address predatory lending practices. In other words, Kim and the Bridges collaborative wanted a solution that would help solve Kim’s individual problem and address the larger problem of predatory lending in the community.

At the individual level, Kim (and any individual) should be able to attend a financial education class provided locally. In the community column, the Bridges collaborative found a credit union that would compete with payday lenders to offer people loans at a lower interest rate without a lot of paperwork. In some communities, these loans have been offered by or in coordination with Employer Resource Networks (ERNs), which make repayment easy and automatic via paycheck withholdings. ERNs will be discussed in more detail later in the book. In the exploitation column, a local attorney agreed to offer pro bono assistance when needed, and in the political/economic structures column, the community actively supported legislation that required payday lenders in Ohio to limit their interest rates to 26% annually. This legislation was passed but didn’t completely solve the predatory lending problem. Such laws are like snow fences. They don’t completely stop the snow; some still makes it through the slats.

In this way, Kim and the Bridges community attempted to address all four causes of poverty behind payday lending. Other Bridges sites have thinned out payday lenders in their cities through zoning laws. But the most effective solutions have been employer-assisted small dollar loans made through ERNs. These programs make loans of up to $1,000 available immediately to employees in good standing and deduct the loan payments automatically from their paychecks. ERNs destroy the business plans of payday lenders and give the under-resourced an avenue to create a good credit history.

Questions/activities for discussion

1.Which cause or causes of poverty do you tend to focus on?

2.What are some ways you could begin to address causes of poverty that have not been your focus in the past?

3.Which Bridges lens or lenses do you tend to focus on?

4.What are some ways you could begin to take action using the lenses that have not been your focus in the past?





“Are there indeed tools that have not been invented, which we must invent in order to build the house we want our children to live in? Can we go on from what we know now, or does what we know now keep us from learning what we need to know?”

–Ursula K. Le Guin





Chapter 3

Mental Models and Hidden Rules of Poverty, Middle Class, and Wealth

Mental models are internal pictures of how the world works. They exist below the level of awareness, are often unexamined “theories in use,” determine how people act and interact, and can help or interfere with learning. Mental models inform the way people think about individuals, institutions, communities, and policies. To have an accurate approach to the issue of poverty, people must have accurate mental models. For dialogue and solutions to occur in a group setting, we sometimes must suspend aspects of our individual mental models.

In the current research on the development of the brain, the finding is that the brain has more than 700,000 stimuli coming at it every second. The brain has to sort what is and is not important. When a young brain is developing, it is sorting information on the basis of safety and belonging. Researchers indicate that by the time a child is six years old, 95% of the brain is developed. The brain is then restructured in adolescence. Early brain development is shaped in response to the child’s environment and the people in it. Research has shown that children born into poverty have poorer health and social outcomes than their peers from other socioeconomic classes, and they are less ready for school.27

In social cognitive research, three things profoundly shape early understandings of the world: who and what you know (relationships and knowledge bases), what your environment requires from you to survive, and the resources that are available to you.28 Time is the limiting factor for everyone. Everyone has 24 hours a day. The closer one gets to survival, the less time one has available to learn abstract knowledge bases. Meeting basic needs without the resources that enable long-term planning thrusts people experiencing poverty into what we call “the tyranny of the moment,” where all available time and resources are focused on survival. Food insecurity is perhaps the most essential aspect of the survival reality. Hunger is a thief. It robs you of everything—your moral code, your clarity of thinking, and your physical and emotional strength. In addition, “food insecurity experienced during early childhood is unfavorably associated with social-emotional outcomes in kindergarten, controlling for household income and prior assessments of child social-emotional skills. Results are less consistent for cognitive outcomes but similar in magnitude.”29

Poverty (situational and generational)

People in generational poverty, situational poverty, the working class, and the working poor often live in the same neighborhoods, but they do not think alike, just as people with new money and people with old money often live in the same neighborhoods but do not think alike. People experiencing situational poverty keep with them many of the ways of thinking associated with the class they came from, usually middle class.

Poverty can be situational, and sometimes middle class and wealth can be situational as well. The COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020 shed light on the financial insecurity of many people in the middle class, some of whom began struggling with poverty because they lost a job, or worse yet, a spouse or partner. The fact that anyone can find themselves experiencing poverty given the right circumstances makes it imperative that people from all economic classes work together to find solutions.

The following is a mental model of poverty that was created in collaboration with a group of people experiencing generational poverty. In the middle of the circle is the driving force for people struggling with poverty: relationships. When people don’t have financial resources to rely on, they often rely on the people around them in order to get by. Around the inner edge of the circle are the things people experiencing poverty indicated they spend their time on, and not always by choice. Many of these elements are necessary for survival.

Mental model of poverty
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The key institutions individuals experiencing poverty interact with are schools, social services, law enforcement, and religious organizations/nonprofits, which are arranged around the top of the circle. Businesses that are often found in high-poverty neighborhoods include pawnshops, liquor stores, convenience stores, rent-to-own outlets, laundromats, fast food restaurants, check cashing, temp services, used car lots, and dollar stores.

In neighborhoods with high levels of poverty, individuals walk more than people in middle class and wealthy neighborhoods walk. Transportation is an issue, as is affordable housing. Agency time is time spent visiting various agencies to seek help with housing, food, healthcare, legal issues, etc. As stated previously, the driving force for decision-making is relationships. If a person doesn’t have enough money to pay for a prescription, for example, a relationship with someone at a social service agency or a neighbor who can lend a little money can quite literally keep them alive.

Floor plan

The limited availability of affordable housing in high-poverty neighborhoods often results in overcrowded living arrangements. Think of a household struggling with poverty. How many people stay in that house? In the floor plan provided, put an X where everyone in the household sleeps. Do they each have their own room? Overcrowding brings with it a host of issues that include little/no privacy, difficulty keeping track of items and paperwork, and difficulty getting a good night’s sleep.

[image: image]

Now think of a household in middle class. How many people live there? Put an X where everyone in the household sleeps. Do they each have their own room? Things people in middle class take for granted include privacy, organization of items and spaces according to function (bathroom for hygiene, bedroom for sleeping, kitchen cupboards and drawers for specific items), and the ability to sleep largely undisturbed by others in the household.

A caseworker saw “entertainment” included in the mental model of poverty and shared that this helped her understand why one client spent her Earned Income Tax Credit on TVs and video games for her kids instead of using it as a deposit on an unsubsidized apartment in a safer neighborhood. The woman had just graduated with a two-year degree in a healthcare field, and it had taken four years to complete. She told her caseworker that they all needed to “be middle class for a while” because her going to school, working, and spending less time with her kids had been intense and difficult for all of them. Population health research indicates that poverty is one of the most stressful environments—so much so that the stress in this environment is shown to produce negative health outcomes. To those outside the tyranny of the moment, it is not always easy to see why money is spent on short-term entertainment rather than long-term stability. It is a matter of survival amid ongoing and unrelenting stress. In poverty, entertainment can be an oasis of comfort when you are struggling.

Middle class

This is a mental model of middle class that was created based on input from people in the middle class. We define middle class by the stability of all resources, not just finances, but for a household to be in the middle class, usually at least one person in the household must have a job that pays a living wage or better. Most people in middle class know that they will have food every day, and they know where they are going to sleep at night. The resources are stable and predictable.

Mental model of middle class
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The driving force for decision-making in middle class is achievement, which often includes achievement at work and achievement in developing material security (owning a house, contributing to a retirement fund, etc.). Around the inner edge of the circle are the things people in middle class spend their time on, and many of the items found in the mental model of poverty are found here as well: childcare, healthcare, mental health and chemical dependency, family and friends, etc.

The institutions and organizations people in the middle class tend to be involved with are grouped around the top of the mental model. These include sports teams and leagues for themselves and their children, professional organizations, religious organizations, medical providers, and universities. Professional organizations are important as tools that help people in the middle class ascend their career ladders. Organized sports are important for the social development of children.

The businesses in middle class neighborhoods tend to include bookstores, banks, fitness centers, office complexes, coffee shops, restaurants, public golf courses, etc.

Wealth

People in wealth can be divided into two types: people with new money have high incomes but did not grow up wealthy; people with old money come from families that have been wealthy for two generations or more. New money is first-generation wealth and creates income and assets. Old money is second-generation (or older) wealth and creates connections; however, old money is rare. Ninety percent of wealthy families have lost their wealth by the third generation.30 In new money, if you are the creator of the wealth, your time is spent working by growing and establishing your business and your social connections. If you are from old money, your time is spent on charitable activities, travel, private clubs, boards of directors, and maintaining political connections.

The driving forces for decision-making in wealth are political, financial, and social connections because they keep you safe and help you make more money.

In wealthy neighborhoods there are florists, event planners, upscale restaurants with world-renowned chefs, private airports and fixed-base operators, domestic services, security firms, brokerage and investment firms, etc.

Mental model of wealth
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Economic class mobility

When you are moving from poverty to working class, from working class to middle class, or from middle class to wealth, there is a period of time during which you must give up relationships for achievement because there is not enough time for both. To move between classes more successfully, it is extremely helpful to have a relationship with someone in the class to which you are moving because they know the hidden rules of that environment. The U.S. is now much more segregated by class than it has ever been because of housing developments and subdivisions where all the houses are priced within a narrow range, which means that everyone who lives there has a similar income and probably a similar educational background. In neighborhoods like this, it is difficult to meet and interact with someone from another socioeconomic class.

If you are a member of a marginalized group, it can be even harder to move up the economic ladder because of laws and policies that limit your access and opportunities.

Resource builder model

The following mental model shows how individuals, institutions, and communities can build resources. The keys to success are working across sectors to address the root causes of poverty and supporting individuals as they build resources.
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Hidden rules

Hidden rules are the unspoken cues and habits of a group. Distinct cueing systems exist between and among groups and economic classes. Demonstrating knowledge of the hidden rules is one way people signal belonging in a group. When hidden rules are violated, the violators may mark themselves as outsiders in the eyes of other group members. Pierre Bourdieu’s book Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste goes into great detail about the hidden rules of class.31 Generally, in the United States, that notion is recognized for racial and ethnic groups but not particularly for economic groups.32 There are many hidden rules to examine, and there is some overlap between the hidden rules of economic class and the hidden rules of various cultural, racial, and ethnic groups. For example, the importance of relationships, humor, storytelling, and matriarchal households can be hidden rules for Black and Latine people of all socioeconomic statuses, not just those experiencing poverty. Another factor to consider when examining hidden rules at the intersection of culture and class is whether an individual’s cultural background tends more toward collectivism or individualism and how that affects the hidden rules they follow.

When individuals move from poverty to middle class or middle class to wealth as their resource base grows and stabilizes, they use some of the hidden rules they grew up with and some of the hidden rules they have learned from the class they are moving to. When individuals have been in a group for two generations or more, that group’s rules tend to be the only rules they know.33

Hidden rules are important because they impact relationships. One of the key issues in making the transition from poverty to middle class or middle class to wealth is developing bridging social capital—in other words, developing relationships with people who are different from you. People in middle class and wealth also need to know the hidden rules of those experiencing poverty. Bridges makes the hidden rules of economic class transparent, available for all to understand and use. When hidden rules are broken, offense is often taken, and then the relationship doesn’t get a chance to develop.34

How and where do you learn hidden rules?

Dwight Eisenhower’s initial cabinet was called “nine millionaires and a plumber.” But only two of them had been born into affluent families. The others included two sons of farmers, the son of a bank cashier, the son of a teacher, the daughter of the only lawyer in a tiny Texas town, and the son of parents so poor that he had to drop out of high school to help support them.

–Charles Murray, Coming Apart: The State of White America, 1960–2010

Hidden rules come out of one’s situated learning environment, and people learn them both by being in that environment and by being taught. Some of the hidden rules people learn come from the hidden rules their parents use. If one parent came from poverty and the other from middle class, then there may be a mixed set of rules.35 Sociologists refer to this as social learning.

How you spend your time affects your knowledge base and resources and therefore impacts the hidden rules you follow as well.

The end goal is to develop relationships in which clients trust service providers enough that the service providers can have an impact in their lives. One way to help build those relationships of mutual respect with program participants is by exchanging “insider information” about hidden rules. Ask about the hidden rules clients grew up with. Ask about the hidden rules of their neighborhood now, and give examples of hidden rules in middle class and wealth. It is very difficult to move from poverty to middle class without a relationship of mutual respect with someone who knows the hidden rules of middle class and can help navigate them. If you know and follow the rules of basketball, you’ll do well on the basketball court. But if you walk into a football game using basketball rules, you won’t last very long. When people learn hidden rules that are different from the ones they grew up with, they have more options and opportunities to thrive.

Service providers and organizations can benefit greatly by learning about hidden rules from the people they serve. Because people experiencing poverty are usually the best innovators of strategies and solutions to approach their own challenges, the information they share about the hidden rules of poverty can drive adaptations and innovations at the organizational level.

A little quiz

You’re invited to take the following three-part quiz, putting a check mark by all the things you know how to do.

Could you survive in poverty?

Please remember that there are differences between rural and urban poverty, particularly regarding transportation. Also, there are differences in generational and situational/working poverty. (Thank you to Sonia Bond-Holycross for the updates.)

Put a check by each item that applies to you.
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	1.I know how to live without utilities and a phone.
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	2.I carry or have access to self-defense instruments like pepper spray, pocketknives, tasers, and/or guns and am willing to use them.
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	3.I can entertain a group of friends with my personality and my stories. I know how to use money transfer apps like Cash App and platforms like OnlyFans as employment.
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	4.I know which churches will provide assistance with shelter. I know what to say to get a church to “go the extra mile” for me. I know which agencies in my town will help with certain resources and how much they will help.
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	5.I know how to move in half a day and in the middle of the night. I know where people experiencing homelessness live in my town (often tent cities).
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	6.I know how to get and use electronic benefits for food.
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	7.I often find myself without my personal documents, and I know which agencies can provide me with a copy of my personal documents if I need them in a pinch.
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	8.I know where the free medical clinics are. I use the emergency room for most of my medical needs as I don’t have access to a general practitioner. I often save a portion of my medication until I need it again or until a family member needs it.
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	9.I am very good at trading and bartering. I know which things to pick from the trash because they may be worth money.
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	10.I can get by without a car. I know people who have never had a driver’s license and probably never will.
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	11.I know how to hide my car so it cannot be repossessed. I have traded vehicles with friends to avoid having a car repossessed.
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	12.I own pets despite struggling financially to provide for myself and my family.
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	13.I know which sections of town “belong” to which gangs. I tend to stay in my section of town to shop and live my daily life.
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	14.There is a neighborhood gas station that allows me to use food stamps for nonfood items.
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	15.My neighborhood is considered a food desert.








Could you survive in middle class?

Put a check by each item that applies to you.
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	1.I know how to get my children into club sports/camps and travel for those events.
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	2.I use mobile apps to pay bills and track spending and credit card purchases.
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	3.Each of my children has their own phone, email address, and computer. I have security measures on each device to protect their privacy and security, as well as limit their access to content I do not want them to see.
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	4.My children know the popular clothing brands and follow influencers on platforms like TikTok.
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	5.We use Airbnb when we travel, as well as hotels.
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	6.I know how to use a credit card, checking account, and savings account—and I know what an annuity is. I understand term life insurance, disability insurance, and 80/20 medical insurance, as well as homeowners insurance, flood insurance, and replacement insurance.
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	7.I talk to my children about getting into college and the levels of competition and preparation necessary to be accepted by the best colleges.
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	8.I know how to get a good interest rate on the loan for my new car.
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	9.I understand the difference among the principal, interest, and escrow statements on my house payment.
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	10.I know how to help my children with their homework, I use online resources for help, and I don’t hesitate to call the school if I need additional information.
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	11.I know how to decorate the house for the different holidays.
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	12.I and/or my family belong to an athletic/exercise club or have a Peloton.
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	13.We have a computer for each member of the household, high speed Internet access, and hotspots.
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	14.I repair items in my house almost immediately when they break—or know a repair service and call it.
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	15.We have accounts with multiple social media platforms.
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	16.We plan our vacations six months to a year in advance.
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	17.I contribute to a retirement plan separate from Social Security.
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	18.I am billed for subscriptions to various streaming services.








Could you survive in wealth?

Please note that the wealthiest 1% of households starts with those that have a net worth of around $10 million but also includes households whose net worth is in the billions. There is a great deal of variation in this continuum.

Put a check by each item that applies to you.
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	1.I can read a menu in at least three languages.
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	2.I have several favorite restaurants in different countries. I host dinner parties at my residences because my private chef is superb and the selection of wines, spirits, and cocktails is much better than the best restaurants have.
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	3.During the holidays, I hire a decorator to identify the appropriate themes and items with which to decorate the house.




	[image: image]

	4.I have a preferred financial adviser, legal firm, certified public accounting firm, designer, florist, caterer, domestic employment service, and hairdresser. In addition, I have a preferred tailor/designer, jeweler, travel agency, and personal trainer. I have a personal shopper who selects clothes for me for each upcoming fashion season and ensures that no one in my social set has purchased the same clothes.
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	5.I have at least two residences that are staffed and maintained.
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	6.I know how to ensure confidentiality and loyalty from my domestic staff.
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	7.I have several layers of security that keep people whom I do not wish to see away from me.
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	8.I fly privately in my own plane or the company plane, or sometimes first class on an international flight.
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	9.My children are enrolled in the preferred private schools and have a nanny. I select personal tutors and sports trainers who have acknowledged expertise and, often, name recognition.
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	10.I host the parties that “key” people attend.
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	11.I am on the boards of at least two charities and one company that is publicly traded.
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	12.I contribute to at least four or five political campaigns.
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	13.I support or buy the work of particular artists.
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	14.I know how to read a corporate financial statement and analyze my own financial statements.
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	15.I belong to two or three private clubs (country club, yacht club, etc.) and carefully scrutinize my bill each month.
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	16.I own multiple vehicles, often titled in a name other than my own for privacy and litigation reasons.
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	17.I “buy a table” at several charity events throughout the year.




	[image: image]

	18.I can cite the provenance (historical documentation) of all my original art, jewelry, antiques, and one-of-a-kind items.
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	19.My investment portfolio includes stocks, non-fungible tokens, cryptocurrency, and gold.
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	20.I know the differences among superyachts, megayachts, and gigayachts. Two places I like to harbor my yacht are St. Barths and Costa Smeralda, Italy.
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	21.I have a trust for myself and each of my children. I have a lawyer on retainer.
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	22.I have a personal public relations/social media specialist who protects and promotes me online.








The first point about these exercises is that if you fall mostly in the middle class, the assumption is that “everyone knows” these things. However, if you didn’t know a number of the items for the other classes, the exercise points out how many of the hidden rules are taken for granted by a particular class, which assumes they are a given for everyone. What, then, are the hidden rules?

The following chart gives an overview of some of the major hidden rules among people experiencing poverty, middle class, and wealth. The more environments you can negotiate, the more versatile you are at survival.

First, however, some background information and stories may help explain parts of the preceding quizzes and the ensuing chart. The bottom line or driving force against which decisions are made is important to note.36 For example, in one school district, the faculty had gone together to buy a refrigerator for a family that didn’t have one. About three weeks later, the children in the family were gone for a week. When the students returned, the teachers asked where they had been. The answer was that the family had gone camping because they were so stressed. What had they used for money to go camping? Proceeds from the sale of the refrigerator, of course. The bottom line in generational poverty is entertainment, survival, and relationships. In middle class, the criteria against which most decisions are made relate to work and achievement. In wealth, it is the ramifications of the financial, social, and political connections that have the weight.

Being physically able to fight or having someone who is willing to fight for you is important for survival in environments with high concentrations of people experiencing poverty. Yet, in middle class environments, being able to use words as tools to negotiate conflict is crucial. Many times, one’s fists are used when words are neither available nor respected.

The one deep experience that distinguishes the social rich from the merely rich and those below is their schooling, and with it, all the associations, the sense and sensibility, to which this education routine leads throughout their lives.

As a selection and training place of the upper classes, both old and new, the private school is a unifying influence, a force for the nationalization of the upper classes.

–C. Wright Mills, The Power Elite

It’s far beyond time that America lived up to its paperwork of liberty and justice for all.

–Brian Perera, Associate Vice President for State Relations, Office of Government Affairs, Ohio State University37

Hidden rules among classes
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It should be noted that this chart indicates only patterns that may be seen. Many individuals use combinations or parts of the chart. If this chart is used to stereotype—i.e., to reinforce the assumption that everyone in a given group uses these rules—then the chart is misunderstood.

One of the biggest difficulties in getting out of poverty is managing money—and the general information base around money. How can you manage something you’ve never had? Money is seen in poverty as an expression of personality and may be used for entertainment and relationships.38 The notion of using money for security is grounded in the middle and wealthy classes.

A major difference among the classes is how “the world” is defined for them. Wealthy individuals view the international scene as their world. As one wealthy person said to one of the authors, “My favorite restaurant is in Brazil.” Middle class tends to see the world in terms of a national picture, while poverty sees the world in terms of the immediate locale.

In wealth, to be introduced or accepted, one must have an individual already in that group make the introductions. Yet, to stand back and not introduce yourself in a middle class setting is not the accepted norm. And in poverty, it isn’t unusual to have a comment made about the person before the person is ever introduced.

Knowing the hidden rules of middle class and wealth can benefit people struggling with poverty. Bourdieu notes that the hidden rules are designed to support and maintain distinct class structures. They help keep the elite in power. You might say the first rule about hidden rules is you don’t talk about hidden rules. The Bridges approach of teaching everyone the hidden rules of all three economic classes empowers those outside the elite to build resources and have a greater impact in shaping the policies that affect their communities.

Additional hidden rules in wealth

As previously stated, people from old money and people from new money don’t think alike. There is no place in the world more competitive to live than new money because the financial resources are there to pursue opportunities but the connections are not. Therefore, the only way your children can have those opportunities is by being better than everyone else. The level of competition in new money is extremely high.

In order to get funding and effect change at the policy level, it is especially important to know the hidden rules of wealth. The people with the biggest impact on policy decisions are often members of the wealthy class. If you are hoping people in wealth will attend fundraising events, make grants, or support legislation, understanding and using the hidden rules of wealth will foster relationships. Here are additional hidden rules that operate in wealth:

1.It’s not okay not to be perfect. This hidden rule is seldom articulated, but it is rigidly followed.

2.If you don’t have connections or wealth, people in wealth may still respect you for your expertise and/or celebrity status.

3.Social exclusion is the weapon of choice; you simply aren’t invited.

4.Time is more important than money. (This is particularly true in new money.)

5.Details are very important. A single word in a legal document can transfer assets. Details are critical to success.

6.A paper protocol exists (including the type of paper itself) for invitations, responses, and thank yous.

7.A key role of parents in wealth is to ensure that the children have access to connections and schooling.

8.Personal concerns of an emotional nature are not openly shared in a social setting but rather with the appropriately paid, credentialed professional.

9.Humor is most often about social faux pas.

10.Indiscretion (disclosing information gained through social connections) to media or others not in the social set is rarely forgiven.

When you move from one class to another, which hidden rules do you use more often, and which ones do you use less and less?

Which rules you keep and which ones you discard as you make the transition to another class depends on the survival issues you had growing up. The hidden rules that individuals keep usually have to do with identity or deep emotional issues.39

Key point about hidden rules

The key point is that hidden rules govern a great deal of our immediate assessment of individuals and their capabilities. Not understanding the hidden rules of the next class often is the key factor in keeping an individual from moving upward in a career—or even getting the position in the first place. Many times, key relationships with someone different from you (bridging social capital) don’t occur because a hidden rule is broken, leading the other person to think the one who broke the rule is either stupid or rude. In reality, they just didn’t know the rules.

On the other hand, hidden rules are not always positive and good to follow. Hidden rules about people of races or ethnicities that are different from your own often form the basis of implicit racial bias and do more harm than good. In these cases, it’s better to investigate the origins and validity of the hidden rules than it is to expect them and act on them. Sometimes there is a fine line between knowing the hidden rules of another group and stereotyping that group.

Hidden rules are shaped by race, religion, and other aspects of identity

There are multiple sets of hidden rules. There are hidden rules that come from religions, hidden rules that come from occupations (in social situations, first responders often sit with their backs to the wall so they can leave quickly if there’s an emergency), rules that come from race and ethnicity (some cultures deem it rude to use the left hand to give or receive items), rules that come from the region of the country (in ranching country, you never ask how many head of cattle someone has)—there may even be hidden rules that vary from household to household. For example, there are things you might do in your mother’s home that you would never do in your grandmother’s home. Hidden rules are myriad and layered.

It is also important not to view all cues and habits of a group through the lens of hidden rules. Black, Indigenous, and people of color in the U.S. have uncodified rules governing interactions with law enforcement that are based on a history of disproportionate violence and death at the hands of law enforcement; however, these are not hidden rules because they do not go unspoken within the communities that use them. Black parents teach their children to be extraordinarily careful and respectful in their interactions with police. Rules like always using honorifics (“officer,” “ma’am,” “sir,” etc.), always keeping hands visible, and not arguing even if your rights are being violated are discussed explicitly and openly. Growing awareness of these rules outside the communities that use these rules does not mean these rules were hidden. Similar examples can be found among many marginalized groups. Immigrant populations that include undocumented immigrants share strategies for avoiding law enforcement and immigration officials. During the COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020, people of East Asian and Southeast Asian descent were forced to innovate and share rules and strategies to avoid violence at the hands of people who blamed them for the spread of the virus.

Why is it that many who were raised in middle class will often take on a number of the hidden rules of poverty?

Adult personality is not considered to be formed until around age 29.40 From early adolescence until about that age, such factors as early pregnancy, mental health, addiction issues, learning disabilities, abuse, and social isolation can impact individuals and cause them to use hidden rules that overlap the hidden rules of poverty even though the individuals may have been raised in middle class or wealth. These factors, which can create a kind of tyranny of the moment, occur in all classes. The impacts of these factors on overall stability often vary according to the level of the support systems and other resources available to address them. For people in middle class, and especially people in wealth, the financial, legal, and/or social consequences are generally much less severe than those faced by people experiencing poverty.

What implications does this information have for the social service, healthcare, or work setting?

■Assumptions made about individuals’ intelligence and approaches to life and/or the work setting may relate more to their understanding of hidden rules.

■Clients and program participants experiencing poverty can benefit from being taught the hidden rules of middle class. This is not because their own hidden rules are deficient but rather because knowing other sets of rules gives them the ability to use them to negotiate middle class and wealthy environments if they so choose.

■Knowing and respecting the hidden rules of all economic classes helps develop and maintain healthy relationships of mutual respect.

■Many of the attitudes that clients and participants bring with them are an integral part of cultures and belief systems. Middle class solutions should not be imposed when other, more workable solutions might be found.

■A deeper understanding of poverty will lessen the anger and frustration that social workers, healthcare workers, and employers sometimes feel when working with people struggling with poverty.

■Many people experiencing poverty don’t self-identify as poor—even people who receive government assistance from programs like Temporary Assistance for Needy Families and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. Many wealthy people don’t self-identify as wealthy; they will often cite someone who has more than they do as a way of playing down their own wealth.

Questions/activities for discussion

1.Hidden rules are often misunderstood. They are simply cueing mechanisms people use to know whether you “belong” or not. Often, they intersect at several levels and are like the warp and woof of a fabric. You can use this chart to begin a discussion of hidden rules and their origins.

Mark each box where this hidden rule might be true. For example, “avoid the police” is often a rule for African American males, for individuals in generational poverty, and for immigrants.
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Make your own chart with additional hidden rules and potential origins. Understanding hidden rules can help you negotiate an environment.

2.How does racism create its own set of hidden rules?

3.How do hidden rules create barriers?

4.Have you ever been in a social setting that was so uncomfortable you could not wait to leave? What hidden rules were operating there?

5.Who/what determines the hidden rules in a situation?

6.How do you learn the hidden rules of an environment that is new to you?





“Consider what it is to listen and understand someone speaking to us. In a certain sense we have to become part of the other person; or rather we let him become part of us for a brief second. We suspend our own identities, after which we come back to ourselves and accept or reject what he has said.”

–Julian Jaynes, The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind





Chapter 4

Negotiating Environments—Language Registers, Story Structure, Mediation, and Voices

One of the key issues in negotiating any environment is the use of language. It is a critical component of relationships, success in school and work, wealth creation, and survival.

Registers of language

In his research, linguist Martin Joos found that every language in the world has five registers.41 Those registers are the following:




	Register

	Explanation




	Frozen

	Language that is always the same. For example: Lord’s Prayer, wedding vows, etc.




	Formal

	The standard sentence syntax and word choice of work and school. Has complete sentences and specific word choice.




	Consultative

	Formal register when used in conversation. Discourse pattern not quite as direct as formal register.




	Casual

	Language between friends; characterized by a 400- to 800-word vocabulary. Word choice general and not specific. Conversation dependent upon nonverbal assists. Sentence syntax often incomplete.




	Intimate

	Language between lovers or twins. Language of sexual harassment.






Joos found that one can go one register down in the same conversation, and that is socially accepted. However, to drop two registers or more in the same conversation is to be socially offensive.42

It is important to note that so-called Standard American English (SAE) is not the only English (think British English, Indian English, and Philippines English, for example). SAE is not even the only English originating in the United States. Black American English (BAE) and Latine English (which includes Chicano, Miami, and New York variations) are prevalent in some communities, and each of these Englishes contains all the registers of language. In every country of the world, some form of standardized written language is used in the legal and financial communities for contracts, agreements, laws, etc. To negotiate that environment, it is very beneficial to be able to use that register.43

How does language register impact individuals struggling with poverty? Maria Montaño-Harmon found in her research that students from families who have immigrated to the U.S. and students experiencing poverty often do not have access to formal register at home, whether in SAE or in their other languages. As a matter of fact, these students do not know formal register and therefore cannot use it.44 The problem is that all the K–12 state assessments and college entrance exams—SAT, ACT, etc.—are written in the formal register of SAE, and to get most well-paying jobs, it is expected that one will be able to use the formal register of SAE. This is a hidden rule of the middle class. The inability to use the formal register of SAE will knock one out of a job interview in two or three minutes. The use of the formal register of SAE, on the other hand, allows one to score well on tests and do well in K–12, higher education, and most well-paying careers. Much of the meaning conveyed in casual register conversations comes not from the word choices but from the nonverbal assists. Even writing in casual register contains many nonverbal assists in the form of emoji, memes, and nonstandard spellings that denote in-group status. To be asked to communicate in writing without nonverbal assists like emoji can be an overwhelming and formidable task that many people without mastery of formal register try to avoid. Writing in the formal register has very little meaning for them.

Discourse patterns in formal and casual register

Registers of language are connected to a second issue: patterns of discourse. The pattern of discourse is the manner in which the information is organized.

In the formal register of SAE, the pattern is to get straight to the point. In the casual register of SAE, the pattern is to go around and around before finally getting to the point. When working with people who have limited access to the formal register of SAE, social service workers and law enforcement officers often become frustrated with what they see as people meandering through a topic before getting to the point. However, this is simply the way information is organized in casual register.

Patterns of discourse
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How does this make a difference for community-based providers who work with people experiencing poverty? First, exchanges between clients and providers tend to be misunderstood on both sides. Providers want to get right to the point; clients may need to tell a story first to contextualize and/or build to the point. When providers cut the conversation short to try to get to the point, clients view that as rude and uncaring. Second, writing chronological narrative accounts of their circumstances can be difficult for clients because they are unused to the formal register pattern of stating the point first and then providing evidence to support it.

Discourse patterns are related to a third element: story structure.

The formal register story structure starts at the beginning of the story and goes to the end in a chronological narrative pattern. The most important part of the story is the plot.

The casual register story structure begins with the end of the story or the part with the greatest emotional intensity. The story is told in vignettes with audience participation in between. The story ends with comments about the characters and their value. The most important part of the story is the characterization.

Story structure
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In the illustration above, B stands for beginning, and E stands for end. The formal register story structure moves chronologically between the two with little to no interruption. The caret marks (^) in the casual register story structure represent audience interjections of commentary, jokes, and encouragements.

Examples

The following stories are based on an interview conducted by a Bridges Out of Poverty user. Some details have been changed.


Casual register discourse pattern and story structure

If I could talk like, you know, “White,” I would. I used to try, but I’d sound stupid, plus no one I mess with talks like that. If anyone would come around talking like that, I would know they was the laws! I’m sorry about how I talk, but I ain’t got no other way to talk!

Everyone keeps hitting me up, and sometimes I don’t want to answer my phone. I be having to flip it and pay for it. These cartels don’t play. They be calling you, and you need to pay them, but I’m good because they don’t wanna lose me. They pay me to keep it moving. I’m about to come up. Watch, I just made about 70 racks. For real, I probably moved more than a kilo of just powder.

Ooh, that’s that good ish! I’m about to flip this. I ain’t really playing with coke no more. I’m gonna just have that hielo. Everybody be hooked on that. Girls be loving that ice. They call it bolo. They don’t even seem like they party, and then all of a sudden they bust out, doing butt bumps and getting crazy. But for real, they don’t even like sex once they on it!

Órale guey, October is coming up, guachi. That’s when I always get caught up. Every time, it was sometime around October. I don’t know why, dawg, but the last time it was October and the time before that! I don’t think there’s anything special about October. When I was a kid, I was like nine years old, we had a party in October for my dad’s b-day, and I saw my first person get shot, but it was just like nothing. He was sitting right next to me, and the next minute another fool walked up to him and emptied his clip on him, and then he reloaded and shot some more. I saw all the blood and just watched him. I saw the whole thing, even when like his eyes were closing and he left. I never did good in school. I was always bad ever since I was little. It was like the same time. I was even on the news. There’s records of it. I’ll find it and show you. I didn’t even know I was going to be on the news. The teachers at school saw it too, so when I went to school the next day, they were asking me if I was okay, and I was like, “Yeah, I’m good.”

I didn’t think it affected me then, but then when I got older, I realized that maybe it did affect me, you know? A few days later I was with this other dude who got killed. His insides were spilling out. He was just sitting there hanging out with his homie one minute, and the next his boy killed him. It was messed up! When I was locked up, I saw like 20 dudes die, but they hide it. Some of them got killed, and others killed themselves. Most of them are overdoses, but they call it suicide. The laws don’t want nobody to know about the stuff they be doing.

The same story in formal register

If I could speak in formal register, I would, but people who speak in formal register in my neighborhood are suspected of being undercover police. Lots of people ask me to sell them drugs, but sometimes I don’t want to do the work because I have to sell the drugs and collect and deliver the money. The cartel is keenly interested in being paid promptly for the drugs I take on consignment. Luckily, they like me and want to keep me in their employ. Soon, I’ll be even more successful. I recently made $70,000 selling more than a kilogram of powdered cocaine.

This cocaine is of the highest quality. I intend to sell this, but my focus now has shifted to methamphetamine. It’s highly addictive, and women are very enthusiastic about it. Some don’t seem like they would use methamphetamine, but then they surprise you by consuming it rectally. The effects are so intense that they do not enjoy sex while under the influence of methamphetamine.

I am often arrested in October. My last two arrests occurred in October. I don’t think there’s anything special about October, though I did see a person get shot in October once when I was nine years old. I know it was October because it happened at my father’s birthday party. The victim was sitting beside me when another man, seemingly unprovoked, approached and shot the victim multiple times. Then he reloaded the weapon and continued shooting. The victim bled a lot, and I couldn’t look away. I watched until his eyes closed, and at that point I felt I had watched him leave his body.

Around that time, I began to perform poorly in school. Teachers at my school saw me on the news and checked in with me about my well-being. I told them I was fine. At the time, I didn’t feel the event affected me, but when I got older, I realized maybe it did.

That wasn’t my last experience with vicarious trauma. A few days after that shooting, I saw another gruesome and seemingly random murder in which the victim was eviscerated. It was highly disturbing. While I was incarcerated, approximately 20 other inmates died, but their cause of death was often obscured by prison officials. Some were murders, and some were legitimate suicides, but many were drug overdoses that were labeled suicides because the prison officials don’t want the public to know that drug use is rampant inside prisons.



As these two very different versions of the same story illustrate, the register of language a speaker uses has a big effect on the story’s overall impact. Another factor that can make similar messages come across very differently is the voice the speaker uses. Are they using the voice a child might use with a parent, the voice a parent might use with a child, or the voice one adult might use with another adult?

Voices: Asking questions and conflict resolution

The voice you use in negotiations affects communication. Eric Berne’s work on transactional analysis led him to identify three voices: the parent voice, the adult voice, and the child voice.45 Each voice has a positive and negative version. The child voice can be playful, spontaneous, and curious (positive) or defensive, victimized, and whining (negative). The parent voice can be authoritative, firm, calm, and supportive (positive) or judgmental, accusatory, demanding, punitive, and blaming (negative). The adult voice can be nonjudgmental, factual, and free of negative nonverbals (positive) or sarcastic and unempathetic (negative). The adult voice often involves asking questions that are intended to create win-win scenarios that improve outcomes for everyone.

The child voice

Defensive, victimized, emotional, whining, losing attitude, strongly negative nonverbal

[image: image]Quit picking on me.

[image: image]You don’t love me.

[image: image]You want me to leave.

[image: image]Nobody likes (loves) me.

[image: image]I hate you.

[image: image]You’re ugly.

[image: image]You make me sick.

[image: image]It’s your fault.

[image: image]Don’t blame me.

[image: image]She, he, ______ did it.

[image: image]You make me mad.

[image: image]You made me do it.

The child voice is also playful, spontaneous, curious, etc. The phrases listed often occur in conflictual or manipulative situations and impede resolution.

The parent voice

Authoritative, directive, judgmental, evaluative, win-lose mentality, demanding, punitive, sometimes threatening

[image: image]You shouldn’t (should) do that.

[image: image]It’s wrong (right) to do ______.

[image: image]That’s stupid, immature, out of line, ridiculous.

[image: image]You are good, bad, worthless, beautiful (any judgmental, evaluative comment).

[image: image]You do as I say.

[image: image]Life’s not fair. Get busy.

[image: image]If you weren’t so ______, this wouldn’t happen to you.

[image: image]Why can’t you be like ______ ?

The parent voice can also be very loving and supportive. The phrases listed usually occur during conflict and impede resolution.

The adult voice

Not judgmental, free of negative nonverbals, factual, often in question format, attitude of win-win

[image: image]In what ways could this be resolved?

[image: image]What factors will be used to determine the effectiveness, quality of ______ ?

[image: image]I would like to recommend ______.

[image: image]What are choices in this situation?

[image: image]I am comfortable (uncomfortable) with ______.

[image: image]Options that could be considered are ______.

[image: image]For me to be comfortable, I need the following things to occur ______.

[image: image]These are the consequences of that choice/action ______.

[image: image]We agree to disagree.

Claude Steiner, who worked with Eric Berne, indicated that if you were forced to become your own parent quite young, or if your primary caregiver was unsympathetic, you will often have only two voices—the negative parent voice and the negative child voice.

Conflict resolution requires that you use the adult voice and ask questions for understanding. It also requires that you use formal register so that you are discussing the issue and not the person.

One of the issues in casual register is that it doesn’t require syntactic question making. In casual register, you construct a statement and signal nonverbally (usually via rising intonation) that it is a question. When spoken, “You don’t have any more?” is a statement that has been made into a question nonverbally. To truly resolve an issue, you have to be able to ask a question syntactically. “Do you have any more?” Sometimes, domestic violence is related to the fact that neither party has a well-developed adult voice, nor can either party ask a question syntactically.

In an emergency, the parent voice is useful and appropriate. First responders often use the parent voice to maintain order and keep people safe. In other contexts, however, the parent voice can be offensive, especially if it’s used with other adults. If a supervisor talks to employees from middle class in the parent voice, it may decrease morale and productivity or even prompt a complaint to human resources. If a supervisor talks to an employee experiencing poverty in the parent voice, it is not unusual that the employee will quit.

What can organizations do to address language register, discourse patterns, story structure, and voices?

There is a direct link between language and the kinds of achievements valued and respected in middle class and wealth, so the matter must be addressed. For clients who need the services of the healthcare system, law enforcement agencies, and other community-based providers, communication begins with data gathering. Professionals in these agencies usually begin by gathering personal information and from there move quickly to requesting a description of the presenting problem and histories of past medical, legal, or employment problems and so on. As the relationship continues, more information may be needed so that a diagnosis can be made or a plan developed. Getting Ahead investigators generally enjoy the module on language. It gives them space to come to their own conclusions about how to build language skills and navigate the middle class settings of work and school. The following list of suggestions for addressing language issues is not exhaustive, but it contains many good places to begin.

1.During the data-gathering phase, professionals should be skilled in communicating with people who use the casual register and circular story structure. Darla White, a school counselor in Ohio, draws the story as it is told to her, using symbols and making brief notes on dates, ages, and so on. Divorce, for example, is drawn as a line between the spouses with a short mark crossing the connecting line. Dates and timelines are added as the story unfolds. The students usually contribute to the drawing, and when the session is over, White has a complete history on one page from which she can make her notes. The circular story structure can be straightened into a linear report later.

2.Have clients/customers write in the casual register and translate to the formal register.

3.Make it a rule that clients learn how to express their displeasure in the formal register and thereby avoid reprimands.

4.Use graphic organizers to show patterns of discourse.

5.In the treatment setting, tell the story both ways. Tell the story using the formal register story structure, then tell the story with the casual register structure. Talk about the stories. How do they stay the same, and how are they different?

6.Allow for participation in the writing and telling of stories.

7.Use stories to educate and to process experiences. Twelve-step programs such as Alcoholics Anonymous use stories in this way.

8.Make up stories with the clients that can be used to guide behavior.

What implications does this information have for the social service, healthcare, or work setting?

■Casual register needs to be recognized as the primary register many clients use.

■Formal register needs to be directly taught.

■The characteristics of formal and casual discourse patterns need to be directly taught.

■Both casual and formal story structures need to be used as a part of instruction.

■Client use of the casual register in settings where casual register is less effective than formal register should be a time for instruction in the use of formal register.

■Clients must be made aware of the extent to which their use of casual versus formal register affects their ability to get a well-paying job.

■Social service agencies and childcare providers that work with children just learning to speak need to focus a great deal of energy on language development skills so as to enrich the language experience of children.

■Conflict resolution requires formal register and the adult voice.

Formal register and abstract representational language

Formal register has a much larger vocabulary than casual register, and many words for abstract concepts are found only in formal register. However, abstract representational systems are everywhere. One of the easiest ways to explain an abstract representation is to take a picture of someone. Then you show it to them and ask them if it is them. They say yes. Then you ask if the picture is breathing. They say no. Then you ask them: “How can this be you if it is not breathing?” Eventually they will say, “It looks like me. It represents me.”

School and the workplace require the use of abstract representational systems. Numbers represent things, but they are not the things. Letters represent a sound, but they are not the sound. A plan represents action, but it is not the action. A handbook represents behaviors, but it is not the behaviors.

A husband and wife in a high-poverty neighborhood argued for 15 minutes about who the cat loved the most. That is a very concrete reality. They were really arguing about who was most lovable, but that is an abstract representational argument. Lovable would need to be defined.

When you do not have access to formal register, it is much harder to negotiate the environments of the workplace, the legal system, and the financial system, for example.

To survive in poverty, one must be reactive, pay attention to the nonverbals, and negotiate a physical, concrete reality. To survive in work and school, one must be proactive and plan, use formal register, and negotiate an abstract representational reality. To negotiate environments effectively, it is important to have situations mediated so one knows what to pay attention to and what to address.

Mediation and cognitive strategies

[image: image]

Compelling work in this area has been done by Reuven Feuerstein, an Israeli. He began in 1945 working with under-resourced Jewish youths who settled in Israel after World War II. He had studied under Jean Piaget and disagreed with Piaget in one major way. Piaget believed that an environmental stimulus led to a response. Feuerstein felt that between the environmental stimulus and the response should be mediation (i.e., the intervention of a mediator).46

Mediation, in its simplest form, is when an individual does three things:




	Points out the stimulus
(what)

	Gives it meaning
(why)

	Provides a strategy
(how)






In other words, the individual doing the teaching tells the learner what to pay attention to, why it is important, and how to handle it. For example, we say to a child, “Don’t cross the street without looking [pointing out the stimulus, or ‘the what’]. You could get hit by a car [giving it meaning, or ‘the why’]. If you must cross the street, look both ways twice [providing a strategy, or ‘the how’].”

It is important to note that one can be mediated to the concrete and/or the abstract. Households struggling with poverty tend to mediate to the concrete. Households in middle class and wealth tend more often to mediate to the abstract.

Why is mediation so important?

Mediation gives people the ability to identify relationships—the causes and effects of things. Mediation builds cognitive strategies, and those strategies give individuals the ability to plan and handle new information in an organized way.47

If an individual depends on a random, episodic story structure for memory patterns, lives in an unpredictable environment, and has not developed the ability to plan, then…

If individuals cannot plan, they cannot predict.

If individuals cannot predict, they cannot identify cause and effect.

If individuals cannot identify cause and effect, they cannot identify consequence.

If individuals cannot identify consequence, they cannot control impulsivity.

If individuals cannot control impulsivity, they have an inclination toward unhealthy behavior.48

Feuerstein identified links that occur in the mind that need to be present to mediate the workplace and school. He proved that it is possible to develop these in adolescents when the environment did not develop them.

1.“Mediated focusing”—Ability to focus attention and see objects in detail. Opposite of blurred and sweeping perceptions.

2.“Mediated scheduling”—Based on routine. Ability to schedule and plan ahead. Ability to represent the future abstractly and therefore set goals.

3.“Mediation of positive anticipation”—Ability to control the present for a happy representation of the future.

4.“Mediation of inhibition and control”—Ability to defer gratification, think before acting, and control impulsiveness.

5.“Mediated representation of the future”—Ability to construe imaginatively a future scenario based on facts.

6.“Mediation of verbal stimulation”—Use of precise language for defining and categorizing the environment.

7.“Mediated precision”—Ability to precisely define situations, things, people, etc. and use that precise thinking for problem-solving.49

These skills are necessary to address abstract representational environments. For more detail on how to teach these, read A Framework for Understanding Poverty.

These issues explain some of the behaviors of clients and workers.

How does one mediate these issues in the workplace when the adult did not have the opportunity to develop the strategies in their environment?

For employees to be able to negotiate the “terrain” of the workplace, some cognitive structures are needed. These structures evidence themselves in the following kinds of activities: planning using abstract measures of time, controlling impulsivity, sorting data systematically using patterns, inverting word order to formulate questions, and planning and labeling tasks.

What does that mean at work? Planning requires mental models for time, space, and “part to whole.”

Time and planning backward

Individuals need an abstract notion of time. Feuerstein found that individuals who do not have an abstract notion of time tend to keep time emotionally. In other words, time is kept based on how it feels, not with minutes, hours, etc. This affects the ability to estimate the amount of time a task will take. Often, therefore, work does not get done because the judgment about the amount of time needed to complete tasks is highly inaccurate. Furthermore, a mental model for time that includes a past, present, and future is necessary. In poverty, because the tyranny of the moment forces people into survival mode, time is often viewed only in terms of the present.

What can you do to help people develop better habits regarding time? Teach them to plan backward. In other words, draw a simple grid for a task.

[image: image]

If a task is due on Friday, go to the space marked Friday, and write in: “Task is finished.” Then ask: “What do you have to do on Thursday so that the task will be done on Friday?” Break down the task into parts, and then ask: “How much time will you need each day to get this done?”

For adults struggling with poverty, the workday is often interrupted by personal demands. Relatives call with urgent needs: They need childcare, their car broke down, etc. A clear understanding needs to be established that work time belongs to work. Just as employees don’t come in to work on their personal time, they also don’t take care of personal matters on their work time.

Space

To do math, put things together, and follow directions, an individual must have an orientation in space (i.e., they must understand north, south, east, west, left, right, up, down, etc.). The body operates in space. One way to keep track of space is through touch or concreteness. Another way is through abstract spatial references like compass directions. Because math is about assigning order and value to the universe, we tend to represent that order spatially. We write numbers from small to large or large to small rather than scattering them around randomly. For adults who don’t have orientation in space, one way to teach it is to prepare a two-dimensional drawing and ask them to turn the image with their hands until they are able to turn the image inside their heads as well.

Part to whole

The workplace requires individuals to understand the relationships of part to whole and whole to part. One of the easiest ways to teach this is to list the parts of a task or make a drawing of something and identify each part.

Where to begin

In planning, the procedural steps are important. Where will you start? If you cannot plan well, you do not know where to begin.

Controlling impulsivity

Lack of impulse control shows itself when tasks are rushed through, projects are abandoned for other activities, budgets are not followed, etc. One of the best ways to address this with adults is to teach goal setting. Goal setting must be done in writing, or it has little power. It can be as simple as employees or clients writing down their goals for the day. At the end of the day, they check to see if the goals were met.

Planning is the key to finishing tasks and controlling impulsivity. Even more importantly, brain research indicates that goals are the primary filter for what gets noticed by the mind. When there is no planning, there are no goals. Emotional need or association determines the activities that are done.

Planning and labeling tasks

Another aspect of planning is the completion of tasks. To complete tasks, labels (vocabulary) and procedures must be assigned. One of the biggest problems for individuals experiencing poverty is the number of items or portions of the task that simply are not addressed because a systematic method is not used. Four systems that can be used to address a task are numbering, lettering, color coding, and symbols/icons.

Sorting by using patterns

In recent brain research, it is clear that details are not remembered over time, but patterns are. Therefore, learning can be enhanced if the patterns are directly taught—particularly to individuals who have little or no prior knowledge of the patterns. Be sure to point out that all patterns have exceptions.

When patterns are known, sorting through information or tasks becomes much faster. In problem-solving, it becomes important to be able to sort through a great deal of information. Solutions can quickly be generated or dismissed based on the patterns involved.

A study done with individuals who worked in blue collar technical fields (such as HVAC, plumbing, etc.) found that information about patterns was passed on in stories. For example: “This case is just like the problem we had at the Sutter house.”

Mental models of vocations or subjects

To be an excellent worker, one must know the structure of the discipline or area of work. Each vocation and subject has specific ways of coding and keeping its knowledge. If an individual knows those, it is much easier to access the pertinent information necessary for setting goals, making decisions, etc.

What implications does this information have for the social service, healthcare, or work setting?

Many organizations have limited contact with clients experiencing poverty and therefore are not likely to employ any of the strategies outlined here. So, why the emphasis?

We have included this chapter for the following reasons:

First, there is a myth that people experiencing poverty are not intelligent. The information in this chapter is here to counter the prejudice that often accompanies that myth. Jerome Bruner, the great psychologist, said that all intelligence is related to task and context. A lack of formal education should not be confused with a lack of intelligence.

Second, the situation can be changed for adults. One of the myths is that if you don’t get optimal brain development as a young child, you can’t get it at all. That simply is not true. What is true is that individuals may never reach the level of potential they could have reached had they had early developmental advantages. They are, however, fully capable of learning to negotiate any environment, especially with intentional mediation from people with whom they have a relationship of mutual respect.

What can you do with your clients?

■Encourage educators to provide these strategies to clients and their children.

■Encourage clients to learn parenting strategies such as mediation so they can help their children.

■Provide professional development for frontline staff to identify issues related to cognitive development.

■Identify the mental models institutions use so clients can better work with institutions and vice versa. Be sure to examine your own institution’s mental models.

■Focus more on client learning than on the institution’s teaching.

Questions/activities for discussion

1.Language is used to negotiate environments. Why would you need to be able to speak both formal and casual register?

2.Translate the Pledge of Allegiance or the Lord’s Prayer into casual register. What happens in that process?

3.In the medical field, the episodic, random story structure is often used by patients from generational poverty with their doctors. Many HMOs give doctors 15 minutes per patient. What happens to the diagnosis when the doctor has 15 minutes and the patient is using the episodic, random story structure?

4.Many sitcoms use the episodic, random story structure. What is the advantage of that structure?

5.Abstract representational systems are necessary for work and school but not necessary in a survival environment. What abstract representational systems do you personally rely upon?

6.Voices are a key factor in solving problems, resolving conflict, and negotiating solutions. Give an example of a time when someone in a position of authority spoke to you in the parent voice. What was your reaction?

7.In what ways can language be used as a weapon? As a tool for racism, sexism, etc.?

8.In what ways can language be used to bring people together?





“The best arguments in the world won’t change a person’s mind. The only thing that can do that is a good story.”

–Richard Powers, The Overstory





Chapter 5

Family, Support Systems, and Social Capital for Survival and Stability

Families and support systems are the ways by which individuals are nurtured, protected, and developed. All emotional wellness is based in safety and belonging. Families and the larger support systems create relationships to ensure safety and belonging.

Families and support systems are basic structures in any group of people. Their stability is a key factor for the well-being of the most vulnerable, the very young, and the development and aging of a group of people. Throughout history, mass economic instability—wars, the Great Depression, the Great Recession, and the COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020—has been shown to change family relationships and narrow the bandwidth of resources.

A great deal of commentary is focused on family structure itself—two-parent, single-parent, blended families, etc. One of the reasons for this is that the government keeps numbers about those configurations. However, to focus on the configurations would be to miss the key role of families and support systems.

This chapter will focus on the issues of how families maintain stability, provide safety and belonging, and provide support for the development of young children, as well as support for those who are most vulnerable.

Increasingly, when families are unable to do those tasks, governments provide supports such as Social Security, disability payments, welfare, food banks, childcare, unemployment benefits, etc.

In order to better understand the nature of family structure, support systems, and social capital, this chapter will examine those issues through the lens of stability/instability.

A story: John

John, one of six children, had a learning disability as a child, struggled with school, and barely graduated. After school, he helped on his parents’ farm, and then eventually, with their support, purchased a farm of his own. He married and had four children. His fourth child, Ethan, was born significantly prematurely, which required his wife to be with Ethan on a daily basis at the hospital for several months. John’s mother took care of the other three children.

It was during this time that farming in the United States became very difficult, and John lost his farm, as did several other farmers in his area. During this time of unemployment, John’s parents provided support, as well as a home in which to live. It was not possible for John’s wife to work because Ethan had severe disabilities and required a full-time caregiver. Ethan received Supplemental Security Income benefits and Medicaid.

Eventually John found full-time work, but then he got ill. He did not go to the doctor because he did not want to miss work. His illness progressed, and by the time they figured out what it was (early onset Parkinson’s), he was unable to work any longer. In fact, his coworkers did his work for almost a year so that he could keep his job. When he stopped working, he was able to get a small medical disability from his workplace and get on Medicaid. John’s siblings sent him money each month, bought the house he was in from their parents so John and his family would continue to have a place to live, and put the property in a trust for the children. One sister paid the utilities, another sister gave cash, a brother provided gasoline, and all his siblings got together and bought John a vehicle. Then John got cancer and died. With the support of John’s siblings, two of his children were able to go to college, and the son got certified as a diesel mechanic.

This story contains examples of several support systems: blood relatives, government safety nets, and institutional supports. All these support systems worked to increase the level of stability for John and his family.

What increases stability?

These are the protective factors for family stability/family nonviolence as described by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC):

1.Caregivers who can meet basic needs of food, shelter, education, and health services

2.Caregivers who have a college degree or higher and have steady employment

3.Families with strong social support networks and stable, positive relationships with the people around them

4.Families where caregivers are present and interested

5.Communities where families have access to medical care and mental health services

6.Communities where families have access to economic and financial help50

What decreases stability?

The CDC has defined key risks for family violence and protective factors for family stability. Risk factors relative to economic/social class include a direct link to financial instability. Those risk factors are:

1.Caregivers with low education or income

2.Caregivers experiencing high levels of parenting stress and economic stress

3.Communities with high rates of violence and crime

4.Communities with high rates of poverty and limited educational and economic opportunities

5.Communities with high unemployment rates

6.Communities with unstable housing and where residents move frequently

7.Communities where families frequently experience food insecurity51

Reviewing the family and other support systems in John’s story above and in Maria’s scenario from Chapter 1 reveals why Maria, when rejected by her family, found her way to the streets. Despite this, she was determined to come back and sought out support. As it turned out, her family, especially her grandmother, came back to her as positive social capital.

The mental models of Maria’s social capital at various stages are filled in below. Try filling in the mental model of John’s social capital yourself. Bonding and bridging capital are discussed in detail in a later chapter; for now, simply recall that bonding capital is made up of connections with people similar to yourself, and bridging capital is made up of connections with people different from yourself. In the mental model, a bold line indicates a strong support of the person or the change they are working toward. A thin line indicates a weaker support of the person or the change, and arrows indicate little or no support of the person or the change. It is possible to support the person but not support their current or planned choices, so it may be useful to use multiple mental models or to color-code the lines to distinguish between general support of the person and specific support of the choices they are making.

Maria’s evolving bonding and bridging social capital

[image: image]
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What interferes with family stability and support systems?

Each of these issues affects resources, safety, and belonging:

1.Unemployment

2.Incarceration

3.Immigration

4.Domestic violence

5.Addiction

6.Access to mental and physical health providers

7.Educational opportunities/childcare

8.Racial discrimination toward African American males

9.Welfare policies

10.Legal documents

Unemployment’s impact on family stability and support systems

Employment gives a role to a person—that of a provider. When that employment is taken away through a job loss, a health issue, etc., it impacts identity, resources, and time. Out of the many roles available, three common roles display in families depending on family support and the nature of the environment: the caretaker, the provider, and the protector. In reality, the caretaker and protector roles also contribute to and provide for the family. To be a caretaker or a protector is to provide nurturing and safety for someone else. A significant amount of data is present indicating we may identify our family gender roles by the time we are three years old.

What happens when work is unavailable is that several issues arise: What do I do with time? What is my value to the family system? What do I do for money and food? How do I provide?

Unemployment brings stressors to the family, relationships suffer, and it is not unusual, if the unemployment is long enough, that separations and divorces occur.

Incarceration’s impact on family stability and support systems

Our current system of incarceration serves these distinct populations: the mentally ill, the addicted, lawbreakers, and the criminally insane. There is a strong relationship between/among trauma, addiction, and incarceration. Often quoted is: “Incarceration follows victimization.”

A distinction is made between drugs that are legal and illegal; Adderall (legal) and crystal meth (illegal) are basically the same chemicals.52 If you don’t have money for a doctor’s prescription, insurance, or healthcare, illegal drugs are easier to obtain than legal drugs.

If you struggle with mental illness and poverty, with a lawyer’s help you can get a Supplemental Security Income payment, which at the time of this writing is a maximum of $794 a month for an eligible individual,53 but getting a lawyer’s help takes time and resources.

There are also strong relationships among people experiencing poverty, those who are undereducated, marginalized racial groups, and incarceration. According to research from the American Action Forum,


there are currently an estimated 2.2 million people incarcerated in the United States. The incarceration rate is now more than 4.3 times what it was nearly 50 years ago. This increase has led to the United States having the highest incarceration rate of any country in the world, 37% greater than that of Cuba and 69% greater than Russia. This high incarceration rate is not because crime has increased; in fact, crime rates have declined since the 1990s. Rather, the arrest rate—particularly for drug crimes—increased dramatically, while sentences have gotten longer. These policy changes have disproportionately affected low-income and minority populations, who now make up roughly three-fifths and two-thirds of the prison population, respectively.54



In terms of educational attainment, “more than half [of formerly incarcerated people] hold only a high school diploma or GED, and a quarter hold no credential at all.”55

The impacts of incarceration on support systems are that a key adult is absent from the children, resources have been reduced, and protection is limited. Individuals with a relationship to the incarcerated will sometimes move to the area of imprisonment. Huntsville, Texas, has a prison. The school district there reports a great deal of mobility in the student population as people move to Huntsville to be close to the imprisoned individual and then move away when the person is released or transferred to a different facility.

Visiting and maintaining connections with incarcerated family members can be difficult and costly. Visiting a family member in prison can mean a very long drive for a very short hour or two of visitation. A few families visit weekly, but it’s more common for an incarcerated individual to get one or two visits a year.

Food cannot be brought into jails and prisons, so it must be purchased from a commissary and is very expensive. The cost of phone calls is also very high. During the COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020, video visitations became more common and less expensive. Some prisons provide tablets or phones with screens for these visits.56

There are very few programs for families of people who are incarcerated, and even fewer that are provided by outside entities. One example is Wings for LIFE International, a best-practice education and empowerment program with a 4% recidivism rate.57

Class matters for those who are incarcerated. When the wealthy face incarceration, they turn to specialized consultants to cushion the experience of prison life. The incarcerated or formerly incarcerated rich and famous whose names we recognize had prison consultants guide them through the legal system, from charging to sentencing to assignment of a prison and to release. The price for this hand-holding is upwards of $100,000. A key goal is to be placed in a minimum security facility, some of which don’t have full fencing and are dormitory settings rather than cell blocks.

For those not able to afford consultants, there are fines and fees that further destabilize the family. Sixty-five percent of families with an incarcerated member are unable to meet the family’s basic needs. Forty-nine percent struggle to meet basic food needs, and 48% have trouble meeting basic housing needs because of the cost of incarceration.58

The additional impact of incarceration is the inability, after being released, to find work with a felony conviction on your record. This significantly impacts family stability.

Immigration’s impact on family stability and support systems

Because the U.S. immigration system is fraught with political inconsistencies and families often arrive not as one unit but rather as individuals over time, family stability can be impacted. Employers seek visas for both skilled (tech and medical fields) and unskilled (poultry plants, crops, hotels) workers who often come alone, without their families. For those who come without legal documentation, there is the constant fear of deportation.

When working with immigrant populations, remember that a person’s status as an immigrant is often less important to their identity than their culture, ethnicity, and/or prior nationality. Citizenship is also important to keep in mind, as differences in immigration status can require different levels of precaution and care. For example, if an undocumented immigrant to the U.S. is assaulted, they may not be able to use the criminal legal system safely to report the crime. If the local police check identification and collaborate with federal immigration authorities, then filing a police report is not an option for an undocumented person.

The United States is a country of immigrants, except for Native Americans, most of whom were forcibly relocated. Prior to the 1960s, most immigrants to the U.S. were from Europe or Great Britain. After the 1960s, the majority were from Latin America or Asia and/or were political refugees.

The effects of these migrations and resettlements are still felt by families today. Some resulted in generational stability; some resulted in generational instability. As Migration Policy Institute fellow Charles Kamasaki puts it:


In sum, from the early 1900s through the 1960s, millions of predominantly white immigrants entered the country unlawfully, but faced virtually no threat of apprehension or deportation. Businesses lawfully employed these immigrants, who were eligible for public benefits when they fell on hard times…By contrast, the undocumented population today—mostly Latino and overwhelmingly people of color—[has] none of the privileges accorded to previous generations of white immigrants. The toughening of immigration laws coincided with a shift of immigration from Europe to newcomers from Latin America, Asia, and Africa, often in the context of racialized debates targeted mainly at Latinos…Unlike prior generations of undocumented immigrants, the punitive immigrant policies of today have implications for the families of “illegal aliens,” including an estimated six million of their U.S. citizen or lawfully present family members. They not only live every day under the threat of family separation via deportation, but are largely denied public benefits.59



For those individuals who arrive as political refugees, there is often a great deal of trauma—exposure to violence/war, genocide, rape, etc. These issues significantly impact family stability as well.

Domestic violence’s impact on family stability and support systems

The amount of violence in a neighborhood can be predicted by two things: the educational attainment of adults and the number of households that have men living in them on a permanent basis. In middle class and wealth, educational attainment is higher than it is in poverty, and there are more men in the households, which raises the level of security they have. Higher social capital is also associated with economically stable households, which can have an effect on safety in the home. For these reasons, even though domestic violence occurs in all economic classes, there are more options available to most women in middle class and wealth than to most women experiencing poverty. If you live in a neighborhood where most of the residents are experiencing generational poverty, that security, professional employment, and social capital is not available.

Domestic violence and poverty are interwoven, each contributing to the other. Domestic violence shelters offer temporary removal without long-term stability. Therefore, victims of domestic violence who struggle with poverty are forced to weigh the literal cost of staying as opposed to leaving. Poverty programs typically look at housing subsidies, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, etc., but some landlords do not want to rent to those on government assistance. Studies that have examined domestic violence across social classes show a strong inverse relationship between financial status and the risk of domestic violence victimization—and vice versa.60

“As social class increases, the likelihood of domestic violence decreases. This does not mean that middle class and wealthier women are immune from domestic violence and…affluent women [may be more able] to keep domestic violence victimization hidden”61 or have the resources to leave, to move, to have transportation. It is never easy, but financial stability can offer pathways that women experiencing poverty do not have. “The consistency of the findings across studies using a variety of samples and methods indicates that the [economic] relationship is a significant one.”62

Addiction’s impact on family stability and support systems

Drug addiction exists across all economic classes and destabilizes families. The resources that are available to minimize the impact are different. In wealth, you may be sent to rehab, and someone else is paid to deal with the addiction. Finances may be impacted, but the revenue is there to address the issue.

Addiction significantly impacts safety and belonging for all involved. A big distinction is made between legal and illegal substances. Regardless of whether the substance is legal or illegal, the family impacts are significant.

Six family roles in addiction

1.The addict: The addict plays the central role because of the problems caused by their alcohol/drug use. Substances come first in the addict’s life, so they end up manipulating, lying to, and hurting family members. As the negative consequences mount, the addict blames others and becomes more defensive, sometimes distancing themselves from family members. The addict tries to control the use of alcohol or drugs, but typically those attempts fail. This is the definition of the disease, not being able to control the alcohol or drug use. As the promises to stop or change are broken, family members can become resentful and angry.

2.The enabler: This is usually the spouse or partner. The enabler attempts to control the addict and ultimately finds that they can no more control the addict than the addict can control their use of drugs. In this way the enabler becomes codependent. The enabler takes control of family functions in an attempt to stabilize the situation.

3.The hero: Usually the eldest child. Their job is to make the family look normal. The hero is an overachiever who feels responsible for the family and ends up feeling anxious, stressed, and guilty.

4.The scapegoat: Often thought of as the troublemaker. This person deflects the anger toward the addict to themselves, thus relieving the family tension.

5.The mascot: The role is to bring comic relief to the family. They will often sacrifice their needs to supply the humor needed for everyone to cope.

6.The lost child: This role offers other family members a neutral person with whom to interact. The lost child has trouble forming relationships and tends to put off making important decisions.

These roles have aspects that are negative for everyone and illustrate why family treatment is needed. Once the user sees how their addiction is impacting the family, they are more likely to address their addiction through treatment.63

Drug dealers play an obvious role in destabilizing families. Pharmaceutical retailers destabilize families too. The State of Ohio filed a complaint stating that from 2006 to 2014, Rite Aid sold 4.2 million doses of the opioids hydrocodone and oxycodone in Painesville, Ohio, a town with just 19,524 residents. “In Trumbull County, Ohio, 28 pharmacies sold 68 million doses to 209,837 residents. That is 322 pills for every resident, including children.”64

Access to mental and physical health providers and the impact on family stability

There are key themes that impact families dealing with chronic illness or diminished wellness. If a disease is manageable, the person with the disease may not be considered healthy, but if the disease is managed or in remission, the person may be experiencing wellness. A research study by Golics et al. examined the impact of chronic disease on family quality of life. Below are the percentages of subjects self-reporting the following key impacts:

■Emotional impact (92%)

■Daily activities (91%)

■Holidays (62%)

■Involvement in medical care and support given to family members (61%)

■Work and study (52%)

■Family relationships (69%)

■Sleep and health (67%)

■Financial impact (51%)

■Social life (37%)

■Time planning (14%)65

If you are the patient, it is likely you feel guilty. The caregiver or caregivers are stressed and frustrated, and your other family members in and out of the household feel neglected. There is often a decline in sexual activity, and family arguments increase. To make matters tsunamic, there is a link to poverty due to the increased financial burden of medical care and medications. Living conditions spiral down, and housing problems arise amidst intense grief and loss.

In such a jungle of illness, grief, loss, and survival, the pressure increases on children. When children have to take on a parental role to care for themselves or others, it can be a positive experience if it is not intense and chronic. When children must take on too much responsibility, sociologists and mental health professionals find negative impacts on children forced into parentification.

A Latina woman tells how she missed five years of her childhood, ages 9–14, to live with and care for her grandmother, who lost her limbs and health to diabetes. The woman said, “In my culture, we take care of our elders. I hated when my grandma died, but that is when I began to be a child and enjoy my life.” Child parentification when there is chronic illness in the family extends across socioeconomic environments.66

Parenting myself: My story—not my sister’s

When Anna was age five, her younger sister, Bella, was diagnosed with a terminal chronic illness. When Bella was 12 years old, she passed away. By necessity, during her illness, Bella was the primary focus of her family. Anna did what she could to help. She soon saw that the best way to help was to take on the many tasks of raising and nurturing herself.

Anna learned to be tough and self-reliant, and she developed a tough protective layer around her heart. Her parents were loving and concerned. They understood what was happening with Anna and intentionally tried to be more attentive to both girls, but Bella’s disease overwhelmed them. The chronic stress of Bella’s disease and multiple near-death events throughout the years affected their mother’s long-term health, and her father has also experienced some ongoing health problems. Anna’s parents have a strong marriage, are committed to one another, and love one another. But the collateral damage of Bella’s chronic disease can still surface between Anna and her parents. For all of them, Bella was, and will always be, their “little angel.” She is still remembered every day after 30 years. Bella would not have wanted it, but her parents and sister still carry the impact of her chronic suffering.

Today Anna is an exceptionally competent, organized, and practical woman. But sometimes it takes her time to warm up to and trust people or to express warmness to new people. She has not come through unscathed, but she is strong and healthy; she married well, and Anna and her husband are excellent parents. Anna is adept at supervising employees and organizing and developing sound business practices. Even though many may experience similar situations, Anna found her own unique path to who she is today.

If this family had been struggling with poverty or had been financially unstable, this tragedy may have resulted in job losses, deeper poverty that could have ended in Anna’s parents’ separation, and collapses in many other areas of stability. Their protective factors include a strong and positive extended family, friends willing to help day to day, reliable housing and transportation, their faith, and the father’s stable job and health benefits.

Educational opportunities’ and childcare’s impact on family stability and support systems

Educational attainment is one of the key interventions to decrease poverty.67 Yet, in the last 50 years in the U.S., there has been no change in the achievement gap between children struggling with poverty and children from resourced households, in spite of the billions of dollars that have been spent on that cause.

Educational attainment is a key factor in family stability for these reasons: more time for the nurturing and development of children because less time needs to be spent on survival, less conflict because there is abstract language to address issues, less mobility because of more financial stability, often a greater number of adults available in resourced households (research indicates that the greater the ratio of adults to children, the higher the achievement of the children), lower levels of incarceration among the educated, etc.

There is an intergenerational influence in a child’s education. A study in Australia found that the educational attainment level of 14-year-olds could be predicted based upon the maternal grandfather’s occupation.

In high-poverty neighborhoods, schools often are fraught with issues and difficulties, are underfunded because of their tax base, and have difficulty recruiting educators. In the United States, 40% of linguistically and culturally marginalized students and students experiencing poverty have an algebra teacher who is not credentialed in math.

Inadequate and unavailable childcare is a huge factor in educational attainment. In 2021 the average cost of childcare for one child per month in the U.S. was $743.

Racial discrimination against African American males impacts family stability

Racial discrimination affects African American and other Black men and boys in the U.S. in many ways that have ripple effects on family stability. For example, denial of access to resources like a living wage is carried out through discriminatory hiring practices.

A disproportional number of individuals who are incarcerated are African American males. A study led by researchers at Stanford, Harvard, and the U.S. Census Bureau examines patterns for Black males and finds that


21% of black men raised at the very bottom were incarcerated…the sons of black families from the top 1% had about the same chance of being incarcerated on a given day as the sons of white families earning $36,000…A black man raised by two parents together in the 90th percentile—making around $140,000 a year—earns about the same in adulthood as a white man raised by a single mother making $60,000 alone.68



Part of the reason so many African American males are incarcerated is an issue in policing systems. Legendary among African American parents is the reality of harassment of their sons during traffic stops. Many African American parents fear for their sons’ lives in a traffic stop. One African American mother related a story of her son in the military being pulled over while driving with his White girlfriend in Boston in 2018. He called his mother while the officer was pulling him over. His mother told him, “Get your driver’s license out, and have both hands on the steering wheel where the officer can see your hands holding your driver’s license. If you go to find your insurance, tell him what you are doing.” The girlfriend meanwhile was baffled at all the concern and anxiety around a traffic stop. The man’s mother explained to her that her son could easily be shot while reaching into his pocket.

Another African American mother related a story of sending her son, who is also African American, to Goodwill with donations, one of which was a TV. The family lived in an upscale neighborhood, and as the son was leaving the neighborhood, he was pulled over by a police officer who accused him of stealing the TV. He showed the officer his driver’s license that proved he lived in the neighborhood and explained what he was doing. The officer did not believe him.

A discussion of policing systems will often recommend that traffic stops be separate from policing and be treated just like parking violations are treated.69 Another recommendation is that mental illness issues be addressed by a separate division of the police department or by referral to a mental health department.70

The only places where one study saw Black males do well were in neighborhoods where there were more fathers. The issue was not households where there were more fathers, but the number of fathers in the neighborhoods. “Other fathers in the community can provide boys with role models and mentors, researchers say, and their presence may indicate other neighborhood factors that benefit families, like lower incarceration rates and better job opportunities.”71

The impact of welfare policies on family stability

The purpose of government programs is to reduce poverty and to keep families out of poverty. So, how are they doing?

To answer that, we need to know that since 2010 the U.S. Census Bureau has used the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) poverty line instead of the official rate. The SPM poverty rate identifies the incomes families need to live free of poverty, such as Social Security, refundable tax credits, Supplemental Security Income, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program benefits, housing subsidies, school lunches, and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families/general aid.

By these measures, the SPM programs kept 27.3 million people, or 8.4% of all people in the United States, above the SPM poverty line.72

That suggests that those programs are working, and it is argued that by expanding these existing programs, including Medicaid, one in six children struggling with poverty in the U.S. could be more secure.

It is also argued that these programs cannot “make up for the deficits in the home environment.”73

■Fewer than two in three children are being raised in a two-parent home.

■Eighty-five percent of children whose mothers have a college degree live in a two-parent home.

■Sixty percent or lower of children born to a mother without a college degree live in a two-parent home.

■Families headed by a single mother are five times more likely to struggle with poverty.74

There is a big class divide here.

– Melissa S. Kearney, “To Thrive, American Children Need a Stronger Safety Net”

“Too many American children experience the hurt from broken bonds at an early age. About 35% of American adolescents live without one of their parents, and around 40% of American children are born outside of marriage.”75

To complicate the problem, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) discourages having a man with resources in the household because of the lessening of the monthly payments to the woman. “Concerning eligibility, our main finding is that if a male has financial resources, TANF provides the greatest disincentive to form and/or maintain a biological family, and the least disincentive, if not an incentive, to form an unrelated cohabitor family.”76

Women experiencing poverty understand that they must have resources and protection. They agree to the legal benefits of TANF but also make sure that there is a man there for protection and resources.

Cliff effects and how policies work against the imagined goals

Cliff effects complicate the lives of people struggling with poverty. Cliff effects occur when a pay raise triggers a disproportionate loss of government assistance. Even a small raise can “push people off the cliff” when it comes to benefits. Suddenly ineligible for subsidized food, housing, healthcare, or childcare, the family is worse off than before receiving the raise. You can learn more about cliff effects in the policy section and in Appendix E, “Content and Process Description for Each Session of Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World.”

Now that we have a sense of the complexities facing people experiencing poverty, let’s remind ourselves of the Bridges methodology, which calls for us to do it all: Take action at the individual, institutional, community, and policy levels, and reflect on the scenarios provided by Carl, Maria, and Stanley.

Discussion

■What must life have been like for their mothers?

■What SPM programs might they have used?

■What could they have done to change their situations?

■What cliff effects might they have encountered?

■What more could Stanley, Maria, and Carl have done?

■What influence might they have had over local poverty organizations?

■What influence might they have had over state policies?

The impact of legal documents on family stability

All families must navigate the civil and criminal legal systems in the country. Having certain documents at hand makes it easier to manage problems as they arise.

The Legal Service Corporation reported that low-income households experienced at least one of these problems in the past year:

Common civil legal problem categories

Health, 41%

Consumer and finance, 37%

Rental housing, 29%

Children and custody, 27%

Education, 26%

Disability, 23%

Income maintenance, 22%77

It’s not hard to imagine the number of records and documents that would be needed to navigate each of the organizations involved.


For each issue that respondents indicated they had personally experienced within the last 12 months, the survey asked them to rate the effect the problem had on them on a five-point scale from “not at all” to “severe.” Seventy percent of low-income Americans who personally experienced a civil legal problem in the past year say at least one of the problems has affected them “very much” or “severely.” This amounts to more than half (55%) of all the problems personally experienced by low-income Americans.78



Civil legal problems substantially affecting people’s lives

Veterans’ issues, 85%

Income maintenance, 65%

Employment, 65%

Rental housing, 63%

Family, 62%

Children and custody, 60%

Disability, 58%

Consumer and finance, 58%

Homeownership, 51%

Health, 45%

Education, 35%

Wills and estates, 25%79

Legal documents that protect families and businesses

By contrast, middle and upper class families are advised to have six legal documents to protect the family:

1.Complete will

2.Power of attorney

3.Health power of attorney

4.Childcare authorization

5.Medical treatment authorization for a minor

6.Travel consent form

For business purposes, the following four documents are recommended:

1.Independent contractor agreement

2.Employment application

3.General contract for services

4.Nondisclosure agreement

And for real estate, three more:

1.Agreement to cancel lease

2.Lease agreement

3.Quitclaim deed

And finally, two more financial documents:

1.Bill of sale

2.Promissory note80

In educated households, relationships and support systems tend to be formalized in legal documents—marriages, birth certificates, immigration papers, contracted services, etc. In generational poverty, on the other hand, many relationships are common law. Legal marriage is important only if there is property to distribute or custody of children in question. Why pay a lawyer for legal contracts for something you don’t have, don’t need, and don’t have the money to purchase? Why have insurance? You can’t afford it. People keep you alive.

What can be done to stabilize families and support systems?

1.Provide Getting Ahead training for adults experiencing poverty.

2.Provide childcare in the community that is reasonable in cost.

3.Identify the support systems available in the community to provide stability.

Many people who have completed Getting Ahead have been able to stabilize their lives. Getting Ahead investigators do several self-assessments during the 16 sessions. The first self-assessment is a stability scale with 15 stability indicators. Follow-up assessments are done to track changes. Becoming conscious of the importance of stability empowers investigators to build stability.

The results are reported to CharityTracker, which provides reports to the local Getting Ahead program and to the national office of aha! Process. Here is an example of the results:

The 15 stability indicators

1.Time horizon – 27% of people reported improvement

2.Housing – 22% of people reported improvement

3.Bills, expenses – 24% of people reported improvement

4.Emotional – 24% of people reported improvement

5.Income – 18% of people reported improvement

6.Employment – 16% of people reported improvement

7.Wages – 19% of people reported improvement

8.Stress – 27% of people reported improvement

9.Health – 24% of people reported improvement

10.Legal issues – 18% of people reported improvement

11.Safety – 20% of people reported improvement

12.Destructive behaviors of others – 22% of people reported improvement

13.Behavior of children – 15% of people reported improvement

14.Transportation – 18% of people reported improvement

15.Social connections – 22% of people reported improvement

These improvements were achieved within 192 days—a little over half a year. The higher percentages of change (27%) tend to be the issues over which an individual has personal control, such as time horizon. Things they have less control over take longer, such as income, legal issues, behavior of children, and transportation.81

In Getting Ahead, investigators also do self-assessments of negotiating skills and the development of the 11 resources. They become conscious of the need to reassess themselves regularly. This is the “mere measurement effect”: The mere fact that you are measuring progress leads to better outcomes. Today people use their devices to monitor everything from calorie intake to steps walked to heartbeats per minute.

Questions/activities for discussion

1.For your own life, draw three circles. One circle is labeled “my family.” The second circle is labeled “government supports I receive” (Social Security, disability, TANF, food stamps, rental assistance, mortgage interest deduction on my taxes, etc.). The third circle is labeled “supports provided by my employment” (health/dental/vision insurance, paycheck, wellness visits, sick days, personal days, vacation days, etc.). What supports do you have that come through inheritance?

Answer these questions: In what ways do each of these supports stabilize your life? What would happen to your stability if one or more of these supports were lost?

2.How could better and more accessible childcare be made available in your community?

3.What supports could your community provide to stabilize families?

4.How can the community provide services for legal documents to more people at a lower cost?

5.How can communities provide supports to low-income, linguistically and culturally marginalized (particularly African American) males and female adolescents for better outcomes?

6.One of the patterns that significantly impacts educational outcomes for children is the “churning” of superintendents. The average tenure of a superintendent is two and a half years. That is simply not enough time for leadership to build a stable, achievement-based educational system. How do communities create more stable leadership?





“The individual has always had to struggle to keep from being overwhelmed by the tribe. If you try it, you will be lonely often, and sometimes frightened. But no price is too high to pay for the privilege of owning yourself.”

–Friedrich Nietzsche





Chapter 6

Building Relationships, Bonding and Bridging Capital, and ‘Disposable Ties’

Creating relationships with people experiencing poverty

The key to fostering achievement for clients and employees experiencing poverty is creating relationships with them. Because poverty is about relationships as well as entertainment, the most significant motivator for these clients and employees is relationships.

To help someone, is it necessary to have “been there”?

There is a commonly held belief that alcoholics and addicts can be helped only by those who have “been there”—that only veterans can help veterans, that only a person of color can help a person of color, that only someone who has experienced poverty can truly understand and help others trying to work their way out. The movie Good Will Hunting exemplifies this notion. The main character is from “Southie” (South Boston) and is sent to five psychiatrists before he finds one who can create a relationship with him because the psychiatrist also grew up in Southie. In one scene illustrating their tight relationship, the two compare stories about their alcoholic fathers.

While it is certainly easier for those who share a common background to develop a relationship, it doesn’t follow that the only person who can help you is someone who has walked in your shoes. Those who work with people experiencing poverty but don’t come from poverty themselves can, if they have the necessary skills, play a valuable role in the lives of others.

Opinion is really the lowest form of human knowledge; it requires no accountability, no understanding. The highest form of knowledge, according to George Eliot, is empathy, for it requires us to suspend our egos and live in another’s world. It requires profound, purpose-larger-than-the-self kind of understanding.

–Bill Bullard

The question becomes: How does a formal institution create relationships? Two sources provide some answers to this question. These sources are (1) the research in the field of science and (2) the work Stephen Covey has done with personal effectiveness.

Margaret Wheatley, in her book Leadership and the New Science, states quite clearly:


Scientists in many different disciplines are questioning whether we can adequately explain how the world works by using the machine imagery created in the 17th century, most notably by Sir Isaac Newton. In the machine model, one must understand parts. Things can be taken apart, dissected literally or representationally…and then put back together without any significant loss…The Newtonian model of the world is characterized by materialism and reductionism—a focus on things rather than relationships…The quantum view of reality strikes against most of our notions of reality. Even to scientists, it is admittedly bizarre. But it is a world where relationship is the key determiner of what is observed and of how particles manifest themselves…Many scientists now work with the concept of fields—invisible forces that structure space or behavior.82



Wheatley goes on to say that, in the science of quantum physics, physical reality is not just tangible, it is also intangible. Fields are invisible, yet


[they are the] substance of the universe…In organizations, which is the more important influence on behavior—the system or the individual?

The quantum world answered that question: It depends…What is critical is the relationship created between the person and the setting. That relationship will always be different, will always evoke different potentialities. It all depends on the players and the moment.83



Frontline staff and administrators of social service agencies and schools have always known that relationships, often referred to as “politics,” make a great deal of difference—sometimes all the difference—in what could or could not happen in an agency or school. Yet social services and businesses all too often have concentrated on performance measures. While the machine metaphor for business has led us to dissect our work into parts, when we listen to the data and potent realities emerging from the disciplines of biology and physics, the most important part of learning and change seems to be related to relationships.

When people who once struggled with poverty and have made it into middle class are asked how they made the journey, the answer nine times out of 10 has to do with a relationship—a teacher, counselor, coach, or boss who made a suggestion or took an interest in them as an individual.

Stephen Covey uses the notion of an emotional bank account to convey the crucial aspects of relationships. He indicates that in all relationships, one makes deposits to and withdrawals from the other individual in that relationship. In his view, the following are the deposits and withdrawals:




	Deposits

	Withdrawals




	Seeking first to understand

Keeping promises

Kindnesses, courtesies

Clarifying expectations

Loyalty to the absent

Apologies

Open to feedback

	Seeking first to be understood

Breaking promises

Unkindnesses, discourtesies

Violating expectations

Disloyalty, duplicity

Pride, conceit, arrogance

Rejecting feedback






Source: Adapted from Stephen Covey, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People84

The first step in creating relationships between frontline staff members and clients or employees is to make the deposits that are the basis of relationships. Relationships always begin as one individual to another. The other relationships that have power to change are the relationships between the administrator and the clients and the relationships between the clients, students, or employees themselves.

What, then, is meant by relationship? A successful relationship occurs when emotional deposits are made to the client or employee, emotional withdrawals are avoided, and clients or employees are respected. Are there boundaries to the relationship? Absolutely—and that is what is meant by clarifying expectations. But to honor clients as human beings worthy of respect and care is to establish relationships that will provide for enhanced learning and achievement.

Understanding deposits that are valued by clients struggling with poverty makes the relationships stronger, while failing to understand and avoid withdrawals will weaken the relationships. What are the deposits and withdrawals with regard to clients experiencing poverty?




	Deposits made to individuals experiencing poverty

	Withdrawals made from individuals experiencing poverty




	Appreciation for humor and entertainment provided by individuals

	Put-downs or sarcasm about humor or individuals




	Acceptance of what individuals cannot say about a person or situation

	Insistence and demands for a full explanation about a person or situation




	Respect for the demands and priorities of relationships

	Insistence on the middle class view of relationships




	Using the adult voice

	Using the parent voice




	Assisting with setting goals

	Telling individuals their goals




	Identifying options related to available resources

	Making judgments on the value and availability of resources




	Understanding the importance of personal freedom, speech, and individual personality

	Assigning pejorative character traits to individuals






How does an organization create—and build—relationships? Through support systems, through caring about clients, by promoting achievement, by being role models, and by insisting upon successful behaviors for the organization. Support systems are simply networks of relationships. Various ways in which organizations can embed these practices are discussed in the section of the book on the institutional lens.

Will creating healthy relationships with clients or employees make all of them successful? No. But if we make a difference for 5% of our clients and employees the first year and 5% more each year thereafter, we will have progressed considerably from where we are right now.

In the final analysis, as you look back on your career, it is the relationships you will remember.

Bridging and bonding capital

We have an inborn tendency to establish types in our minds and to divide mankind according to them. [But] however advantageous and revealing such categories may be, no matter whether they spring from purely personal experience or from attempting a scientific establishment of types, at times it is a good and fruitful exercise to take a cross section of experience in another way and discover that each person bears traces of every type within himself and that diverse characters and temperaments can be found as alternating characteristics within a single individual.

–Hermann Hesse

Robert Putnam, in his book Bowling Alone, coined the terms bridging capital and bonding capital. Bridging capital is made up of people you know who are different from you. They help you get ahead. Bonding capital is made up of people you know who are like you. They help you get by.85

One of the biggest issues in poverty is that your access to bridging capital is limited. Housing is segregated by class and often by race and ethnicity. The workplace is often divided into skilled and unskilled workers, and unskilled workers have very little access to skilled workers (with the exception of their bosses, but even then, access can be limited).

Furthermore, in generational poverty, actively developing bridging capital has a negative connotation—i.e., it is considered “kissing a--” or “brownnosing.” Bridging capital is rarely sought, even though it fosters new ideas and making new friends.

[image: image]

The inner circle in the illustration above is bonding capital—people you know who are like you. The outer circle is bridging capital—people you know who are different from you. Each section represents an area of your life (work, school, church, etc.). Place an X for each person you know in both the bonding and bridging capital areas of each section. One of the goals of this book is for people working in helping agencies and organizations to be willing to be bridging social capital for people experiencing poverty. This can be developed long-term or in an instant. In Reno, Nevada, during a Getting Ahead facilitator training, a Getting Ahead graduate talked about how hard it was to navigate the financial aid office at the community college. Two women in attendance who taught at the college jumped up and gave her their business cards, saying, “We’ll help you get through that.”

‘Disposable ties’

In the book Evicted, author Matthew Desmond talks about “disposable ties” that exist in poverty. These are relationships that are formed for the duration of a survival issue but are not permanent. For example, if a person needs a roommate to share the rent on an apartment, they will find someone to share those costs until the lease is up or they decide to move. Then the relationship is finished.86

A disposable tie is a form of transactional relationship “characterized by accelerated and simulated intimacy, a high amount of physical copresence (time spent together), reciprocal or semireciprocal resource exchange, and (usually) a short life span.”87 People in middle class and wealth also have transactional relationships, but they usually involve payment of some type—for example, cleaning services, yard services, legal services, etc. In poverty, the transactional relationships tend to be about survival and have a heightened sense of intimacy. Later in the book we will discuss the difference between transactional relationships and transformational relationships.

What implications does this information have for the social service, healthcare, or work setting?

■For adults experiencing poverty, the primary motivation for success will be their relationships.

■If your setting affords few opportunities for building relationships, find ways to establish natural connections that will enable this vital resource to take root and grow.

■Satisfaction studies show that customers and clients make up their minds about a store or agency in the first 15 minutes, and the opinion they form in the first 15 minutes is the opinion they hold from then on. Thus, it is extremely important that the staff person most skilled at creating relationships be the first point of contact with customers or clients.

Questions/activities for discussion

1.Using the chart, identify with X’s where you have bonding and bridging capital.

2.Has your bridging social capital changed? Sometimes a change in a job or a position will reveal that suddenly your store of bridging social capital has dropped.

3.Do class, race, gender, religion, and educational attainment broaden or constrict the development of bridging social capital? In what other ways do they impact bridging capital?

4.How does the organization you work for build relationships and facilitate the development of social capital?

5.If the staff is allowed or encouraged to provide bridging social capital, what is the policy about maintaining professional boundaries?

6.Do you have relationships that are transactional?





“The need to act overwhelms any willingness people have to learn.”

–Peter Schwartz, The Art of the Long View





Chapter 7

Bridges Constructs, Getting Ahead Theory of Change, Bridges Model

In order to build better institutions and communities, it is imperative to have mutual respect.

Relationships of mutual respect

[image: image]

Ten core Bridges constructs


These constructs are basic to starting a Bridges community:

1.Use the lens of economic class to understand and take responsibility for your own societal experience while being open to the experiences of others.

2.At the intersections of poverty with other aspects of identity (race, gender, physical ability, age, etc.), address inequalities in access to resources.

3.Define poverty as the extent to which a person, institution, or community does without resources.

4.Build relationships of mutual respect.

5.Base plans on the premise that people in all classes, sectors, and political persuasions are problem solvers and need to be at the decision-making table.

6.Base plans on accurate mental models of poverty, middle class, and wealth.

7.At the individual, institutional, community, and policy levels, work to stabilize the environment, remove barriers to transition, and build resources.

8.Address all causes identified in the four areas of research into the causes of poverty.

9.Build long-term support for individual, institutional, community, and policy transitions.

10.Build economically sustainable communities where everyone can live well.



Getting Ahead theory of change model

We use this theory of change model.88
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The reason there must be a theory of change is that the individual struggling with poverty is identifying their own plan for their life. No one is telling them what to do. It is their plan. As mentioned previously, Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World is part of the Bridges Out of Poverty community approach and is used with individuals experiencing poverty and near poverty. In Getting Ahead, adults experiencing poverty and the working poor supply the information for their own investigation into poverty’s effects on them, their families, and their neighborhoods. The theory of change makes this process possible.

We have two reasons for explicitly sharing the Getting Ahead theory of change with Getting Ahead investigators. First, they are likely to be living in the tyranny of the moment, which makes it hard for them to resist the easy solutions provided by predators. This theory of change shows the value of metacognition. Second, the investigators will benefit by being in charge of the changes they make. Informal surveys have shown that people experiencing poverty go to 3–9 organizations in the course of a year to get their needs met. Most organizations want the people they serve to change the way they think and behave. Behind every program for change is a theory of change that is applied to the client. In Getting Ahead we share our theory of change because knowing it puts the individual in charge of their changes. That form of transparency respects individuals and recognizes the power they have to build their future stories.

Seeing people struggling with poverty as problem solvers and not as the problem is a good start. Appreciate people for their individual gifts, skills, and humor. Getting Ahead sees individuals experiencing poverty as coinvestigators of their own reality. One of the activities is to investigate the resources of the community and identify the strengths and weaknesses of its institutions and organizations.

One of the reasons current government, social service, and faith-based initiatives rarely work as planned is that they are based on the concept that people experiencing poverty are deficient, needy, and need to be told what to do. We do not believe that. We believe people experiencing poverty are incredible problem solvers who have scarce resources and are impacted by larger systems. The process by which people struggling with poverty are brought in as investigators who can help make big changes is shown in the following illustration.

The Bridges model

In the following “building blocks” model, we identify the pieces that a community has to put in place in order to move the needle on poverty and see a return on its investment.
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The model begins with the basic constructs and language of Bridges, which is a blame-free approach to address the issue. Bridges addresses issues at the individual, institutional, community, and policy levels.

We start with the resourced and train them in the constructs and language of Bridges. We have found that you must start with the resourced because they tend to make the laws and policies that end up creating barriers. At the individual level, we recommend building on the expertise within your community by training trainers who already live there. We then work to get a critical mass of resourced people to understand and use the Bridges model and constructs in their work. Getting Ahead investigators and graduates play a critical role here by helping to educate resourced people on what poverty is like in the community. We also encourage communities to provide “staying ahead” development to continue to support Getting Ahead graduates.

At the institutional level, we train boards and institutions and ask that institutions work to make changes in case management, policy, and procedures. We then look at how the institution builds community partnerships and gets a return on investment. We have learned that if the institutions do not change, the community does not change. Institutions have to give up the “silo” approach, in which they work solely on their mission and miss opportunities for partnerships. When institutions get outside their silos, they create linkages across institutions, and together they plan for stability and growth.

At the community level, we establish a Bridges steering committee. If one institution “owns” the Bridges initiative, the initiative dies, so the establishment of a steering committee is vital. Once the steering committee is established, we involve individuals in all the sectors of the community—churches, nonprofits, schools, universities, businesses, law enforcement, healthcare, etc.

This process enhances the social capital in the community, which allows for policy and legal changes. Barriers can be removed. Leadership and succession can be the focus of the discussion, rather than survival and stability. A future story for the community is developed, and people from all classes and races participate in decision-making for a community where true well-being can exist.

Questions/activities for discussion

1.Of the Bridges constructs, with which ones do you agree? Disagree?

2.What is your theory of change? What makes you decide to change?

3.If you were developing a model to build a Bridges community, what would you do differently?

4.What strategies are important for having everyone at the table?





Questions to Ask About
Section I: Individual Lens

Questions to ask include:

1.What is the impact of poverty and economic class on individuals and their families?

2.How do we define poverty?

3.What are the living and social environments in poverty, middle class, and wealth?

4.How do class differences manifest themselves in regard to resources, language, and hidden rules of those experiencing poverty, middle class, and wealth?

5.What is our theory of change?

6.Can knowledge of class differences be used to improve relationships between people of different classes?

7.What can you do at the individual level to address the areas included in the causes of poverty? Use the problem-solving thinking tool on the next page to brainstorm.

Problem-solving thinking tool89
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Section II: Institutional Lens





“Evolution is chaos with feedback.”

–Joseph Ford





Chapter 8

The Customer Life Cycle

The Bridges institutional lens is about organizational design. Using the institutional lens, an organization makes a commitment to evolve into a Bridges organization. The best application of the institutional lens leads to long-term sustainability and change—the equivalent of training to run a marathon. We realize, however, that not every organization starting out with Bridges has the resources and capacity to run a marathon. If your organization is able to walk a 5K, that’s still a terrific start. The institutional lens offers ideas and paradigms for reaching marathon capacity while doing a lot of good work along the way.

The most effective way to become a Bridges organization is the client or customer life cycle.90 Once your organization analyzes the customer life cycle through the Bridges lenses, you will see which of the concrete strategies offered here will work best for you.

Bridges Out of Poverty is a multi-sectoral model that has been applied successfully in the public, private, and voluntary sectors; in nonprofit and for-profit settings; and in a variety of fields (social services, healthcare, education, manufacturing, etc.). Given the diversity of people who benefit when organizations adopt Bridges constructs, we use client and customer as umbrella terms that include employees, students, parents, patients, and more. For those in the business sector, it may seem strange to think of your employees as “customers,” but the truth is that when the Bridges constructs are embedded in the workplace, employees become the recipients of stabilizing support from the business that goes beyond a paycheck. The book Workplace Stability by Ruth Weirich applies Bridges constructs in the context of businesses with low-wage and entry-level employees and examines the employee life cycle, but here we will refer to the customer life cycle, except when it is illustrated with a case study from a specific sector.

Change leaders in great organizations

The Bridges institutional lens leads to improved outcomes through innovative system design that stretches the capacity and impact of the organization. Designing the environments, procedures, and policies of organizations isn’t easy, and a redesign is typically a response to a challenge or problem. If all is well, there’s no reason to make changes. However, few institutions engaging and employing individuals struggling with poverty experience continual smooth sailing and sunny skies. Poverty creates all sorts of barriers. Instead of looking inward for solutions, organizations are tempted to blame the individuals and families experiencing poverty, who in turn blame the organizations. This is a road to nowhere, and nothing changes. Funders do not pay organizations to keep things the same for people experiencing poverty. Change is the name of the game.

In 2000, shortly after the first edition of Bridges Out of Poverty was published, a midsize corporation with about 700 full-time employees became the first institution to use Bridges constructs. Cascade Engineering (CE) in Grand Rapids, Michigan, is a “triple bottom line” company, which means they value social and environmental concerns as highly as they value profits. They wanted to facilitate institutional change within the design of their innovative welfare-to-career program (WTC), which employed about 240 workers.

The CE management work teams completed a one-day Bridges Out of Poverty workshop. That morning during the training, CEO Fred Keller told his work teams to bring back a plan the next day. He told them the WTC employment program was the top priority, and whatever they thought needed to change, he was behind them. The following day, we helped the CE work teams sketch their employee life cycle, and then we had a high level debrief using the Bridges institutional lens. The work teams had a quick and efficient process to determine the most needed changes, and they had little trouble forming a work plan. The WTC program was the product of tight collaboration between the business and public sectors, with CE’s primary partner in this initiative being local workforce development and the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services.

The reasons CE was so motivated were: (1) The WTC program was the top priority for their larger corporate mission, and (2) the program wasn’t working as planned. In 2000, retention was much lower than projected and shook CE’s hopes for employee success. There was a 20% retention rate for the WTC employees. A high percentage of the workers quit within the first two weeks. Six months after CE executed their redesign, the retention and attrition rates flipped. Six months is the speed of light for organizational change, but that’s how long it took for CE to retain 80% of employees in the WTC program, with only 20% quitting. One executive mentioned that in the first design, they hadn’t understood the reality of what poverty was. Through the years, a 65–70% retention rate proved sustainable, even during and following the 2008 recession. The corporate commitment to the WTC program and its employees made it imperative that CE hold on through economic storms.

If you ask the CE leadership how they flipped the retention rate in six months, they talk about their relational organizational culture and their close collaboration with other community institutions. CE is a “learning community” based on the Covey model and other relational concepts. Everyone’s view mattered in the decision-making process. It was not a top-down organizational structure where the administration could not hear from the front line. Communication went in all directions—top-down, back up, and side to side.91 This allowed innovative results to happen at light speed.

As mentioned previously, one of the first steps in applying Bridges Out of Poverty was to draw a mental model of the employee life cycle for the employees in the WTC program. This mental model—sketched on flip charts—tracked the WTC employees’ collective experience, from their initial contact with CE through the ongoing work experience. The employee life cycle mapped out clearly the current processes, and it was impossible to miss the organizational strengths and change points along the route.

CE used the employee life cycle to redesign the onboarding, orientation, and initial employment experience for new hires. The public–private partnership CE built evolved into what James Vander Hulst of ERN-USA calls Employer Resource Networks (ERNs). We mentioned ERNs earlier in the book, and they are spreading through Bridges communities and beyond. ERNs pull together a consortium of businesses to “provide job retention services, work supports, and training opportunities for entry-level employees, many of whom are receiving public assistance.”92

There is widespread use of the Bridges model in the private sector, especially in organizations whose turnover rates drive innovation. ERNs use Getting Ahead in the Workplace with employees and training in Bridges for leadership. The objective is to build stability for both the employees and the institution, and outcomes have been promising. One ERN in the Midwest offered Getting Ahead for employees and formed a partnership with a local bank to offer employer-sponsored small dollar loans when employees faced barriers such as car repairs, possible eviction, healthcare bills, and other tyranny of the moment realities that would otherwise result in employee turnover. ERNs apply the Bridges concepts primarily at the institutional and community levels. ERNs involve community partnerships, and they will be discussed again in the section on the community lens. As mentioned previously, Workplace Stability by Ruth Weirich applies the Bridges lenses specifically to employers interested in building a stable workforce and work environment.

The fabulous mystery of mental models

Peter Senge is a U.S. systems scientist whose first book, The Fifth Discipline, provides principles for institutions to cultivate reflective conversation with the goal of forming a learning organization.93 Mental models form a large part of this method. As discussed previously, mental models are mental blueprints of how we perceive things to work. They’re also effective tools in mapping out the plans, aspirations, and goals of any abstract and complex system.

Some of the most effective mental models take the form of drawings that move abstract concepts into concrete tools for organizational learning. A good mental model shows the connections and relationships within any process. On the other hand, Senge says that if our mental models are inaccurate or incomplete, they can keep us from innovating. He urges institutions to identify their mental models and then suspend them so innovation can take place.

Bridges organizations use mental models in several ways. Mental models can be sketched with customers to reduce the “noisiness” or verbal “bossiness” of organizations. Robert Sapolsky remarked that institutions are “noisy” and out of step with the priorities and views of some populations.94 There is a strong impulse to tell customers experiencing poverty what they need, why they need it, and how they should go about getting it. A primary observation of Bridges is that most organizations are middle class environments—the dominant economic class of business and academia. Customers struggling with poverty generally don’t align with this dominant economic class mindset, so having an accurate mental model of poverty helps organizations build relationships that lead to positive outcomes.

The mental models of economic class covered earlier represent the collective experience of people sharing an economic environment. These mental models are templates that can be adapted to fit each individual community. An effective mental model can withstand changes and become even more interesting and viable when it changes. However, letting go of old models and allowing for change is not always easy.

Mental models can be a quick and inexpensive way to improve communication and understanding. Whenever systems, including family systems, are muddled, start sketching a mental model. Mental models clarify relationships between multiple factors in complex systems.

When a mental model is shared by everyone participating in a system, the mental model is more effective. A shared mental model is one in which “team members have the same understanding of key processes.”95 Middle and senior management may think the steps of the client intake process are smooth and efficient, but the frontline staff and customers experience a different reality. In this case, the frontline staff tweaks the paperwork and processes so things work. Senior staff model the process tweaks to newer staff. These workforce “communities of practice” are common, and the supervisory staff may be unaware of the modifications—they just know things run smoothly. By drawing a mental model of the process, everyone in the organization is able to see the tweaks, why they were needed, and how well they work. “Communities of practice can be defined, in part, as a process of social learning that occurs when people who have a common interest in a subject or area collaborate over an extended period of time, shar[e] ideas and strategies, determine solutions, and build innovations.”96

Within the shared mental model, if the organization has a healthy infrastructure, everyone wins by acknowledging that systems must constantly be upgraded to meet the needs of the customers, as well as the funding sources.

Get ready for the customer life cycle

A mid-level executive for a national food corporation who has participated in teams focused on the customer life cycle (CLC) said, “It always breaks down because we can’t agree what it should be.” This corporation gathers massive amounts of data on customers. They track which social media promotions get the most clicks and lead to the most orders, they compile summaries of customer service complaints, and they collect customer surveys. They track every click. They know which franchises are getting the most customer complaints and why. They know everything about the demographics of their customers. They know everything! So, why are they hitting the wall when it comes to defining the CLC?

Cascade Engineering made it look easy. They embedded the principles of humility and respect in everything they did; CE is a place where you come to work expecting to learn from your coworkers. When we worked with them, Cascade Engineering was already an anti-racist organization. Their corporate culture does not support the view that anyone is “less than.”

“We can’t agree” is the key to why the food corporation can’t define its CLC. Every CLC identification process has a few land mines hidden along the way. In the past 20 years, we have seen many of those land mines triggered during the CLC exercises, primarily within organizations that weren’t ready to have the discussion. If your organization is attracted to Bridges, defining the CLC is the most important step in the process.

How can this be done in a safe setting? Drawing and analyzing the CLC is always risky. Educator and entrepreneur Jane Vella has remarked that all adult learning is risky.97 Adults hold strong opinions that are based on entrenched mental models. For many people, it is difficult to suspend the mental models they have developed in their years of experience and skill building. Drawing the CLC is the first step in making sure everyone in the organization sees every process in every corner of the organization. It offers the panoramic view to everyone, regardless of position. It can be the pivotal moment that changes an organization, but there are risks when everyone sees all the CLC information at the same time.

There are hidden mental models formed by experiences at all organizational levels. Power and decision-making are at the top. Is it true that the C-suite tends to hold the big-picture view but may not know what is happening on the ground?

Organizational culture

In Seeing Systems, Barry Oshry demonstrates that organizational paradigms are linked to hierarchy.98 Oshry produced corporate role-playing exercises in which everyone’s role was switched. Frontline staff were placed in middle management or in administration. The CEO was given a role either on the front line or in middle management. No one kept the same position or role in the organization. New teams were formed and given assignments.

Within hours, the new teams adopted a collective view. The displaced administrators and frontline workers now in middle management roles acted like middle managers even though they had only been in middle management for a few hours. The same was true at every level. The patterns Oshry observed in the role-playing exercise were identical to the hierarchical patterns he studied every day in institutions. This is the influence of environment.

The following patterns emerged from Oshry’s studies:

■The CEO and senior executives see the big picture but tend to think employees in lower positions don’t really “get it” or use a “wide angle lens.” The main problem-solving strategy is “keep calm and delegate.” People assigned to the top roles see the middle level as providing inaccurate data.

■Middle management moves vertically, looking up to the top level and down to the front line and attempting to get the two extremes to work together. This produces significant tension. People in the middle roles also attempt to move laterally in order to collaborate across the organization to reach broader organizational goals. The main problem-solving strategy is task management, and Oshry found that the people in the middle roles were so overwhelmed by task management and communicating vertically that they had little time to communicate laterally.

■The people in frontline roles huddle together in “groupthink.” The theme of the groupthink is: “The top doesn’t get what’s happening on the ground.” That is not a direct quotation; the language that emerged from Oshry’s studies is much spicier! People in the frontline roles felt their expertise was undervalued at the top and developed an “us versus them” mentality based on distrust of the people in the middle roles. People in frontline roles who attempted to defend people in the middle roles were derided and ostracized. Edoardo Zorzoli of Beem writes that “employees deserve to feel like they play a crucial role in their organization. Nearly 80% of workers will look for another job if they don’t feel like they’re valued. To avoid this, the best way to ensure your employees are empowered is to give every individual a voice.”99 The main problem-solving strategy on the frontline is survival.

The lesson to take away from Oshry’s work is that when everyone holds themselves accountable as to how hierarchy influences their perceptions, the organization is more likely to have a positive experience identifying the CLC and using the Bridges institutional lens.

Leadership drives organizations. You are the change you want to see. Steve Denning writes in a piece for Forbes that “agility begins at the top, is inspired by the top, and is embodied in how the top conducts itself.”100

In Oshry’s studies, when there was no conscious effort toward a specific communication objective, most organizations established a top-down flow. Here are some strategies to consider that can help your organization avoid this:

■Every day is big-picture day. If the top believes the front line doesn’t “get the big picture” of the organization’s mission, it is the responsibility of those at the top to share the big picture. The front line is at the ground level where the action happens. Moment to moment it is possible that frontline employees lose track of the overall mission and the role they play when working face-to-face with customers, and it is useful for people at the top of the organization to remind them of the importance of their role.

■Leadership can engage every level of the organization in the decision-making process.

■Leadership can formally acknowledge and honor frontline employees. During the COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020, the courage and commitment of essential frontline workers saved many companies from permanent shutdowns.

■The CLC is designed to make things flow smoothly for the staff. Staff, however, might resist changes that could mean more work and new methods. Ensure that the CLC makes things easier and more efficient rather than more complicated for staff.

■Make sure information is flowing in every direction and that everyone feels valuable and heard.

Some organizations have tried to implement the Bridges institutional lens without first establishing rapport and positive culture and without completing the CLC. We have never seen this approach work. It is crucial to lay a good foundation before building up to organizational change.

Bridges organizations are innovative and inspiring. There is a great deal of joy and excitement when you see your data improve, hear a client or employee gaining heart and voice, and meet with other Bridges organizations to share challenges and successes.

Head toward the CLC, but work the steps that need to happen first:

■Bridges training: Staff at all levels and the board of directors should be trained in Bridges concepts. You can ask people to attend Bridges workshops with an aha! Process consultant, or you can have a few people in your organization become certified Bridges trainers themselves, and they can present the Bridges workshop within your organization. Even if you send people to workshops with aha! Process consultants, it is still a good idea to have a few people become certified trainers so they can train new hires and serve as a reservoir of in-depth Bridges knowledge within the organization. Be careful to avoid turning the Bridges concepts into an annual review of skills. We have worked with organizations where management did that, and it turned their staff against the Bridges initiative.101

■Societal lens work: Following the Bridges training, staff and board members who continue the work of identifying their own hidden rules and societal lens, including expectations and biases, will support the process.

■Big-picture thinking: All staff levels will naturally be buzzing, brainstorming, and talking about how to use the Bridges constructs within the organization.

■Value and communication: The board and administration are open to hearing staff views that highlight barriers or gaps in the system. We have seen ordinarily effective leaders shut down the process because they don’t like hearing suggestions from the frontline staff about what is happening on the ground. Make sure you are ready for this.

■Info flow: Information flows in all directions, not just from the top down.

■Flexibility: The administration shows a willingness to make changes based on what emerges from the CLC exercise.

■It’s “okay to say”: Middle management and frontline staff are assured by the administration that it’s okay to discuss policies and procedures that need to be changed.

■Mindsets and “heartsets”: There is an organizational culture of communication, understanding, and respect. There are positive mindsets and heartsets.

■R-E-S-P-E-C-T: Everyone agrees to listen actively and shows genuine respect for the views of others. Blaming individuals and other departments will not be part of the process. (For instance, Department A claims that if Department B would just do its job, Department A wouldn’t be dealing with customers in crisis.) Openness to change and kindness are the two main characteristics of an organization prepared to begin the CLC. A plan of action should be developed in advance to address blaming, should it occur.

■Life cycle land mines: The CLC land mines are points where staff may be triggered to argue. Prepare the staff to accept that every life cycle has sections that need to be reinvented. Everyone, including people at the top, needs to be prepared to open their hands and let go at times during the identification of the CLC.

Beginning the CLC process without this preparation is like trying to run 10 miles when you have never exercised before. Before you start, make sure the organization has trust and strong lines of communication.

You are not alone

The CLC is challenging, but it is worth the risk. If you have done the work to prepare, it should be powerful and positive, but there is no guarantee. If there are glitches at any point in your process, remember that you are not alone. There is a large, collaborative community of practice behind this work. If you are a CEO, you can be connected to another CEO experienced in using Bridges. If you are a municipal court judge, you can be connected to another judge who uses Bridges. The same holds true for every sector.

Ready, set, go! Developing the customer life cycle

The size of your organization will determine how you choose to develop the CLC. Smaller institutions without multiple departments can work as one large group. Large organizations break out into departmental work teams to sketch their specific parts of the cycle. The process works best when someone from each level of the organization is at each table.

It’s a good idea to practice how to identify a CLC by using a common experience: a trip to the doctor’s office. In this case, the customers in question are patients.

A presenter trained in Bridges can be tapped to facilitate the day, and a volunteer must be found to draw on a flip chart for the group. Following the bulleted instructions below, each contact point is sketched on the chart paper. Staff and customers are sketched in, as well as elements of the environment.

The process must be drawn from the patient’s perspective. The life cycle begins at the initial patient contact and continues through the patient exiting the facility. The facilitator can ask the following questions to encourage discussion:

■Initial contact: How long does the initial contact—setting the appointment—take? How far in the future is the appointment? What does the patient need to arrange in terms of transportation and childcare? How long does it take to make those arrangements?

■Intake: On the day of the appointment, how long does it take the patient to get to the facility? Who is the first person the patient sees? Is it the doctor, physician assistant, or nurse practitioner? No! It is the receptionist. (The volunteer draws the receptionist.) What does the receptionist ask the patient to do? Fill out paperwork? Provide an insurance card and other documents? How many pages of documents does the receptionist give the patient to read, fill out, and sign? How long does that take? (The volunteer draws the paperwork and adds how long it takes).

■The wait: Once patients turn in the completed paperwork, they wait. How long do they wait? The volunteer draws a chair or chairs with the patient and perhaps family members in the waiting area and writes the wait time estimated by the group.

■Information gathering: Is it the doctor who calls the patient’s name? “No!” the group responds. It’s the certified nurse assistant (CNA) who is going to weigh the patient and take their vitals. Then what happens? More waiting, usually in an exam room. In many cases, a nurse enters about 10 minutes after the CNA leaves. So, it’s still not the doctor? “No!” the group shouts out. The nurse asks key questions to clarify why the patient is there. Then there is another 10–15 minutes of waiting. (The volunteer draws the patient sitting on the exam table.)

■The doctor or nurse practitioner and the purpose of the visit: There is a knock at the door. Is it the doctor? Yes! Finally! The volunteer keeps drawing, marking the time for each step in the process, including the treatment plan and exit, which often includes payment or co-payment.

Debrief and conclusions

■As with every sector, the patient life cycle reflects the driving forces of the industry. Within every sector, the tough questions have to be asked. Is the life cycle designed for the patient, client, or customer, or is it designed based on what drives the industry? Consider who designs the systems in most of our sectors. Those in power usually have stable to abundant resources and are highly educated, which can cause them to overlook some of the needs of marginalized groups when designing systems. How much has this changed in your sector?

■Healthcare providers use the triple aim of healthcare to determine the success of their enterprises. The triple aim includes (1) effectively engaging all patients, (2) achieving higher health outcomes for all patients, and (3) lowering costs as required by the payees (insurance companies and governments). The battle to design effective services includes federal policy in most sectors, resulting in stricter parameters. In the patient life cycle, is the process designed so patients see the physician for only 10 minutes? The doctor’s time is the most expensive, and health providers are required to maximize the number of patients they see per day or risk financial consequences. They may not be reimbursed for certain services. The patient has committed at least 2–3 hours to receiving service, and they have waited for the appointment for days or weeks before seeing the doctor for just 10 minutes. In some circumstances or with some providers, time with the doctor or nurse practitioner may be extended. The CLC mental model allows everyone to have new eyes to see systems.

■If the patient or client has stable or abundant financial and other resources, the fiscally driven processes are generally understood and forgiven as being driven by “the system.” People who work in and design systems every day can see immediately how the system is impacting the process. This patient is in an understood environment and probably has the planning skills, education, and language to make the best of the allotted 10-minute doctor–patient period.

■Finally, when the demographics of the consumers or employees match the demographics of the system designers, the process works. For those in less stable environments or in populations that value engagement (relationships) over outcomes (achievement), the process is less likely to produce the desired health outcomes. This leaves a significant number of people somewhere in the margins—not within the “mainstream” of society. The upshot is that the parameters of what is “mainstream” are subconsciously encoded in the system by the designers.

■Using the CLC allows organizations in any sector to redesign the life cycle with input from all levels of the organization. It is an opportunity to embed the Bridges concepts and improve patient satisfaction and outcomes among the more socially at-risk. It requires a power shift and therefore needs to be approached with intention and shared insight. The organizational culture needs to be ready for such a shift. Population health research and data on patient outcomes among diverse populations has given the health sector increased momentum to redesign healthcare systems. Is there impetus for such process and policy change within your sector?

■Has anyone had a different experience with a healthcare system that works outside a revenue-oriented structure? A few people will respond that they have—but not many. Unless one is enrolled in a special program or uses so-called “concierge healthcare,” the patient life cycle outlined above is alarmingly standard across the U.S. There are exceptions, such as osteopathic medicine and other physician practices based on relational models. Redesigning the patient life cycle with input from all levels of the organization can improve patient satisfaction and outcomes and thereby boost revenue as well. Every organization in every sector has its funding limitations and driving forces that dictate what happens with the client or patient. Healthcare, just like every other system, has to respond to driving forces and provide good service within certain parameters.

The organization is now prepared to rethink the patient life cycle while taking care to include all the populations it serves. How will patients experiencing poverty move through this process, and how will their experience differ from that of patients with stable or abundant resources? Bridges communities have found that patients experiencing poverty often do not understand why the doctor is rushed and doesn’t seem to listen. They ask, “Does the doctor cut us off because we are uninsured or on Medicaid? Does the doctor care less about us because we are poor?”102 Sharing with patients the fact that the process exists to reduce costs for the healthcare system can go some way toward allaying their misgivings, but other changes to the patient life cycle are usually in order as well.

Below is a mental model of the patient life cycle completed by participants at a Bridges Out of Poverty trainer certification. This experience of the patient life cycle, which was sketched by actual patients (because most staff members of healthcare providers are patients as well), gives the staff at your organization an idea of how to begin sketching their own customer life cycle.

Patient life cycle

[image: image]

Drawing your organization’s customer life cycle

Once the practice life cycle has been debriefed, it is time to work on your organization’s own CLC. Each department may break out into teams to draw their part of the CLC. Teams need to ensure it is drawn from the customer’s perspective. When the teams are finished, each department presents its CLC to the larger group for discussion.

Teams should be prepared to make changes based on feedback from the larger group because we are working toward a shared mental model. Giving the entire group an opportunity to review the process within every department helps people see the CLC as a whole. The presentations, sketching, and re-sketching take time, especially if there are many departments presenting their parts of the CLC to the larger group. Completing the CLC may take more than one four-hour session.

Once the CLC is deemed clear and accurate, the debriefing can occur. Each department shares its segment with the larger group at the session. Later, someone may be asked to put the department life cycles together as a whole, but you would be amazed at how complex these processes are in government-driven entities like the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, for example. It can be very disjointed, and larger organizations may never weave all the segments into one. Smaller organizations usually fit the CLC into one cohesive model on a single flip-chart page that can be referred to easily during the debriefing. The debriefing overlays the Bridges institutional lens onto the organization’s processes, protocols, and policies. All staff and board members should be trained in Bridges and familiar with Bridges constructs prior to beginning the CLC, so everyone should be on the same page during the debriefing.

Sample questions for the CLC debriefing:

■Have we drawn the CLC of our organization from the perspective of the customer? Does it reflect the customer’s experience accurately?

■Have we accurately mapped each step and the time it takes the customer to complete each step? What do we need to add or amend?

■What resources would our customer have that would help them “ace” this process? This includes external resources such as a smartphone, Internet access, and transportation. It also includes internal and interpersonal resources such as what staff might call “motivation,” an ability to plan and organize time, and social support for carrying out plans the organization completes with the customer. The mental model of poverty and the list of resources can be reviewed to help the group focus on using the Bridges institutional lens during the debriefing. This is an interesting part of the debriefing because most organizations are designed to serve individuals who have stable and consistent resources; in other words, they are designed from a middle class perspective with middle class customers in mind.

■Where are our strengths in the life cycle? Where are we building rapport? Where have we designed services to meet the needs and wants of the customer?

■At what points in our processes are we at risk of breaking rapport and mutual respect with the customer? What’s going on at those points?

■At which point in the CLC do we begin telling customers what they need to do? Do we focus on behavioral change before we develop rapport and mutual respect?

■Are we allowing customers to make their own arguments for change? Which objective has more time devoted to it: encouraging customers to make their own arguments for change, or telling customers what they need to do?

■How does the CLC respond to diversity in the populations with whom we engage?

■What are the areas in which we need to improve? Organizations that have seen the most benefits assign teams to redesign these areas of the process.

■What have we learned about how our organization functions with its current design?

■How will we gather the insights and knowledge of our customers to inform any redesigning we do? Bridges organizations move beyond satisfaction surveys into more interpersonal methods: Customer interviews, focus groups, and ongoing customer teams are used to influence decision-making and design.

■What can you do to reduce the following three barriers that are often identified as those faced by customers coming to an institution?103

•Time: How can we reduce the wait time, transportation time, and process time required by institutions?

•Cognition: Being in the tyranny of the moment requires people struggling with poverty to be concrete processors of information. How concrete is your organization’s communication, goal setting, and planning with the customer?

•Financial: What is the monetary cost to the customer?

At this point, your organization may have spent 4–8 hours on the life cycle, yet the life cycle is not finished. It will continue to evolve through the theory of change, transformational case management, motivational approaches, and the use of the Bridges lenses to refine functions and processes. A more comprehensive and complex design might require more time. For example, if the CLC includes additional staff training or engages customers in the design process, planning and executing changes may take weeks or months.

Questions/activities for discussion

1.How would you describe the way information flows in your organization? Is it top-down, or does information flow in all directions?

2.Is your organization ready to draw the customer life cycle, think more broadly about its services, and identify barriers clients face when trying to access those services?

3.Once your organization completes the customer life cycle, how will you approach the broader planning process to improve agency outcomes?





“Unless it is seen as the task of the organization to lead change, the organization—whether business, university, hospital and so on—will not survive. In a period of rapid structural change, the only ones who survive are the Change Leaders.”

–Peter Drucker





Chapter 9

What’s Your Theory of Change?

Peter Drucker’s ideas about organizational culture and structure are still considered “wide lens” thinking in the 2020s. Drucker’s concepts deeply influence today’s greatest leaders and theorists in the public, private, and voluntary sectors. In particular, the concept of a theory of change from his book The Practice of Management has had widespread and lasting effects. A key part of Bridges is identifying your organization’s theory of change and using the Bridges lenses to enhance it.

Drucker was interested in the idea of building a strong, functioning society. He entered business and management because it was his belief that a healthy society needed responsible and effective organizations. This resonates with the evolution of the Bridges work over the past 20 years.

For Drucker, analyzing the customer life cycle is included in the process of investigating the institution’s theory of change. In business, this can be relatively straightforward; a sandwich shop’s desired change is for the customer to choose their sandwiches over those of their competitors. Sometimes it’s difficult for organizations in the public and voluntary sectors to identify their theory of change given the complexity of their organizational models and the amount of change they are asking of the customer. But no matter the complexity, it is important to know your theory of change and share it with the customer.

A tale of two theories

In the 1980s and ’90s, Bridges authors Phil DeVol and Terie Dreussi-Smith worked in a community addictions treatment and prevention services organization that partnered with a mental health agency. Unfortunately, the changes the two organizations asked people to make were sometimes at odds with each other. On the addictions treatment side, the process was to establish an understanding of how the client’s substance use was affecting their life and the lives of those close to them. With that understanding in place, the recommended changes revolved around two goals: Get sober and stay sober.

The same client encountered a different theory of change across the hall. The client was told by the mental health agency that the first step was to get their mental health issues stabilized; they could stop their substance use later, after they had started psychiatric medication and other mental health treatment. The two organizations were community partners but had very different theories of change. On a happy note, the differences were resolved when the two organizations did a customer life cycle and established Friday as “assessment day.”104

How poverty erodes the triple bottom line

As we said before, no funder will pay an organization not to help clients change. Although there are some organizations that provide basic assistance for under-resourced populations without attaching expectations, most organizations want to see and track positive outcomes. The public and voluntary sectors are under stress caused by insistence upon accountability measures and impact tracking. In order to survive, organizations have to redesign systems to include instruments for monitoring outcomes.

Impact measures and accountability systems are the standard for most organizations receiving state or federal funding. Health systems are required to provide data on treatment compliance, and higher education is now funded based on program completion rates rather than enrollment rates. Social service organizations and nonprofits are funded based on impact measures such as parent–child visitation and family reunification, reduced homelessness rates, and other quantifiable benchmarks that are often difficult to achieve.

For employers, high turnover rates erode profits and may contribute to the business operating with less capital. When this is the case, the business faces the tyranny of the moment and makes decisions based on survival rather than long-term planning. Institutions with economically diverse workforces, such as hospital food services and environmental/cleaning services, often have turnover problems in the lower pay tiers. Many public and private sector businesses pay wages that keep employees financially unstable, and these employees experience the barriers of poverty. Failure to pay a living wage undermines the social responsibility component of the triple bottom line, and the barriers that arise for the working poor will eventually impact profits as well.


Problem-solving programs of any sort (workforce development, behavioral, emotional, health) require change from individuals. Change is hard, especially for those who are overwhelmed by instability and a lack of resources. Experience tells us that there are few poverty programs that are comprehensive and even fewer that share their theories of change with their subjects…Context: The theory of change laid out in the Getting Ahead workbook puts all the cards on the table so that the Getting Ahead investigator can choose to use the change model—or not. It turns out that the Getting Ahead theory of change also works for institutions and communities. When they become unstable and under-resourced, they too tend to fall into the tyranny of the moment, and their leaders typically seek out immediate, short-term solutions when what they need is a way to break out of the tyranny of the moment.105



Drucker defined change leaders as those people and organizations who proactively lead change rather than react to it. Change leaders aren’t afraid to ask questions. Drucker developed an approach that is now famously referred to as “the five most important questions you will ever ask about your organization.”

The questions are:

1.What is your mission?

2.Who is your customer?

3.What does your customer value?

4.What are your results?

5.What is your plan?

Before we examine the questions in more detail and pose follow-up questions, it should be noted that the theory of change applies to the initial design and the redesign of institutional processes, programs, and policies.

Question 1: What is your mission?

Peter Drucker may have been the Johnny Appleseed of the organizational mission statement. The relatively modern process of sculpting a mission statement has been known to take decades. Just when you believe you’ve finished, another hand goes up to amend the 150th draft.

The Bridges institutional lens has revealed cracks in more than one seemingly solid mission statement, causing organizations to question their approaches or broaden their mission statements. Here are some questions that can help:

■Does your mission statement include the voice of your customers?

■Does your mission promote the triple bottom line of profit, people, and planet, or is it focused on the single bottom line of profit?

■Is your mission overtaken by the tyranny of the moment when funds are low?

■Does your mission focus on long-term change that benefits customers, or does it focus primarily on meeting customers’ basic needs in the short term?

■Is the mission based on sharing power, building equity, and promoting sustainability?

Question 2: Who is your customer?

Peter Drucker understood that many businesses don’t even really know who it is they are engaging. Find out who the customer is, and then organize all your efforts toward meeting their needs and bringing value. Understanding the environments and priorities of customers engaged by the organization requires more than satisfaction survey data, although those data are important as well.

The Bridges institutional lens lets you lift the lid and see what’s boiling inside in terms of internal and external resources and economic environments that impact social capital, relationships, and even behaviors. The organization has a mission that is its priority, but what is the priority for your customer base?

■What percentage of your customers are experiencing poverty?

■Of those experiencing poverty, what percentage are at or below the federal poverty line?

In 2020, the poverty guideline in the United States was $26,200 per year for a family of four.106

■What is it like to live with such limited financial resources? Do your customers spend a lot of time seeking assistance?

The first Getting Ahead investigators informed us that “doing agency time” means organizations and benefits are used to survive. Using nonprofits, social services, the health department, the addiction recovery center, the food pantry, the emergency room, and more allows the customer to glean just enough to get by but never enough to get ahead.

Doing agency time is exhausting and time consuming, and it is often interrupted by the barriers of transportation, constant crises, broken personal relationships, evictions, low-paying part-time jobs with no benefits, food insecurity, ill health, healthcare gaps, and other vulnerabilities.

■What percentage of your customers are among the working poor? What is that like?

Another way to survive poverty is to work three or more low-paying part-time jobs with no benefits and barely scrape by. Federal policies do not offer those who make 131%–200% of the federal poverty line subsidies other than Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program benefits. This is also a tough life for lower-wage employees.

■What percentage of your customers are in generational poverty and have had to adjust to deep and long-term poverty?

Poverty is erosive. Over generations, structural supports diminish, and the resource meltdown takes a toll on health, achievement, and hope. Population health data clearly show that health outcomes are lower for those who experience poverty and those who experience discrimination. It’s the stress of always being on the edge of the next “explosion.” In this body of research, both chronic poverty and chronic racism create population health disparities. If poverty and racism intersect, you score a double-double of stress points. Stress has been shown to alter both thinking and behavior. When under stress, studies show populations tend to engage in higher-risk behaviors. It takes effort to survive in this kind of stress—it’s exhausting. These health disparities are based on the overall health of populations, not individuals. Economic class environments are just one piece of the jigsaw puzzle of populations and environments, along with gender, sexual orientation, race, culture, ethnicity, physical mobility, and other aspects of identity.

Question 3: What does your customer value?

This is a question that can only truly be answered by your customers themselves. The customer is viewed as both an individual and a member of one or more populations. Risk and resiliency factors can be defined for individuals and populations. Your organization can be informed by the Bridges institutional lens as you engage customers in determining what they value.

Using the mental model of poverty

■The mental model of poverty is a shared mental model developed by a diverse group of Getting Ahead investigators in and across the U.S. It shows the concrete activities and realities of poverty environments. The experience of long-term poverty may shift priorities in relationships and produce outlier problem-solving approaches. The Bridges model views people in all economic classes as problem solvers.

■Let’s say that 80% or more of your customers are experiencing poverty, and about 40% of those experiencing poverty are experiencing generational poverty. The mental models of economic class depict the environments and collective experiences in each economic setting. The hidden rules of poverty are based on the options and expectations that help people survive in poverty, and racism and other systems of discrimination limit those options. Reviewing the models and the hidden rules helps institutions see what the customer values. This prepares your team to see that the stable middle class experience is not what everyone experiences.

■If 80% of the customers are struggling with poverty, the organization must understand and respect the priorities of the short-term focus on survival, the reliance on relationships, and the living in the moment brought on by the environment of poverty.

■If you run a community foundation, or if you are a fundraiser or developer in that foundation, your customer base is different from the customer base of your organization. You customer base is your donors. People in wealth hold the power to influence legislation and policies that affect institutions in the public, private, and voluntary sectors. In some sectors, such as higher education and healthcare, the customer base includes those in wealth. Foundations and businesses with a generational wealth customer base must know and understand the priorities of those in wealth.

What does your organization value?

Most organizations are middle class environments with middle class hidden rules. What is valued is based on stable resources that allow for planning, a future story, and achieving goals and outcomes. The middle class hidden rules rely on built-in, “born into” social capital that promotes achievement.

For individuals in stable, resourced environments, the middle class hidden rules help insulate them from harm, protect quality of life, and build more resources. The middle class hidden rules do the same for organizations. Achievement-driven environments value lifelong learning, thriving, planning, giving back, reaching stability now, and maintaining stability in the future.

From this stability-minded perspective, surviving by using free resources from community agencies is hardly the goal. The higher the level of stability and achievement, the more entrenched the insistence upon meritocracy. The more change and effort it took someone to reach stability, the more you will hear them say things like, “I worked hard to get here, and if I can do it, anyone can.” This is a part of what most organizations value.

When customer values and organization values are not in sync, redesigning programs using the Bridges model helps bring them into line.

Question 4: What are your results?

Drucker stated that you must be able to measure your results in both qualitative and quantitative terms. Not only must you know what your results are; you must have a standard for evaluating them as well. Every sector has its own measures in place; each organization must decide which indicators reveal the impact of the design/redesign on customer engagement, rapport, and desired outcomes.

Question 5: What is your plan?

Organizational design and planning using the Bridges model has always focused first on trust and rapport rather than outcomes. This focus aligns with what has become known as the “social age” of business. John Blakey, author of The Trusted Executive, states:


Before the pandemic, the converging trends of technology, diversity, and Gen Y were already disrupting the industrial age way of working. Now, the pandemic is further accelerating our journey into a different paradigm. A paradigm which some have referred to as the social age. In this social age of business, trust, not power, will be the glue that holds us all together. As Stephen Covey commented in his recent article, “The New Role of Trust in the Pandemic”—“Leaders today should be deliberately extending trust to their teams, because the currency of trust is the single most important asset they have…Trust is baseline humanity and we need it to solve our problems.”107



Planning should be inclusive and ensure that the organization’s process and policy is not unknowingly breaking relationships. From the system’s point of view, outcomes have traditionally come first. For the customer, shared equity, power, and rapport come first. The Bridges model seeks to better align these priorities.

A Bridges organization seeks customer voices when thinking, planning, and doing. If an organization is attracted to this work, the resulting design should be based on the Bridges institutional lens and the answers to the first four of Drucker’s questions. More detailed planning indicators are available in Appendix C, “Is Your Organization a Bridges Organization?”

At Cascade Engineering, the back of every name tag showed a shared mental model of a roller coaster that was created by teams within the corporation. It reminded every employee, every day, of their contribution to the mission of the organization. Once you have identified your theory of change, sketch it as a shared mental model. The visual mental model of your theory of change should be displayed prominently in every part of the organization.

After you have answered the Drucker questions, these sample theories of change may be helpful in formulating your organizational theory or theories of change:

a.Education model: If we give accurate information (“educate them”), then the customer will change.

b.Support model: If we provide support that removes barriers to participation (like transportation, childcare, etc.), then the customer will change.

c.Access model: If a program is designed so customers can participate, then the customer will change.

d.Incentive model: If the customer is aware of the benefits of change, then they will be motivated to change.

e.Sanctions model: If the customer feels personally threatened by a problem or if the problem is painful for the customer, then the customer will change.

f.Skilled self-interest model: If the customer has the skills or abilities to change, and if the benefits outweigh the costs, then the customer will change.

g.Accountability model: If the customer is held accountable for their choices and behaviors, then the customer will change.

h.Redemption model: If the customer will believe and pray, they will get what they need in order to change, and then they will change.

Source: Adapted from Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World108

Questions/activities for discussion

1.Is your institution aware of its theory of change model?

2.Who is “change talking” first? Is it the organization or the customer?

3.How has the Bridges institutional lens helped your organization answer the question “Who is our customer?”

4.Does your change model match the resources and priorities of your customer?

5.Can you draw a mental model of your theory of change? Can everyone in your organization do this?





“An insight is a restructuring of information; it sees the same old thing in a completely new way. Once that restructuring occurs, you can never go back.”

–Earl Miller, Massachusetts Institute of Technology





Chapter 10

The Motivational Approach

The motivational approach to interviewing and coaching is a relational approach that supports the thinking, voice, and priorities of the customer.109 While the “fix it” approach may seem better and quicker, those who study change systems find that in most cases it is not effective in the long term. Getting Ahead makes extensive use of motivational interviewing.

The motivational approach is designed to allow customers to make their own arguments for their own change. It takes time, requires skilled staff, and works best in a positive and respectful organizational culture. The primary focus is building rapport and a relationship of mutual respect. Behavioral change waits in the wings for the customer’s moment of insight, trust, and courage.

Motivational approaches




	Fix-it approach

	Motivational approach




	■Believes customers can be controlled and are needy

■Assumes customers lack knowledge about the need to change

■Assumes education will convince customers to change

■Assumes customers need advice to change

■Believes sanctions and monitoring will keep customers on track

■Metaphor: machine

	■Believes people are the solution and have skills to care for themselves

■Understands people know problems exist but sometimes lack motivation to change

■Knows education and translating the abstract to the concrete lead to new choices

■Believes people will internalize and own the need to change

■Understands persistence, insistence, and support help people maintain the changes they make

■Metaphor: gardener






Before taking steps toward a motivational approach, an organization needs to review transactional versus transformational case management, both of which are outlined below. In the outlines, Suzie Johnson-Smith, an aha! Process national consultant working in a human services agency in Peterborough, Ontario, Canada, shares how Bridges helped her organization make the shift from a transactional to a transformational approach. With her training and leadership, her organization facilitates Getting Ahead groups for clients and developed the “Coaching for Life” stabilization process, another outcome of their transformational approach.

Transactional model of case management

■I have the knowledge this customer needs.

■I am the voice to lead the customer through the change and resource-building process.

■I decide which barrier customers will address, and I teach them how to mitigate the problems.

■I lead the way in building resources and reducing barriers for customers.

■I use sanctions and monitoring to ensure the customer is compliant.

Transformational model of case management

■The customers are naturally insightful about their own goals and preferred futures.

■The role of the coach is to assist the customers in exploring their situations through motivational interviewing and other change models.

■Every customer has some level of wholeness and wellness and can identify and prioritize the barriers or resources they want to address.

■The customers decide on the coping or action strategies. It’s about what is most important, what they can control, and what they cannot control. They work on what they can control and temporarily “bracket” the other issues.

What does transformational case management look like when aligned with the Bridges model?

Work teams often build in the following processes based on the Bridges model and transformational case management:

1.Client advisory group: Bridges organizations develop processes to include the voices of clients in their program design. Any client is welcome to join this group, and at the end of each session, the agency offers a gift card to each client as a thank you. The organization seeks the expertise of the client advisory group to help design and redesign programs, fliers, and outreach efforts. They also use the input to refine the processes the organization uses to gather data on what clients think about their caseworkers and whether they are finding the coaching process valuable to their stability in life. The client advisory group understands its role in influencing the organization’s procedures and policies, but it must also understand that the final decisions are made by the organization’s board and administrative body.

2.Monthly coaching and case study trainings for case management teams: Department supervisors attend monthly coaching and case study trainings with their teams. In each session, they discuss and practice a new transformational coaching technique to help clients increase the 11 resources identified by the Bridges individual lens. Case managers typically bring a case to work through with the team. The goal is to practice skills that build rapport and relationships with the clients while helping the clients move toward their preferred future story.

3.“Dancing in the moment” case management: The caseworker implements a “dancing in the moment” strategy that shifts the focus to the elements the tyranny of the moment has brought to the surface for the client that day. For example, maybe the session was originally intended to focus on opportunities for employment, but that day the client lost their source of childcare. The “dancing in the moment” aspect of the transformational approach pivots from employment opportunities to childcare options.

4.Drop-in case management at the front desk: The drop-in case manager is located near the front desk every day. All case managers rotate through this assignment. The drop-in case manager works on their own cases but keeps an eye out for clients who are in crisis or have situations that are escalating toward crisis. This saves the reception staff from having to find a case manager who can drop everything to help the client resolve the issue. The drop-in case managers are trained to “put the fire out” without turning any clients away or passing them off to another agency, which saves clients from spending even more agency time. It is an opportunity to build rapport and move away from the attitude of “well, you should have planned better and not paid your cable instead of your rent.” The drop-in case manager may say, “There are a number of issues we can work on, but you don’t have a place to stay tonight, so would you like us to get that addressed right now? Then I will book a follow-up with your regular caseworker to address your other barriers.”

Motivational interviewing and the stages of change

Change is a gradual process, and it usually has these five stages:

1.Precontemplation

2.Contemplation

3.Preparation

4.Action

5.Maintenance/relapse

Motivational interviewing and the stages of changes are built into the Peterborough model of transformational case management and the Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World workgroup curriculum. Getting Ahead is one of the few opportunities many individuals experiencing poverty have to escape the tyranny of the moment and review, analyze, and reflect on their own lives. Getting Ahead could be described as a group motivational interviewing strategy.

As Bridges ideas begin to seep into the minds and hearts of organizational leaders and their work teams, they feel more prepared to design and redesign. Motivational interviewing is effective because it lets the person who needs to change make their own argument for change. Motivational interviewing is especially powerful for people who have not had the opportunity to see plans turn into wonderful outcomes. These failures aren’t because the customer has deficits, lacks problem-solving skills, or lacks motivation, as is often heard in the agency break room. It is because customers live in and perhaps grew up in under-resourced environments that do not nurture plans and help grow them into positive outcomes.

The engagement and planning processes must match the hidden rules of the customer, especially when there is a critical mass of customers using the hidden rules of poverty.

A motivational interviewer encourages customers to talk about their view of change and their own reasons for wanting to change. The interviewer initiates conversation through open-ended questions related to change and commitment. The interviewer is actually part interviewer and mostly listener, reflecting back the customer’s thoughts almost word for word. This allows the customer to hear their own reasons and motivations expressed back to them. Motivational interviewing is generally focused on the short term; however, with customers who need to make multiple changes to build resources and stability, the process may take a while. Each motivational interviewing session should work toward one change at a time.

Brief examples of motivational interviewing and the stages of change are given in the Bridges Out of Poverty training, but many Bridges practitioners find further training in motivational interviewing helpful. There are many online and in-person resources that train staff fully in motivational interviewing.

Motivational interviewing makes extensive use of open-ended questions, affirmation, reflective listening, and summary reflections. These are the basic interaction techniques and skills that are used early and often in the motivational interviewing approach. Another key component is asking more focused questions using a scale of 1–5 or 1–10 to gauge the customer’s motivation for change. Scales are used throughout the motivational interviewing process.

Case study using motivational interviewing techniques and scales

Janine was a 17-year-old single mother who lived in a rural area. She had full custody of her one-year-old, Sam, because the baby’s father had left them and moved to another county. Janine had dropped out of school when she became pregnant. She lived with her father, whose income was about 150% of the federal poverty line. Janine was able to get some subsidies because she was a client in a community program that supported and educated new mothers. That program used motivational interviewing.

The following motivational interview was initiated by Janine’s caseworker, a nurse:

Caseworker: “Janine, what do you like about your life right now?”

Janine: “I really love being a mom.”

Caseworker: “Tell me more about what is good about being Sam’s mom.”

Janine: “He just makes me and my dad really happy. He’s always learning something new, and we talk about all the funny stuff he does.”

Caseworker: “It’s great that your dad is so supportive and a positive role model for Sammy. You are really taking the time to learn about being a mom, and you have a very healthy baby boy! What are the challenges for you and Sammy right now?”

Janine: “Since Sam’s dad left us, I worry about him growing up without a father figure. My dad’s great, but I can’t rely on him all the time to take care of Sam either, and that makes it hard to find a job with hours I can work.”

Caseworker: “You seem to be really struggling with the fact that Sam’s dad left. It seems like it hurts you, and you are concerned it will hurt Sam. What would you like to change about your current situation?”

Janine: “I want to get my GED and then get my CNA certificate so I can make a better life for me and Sam, but I’m worried about being away from him so much. Like, if it will make me a bad mom.”

Caseworker: “You really seem to want Sam to have a stable and secure life. So, your idea is to get your GED and then a nursing assistant certification?”

Janine: “I want to get my GED really soon. Within the next few months if I can.”

Caseworker: “On a scale of 1–5, how important is it for you to get your GED soon?”

Janine: “Definitely a 5.”

Caseworker: “Why a 5 and not a 3?”

When Janine answered, she made the argument for her own change. The caseworker again affirmed something Janine said: “You want to be able to provide Sammy with a safe and secure life.”

After some more dialogue, the nurse brought up confidence using a scale: “On a scale of 1–5, how confident are you that you can get your GED in the next few months?”

Janine answered with a 3, and the caseworker asked: “Why a 3 and not a 1?”

When Janine answered this question, the nurse saw that Janine had been thinking about who would watch Sammy so she could attend classes. Her father said he would do it. Janine had a friend with a reliable car who also wanted to get her GED, and she would provide Janine with transportation. Then Janine made the most self-affirming statement of the session, which the caseworker immediately affirmed as well.

Janine: “I can get my GED fast because I’m smart. I always got really good grades. I can do this. I didn’t drop out because I didn’t pass! It was because I got pregnant with Sam and had to take care of him.”


Stages of change
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■Ambivalence

■Identity
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■Transition

■We are motivated to do something
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The key to change is to let go of fear.

–Rosanne Cash

Not every motivational interviewing session will go as swimmingly as Janine’s, but open-ended questions, affirmation, reflective listening, and summary reflections will help customers see that it is possible and beneficial to make a change. The customer may be at the first, precontemplation stage of change, which means they are not even thinking about changing. People often get stuck in the second stage of change, contemplation, because they are ambivalent about the change. At this stage they will often flip-flop between wanting to change and thinking about the barriers to change. Sometimes those barriers include discomfort with perceived changes in identity. In Janine’s case, she worried that taking time away from her son to focus on her education might make her a bad mother.

When customers are faced with change, sharing the stages of change with them directly can be helpful. You may remark that all humans go through these stages and that skipping steps is usually not helpful. Let the customers identify where they are in the stages of change. If customers are dealing with ambivalence, congratulate them on already being in the second stage! Sharing the stages of change with customers is another way to help them take ownership of the change process.

It may seem like Janine doesn’t have many resources, but she actually has quite a few. She has positive bonding social capital—her father and her friend. She has positive bridging social capital—the motivational interviewing caseworker—as well as access to reliable transportation. She has intellectual and emotional intelligence and a great love and concern for Sam. Her son was her “change hinge”—her primary motivation. All in all, things look hopeful for Janine. (Go Janine!)

Of course, some customers will come to you with fewer resources and much more difficult barriers. But, as mentioned previously, every customer has some level of wholeness and wellness and can identify and prioritize the barriers and resources they want to address.

The spirit of motivational interviewing

Because motivational interviewing is designed for clinical professionals and their patients or clients, when used in other settings it might be more akin to “motivational listening.” The motivational interviewing process developed by Miller and Rollnick is one of the most vital tools for your staff and supervisors.110 But before the tool can be used, the staff must adapt the organization to fit the spirit of motivational interviewing. This is where Bridges Out of Poverty boosts the motivational interviewing process. Bridges is an equity builder and a power balancer—it shows organizations how to review, analyze, and address the lenses used by staff, customers, and the organization as a whole.

There are four basic principles that guide the spirit of motivational interviewing:

1.The partnership spirit: The interviewer/listener is an expert, and the customer is also an expert. This is a difficult concept for many organizations whose model is to teach customers to change. Motivational interviewing techniques are not “used on” the customer. Motivational interviewing puts the interviewer and customer in an equitable partnership. The motivational interviewer brings education, training, and experience. The customer brings self-knowledge and experience. The motivational interviewer provides affirmation and support and does not argue or try to persuade. The interviewer is a companion and witness to change. Partnership is the opposite of paternalism.

2.The acceptance spirit: This is the deep appreciation of the inherent worth and dignity of every customer and their worldview. The mental models of economic class support the interviewer’s acceptance of the hidden rules and best practices of each economic class. Individuals’ strengths in the 11 resource areas are used to build the capacity for change.

3.The compassionate spirit: The compassionate spirit prioritizes the customers’ agendas over your own—over what you think needs to be happening in their lives. Compassion is a mindset and a heartset. It respects the customer as a problem solver who is using internal and external resources—which may be thinner than they would like—to solve their life issues. When you are fully compassionate, your nonverbals will express a spirit of respect and understanding.

4.The evocative spirit: Motivational interviewing draws out the customer’s thoughts and ideas rather than imposing the interviewer’s or organization’s. Motivation and commitment to change is powerful and durable when it is evoked from the customer. The customer has thoughts, strengths, ideas, solutions, motivation, and expertise that can be tapped by the evocative spirit of motivational interviewing. As Suzie Johnson-Smith often says, “Customers have the innate desire and capacity to be well and whole.”

Planning with customers who live in the tyranny of the moment

Once the customer expresses their need for a plan and suggests a path, the stages of change are helpful to offer the customer a way to measure where they are in the change process. The stages of change are also used in Getting Ahead so the investigators can rank and review their own change processes, adjust if needed, and address new barriers.

Poverty really takes the fun out of planning. Plans are made, but they are quickly blown apart by broken resources. Cars that don’t start can set off a series of “explosions” in other areas, such as employment, missed court deadlines and mandates, food insecurity, late rent payments, evictions, and so on.
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In under-resourced environments, plans are made, and plans implode. That is a concrete reality in the day-to-day grind of the tyranny of the moment. The idea that a plan is flexible and adaptable may be new learning in under-resourced environments.

Planning backward is a Bridges and Getting Ahead skill that allows the individual to set their goal first and then create a timeline of events in reverse order. Each step of the process identifies when it needs to happen for the objective to be accomplished. Planning backward is a valuable tool because it starts with the end goal. It is a time management tool for those whose plans need continual revision due to shifting resources.

When plans are vulnerable due to the “nowness” of poverty, it’s best to have a mental model (a sketch, a timeline, graphics) to act as a concrete tool or “hook to hang the plan on.” Anytime we learn something abstract, it helps to have a concrete representation or mental model.

Case study: The Slinky plan

A creative case worker named Trish uses a Slinky as a mental model that represents a flexible plan. She says to her client, “Monica, it looks like you have a plan. And this…drum roll…is your plan.” She holds up the Slinky.

Monica laughs. She likes Trish and feels comfortable. Monica says, “Oh, you! Miss Trish! That is nothing but a Slinky! Strangest plan ever!”

During the next session, a life event has exploded, blowing parts of the plan to bits. Monica, overwhelmed and exasperated, says, “I will never get my GED! I will never get custody of my kids again!” Monica is almost in tears. She regularly experiences the pain, frustration, defeat, and disappointment of poverty.

Trish picks up the Slinky. She says, “This is still your plan. It will take longer now,” she stretches the Slinky out and waves it up and down, “and we might have to wiggle some things around, but the plan is still here. It’s just different. You are still here. I am beside you in this. We can always change the plan.”

According to Trish, most of her clients ask if they can take the Slinky home with them. Why? Monica says, “When everything blows up, I want to pull that Slinky out and remember I still got a plan for getting my kids back.”

Trish introduces the Slinky as a mental model of a plan. Her customers almost always change it into a mental model of hope. What mental models will you use that show the flexibility of plans and offer hope when customers encounter barriers?

Questions/activities for discussion

1.How does the tyranny of the moment (reactionary mode) impact us individually, institutionally, and as a community? How will you begin to build your organizational resources if funding cuts or other circumstances have put your organization in the tyranny of the moment?

2.Everyone is motivated for something. Does your organization describe individuals as being “unmotivated” when they aren’t motivated for the results the organization wants? What does your customer value? What does your organization value?

3.Support for change mental model: In what part of your process will you use the support for change mental model with customers to help them determine their own positive social capital?

4.Where does your organization rank in terms of using motivational versus fix-it approaches? Which approach does the agency tend to lean toward? Reflect on how this impacts the customer life cycle, theory of change, and stages of change/motivation.

5.What is your plan to embed the spirit of motivational interviewing in your organizational culture? Why does it make sense to embed these principles?

6.In your customer life cycle, where are motivational interviewing and the stages of change most effective? Do they help customers identify their own motivation for change?

7.What training will be needed, and how will you redesign your processes?





“Things do not happen.
Things are made to happen.”

–John F. Kennedy





Chapter 11

Retrofitting Your Organization with the Bridges Institutional Lens

What does it mean to be a Bridges organization? A Bridges organization is a resilient, flexible structure that uses the Bridges institutional lens to analyze, plan, design, and partner with other like-minded organizations to build its resources—much like Getting Ahead investigators analyze, plan, and use bridging social capital to build resources in their lives.

What are the benefits of social capital to an organization?

Low social capital has more impact on economic stability than any other factor. Stability is strongly associated with positive social capital. Social capital benefits individuals, organizations, and the community and is a protective factor in health, financial stability, safety, and access to shared values and well-being.

There are several ways organizations can build social capital. The Bridges model is an equity builder because the strategies are intentionally designed to build respect, voice, social capital, and connectedness at every level. Getting Ahead allows someone not only to reflect on their personal life and decide what (if any) changes they might seek for their desired future plan but also to build positive social capital. In turn, Getting Ahead graduates have a positive impact on the social capital of their communities.

Organizations have the opportunity to walk alongside individuals with low economic resources who may live in neighborhoods where it is not safe to stand on the corner and talk to their neighbors and where young mothers don’t get a chance to take their kids on outings or go to yoga together.

How can organizations build social capital?

One question an institution can ask when analyzing the customer life cycle (CLC) is: Where do we build social capital and networks for and with our customers? John McKnight emphasizes that the current disconnectedness in the U.S. has resulted in a “careless society” in which paid professionals like teachers, caseworkers, counselors, and healthcare providers are the only bridging social capital people experiencing poverty can access.111 Even though these roles are important and helpful, what is missing is the experience of being respected and connected to networks within the broader community. This erosion of social capital into “paid social capital” is reactive, a result of the decline of social connectedness in our families, neighborhoods, associations, and communities and within our political system since 1960.112

Organizations working with clients experiencing poverty are often focused on structural assistance—transportation, food, housing, and other basic needs. While they are busy helping clients meet these needs, organizations miss opportunities to develop social capital networks for transformational change.

In your completed CLC, where does the customer have the opportunity to review, draw, and analyze positive bonding and bridging relationships that will support their plan? The support for change model can be used to show bonding and bridging social capital.

Support for change
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Case study: Jessica’s support for change

Through motivational approaches and her partnership with a local healthcare organization, 29-year-old Jessica has decided to quit smoking because her asthmatic episodes are worsening. Using the mental model of support for this change, she has drawn everyone who makes up her bonding social capital in circles directly around her. Her bridging social capital is listed in the outer edge. Jessica has drawn lines to illustrate each person or group’s level of support for her change.

Bridging social capital: The people and groups who form Jessica’s bridging social capital are listed in the outer circles. The healthcare organization and its partnering groups have developed a solid plan to increase Jessica’s bridging social capital for her desired change. Notice that some of the bridging social capital is made up of paid professionals—the home health nurse and the caseworker—but there is also a smoking cessation support group and several trained volunteer coaches/allies provided by a community health and wellness program. Both are nonprofessional sources of social capital and represent connections with the broader community.

Bonding: Many of Jessica’s family members and friends are smokers. They are not all on board to support Jessica’s smoking cessation strategy, but most of them have agreed not to smoke when they are with her because secondhand smoke increases her risk of an asthmatic episode.

Jessica’s support for change mental model shows the level of support from her point of view. When she shared it with the healthcare organization, they saw that it revealed gaps in her bridging social capital, and the organization reached out to community partners to fill those gaps. It is never easy or inexpensive to develop bridging social capital. It often takes the efforts of the entire collaborative network.

The Bridges institutional lens and your organization

Over the past 20 years, a few organizations have tried to apply the Bridges institutional lens without taking all the steps it requires. Here are those steps:

1.Ensure that you have a positive and relational organizational culture in which information and communication flow in all directions.

2.Train all staff and board members in Bridges Out of Poverty.

3.Provide opportunities for staff and board members to identify their own experiences with economic class, their own hidden rules, and their own societal lens.

4.Work respectfully as a team to draw the customer life cycle from your customer’s viewpoint.

5.Identify and draw your theory of change, including working through all of Drucker’s questions, using the Bridges institutional lens.

6.Adopt transformational case management, and move the institution toward the spirit of motivational interviewing.

7.Use motivational processes, such as motivational interviewing, that partner with customers.

8.Be willing to design and redesign based on customer and staff feedback. Keep in mind that, as aha! Process consultant Michael Saccocio says, there are no data sets that measure heart. However, the effect of heart on outcomes and participation rates is real.

9.Think about key indicators that will help you measure your progress, and develop a plan to evaluate and redesign based on quantitative and qualitative data.

Applying the Bridges institutional lens to resources: Analyzing the mission, capacity, and efficacy of your organization

We have already discussed the 11 resources of individuals. The following chart lists the resources of institutions and communities as well.

Resources provided by individuals, institutions, and communities




	Individuals

	Institutions

	Communities




	Financial

Emotional

Mental

Language

Social capital

Health

Spiritual

Integrity and trust

Motivation and persistence

Relationships/role models

Knowledge of hidden rules

	Financial/funding

Culture

Information and data

Human, financial, and environmental support systems

Facilities

Future story

Credibility/reputation

Staff/people

Community infrastructure

Institutional hidden rules

	Financial capital

Inclusion, civility for all

Technology, innovation, education

Interrelationships of social service, government, business organizations

Physical infrastructure

Future story

Quality of life

Commitment to well-being of all

Community infrastructure

Cultural, historical, and geographical patterns of interaction






Researcher Michael Marmot recommends that any model used to build resources have two prongs. You need a model that shows both the power of environments and the strengths of human beings.

Environments affect thinking, hidden rules, and behavior. No two people within any environment will have exactly the same resources, hidden rules, and priorities.

The Bridges model has always had both prongs. The power of environment is illustrated in the mental models of economic class, and the strengths of human beings are found within the 11 resources.

The tryanny of the moment created by the environment of scarcity has a negative effect on many human endeavors, and yet people living in moment-to-moment environments are resourceful and resilient.113 Problems in scarcity usually result in short-term problem-solving, “get by for now” choices, and “Band-Aid” strategies. The environment of scarcity has a very similar impact on organizations.

Organizations can find themselves in the tyranny of the moment yet still retain resourceful and resilient employees and leaders. What kinds of circumstances drive organizations to the brink?

■Insufficient funding

■Lack of intellectual and relational leadership capacity to leverage resources and make long-term plans

■Scarce social capital and few successful organizational partnerships

■A mission that is not deemed valuable by the customers and community

■Natural occurrences like hurricanes and pandemics

What happens when an organization is in the tyranny of the moment? The organization:

■Survives grant to grant

■Cuts professional development

■Neglects maintenance and upgrades

■Gives up valuable programs

■Cuts salaries and reduces benefits

■Reduces staff and increases caseloads

■Competes with other community organizations for grants

■Uses the bankruptcy system

In the tyranny of the moment, the organization loses traction and needs innovation to move forward, yet the capacity to innovate is limited. The organization doesn’t characterize itself as “unmotivated” and “lacking problem-solving skills” even though it may often ascribe the same negative traits to customers living in the tyranny of the moment. Richard Farson says, “The healthier you are psychologically, or the less you may seem to need to change, the more you can change.”114 The same is true for organizations.

The checklist of resources your institution offers has stuck a gold spike through the heart of many a mission statement. This scale allows institutions to see their missions and moving parts with new eyes.

Resources our institution offers
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“Getting by” resources are those that meet the basic needs to survive in poverty with better food, housing, skills, and clothing. The focus is to provide safety nets that relieve immediate suffering. In the getting by row, place a check mark in each column for which you provide getting by resources.

“Getting ahead” resources are built by partnering with the customer and feature support systems that walk next to customers while building resources for stability. In the getting ahead row, place a check mark in each column for which you provide getting ahead resources.

Any organization attracted to Bridges Out of Poverty needs to use this assessment of their mission and function.

Case study: Resources our institution offers

The leadership of a highly respected national organization known for feeding and clothing people experiencing poverty began to assess their service model using the checklist. They recognized that their current practice was bringing getting by resources to feed, clothe, and temporarily house customers but wasn’t offering enough getting ahead resources. After reviewing their mission, they realized that bringing the getting by resources was important, but they also wanted to energize their communities to walk as bridging social capital alongside people struggling with poverty. The checklist, along with the inspiration of transformational Getting Ahead workgroups, sparked a new mission of building getting ahead resources in partnership with customers and community organizations.

Institutional resources quiz

Because the resources covered in the following quiz are necessary for an organization’s successful implementation of Bridges, some items in the quiz are similar to items found in the checklist in Appendix C, “Is Your Organization a Bridges Organization?” Here, though, the focus is specifically on the resources of the organization.




	(–) or (+)

	Put a minus sign (–) by every statement that is true and negative. Put a plus sign (+) by every statement that is true and positive.




	 

	  1.The staff has frequent turnover due to limited resources dedicated to professional development.




	 

	  2.There are long waits for the client to be seen.




	 

	  3.The staff appears stressed and overworked.




	 

	  4.Cutting costs is a primary goal of management.




	 

	  5.Many services are outsourced.




	 

	  6.Many staff members are new to the profession.




	 

	  7.The technology is out of date and functions poorly.




	 

	  8.A living wage is not given to the hourly staff; many staff work part-time.




	 

	  9.Employee benefits are given only to salaried workers.




	 

	10.All appointments are scheduled; if people are late, they are not seen.




	 

	11.Frontline staff are included in the decision-making process.




	 

	12.Client advocates are provided for each patient.




	 

	13.Waiting room amenities are provided without cost.




	 

	14.The institution is unable to devote resources to facility maintenance and upgrades.




	 

	15.The institution provides security that is discreet yet effective and does not impede access to staff.




	 

	16.The institution has a positive presence in the community.




	 

	17.The institution has an endowment that also sponsors charity fundraising events for the institution.




	 

	18.Policy design and procedure are keys to the institution’s success.




	 

	19.The institution has payment options for all economic levels—for example, sliding-scale fees, scholarships, subsidies, etc.




	 

	20.Staff is adequate (the institution is not understaffed) and usually functions well as a team.




	 

	21.Records are haphazard and not easily obtained.




	 

	22.The institution is known for attracting excellent clinical staff and other professionals.




	 

	23.The institution is affiliated with a research institution and may have a clinical education and training component.




	 

	24.The institution’s policies are not enforced on a day-to-day basis.




	 

	25.The institution’s website is well-developed and responsive to patients’ needs and questions.




	 

	26.It is frequently not possible to get a live person on the phone in less than 10 minutes.




	 

	27.The institution has to cut back on valuable programs due to limited funding.






Source: Adapted from Bridges to Health and Healthcare by R. K. Payne, T. Dreussi-Smith, L. Shaw, and J. Young115

What are the partnerships and bridging social capital you have with other institutions?

1.Do you have partnerships with other organizations? Or do you operate in a silo?

2.What is your network of connections within the leadership of other institutions?

3.Is there a group of institutions that meets regularly to do community planning?

4.In what ways does formal and informal dialogue occur between and among institutions?

To determine whether your organization is a Bridges organization, please complete the questionnaire in Appendix C.

Causes of poverty: Organizational level

Organizations can use the problem-solving thinking tool shared earlier in the book to determine which causes of poverty they are addressing and which areas they are not. The following is a brief refresher on the areas of research into the causes of poverty. Which areas are addressed in the mission of your organization?

Individual behavior: This is the cause of poverty most organizations attempt to address by building internal resources for individuals. Programs include education, skill building, treatment, preschool, higher education, after-school, parenting help, workforce development, and other initiatives focused on stabilizing and protecting the resilience of families and individuals.

Community conditions: This is community development that builds human, social, economic, and intellectual capital in the community. This is also a common mission for many organizations. Examples are school improvement, city planning, drawing corporations to offer jobs in the area, building social capital, and implementing community cohesion strategies. Corporations and smaller businesses that are focused on the triple bottom line are often involved in this area.

Exploitation: There are organizations whose primary mission is to build equity and reduce unconscious bias, discrimination, and exploitation. They assist the community in understanding historic exploitation and its aftermath, discrimination at every level, and economically exploitative businesses such as payday lenders. These organizations are insightful and equipped to train other organizations in racial equity, gender equity, intersectionality, and inclusion models.

Political and economic structures: Institutions and associations that focus on political and economic structures that cause poverty do so by working toward policy change. These organizations include legislative bodies, governments, lobbying organizations, and state and federal associations. This, however, is not an exhaustive list. Anyone can work for policy change. If you examine policies in your community and find that some are causing or perpetuating poverty, the final section of this book and the book Bridges Across Every Divide offer practical strategies you or your organization can use to change those policies.116

It is not likely that one organization will have the capacity to address all causes of poverty. What is clear is that if all causes of poverty are to be addressed, institutions must collaborate well. Efforts to address all the causes of poverty in order to build sustainable communities are stifled by organizations that won’t loosen their grasp on their own funding, programs, perspectives, etc. An organization in a silo is one with minimal bonding and bridging social capital. Very little positive change toward sustainability will occur if we hold our assets close and pace around the insides of our silos.

■Which causes of poverty does your organization address?

■Who are your formal community partners?

■How many anti-collaborative silos do you see in your community?

■Do you and your partners share the same change model and practices?

■Do you and your partners work together on a collective impact team with a common mission, objectives, shared funding, and shared evaluation measures?

■Is your organization willing to work with other community institutions and associations to address all the causes of poverty?

The problem-solving thinking tool also lists four levels of action that can be taken to address the causes of poverty. The levels are individual, organizational, community, and policy, but your organization doesn’t have to confine its actions to the organizational level. Here are some ideas for how organizations can be involved at all four levels. How many of these does your organization tap into?

■Individual action: Institutions mobilize individuals such as voters or residents in a neighborhood who take on a neighborhood improvement project.

■Organizational action: Organizations may focus on their own mission and design and partner with other organizations on specific projects to reach common goals.

■Community action: Organizations work together in community impact teams with common goals, funding, and evaluation measures.

■Policy action: Organizations can work with policymakers and key stakeholders at multiple levels to affect policy.

Identifying an organization’s hidden rules

Once the Bridges work has given you “new eyes,” you will probably see hidden rules for the rest of your life. The most challenging work of Bridges is the ongoing process of acknowledging the hidden rules that have emerged from our own societal experiences. All staff and board members need to touch base periodically with their own societal lenses and hidden rules.

When an organization’s staff and leadership are in touch with their own hidden rules, they may begin to identify the hidden rules of the organization. Typically, this allows the organization to recognize that its policies and procedures are designed according to the driving forces of achievement, stability, and future focus—in other words, the driving forces of middle class.

What are the hidden rules of your customers experiencing poverty? The organization’s programs and procedures can be designed to resonate with the hidden rules of poverty while also being transformative. The collision of the customers’ driving forces (relationships and survival) with the organization’s driving forces (achievement and stability) will necessarily spur innovation. It’s not that you give up planning better outcomes for customers; you just shift from planning for them to partnering with them. Your organization’s mission and objectives may stay the same, but the process you design will be unique and better aligned with the priorities of your customers.

Every level in the organization can partner with customers to support them using Bridges. Questionnaires to assess the skills and insights needed at each level are included in Appendix D.

Language, story structure, and your organization

Bridges Out of Poverty language and communication concepts allow institutions to analyze language registers, patterns of discourse, and story structures used in different economic environments. It’s easy to break a relationship with someone who has only the casual register if you stay in formal register when speaking with them. It’s much harder to develop rapport with a customer experiencing poverty if the staff and paperwork are in the formal register—the language of academia and business. One of the first steps for work teams is to identify what registers of language are being used by employees in every department and determine whether the language being used is “rapport busting.” Organizations also benefit from scrutinizing their paperwork. If legal forms must be signed by the customers, department teams can brainstorm common ways to translate the formal legalese to plain English or even casual register. It is critical that customers know what they are signing. Respecting the communication style of the customer is an integral part of building rapport and trust. This applies to intake paperwork and every interaction in the CLC.

In every aspect of embedding Bridges concepts, the opportunity is there to go back to what you learned from your CLC. In business and academia, story structure boils down to a big red arrow starting at the beginning and pointing toward the end: Get to the point, say what you mean from beginning to middle to end, and keep it under two minutes. Talk longer than two minutes and you are likely to be interrupted in communicating your idea, concept, or story.

People in marginalized populations expect they will not be heard or seen but will be judged. Often it takes about 10 minutes for a customer to know they have been seen and understood. They may start an interaction by explaining why they didn’t get their prescriptions refilled last week or why they didn’t show up to a group meeting. Sometimes the customer uses those first 10 minutes as a “landing strip” before asking, “What are we doing here today?” The circular story structure in casual register is an opportunity for the caseworker or staff member to establish trust, the foundation of a relationship. It’s a relational litmus test; the customer is asking, “Do you see me? Do we trust each other? Do you really know what it’s like where I live, where I am? Do you accept who I am?”

Organizations and funders who don’t allow time for staff to listen and affirm the customer in that 10 minutes are going to see less trust and less rapport. This may lead to fewer positive outcomes, which may impact funding. Customers who use the casual register story structure are often sensitive to nonverbal communication. Every time a professional glances at their watch, crosses their arms, or interrupts a story being told in casual register, they throw a little trust and rapport out the window. All staff and board members need to be at the level of automaticity in understanding casual register, toning down their use of formal register with customers experiencing poverty, translating paperwork from formal register to casual register, and understanding how to glean information from the circular story structure—sometimes more and better information than they would have gotten had the customer used the “get to the point” story structure of formal register.

Because organizations use formal register, legalese, medical language, social work jargon, etc., and because the customer may not have much familiarity with those kinds of language, organizations need strategies to bridge the communication gap and build rapport. Bridges to Health and Healthcare users draw shared mental models with patients to simplify abstract and complex treatment discharge plans. The mental model for the progression of congestive heart failure uses a timeline to sketch how the disease works and how the treatment plan will positively affect the patient’s ability to do the things they like.117 The patient is also asked to draw what will happen to their heart strength and mobility if they don’t follow the treatment plan. (This is represented by the declining line.) Some practitioners ask the client to mark family events they would like to be able to walk into in the near and far future. Once this is complete, the patient can use it to teach their family about the importance of adherence to the treatment plan. This model can be adapted to fit any customer experience in any sector. All that’s needed is a crisis—in this case, a heart attack. In another sector, the crisis might be an eviction. The lines below the timeline represent the outcome of the customer following the plan and the outcome of the customer not following the plan. In the mental model for the progression of congestive heart failure, a lot of abstract information and medical language is transformed into a remarkably concrete visual representation of choices and their consequences.

Mental model for the progression of congestive heart failure

[image: image]

Don’t waste face-to-face!

The Bridges constructs can be woven into the fabric of your organization. When this happens, the institution will be able to design every encounter with the customer to be a meaningful opportunity for both the organization and the customer.

Bridges constructs in your organization

[image: image]

[image: image]

The most identifiable elements of a Bridges organization are rapport and respect for the customers as problem solvers. Per Construct 5 in the table above, when plans are based on the premise that people in all classes, sectors, and political persuasions are problem solvers who need to be at the decision-making table, the outcome is the inclusion of the in-person voices of customers (not just via satisfaction surveys) to influence the decision-making process of the organization.

Who is on your board?

The selection of an organization’s board members must connect to the organization’s theory of change. If your organization is moving from one change model to another or begins to embed the Bridges constructs in every aspect of the organization, the board must support the process and contribute to it. What percentage of the board members are former recipients of services and people experiencing poverty, and is the representation of these groups more than just a token number? If you are designing a new organization based on the Bridges institutional lens, or if you are redesigning, the following questions will be helpful in choosing board members who have insight, influence, and represent the people the organization serves:

1.How do you select the board members?

2.Do you require a contribution to your institution from them?

3.How representative are they of the larger community by influence and by sector?

4.How much bridging social capital does each one have in the community?

5.What is each member’s commitment to the institution?

6.What are your expectations for board members?

7.Do you require training of them?

8.How do you rotate board members?

9.What do you do when a board member becomes controlling, is absent, has a different agenda than the institution, or talks badly about the institution in the community?

Case study: What it looks like inside a Bridges organization

To change how your organization engages the customers, you change how the organization engages the employees. Suzie Johnson-Smith shared how her organization works Bridges into a functional and sustainable model.

First, they use a “we don’t give up on people” model for employee supervisors and case management coaches. The supervision of the caseworkers uses the same model that caseworkers use with their clients. Employees at all levels are expected to know and use Bridges constructs. From the top level to the front line, each employee needs to keep the Bridges lens in focus with the following questions:


Case managers, supervisors, and administrators

■What is my own experience/societal lens, and how do I use that lens in every aspect of my work? This is my cognitive framework, and I need to be aware of it.

■Are we a people-centered organization?

■Do I believe in the individuals I supervise or work next to? Do we believe in each other?

■Do we use people-centered approaches with our clients?

Case managers

■Do I view clients as “less than”?

■Do I believe the client is naturally resourceful and whole?

■Do I believe in my clients? Do we believe in each other?

■Am I making deposits into the relationship bank accounts of my clients? Of my coworkers?

■Am I changing rapport with my clients, or am I first trying to change behaviors?

Supervisors

■Do I view my staff as “less than”?

■Do I model the things I want the case managers to do with their clients?

■Am I making deposits into the relationship bank accounts of my employees and coworkers?

■Does the administration lead with a people-centered approach?

■Are we first changing rapport, or are we first trying to change behaviors?



In Johnson-Smith’s organization, department supervisors are required to attend monthly coaching and case study trainings with their staff teams. A new coaching technique is presented in each session, and the case managers may work through a sample case and plan how to embed rapport, build the relationship, and facilitate the client in moving toward their preferred future story. They model using coaching techniques while keeping the 11 resources in mind.

In order to plan how your organization can embed the Bridges constructs using the Bridges institutional lens, or to check your progress if you have already begun, you are invited to complete the questionnaire in Appendix C titled “Is Your Organization a Bridges Organization?”

Finally, Bridges Out of Poverty works best in organizations that practice humility and gratitude. The more you get to know Getting Ahead graduates, the more you will be humbled by them. When you join the Bridges Out of Poverty community of practice, you will hear this work whispering to the powerful that they are not more than anyone else. You will hear it whispering to those experiencing poverty that they are not and will never be less than anyone else.

Questions/activities for discussion

  1.What did you learn about your organization as you reflected on which areas of the research continuum it addresses? How will you partner with other organizations in your community to address all the causes of poverty?

  2.What did you learn about your organization as you reflected on the hidden rules of your organization, your employees, your customers, and your communities?

  3.Why is it important for your organization to understand that hidden rules are driven by environments and that individuals may or may not use the hidden rules of that environment?

  4.How will you train your employees to engage their customers in a respectful dialogue about hidden rules rather than judging hidden rules that may be different than their own?

  5.Review the Bridges constructs, and determine whether any are happening within the organization. Significant changes will begin to happen when we apply the constructs within the organization to inform policies and procedures. Which one will you take away to begin working on first?

  6.As you analyzed and compared the language registers used by your customers and your organization, did you find a wide disparity? Where? In your outreach materials? Your orientation materials? Your other paperwork? How do your employees respectfully translate the formal register of your discipline and paperwork to casual register?

  7.When customers use the casual register story structure, employees may need more time to engage the customers. How will you redesign your process to allow for this? What might be the outcome and impact of this redesign?

  8.If your organization currently uses the traditional case management approach, how might you redesign and train your employees to shift toward the transformational approach? What resources will you need to make this shift? What do you think the outcome and impact of this change will be for customers, employees, and your organization?

  9.Do you think your customers and organization would benefit from Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World? What would change in your organization and community if your customers had the opportunity to be Getting Ahead graduates?

10.How did your organization rank on the institutional resources questionnaire? What areas might you begin to work on first?

11.Is your organization providing getting by or getting ahead resources? How might you begin to shift your focus and theory of change toward customers moving to longer-term stability? What resources and partnerships might be needed to do this?

12.Finally, after reflecting on your responses to the “Is Your Organization a Bridges Organization?” questionnaire in Appendix C, what are the first steps your organization will take to move toward becoming a Bridges organization? What training, resources, and partnerships will be needed to do this?





Questions to Ask About
Section II: Institutional Lens

Questions to ask include:

1.What does a case study tell us about the leadership skills necessary to support new hires from poverty?

2.How have best practices led to new models for improving the retention rate of employees?

3.How do we use our new understanding of poverty to build respectful and positive relationships across class lines?

4.How does an organization conduct a customer, client, or employee life cycle to improve the experience of people struggling with poverty? How can that improve organizational outcomes?

5.How can an organization’s culture be changed? What is your organization’s theory of change?

6.How does the motivational approach compare with the fix-it approach?

7.How do you retrofit your organization with the Bridges institutional lens?

8.What skills and strategies are needed for working with families experiencing poverty?

9.What can you do at the organizational level to address the causes of poverty? Use the problem-solving thinking tool on the next page to brainstorm.

Problem-solving thinking tool118
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Section III: Community Lens





“Accessibility is being able to get in the building. Diversity is being invited to the table. Belonging is having your voice heard at the table. Cocreating is taking part in decision-making at the table.”

–Adapted from a Braided Way magazine Facebook post





Chapter 12

Building Bridges Communities, Becoming Cocreators

Now it’s time to apply Bridges concepts in our communities. Throughout the history of Bridges, this has taken place naturally, organically. One step seems to lead to the next. Using the Bridges individual lens leads to improved relationships between people of all economic classes. The Bridges institutional lens helps organizations make changes that improve relationships and outcomes with the people served by the organization. Now, as we introduce the Bridges community lens, we prepare to gather together across all class lines as peers to make changes at the community level.

Springfield, Ohio, created the first Bridges collaborative in 2005. Leaders from several organizations were using Bridges and thought it would be beneficial to coordinate their efforts. Other early innovators built collaboratives in South Bend, Indiana; Toledo, Ohio; Schenectady, New York; Dubuque, Iowa; and on the Menominee Indian Reservation in Wisconsin. What was learned from them and others was documented in Bridges to Sustainable Communities and the two volumes of From Vision to Action.

The Bridges community lens examines how people experiencing poverty are engaged in Bridges work, distills learning from early adopters, and adds thinking tools for future builders of Bridges collaboratives. Bridges concepts deepen as they are applied, leading to new learning and new competencies.

Let’s begin by examining the landscape of the community we hope to engage. In the chart below, check the sectors that are impacted by poverty and can therefore positively impact the lives of people experiencing poverty.




	Community sectors

	Organizational outcomes are impacted by poverty

	Organization can positively impact those experiencing poverty




	Preschool and K–12

	 

	 




	Foster care

	 

	 




	Higher education

	 

	 




	Health and wellness

	 

	 




	Environment

	 

	 




	Criminal justice

	 

	 




	Law enforcement and safety

	 

	 




	Transportation

	 

	 




	Addiction and mental health

	 

	 




	Disabilities

	 

	 




	Business and workplace development

	 

	 




	Employers

	 

	 




	Economic development

	 

	 




	Banking

	 

	 




	Social services

	 

	 




	Faith communities

	 

	 




	Sports and fitness

	 

	 




	Government

	 

	 




	Arts and entertainment

	 

	 




	Senior citizens, elder care

	 

	 




	Digital infrastructure, Internet access

	 

	 






When you have made your check marks, what you have is a list of potential partners in a Bridges collaborative, all of whom would benefit from learning the Bridges constructs.

Engaging community leaders

In Bridges, it always starts with relationships. CEOs and executive directors in every town and city meet in professional settings, social clubs, or in the stands at high school football games. This is when they share the latest and greatest news. This is when your organization’s Bridges story can be told.

If you want to engage a judge, a business owner, or a county commissioner, aha! Process can make an introduction so a judge can talk to a judge, a business owner to a business owner, and so on. There is nothing quite like talking to someone in exactly the same position you are in.

If you have certified Bridges trainers in your organization, offer Bridges workshops to your partnering organizations. They might want to “own” Bridges too. Our mantra is: “Everybody owns Bridges, and nobody owns Bridges.” We have learned that linking Bridges to a single site or organization has the effect of centering responsibility for success on that site rather than sharing the responsibility with all partners. A Bridges initiative is sustainable when it can survive the departure of a strong leader. Haven’t we all seen good initiatives come and go with a CEO?

You will want to share the benefits your organization has experienced by training your staff in Bridges. Tell them about doing the customer life cycle (CLC) analysis and the changes you made to improve the experiences of people served.

Bridges communities are built on the law of attraction. You don’t have to talk people into doing Bridges; let the local and national results stand for themselves.

Sometimes the smallest things make a big difference. For example, a simple one-page questionnaire used by certified Bridges trainers will capture the names and contact information of people in the audience who are attracted to the work. This form is used to collect information on a range of action items, such as sending more people to be trained in Bridges, having a certified Bridges trainer on staff, and conducting a CLC. Maybe they want to offer Getting Ahead or serve on a Bridges steering committee.

The same form will tell you the sector they work in and the training they need. Bridges is used in business, corrections and reentry, preschool and K–12 education, emotional wellness care, faith communities, first responder services, healthcare, postsecondary education, trauma-informed care, workforce development, and youth programming.

Collect these forms and build a database or spreadsheet of every person who has an interest in learning more. When a new opportunity arises to use Bridges in healthcare, for instance, you can contact people who listed healthcare on the form. Don’t lose track of a single person who is interested in Bridges.

What else is needed to build a community collaborative?

The most important elements—people experiencing poverty—are often the last to be considered because people experiencing poverty are sometimes thought of as “the problem.” This stems from the fact that people struggling with poverty go to local agencies to get their needs met, and agencies can lose sight of the clients’ motivation and problem-solving skills. The clients are seen only as people who are needy.

Surveys of Bridges audiences show that most people experiencing poverty spend agency time at 3–9 agencies a year to get their basic needs met. Some programs provide immediate resources (food, clothing, and cash assistance) with no strings attached, but most agencies require clients to change the way they think and behave. They gather intake information (which clients see as having to tell their story over and over), identify the presenting problem, use assessment tools to establish a diagnosis, do a diagnostic presentation, and create a treatment plan.

A given agency’s treatment plan may not be the only plan for the client, depending on the nature of the problems and the availability of treatment providers. A client may be working on two or three plans for changing the way they think and behave. Each agency visited then wants to examine the progress made since the last visit and reset the action steps according to the progress being made. Imagine a client going to six agencies and having three or four plans, each requiring change. Whose plans are they? Who made the argument for change? Who gets the blame when things don’t go well?

These overlapping (and sometimes competing) plans created by organizations operating in silos cause frustration for people on both sides of the desk. Agency procedures are necessary; data must be collected, problems identified, and plans made. But this can have the effect of making people experiencing poverty the “objects” of an organization’s work, which often leads the organization’s staff and leadership, especially if they are from middle class, to believe that the organization can and should “fix” people experiencing poverty.

In Bridges we know people struggling with poverty are problem solvers. They are needed in Bridges collaboratives because they know what the problems in the community truly are. They also have gifts, skills, and insights that are needed to help guide the work of the Bridges collaborative. How do people experiencing poverty move from being clients to being partners? In a Bridges community, participating in Getting Ahead is the first step.

Engaging people experiencing poverty: The content and purpose of Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World and how Getting Ahead benefits a Bridges collaborative

Like people experiencing middle class and wealth, people experiencing poverty need to know the common language of Bridges. We use the books Bridges Out of Poverty, Bridges Across Every Divide, and Bridges to Sustainable Communities with people in middle class and wealth.119 We offer people experiencing poverty Getting Ahead learning experiences based on these workbooks:

■Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World is the original workbook. The methodology and content of this book and learning experience have been adapted for four specific populations.

■Getting Ahead While Getting Out is for people returning from incarceration.

■Getting Ahead in the Workplace is for new hires and those entering the workforce.

■Investigations into Economic Class in America is for first-generation, low-income college students.

■Getting Ahead ACEs and PACEs Supplement is a trauma-informed approach for those who have had adverse childhood experiences (ACEs).120

People participating in institutional and community work need to know about the Getting Ahead approach. If your organization or community has certified Getting Ahead facilitators, have them explain how Getting Ahead works and ask them to invite Getting Ahead graduates to talk about their lived experiences and the Getting Ahead learning experience.

The work done by the investigators (as Getting Ahead participants are called) is personal and thorough. Bridges Out of Poverty workshops are typically six hours long. Getting Ahead, by comparison, is a commitment of 48 hours of group sessions.

Getting Ahead setting and methodology

Getting Ahead is done in a safe environment—a kitchen-table learning experience—where the investigators examine the impact poverty has on themselves, their neighbors, and their community. A trained facilitator guides the learning experience.

■A group of 8–12 meet for a kitchen-table learning experience.

■The group meets once or twice a week. There are 16 sessions in all.

■Each session takes about three hours.

■Investigators are paid for their work. Think of Getting Ahead as a focus group made up of experts on the topic of poverty in the community.

The Getting Ahead methodology is central to Getting Ahead’s success. Key components include:

■Those who attend are not students or participants; they are investigators.

■We don’t teach. We facilitate learning.

■Half of the learning is in the content, half in the discussions.

■The more diversity in the group, the richer the learning experience.

■Mental models are used to hold key concepts in long-term memory.

■The information in a Getting Ahead group is meaningful and relevant because it comes from the experiences and knowledge of the investigators.

■Investigators explore the discrepancy between what is and what could be to create a “future story” supported with SMART goals (which are specific, measurable, attainable, realistic, and time-specific).

■Investigators become accountable for the success of the learning experience.

■Getting Ahead is a peer learning experience that leads to a peer support community upon completion.

■Getting Ahead facilitators are also coinvestigators who learn about poverty from the group.

■Facilitators are agenda-free; they never make the argument for change for others and never tell investigators what they should do.

Classroom settings and typical teaching strategies do not create the best learning environment for people raised in poverty or the working class. Kitchen-table, group learning conversations do.

Facilitators must be agenda-free, but every organization has an agenda. These organizational agendas are necessary and legitimate, but as good as they are, they are too limited for Getting Ahead investigators who are examining all aspects of their lives. In Getting Ahead, any imposed agenda gets in the way of the investigators discovering what they will do with the information and how it will change their lives.

Getting Ahead is based in part on the pedagogy of Paulo Freire, who wrote:


There is no such thing as a neutral educational process. Education either functions as an instrument that is used to facilitate the integrations of the younger generation into the logic of the present system and bring about conformity to it, or it becomes a “practice of freedom,” the means by which men and women deal critically and creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the transformation of their world [emphasis added].121



Since 2004, Getting Ahead has been used in 48 U.S. states and five countries outside the U.S. Getting Ahead has been called the “high octane fuel” in a Bridges initiative. When they graduate from Getting Ahead, investigators share the common language of the Bridges initiative with people in the institutions and the community at large. These problem solvers are eager to give back to the community, and they are prepared to be at the table, helping to cocreate a community where everyone can live well.

For a complete, session-by-session description of what happens in a Getting Ahead group, please see Appendix E.

Peer-reviewed publications about Getting Ahead and Bridges

There have been a number of studies of Getting Ahead. The researchers doing this work agree that Getting Ahead is close to becoming recognized as an evidence-based program. At the time of this writing, Getting Ahead is considered a “promising practice” or an “evidence informed” program. This means that research has established lower levels of evidence of its success but has not yet demonstrated the highest level of evidence.

Beth Wahler, director of the University of North Carolina at Charlotte School of Social Work, completed a national study of Getting Ahead in 2015.122 She has published two peer-reviewed articles from this work, including “A Group-Based Intervention for Persons Living in Poverty: Psychosocial Improvements Noted Among Participants of Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World” and “Barriers to Program Completion of a Voluntary Capacity-Building Group Intervention for Individuals Living in Poverty.”123

Wahler’s national study involved 19 Getting Ahead sites that showed high model fidelity. The study included 215 Getting Ahead investigators whose demographics generally matched the demographic participation trends seen in Getting Ahead groups across the U.S.

Wahler selected previously validated instruments to assess mental health indicators, hope, self-efficacy, and interpersonal supports. These instruments match the purpose of Getting Ahead, which is that graduates make their own arguments for change and have hope and confidence that they can achieve the future stories they envisioned in Getting Ahead.

Demographics (215 investigators)




	Average # in household

	2.48




	Income $0/month

	22.2%




	$0 to $500

	23.6%




	$501 to $1,000

	24.1%




	$1,001 to $1,500

	15.6%




	$1,501 to $2,000

	3.8%




	$2,000 to $2,500

	4.2%




	$2,501 to $3,000

	3.3%




	$3,001+

	3.3%









	Scale name (range of potential scores)

	Baseline score

	Follow-up score




	Perceived stress scale (0–52)

	27.7

	25.2***




	Mental health continuum—short form

	 

	 




	Positive affect subscale (0–15)

	9.8

	10.8***




	Social well-being subscale (0–25)

	11.1

	13.2***




	Psychological well-being subscale (0–30)

	19.6

	21.8***




	State hope scale (6–48)

	32.9

	37.3***




	Agency subscale (3–24)

	15.6

	18.4***




	Pathways subscale (3–24)

	17.3

	18.9***




	General self-efficacy scale (10–40)

	29.5

	31.9***




	Interpersonal support evaluation list

	 

	 




	Appraisal support subscale (0–30)

	17.3

	19.6***




	Tangible support subscale (0–30)

	16.6

	18.6***




	Self-esteem support subscale (0–30)

	17.3

	19.3***




	Belonging support subscale (0–30)

	17.8

	19.8***




	Overall functioning

	 

	 




	Days of poor physical health in previous month (0–30)

	8.4

	7.3     




	Days of poor mental health in previous month (0–30)

	12.8

	9.1***




	# of days health prevented usual activities (0–30)

	7.7

	5.5***






* = p ≤.05; ** = p ≤.01; *** = p ≤.001 (significant changes are highlighted)

The baseline scores and the follow-up scores in the chart above do not tell the whole story, but the asterisks do. Where there are three asterisks, the change in scores has a statistical significance of 99%. In other words, to put it in casual register, this is a home run.

Wahler also studied the knowledge gained during Getting Ahead regarding finances, planning, language registers, and time management. The results in terms of the “three asterisks” were similar to those in the chart above.

Ines Jindra, an associate professor of social work at Gordon College, and Michael Jindra, a research scholar with the Boston University Institute on Culture, Religion, and World Affairs, published “Connecting Poverty, Culture, and Cognition: The Bridges Out of Poverty Process” after interviewing Getting Ahead investigators.124 They also published an article titled “Poverty and the Controversial Work of Nonprofits” that places Bridges and Getting Ahead in the context of poverty work in the U.S.125

In the article “Poverty and the Controversial Work of Nonprofits,” the authors ask: “To reduce poverty, should one change people or change social structures?” They go on to describe the rift between sociologists and anthropologists who propose changes in political/economic structures to reduce poverty and those who do relational work with people “who are in a daily battle against poverty.”126 The authors point out that advocates of structural work “talk down the work of those” who do relational work. This debate shows up in the political divide, with people on the left drawn to structural work and those on the right drawn to relational work. Under the relational umbrella, the authors name Habitat for Humanity, Love INC, STRIVE, LIFT, Circles, Big Brothers Big Sisters, My Brother’s Keeper, and Bridges Out of Poverty.

In regard to the structural versus relational divide, the researchers conclude that a “both/and” approach like the one found in Bridges is better than an “either/or” approach.

Ideally, organizations will include some aspect of all these approaches, as does Bridges Out of Poverty, with its analysis of community barriers, exploitation, and other structural forces; its focus on the tools needed to overcome social and cultural class barriers; and its fostering of reflexivity that encourages individuals to consider their lives. Undergirding this is a moral ethos that commands help for those who are struggling.

Bridges’ emphasis on addressing all four causes of poverty makes Bridges something people on both ends of the political spectrum can get behind. With both structural and relational work components, progressives and conservatives alike can find something in Bridges that aligns with their values and gets them working to create more equitable, sustainable communities.

Questions/activities for discussion

1.In your opinion, would people in poverty benefit if community sectors shared the Bridges language?

2.Do you envision your organization playing a role in building a Bridges collaborative? What might that role be?

3.How well-connected are you and your organization with other community leaders and organizations?

4.Are you interested in including people in poverty at the planning and decision-making tables?

5.Does Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World seem like a good way to engage people in poverty?

6.The Jindra study identifies two approaches to poverty: relational and structural. What is the approach of your organization? What is the approach of the community at large?





“We’ve got to be as clear-headed about human beings as possible because we are still each other’s only hope.”

–James Baldwin





Chapter 13

Building a Bridges Collaborative

In a Bridges collaborative, everyone in the community can take part. Here we offer some tips for the people and organizations in various roles.

Leadership

Twenty years of experience shows that leadership does not hinge on just one person. Instead, it relies on four leadership roles:

1.A respected, well-known leader gives instant credibility to the initiative. People who have filled this role include judges, bankers, mayors, county commissioners, pastors, and CEOs of nonprofit organizations.

2.Bridges experts: This role is often filled by some of the first people to become certified Bridges trainers and certified Getting Ahead facilitators. These are the people who educate the community and help keep the initiative true to the model.

3.Getting Ahead graduates: The people in this role give meaning to what Bridges communities do. Their stories inspire the community, and their insights guide the decisions that are made. This role is often shared among graduates who want to give back, and in many cases by those who want to take on leadership roles.

4.The leaders of well-run backbone organizations: Backbone organizations are the drivers of the Bridges initiative that provide trainings and take on administrative tasks. It works best when the leaders of these organizations are enthusiastic about Bridges.

The goal of each leadership role is to build a sustainable Bridges initiative. The people who fill these four roles will naturally change over time, but we have found that an initiative can stumble when there is too much turnover. We suggest that early leaders mentor the next people who will fill their roles. The circle of Bridges talent should be widening all the time to include people from more organizations and programs. Plan five years ahead to anticipate changes in the personnel and programs that make up the initiative.

Given everything we have covered, it’s possible to imagine moving from a community where a number of organizations are using Bridges to a community with an intentional Bridges collaborative. Visualize a meeting where best practices are shared by people from several organizations, where Getting Ahead graduates describe the barriers they face, and where the conversation turns to how best to overcome those barriers. This is the realization of the complete Bridges model: all classes, all races, all sectors, all political persuasions working together to address all the causes of poverty.

We began this section of the book with a list of community sectors that interact regularly with people experiencing poverty. The collaborative will be made up of organizations in those sectors that have been trained in and have applied Bridges concepts and organizations that offer Getting Ahead.

What about existing collaborative efforts in the community? Where can Bridges fit in? Some communities are “collaborative rich” and might be reluctant to start yet another collaborative. United Way, Collective Impact, Tamarack Institute, Community Action agencies, and chambers of commerce often have collaborative approaches to issues that might include poverty. It may be possible to attach the Bridges work to an existing collaborative that supports Bridges sites and expands the Bridges model to more organizations.

The role of the catalyst

If your community is new to Bridges, the role of the catalyst can fall to you. If you choose that role, you will be using Bridges in your own organization and reaching out to partnering organizations to encourage them to join the Bridges movement. Your role in the organization will determine, to some degree, the ease with which the Bridges initiative can move forward.

Issues to be aware of:

■CEOs, chambers of commerce, board presidents, bankers, funders/foundations, judges, business leaders, elected officials, and faith leaders find it easiest to call meetings and engage other organizations quickly.

■If the catalyst is lower on the organizational chart, start where you are with the goal of eventually engaging the leaders named above.

■Having an aha! Process consultant conduct a daylong session is a common way to introduce the concepts to organizations in your community. Invite as many people as possible to introductory events. You will want to establish a local team of certified Bridges trainers to expand the initiative.

■Building a Bridges initiative one or two organizations at a time is common. It takes time for the first organization to apply the Bridges concepts, document their effectiveness, and tell the story.

■Bridges may not be the only effort to address poverty in town. When introducing Bridges, be sure to honor the work of others in the field and present Bridges as an addition, not a replacement. Offer the trainings, encourage people to apply the ideas in their organizations, and invite them to the Addressing the Challenges of Poverty national conference organized by aha! Process.

■Some organizations are viewed as “the” poverty program in the community. These can be governmental, faith-based, or sector-specific organizations. Sometimes these organizations compete for funding and recognition. The bigger the city or county, the more organizations addressing poverty there will be.

■Some organizations may want to “brand” Bridges as their own and offer it as part of their portfolio. You already know our motto regarding ownership of Bridges: “Everybody owns it, and nobody owns it.” If every organization adopts this motto, Bridges can thrive. Collaboration, not competition, will be at the heart of the initiative.

■Spread the ownership of Bridges within your organization. We have learned the hard lesson that sometimes Bridges comes and goes with a CEO. The more people in your organization who have a command of the concepts and have applied them, the more firmly rooted Bridges will be, rather than being dependent on just one person.

The role of the backbone organization

If Getting Ahead graduates are the high-octane fuel of an initiative, the backbone organization is the engine. As a Bridges collaborative grows, so does the need for an entity to handle organizing and administrative tasks. Some communities form a nonprofit for this purpose, while others provide the financial support necessary for an existing organization to take on the role. This work should not be seen as merely administrative but rather as the heart of the learning community. The backbone organization can be the historian, the keeper of records, the storyteller, and the entity that connects people to each other to broaden the collaborative.

Each member organization using the Bridges concepts should have a seat at the decision-making table. This can be a Bridges steering committee or a board of directors. Getting Ahead graduates should be at the table as well, and not just in token numbers. Ideally there will be as many Getting Ahead graduates as there are representatives of member organizations.

The Bridges steering committee is where best practices are shared and decisions are made about policy issues relating to the barriers Getting Ahead graduates and people struggling with poverty encounter.

Main functions of the backbone organization

■Provide continuous trainings on Bridges concepts and expand the trainings to include more sectors.

■Keep a list of everyone who has been trained in Bridges workshops. The list identifies their interests for further sector development.

■Keep a list of people certified to present aha! Process workshops, including Bridges, Getting Ahead, A Framework for Understanding Poverty, Bridges to Health and Healthcare, Tactical Communication, Understanding and Engaging Under-Resourced College Students, The R Rules, etc.

■Keep records of collaborative reports and decisions.

■Serve as the initiative’s historian by collecting stories of successes and major events.

■Maintain a library of links to helpful articles and videos.

■Promote the collaborative through social media.

Administrative functions of the backbone organization

Just as important as supporting the learning community, but perhaps less fun, the administrative functions of the backbone organization could include grant writing and conducting outcomes studies and research projects.

Financial support of the backbone organization and Bridges programs

The competition for funding among programs that address poverty can be intense. Bridges sites that have solved this problem provide the following observations, suggestions, and lessons learned in three categories: building awareness of Bridges and Getting Ahead, volunteers and fundraising, and direct applications for funding.

Building awareness of Bridges and Getting Ahead

■Participating organizations and the backbone organization make full use of social media and short videos to bring visibility to their Bridges initiative.

■Community leaders and elected officials are invited to Bridges activities (such as Getting Ahead graduations) where they can present graduation certificates and make short speeches.

■Leaders from various departments learn about Getting Ahead when meeting with investigators who are doing the community assessment.

■Bridges draws funding because of its success stories and because it brings people from different classes together skillfully.

Formal and informal volunteers

■Engage volunteers from various clubs (Lions, Rotary, Kiwanis, veterans groups, etc.) to help with Bridges programs. In some cities, these groups have prepared meals for Getting Ahead sessions and participated in support strategies for Getting Ahead graduates.

■Conduct fundraising events. Ideas include scavenger hunts that send people to local shops and offices for clues and bicycle tours that raise funds from sponsors.

■The personal involvement of volunteers can lead, through their connections, to financial support large and small.

Submit direct applications for funding

■Seek United Way funding.

■Identify local foundations that might help, and make personal contacts with their board members and executive leadership.

■Access traditional funding streams at the local, state, and federal levels that are built into sectors such as addiction services, community mental health centers, Habitat for Humanity, Head Start, Community Action agencies, domestic violence shelters, workforce development, and adult basic education. These can be accessed by local organizations that apply Bridges activities.

■Approach bankers and savings associations to access Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) funds. Under the federal CRA, commercial banks and savings associations are required to help meet the needs of borrowers in all segments of their communities, including low- and moderate-income neighborhoods. Every bank has a CRA officer who may be looking for ways to meet the requirement.

■Identify foundations and discover what programs they support. Here is an endorsement from Frank Merrick, who works with foundations in Oklahoma: “From 2009 to today [June 2018], we’ve made $55 million in grants. The best grants we ever made were to Bridges Out of Poverty.”

■Finally, funding Bridges is often a matter of piecing together two or three funding sources.
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This mental model illustrates the elements of a Bridges collaborative. The purpose is described in the center. The “coordination” is done by the backbone organization. The “strategies” describe what each member organization will do individually and collectively. The outer ring of the member organizations represents some of the sectors that are involved.

The roles of Getting Ahead graduates

Share insights from Getting Ahead during Bridges workshops, or better yet, invite Getting Ahead graduates to share them. One of the strongest features of a Bridges initiative is that people experiencing poverty are fully engaged. Using Getting Ahead, investigators learn the common language of Bridges and contribute to its expansion. During Getting Ahead, they create information that is designed to educate and involve the community. In the first session they create a mental model of poverty, and the importance of this mental model can’t be overstated. It is a rare look at the lived experience of people struggling with poverty that is specific to each community. Furthermore, it is a snapshot the middle class and wealthy in most communities have never seen before. This depiction of the lived experience can be presented at Bridges trainings by the Getting Ahead investigators themselves or by a Bridges trainer. Getting Ahead investigators also conduct a community assessment that is depicted as a bar graph, and they create a mental model of community prosperity to share with the community. These models, metrics, and especially the personal stories of Getting Ahead graduates illustrate the value of Bridges and give it credence.

Getting Ahead graduates often become certified Getting Ahead facilitators and certified Bridges trainers. Opportunities to become certified should be made available by the Bridges initiative. More than a few Bridges initiatives have hired Getting Ahead graduates and/or helped them become certified Bridges trainers and certified Getting Ahead facilitators. This creates a win-win situation for organizations and Getting Ahead graduates.

Encourage Getting Ahead graduates to become committee and board members. The two goals of a Bridges initiative are (1) to reduce the barriers that Getting Ahead graduates identify and (2) to improve outcomes for the people their organization serves. Inviting Getting Ahead graduates to sit on committees and boards helps meet both goals.

Things to keep in mind when working with Getting Ahead graduates

There are a couple of phrases we hear often that describe the relationship between service providers and people experiencing poverty: “giving a hand up instead of a handout” and “teaching a person to fish.” In Bridges we prefer the phrase “working shoulder to shoulder.” The first two phrases imply that middle class and wealthy people are superior. Working shoulder to shoulder or side by side is an accurate description of the relationships in a Bridges initiative.

Here are some things we’ve learned about working across class lines:

■Getting Ahead stars will rise, and more stars will follow them, so give people room to flourish, and support them as they pursue the goals they set during Getting Ahead.

■Getting Ahead graduates want to give back, so be careful the initiative doesn’t exploit them. If they are called on to speak again and again, find a way to compensate them. It takes time from their busy schedules to help promote the work.

■Share the stardom. Don’t stop inviting graduates to be advocates after the first group of investigators has graduated from Getting Ahead. Allow graduates from subsequent groups to shine too. This way the initiative can tap into the talent and wisdom of as many graduates as possible.

■Support graduates to become successful in new settings as they pursue their interests in various sectors.

■Recognize the hidden rules and language differences that are represented around the table. The Bridges language allows people to replace judgments with understanding.

■Support graduates to become certified Getting Ahead facilitators and certified Bridges trainers.

■Invite graduates to serve on committees and boards.

■Aim for at least a third of the board membership to be people experiencing poverty and/or people who have experienced poverty.

■Offer board training so everyone knows the basics of Robert’s Rules of Order and how to read financial statements.

■Whenever possible, hire Getting Ahead graduates.

Questions/activities for discussion

1.Are you or your organization willing and able to be the Bridges catalyst in your community?

2.How quickly can you establish a team of certified Bridges trainers?

3.Have you thought about becoming the backbone organization for a local Bridges initiative?

4.If not your organization, which organization?

5.Would you or your organization be able to recruit volunteers?

6.Is your organization adept at grant writing? If not, which organization is?





“The joy in the Bridges initiative in Muskogee, Oklahoma, starts with the culture of family we have created. When everyone is at the table with equal respect and genuine care for each other, you feel it. It creates an atmosphere where we want to help each other through the rough times and celebrate together in the good times, just like family.”

–Treasure McKenzie, Muskogee, Oklahoma





Chapter 14

The Joy of Working Across Class Lines and Some Finer Points to Consider

After observing Bridges communities for more than 20 years, we have found some things they have in common: a sense of joy, camaraderie, energy, hopefulness, and love.

This energy and excitement is expressed by many people enjoying relationships of mutual respect and affection. The focus is on making a better community, solving problems, and celebrating. People volunteer and get together often for meals, for classes, and to work on projects.

Many Getting Ahead sites report that they are reaching two generations, not just the parents. This happens because the broader Bridges initiative is well-known in the community. People in government, health, social services, corrections, police departments, and businesses are excited about their results too. Getting Ahead graduates are woven into the fabric of the initiative, and everyone is an advocate of Bridges. Some sites have witnessed a change in the culture of the entire community.

We have also seen Bridges initiatives that were struggling. The joy was missing. Interestingly, this was not for lack of effort or commitment. Highly motivated, committed people, including Getting Ahead graduates whose hearts were in the work, were feeling separate from each other, frustrated, and disappointed. What we learned from these experiences might help new sites and other struggling sites to prevent problems or revive their initiatives.

Three barriers Bridges initiatives may face

We have found that sometimes the common language provided in Bridges and Getting Ahead needs to be expanded upon or deepened to keep us connected. Three barriers to healthy and lasting relationships are especially worth exploring: rankism, transactional versus transformational relationships, and false generosity. These can eat away at the relationships between Getting Ahead graduates and those managing the Bridges collaborative.

Rankism

The concept of rank is common in society, most notably in the military, police departments, and in the organizational charts where we work. In these settings, high rank is earned, and it is applied with different degrees of skill and effectiveness. With rank comes responsibility and accountability. Those with rank must ensure needs are met and goals are achieved, and they are held to account when there are failures. Rank is often given to those who risk and then achieve.

Rankism is different; it undermines relationships. Rankism is when we tell someone what to do and can expect them to do it. Robert Fuller, in Somebodies and Nobodies: Overcoming the Abuse of Rank, notes that rankism is about power when it is abused.128

This can happen in settings where rank is built in (such as the workplace), and it can happen in community settings where rank is not appropriate or helpful.

Many people in Bridges initiatives (most often those struggling with poverty) have experienced what it feels like to have someone pull rank on them. Rankism is associated with nationality, gender, race, ethnicity, age, physical ability, education, economic class, and more. It is about superior status, is built into societal systems, and can be invisible and unintentional to those who have rank.

Transactional versus transformational relationships

According to Benjamin P. Hardy, an organizational psychologist, “transactional relationships are about getting the most you possibly can in exchange for as little as possible on your part. They’re all about you, and what you can get. Not about what you can give.”129

Hardy also describes transformational relationships. “Transformational relationships are about giving the most you possibly can in attempts of helping others. They’re about advancing other people’s goals in a synergistic and win-win way—because clearly, you could do far more together than alone…Your relationships aren’t transformational if you don’t truly love the people you’re with.”130

The concept of transactional versus transformational relationships was described earlier in the book as it plays out between case managers and their clients. Sadly, transactional relationships sometimes occur in Bridges initiatives between people in middle class and Getting Ahead investigators and graduates. Be sure Getting Ahead graduates who are called upon frequently to participate in Bridges activities are compensated for their time.

False generosity

Transactional relationships are similar to what Paulo Freire calls false generosity: a kindness given in return for something. In Bridges communities, a great deal of effort and cost goes into providing Getting Ahead. The desire to see people succeed and make good use of the learning experience can take the form of requiring “proof” of success or achievement from Getting Ahead graduates. But pushing that agenda too hard can be felt by Getting Ahead graduates as the need to “perform” for us. This turns sharing the gift of Getting Ahead into a transactional experience.

In Getting Ahead, the investigators don’t have to “earn” our help. We facilitate the group learning experience as best we can and then “let go of the results.” It’s by letting go that we get the results (and the relationships) to flourish. We simply wait to see when the investigators will find the value of the Getting Ahead learning experience for themselves.

Finally, the most dangerous aspect of false generosity is that it celebrates individuals when they make changes but ignores the systems and structures that perpetuate poverty. This is why in Bridges we don’t stop short of making policy changes that address systems and structures. If we were to stop short, the responsibility for success would lie only with the Getting Ahead graduates, and they would find themselves back where they started: dealing with the systemic conditions of poverty alone.

Bridges collaboratives have everything they need to work at the policy level. In Section IV, Gene Krebs will describe how to change policies. At this point, all we need to do is establish a commitment to work at the policy level.

The joy of innovation

Let’s now focus on the joy that comes from innovating, from applying Bridges concepts in our organizations, and from collaborating with our partners.

Innovating is not easy, but it is fun and exciting to build something that works! It’s much more fun to build something new than to follow step-by-step directions to build something that isn’t unique. Sure, there is satisfaction in putting together an IKEA bed without having any parts left over. But in Bridges, the teams build programs that can become models for other Bridges communities to follow and modify.
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In the mental model for the methodology of innovation, several sectors are listed at the top of the triangle. Each sector is impacted in some way by people experiencing poverty, and each one of these sectors can help people who are experiencing poverty.

In the top part of the triangle, above the dotted line, are the elements that are unique to your city or county. Local leadership, best practices, knowledge, culture, and history are required to make Bridges relevant and effective at the organizational and community levels.

In the bottom part of the triangle, below the dotted line, are the source materials for a Bridges collaborative. This represents resources, books, and trainings that are available from aha! Process.

On the left side of the triangle is the phrase “knowledge base” with an arrow running up to the phrase “ownership and champions.” This represents the Bridges methodology for knowledge transfer. Ownership of the ideas moves from aha! Process to certified trainers and facilitators and then to organizations, the individuals they serve, and the community. Every sector named at the top of the model can innovate with the ideas—can “own” them, so to speak. This is where individual organizations and the collaborative can become champions.

Champions apply the ideas in ways that aha! Process authors and consultants did not and could not imagine. We, as a learning community, have to apply the ideas to expand our understanding. Happily, Bridges learning communities have evolved naturally and continue to innovate. In 2006, people from six Bridges sites in three states met in Ohio for what they called a “Bridges institute” to learn from each other. The gathering evolved into the annual Addressing the Challenges of Poverty conference organized by aha! Process. This conference is attended by hundreds of people from many states and from Australia, Canada, Czech Republic, Ireland, New Zealand, Slovakia, and the United Kingdom. An attendee from the U.K. said, “I’ve been to many national conferences. This the first one where everyone who comes wants to be here.” The conference is like a big family reunion. A favorite event is the evening storytelling session where Getting Ahead graduates share their journeys and insights. Every conference session is a celebration of creativity.

In addition to the annual conference, aha! Process offers books, workshops, trainings, and ongoing support for people who are building Bridges collaboratives. The transfer of knowledge is supported by aha! Process through sector-based learning communities, conferences, and social media updates.

This is the joy of doing Bridges work. Your staff gets the joy of designing unique approaches and programs. You and your partners get the joy of building a collaborative that is relevant and specific to your community. People struggling with poverty experience the joy of contributing to their communities and changing their lives.

A good example of innovation comes from Slovakia.


Bridges Out of Poverty in Bystrany, Slovakia

by Miro Pollák

Where?

Bystrany is a municipality situated in the Spiš region in eastern Slovakia. The peaceful and nonconfrontational coexistence of the majority with the minority is typical of this municipality. The majority of the people in Bystrany are Roma, comprising about 2,500 of the approximately 3,250 inhabitants. In the years after the November 1989 Velvet Revolution, significant and positive changes have taken place in the Roma part of the village, called “the colony,” thanks to the efforts of the Roma. The primary settlement, which had the worst appearance, has changed to a village with new brick houses and repaired roofs. This transformation has been carried out using the financial resources of local Roma and their family members living in Great Britain, mostly in Sheffield. The municipality itself supports construction of new family houses and sells building lots, which are in its possession for this purpose. It has also successfully provided social work services for the past six years. The Roma mayor and majority-Roma municipal board accommodate new ideas and encourage the submission of project plans.

When?

Since 2013.

What?

A project titled “Education of Young Roma with Incomplete Primary Education in Bystrany” was implemented in Bystrany. It was cofinanced by the European Social Fund. The aim of the project was to increase interest in education among young people from marginalized Roma communities through innovative and alternative forms of education and to promote their ability to succeed in the labor market. Under the aegis of this project, a public square was designed and built in the settlement by young Roma from Bystrany.

Target group

The group involved in the project comprised 84 Roma aged approximately 16–26 with incomplete primary education.

How?

The nonprofit organization Úspech proposed Bridges Out of Poverty as a basis for educational activities for young Roma in Bystrany. Bridges Out of Poverty laid the groundwork for the Education of Young Roma with Incomplete Primary Education in Bystrany program. The idea was adopted, and a newly created team (together with Bill Baker from the U.S.) conducted training with young Roma in Bystrany during the first half of 2013. The Getting Ahead curriculum became a part of the training.

Project outcomes within Bridges Out of Poverty

1.A few Roma decided to complete their primary education.

2.Some young Roma decided to raise their education level.

3.A group of young Roma established a civic association called Young Owls (an owl can be found in the municipal coat of arms of Bystrany).

4.The educational activity of Bridges Out of Poverty resulted in the plan to renew a public space, later named Sheffield Square.

Sheffield Square as part of the project

Young Roma chose a dump space on the outskirts of the settlement, designed their construction project, and cleaned the area. They dug the foundations for three rows of seating, built a stage and an amphitheater with walls and a roof, and paved the area with stones. They named the new cultural center of the village and municipality in three languages: Slovak, Roma, and English. Fero Guldan and Ďoďo Poláček came to decorate the wall of the amphitheater with a mosaic. More and more people began to come and visit—Bill Baker with friends from the U.S., curious members of the Center for Community Planning in South Morava, Andrej Bán with Jozef Majchrák from the weekly magazine Týždeň, cameraman Jakub Kratochvíl, film director Jaro Rihák with producer Judita Gembická, music band Phurikane Giľa with Jana Belišová, and more. Many of them came to the opening of Sheffield Square held on August 2, 2013. At the beginning of the ceremony, about 1,000 people gathered to pay tribute to the memory of Roma victims of the Holocaust. The opening celebration extended into the night thanks to the enthusiastic performances of musicians from different parts of Slovakia and to the very friendly and grateful audience. The police patrol came a few times to have a look at this nontraditional cultural event, but they had no reason to intervene. Everyone with good intentions was welcome. Sheffield Square is being used as a community meeting space for children and youth, common prayers, open handicraft courses, and cultural events, and it is naturally becoming a living center of the settlement.

What’s next?

The Young Owls civic association is very active, and its largest and most famous achievement is the construction of Sheffield Square itself. Young members of the association came up with new ideas, and they started to implement new activities that built upon the construction of Sheffield Square. The first activity was assistance in creating a sculpture in the shape of a large owl, which is not only in the coat of arms of the village but also in the name of the association. At present, they are involved in the community center project and in the social enterprise project in Bystrany. In the near future they would like to print postcards for self-promotion. Another idea is to collect and process information about social change in the settlement since the fall of communism.

Conclusion

Bridges Out of Poverty helped young Roma in Bystrany become more active and helped boost activities in the settlement.



In the previous section we described how Cascade Engineering used the customer life cycle to redesign the experience for new hires. The public–private partnership they built evolved into what James Vander Hulst calls Employer Resource Networks (ERNs). These are spreading through Bridges communities and beyond. ERNs pull together a consortium of businesses to “provide job retention services, work supports, and training opportunities for entry-level employees, many of whom are receiving public assistance.”132

A good example of a comprehensive ERN can be found in central Ohio in Marion County, which has a population of about 60,000. The Bridges collaborative provides Bridges trainings for community partners, runs regular Getting Ahead groups, and provides “staying ahead” supports for the graduates. They offer support for men and women returning from prison, including five sober housing opportunities, employment within just days, and substance abuse and mental health treatment. In addition, several Getting Ahead families have Habitat for Humanity homes.

There are six companies served by the ERN, which covers more than 1,000 employees. ERN services include training in Workplace Stability for frontline supervisors and middle managers, as well as coaching and support systems for entry-level employees. A recent performance review of the ERN showed a return on investment of 432% based on a turnover cost savings of $4,129 per employee, and 14.8% of employees used ERN services. The Bridges collaborative engaged local colleges and now provides the nation’s first student resource network for more than 2,500 students, many of whom are from low-income families.

The point of the Cascade Engineering case study is not to share all the details of the public–private partnership model and the ERNs that arose from Cascade Engineering but to point out that Cascade was innovating in a way that could only have come from them. All innovations must be local to be relevant and effective. Once a model is established, it can be replicated and modified to fit new settings so long as the people and organizations in the new settings are the ones making the modifications.

The second point of this case study is that the Bridges learning community can spread models to more communities. This is done through virtual meetings, webinars, conferences, social media, and articles submitted to be published on the aha! Process blog.

Climbing the decision tree at Cascade Engineering

Let’s return to the Cascade story one more time to introduce policy development as a natural progression of problem-solving. The phrase “policy development” is itself a barrier. Who knows what exactly is meant by that term? Organizational staff and community members are not always accustomed to working at the policy level.

A friend who served as an aide to a member of the U.S. House of Representatives said to one of the authors, “If policy work seems intimidating, here’s a simple solution: Don’t call it policy work. Simply talk about problems and solutions.”

Here is an example from Cascade Engineering’s experience.

New hires at Cascade faced a common problem: transportation. Cars broke down, and people didn’t make it to work. Why? Because usually they didn’t have AAA memberships, couldn’t afford a mechanic, and had to fix the cars themselves. This problem alone accounted for a lot of missed work and employee turnover.

The decision tree on the next page describes how Cascade solved the transportation problem.

The decision tree has four branches, or four steps, to a comprehensive solution.

Naming the problem is the first step. Bridges training opens our ears and minds to learning from people experiencing poverty. We’ve said many times that Getting Ahead graduates can contribute a great deal simply by naming the barriers they face. In this step, new hires, line supervisors, and others might also name the problem.

Step 2 is identifying what an individual can do to solve the problem. The examples given here include riding a bike, hitching a ride, walking, and so on. Those are certainly ways that an individual can get to work. But, if individual action cannot resolve the problem for most of the people, then relying on individual action isn’t a sufficient solution, and we need to continue climbing the decision tree. We want the solution that solves the problem for the largest number of people in the widest range of circumstances.

Step 3 is developing institutional solutions. Some of the solutions Cascade innovated are brilliant, such as the cab vouchers available to all Cascade employees. If the car doesn’t start, call a cab. For Cascade, the cost of cab vouchers is peanuts compared to the cost of employee turnover. Leaders at Cascade also used their connections to get help from Angel Wings, a faith-based group that provided transportation to and from work should an employee’s car be in the shop for several days. There was a fee for this, but it prevented car trouble from costing employees their jobs. These are good solutions, but they do not cover all eventualities, so we continue climbing the decision tree.

Step 4 is engaging the community. Cascade wasn’t the only company on 36th Street, and other nearby manufacturers had turnover problems too. Cascade’s solution was to go to the city council and request that a bus route be extended so it could drop workers off near Cascade and its neighbors. The city extended the bus route, and this solution, along with the solutions from steps 2 and 3, satisfied Cascade Engineering planners.

[image: image]

In some cases, it might be necessary to add a fifth step. Some solutions will require changes at the state level.

Guiding principles of Bridges collaboratives

1.Focus on practice/action. Ideally, every organization (and sector) in the collaborative is busy using Bridges concepts to solve the problems they face.

2.All three classes must change their thinking and behaviors because all three classes participate in the structures that allow poverty to persist. It’s not fair or reasonable to expect people experiencing poverty to end poverty in our communities alone.

3.Action should be guided by the experience and knowledge of people in transition from instability to stability. People moving from struggling with poverty to stability should be at all the decision-making tables where the problems they face are being addressed.

4.Bring people from all political persuasions into the work. We know from experience that people from the left, right, and in between have their own reasons for participating. Working on poverty is a unifying experience in Bridges communities.

5.The two key actions are to build stability and resources—stability because it’s difficult to build resources while living in chaos and the tyranny of the moment, and resources because our definition of poverty is the degree to which people, institutions, and communities do without resources.

6.Address all the causes of poverty: individual choices, behaviors, and circumstances; community conditions; exploitation; and political/economic structures.

7.Provide long-term support for those making the transition to stability. It may take years for the lowest-earning 40% of people in the U.S. to build resources and acquire financial stability.

8.Create a sustainable community where everyone can live well. This is the work of all people, not just elected officials or the chamber of commerce.

9.Bridges initiatives are relationship-based, so take time to reflect, talk, learn, act, and celebrate.

Is your community a Bridges community?

Use the following thinking tool to evaluate the developmental stage of the Bridges initiative in your community.


Bridges communities thinking tool: Criteria for Bridges community designation

by Philip DeVol and Treasure McKenzie

How do you know when your Bridges initiative is a Bridges community? Good question!

Bridges communities come in all shapes and sizes; the catalysts, backbone organizations, and sectors involved are never exactly the same. A Bridges community can be in a rural town or county, a small city, a midsize city, or a metropolitan area. The development pattern suggests that Bridges communities grow most easily in small and midsize cities. And they can be in different stages of development.

And yet, there comes a time when you wonder whether the term “Bridges community” fits your situation. You need to ask yourself whether you have critical mass, whether you have success stories, and whether you are acknowledged by the community at large. Has your initiative formed a learning community by sharing its own best practices with others? If the answer to most of these questions is yes, you could make a good argument for claiming the title of Bridges community.

For a deeper look into the “designation” of a Bridges community, we examined 20+ years of experience for patterns in established Bridges communities.

We have found that most communities progress through three stages of development on their journey. We created the following checklist to give you an idea of where your initiative stands. We want this to be celebratory of how far you have come and aspirational in terms of what your future story might be.

In the following survey, check the items that have been achieved.



Level 1

Critical mass




	Certified Bridges trainers are authorized to train the staff of their own organization and the staff of partnering organizations.




	Does your community have enough certified Bridges trainers to deliver workshops to most organizations with an interest in poverty issues?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Have most of your partnering organizations been trained?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Certified Getting Ahead facilitators are available to conduct workshops for people in poverty referred by partnering organizations.




	Are there are enough certified Getting Ahead facilitators to cover Getting Ahead classes several times a year?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Getting Ahead graduates must be supported post-Getting Ahead as they work their SMART goals.




	Is there continued support for the Getting Ahead graduates and assistance with breaking down barriers at the institutional and community levels?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Does your community support Getting Ahead graduates for at least two years after graduation?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	The partners who have been trained in Bridges and Getting Ahead form a collaborative, often called a Bridges steering committee (BSC).




	Have you established a backbone organization or BSC to manage administrative tasks?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Does the BSC meet regularly to expand the work in the community?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Do you maintain a database of all who have been trained and show an interest in Bridges and Getting Ahead?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Do you collect data on Getting Ahead graduates using CharityTracker and other outcome indicators needed locally?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]






Level 2

Engagement




	A per capita representation of all classes, races, and political persuasions needs to be at the planning and decision-making tables.




	Are all classes at the planning and decision-making tables?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Are all races at the planning and decision-making tables?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Are all political persuasions at the planning and decision-making tables?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]






Institutional applications in the BSC




	Institutions that are part of a Bridges collaborative encourage staff members to apply the concepts at two levels: (1) individual staff interactions with people/clients in poverty and (2) making changes in environment, procedures, policies, and program design that better serve clients.




	Are all staff, volunteers, and board members of each organization of the BSC trained in Bridges?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Of the organizations in the BSC, have most conducted a customer life cycle and made appropriate changes in environment, procedures, program design, and policies to better serve people experiencing poverty?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Of the organizations in the BSC, have most documented their outcomes?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]






Sector engagement




	The more sectors involved in a Bridges initiative, the greater the impact on the community and the more sustainable the initiative.




	Check the sectors in your community that have been introduced to Bridges concepts:

 

[image: image]Early childhood

[image: image]Faith

[image: image]Government

[image: image]Legal

[image: image]Substance abuse

[image: image]Education (K–12 and postsecondary)

[image: image]Family

[image: image]Health

[image: image]Mental health

[image: image]Transportation

[image: image]Employers

[image: image]Food

[image: image]Housing

[image: image]Social services

[image: image]Workforce






Bridges steering committee (BSC) activities




	Bridges initiatives need a well-connected, powerful board that is forward-thinking.




	Is the BSC made up of all classes, races, sectors, and political persuasions?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Does the BSC conduct learning-community activities such as sharing changes made at the institutional level that reduced barriers and smoothed pathways for people experiencing poverty, expanding skills of Bridges trainers and Getting Ahead facilitators, making improvements in support systems for Getting Ahead graduates, and facilitating book studies?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Does the BSC obtain regular publicity about the initiative?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Does the BSC work with a university or another entity to conduct research on Getting Ahead?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]






Level 3

Policy and advocacy




	A Bridges community aims to make policy changes that benefit people who are building stability and resources and yet are running into barriers beyond their individual power to overcome.




	Has the BSC been responsible for policy changes at the community level?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]




	Has the BSC been responsible for policy changes at the state level?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]






Community impact




	A Bridges community should be well-known as an important element necessary to building a community where everyone can live well.




	Do the media, civic organizations, political organizations, community organizations, philanthropists, and funders recognize the BSC as a necessary element in building a sustainable community?

	Check one:

Yes [image: image]    No [image: image]







We began with the question, “How do you know when your initiative is a Bridges community?”

Our answer? When in Level 1 you created a Bridges steering committee.

These collaboratives go by many names, such as Marion Matters, Impact Coalition, Getting Ahead OKC Collaborative, and Omaha Bridges. You will note that a lot of work has to be done to reach that goal. Congratulations! But, looking forward, we encourage you to build a Level 3 initiative. You will find that many barriers Getting Ahead graduates face come from the policy level. Our work is not done until we can be effective at all levels.

We suggest you begin with the end in mind. This thinking tool will help you visualize the future of your initiative. It follows a common sequence in the development of existing Bridges communities. You are on the same journey, and we hope this can help you build your future story. Use this thinking tool frequently and celebrate your successes!



The national Bridges community is supported by aha! Process through its books, workshops, and consultants. Some Bridges communities have formed statewide learning communities with the aim of exchanging best practices and influencing policies at the state level.

Policy as a red ball

Did you know that dogs can’t see the color red? When a dog is asked to solve a problem by picking the red ball from a number of different-colored balls, the dog is stumped. For some people, policy is a red ball. They see the problem, but they don’t see policy as the solution. In the next section, Gene Krebs will help people in Bridges communities see the red ball.

Policy work is made easier when your community has a Bridges collaborative. Advocating for policy change is not beyond the reach or imagination of Bridges collaboratives, but an initiative cannot be built on the backs of the few. People will get worn out and lose the joy. Be sure to spread the ownership throughout the collaborative.

When to begin working on policy issues?

■As soon as members of the Bridges initiative can see the red ball.

■As soon as you hit a barrier that only a change in policy can fix.

■As soon as the Bridges initiative has enough social/political capital to get the attention of decision makers.

■As soon as you’ve read the next section.

Questions/activities for discussion

1.Have you been involved in collaborative efforts before? If so, how does this approach match up with your prior experience(s)?

2.Does your community seem like a place where a Bridges initiative could take root?

3.Is it important to you that your organization (and community) avoid rankism, false generosity, and transactional relationships as described in this chapter?

4.Can you imagine your organization (leadership and staff) using the Bridges concepts to design and implement new approaches and programs?





Questions to Ask About
Section III: Community Lens

Questions to ask at the community level include:

1.How can community organizations collaborate to overcome barriers experienced by people struggling with poverty that they cannot overcome themselves?

2.How can community leaders from various sectors become involved?

3.What is the learning experience like for people experiencing poverty who participate in Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World?

4.How can people struggling with poverty be engaged in a Bridges initiative?

5.What do peer-reviewed published studies of Getting Ahead report about the effectiveness of the learning experience?

6.What organizational roles are necessary when building a Bridges collaborative?

7.How can a collaborative overcome community barriers that people experiencing poverty encounter?

8.What are the criteria for becoming designated as a Bridges community?

9.What can you do at the community level to address the areas included in the causes of poverty? Use the problem-solving thinking tool on the next page to brainstorm.

Problem-solving thinking tool133

[image: image]





Section IV: Policy Lens

by Eugene K. Krebs





“‘Sitting behind your computer is not going to be as effective as showing up for people where they really need it,’ said Joshua Tauberer, the creator of GovTrack, a popular web tool for tracking legislation. ‘Government is people.’”

–Brian X. Chen





Chapter 15

The Joy of Politics (and Policy)

So far, in reading this book or in trainings, you have been immersed in the Bridges way of thinking. You now know that:

■Those closest to the issue probably have the most informed perspectives.

■In our experience, Bridges communities work best with nonhierarchal, bottom-up decision-making.

■It’s all about relationships.

Knowing these lessons from Bridges, much to your probable surprise, also makes you prepared to understand policy development and the politics involved.

You probably hate politics. You are repulsed by what you see in the news or from campaign commercials, and you don’t want to get involved. What you are repulsed by is “top down” politics, the politics of political action committees (PACs) and super PACs where elected officials are purchased with campaign donations, jobs for relatives, lobbyists buying 5,000 copies of their book, or that great standby, bags o’ cash. A lobbyist in Ohio recently pointed out to me that I would be a statewide officeholder except that I said no to a bribe in 1992, and that forever tainted me as being honest and therefore of no value.

You should be aghast.

I am too, and I swim in these waters every day. But you can swim against the current and get to shore.

When I was a member of the Ohio House of Representatives, I passed 10 major pieces of legislation over eight years. In the legislative arena I beat big money once and tied with big money once. This was considered remarkable in a pay-to-play state, that a member of the legislature could succeed in taking on big money, which tells you a lot about politics in the U.S. When I left and helped to start a think tank, I passed another 10 major pieces of legislation over eight years, all without a PAC and without donating more than $100 a year. I did this in a state where the headline “Ohio House Speaker Under Federal Investigation for Corruption”134 appears quite a lot.

So I understand your reluctance to try to get laws passed and shape the policy that guides the legislation.

I am not going to give you marching orders. As Phil DeVol and I wrote in Bridges Across Every Divide, telling people what to do is like pouring water over a rock; it looks wet, but nothing soaks in.135

Previous sections of this book have discussed that people struggling with poverty are in the “tyranny of the moment.” When it comes to policy, this tyranny of the moment can sneak up on you as well. Take a moment to ponder why investigators in Getting Ahead classes keep running into the same issues year after year. Why? Peel the onion back. In the center you will find policy.

Examples of governmental policies that hurt people experiencing poverty

The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.

–L. P. Hartley, The Go-Between

The quotation from Hartley is a hopeful snippet in this section. You should be able to learn from the past and avoid the mistakes. This topic of the government making it harder for people struggling with poverty to move up the economic ladder is a target-rich environment. I could do a whole book on this one topic of how governmental policies are counterproductive, or just plain perverse, and still leave things out.

To a large degree, the government often punishes people simply for experiencing poverty and being different. This is done for several reasons, but one of them is that since the middle class know no people struggling with poverty, were not raised in poverty, and did not know anyone experiencing poverty growing up, the impacts are remote. Local governments also do this as a way to generate income. They are desperate for revenue because, if they have many people experiencing poverty, they have higher set costs for police and the courts along with more need for social services, but they have no revenue because the tax-producing middle class either flees or does not move into the community.

Tickets and court fees in Ferguson, Missouri

As discussed previously, part of what produced such a firestorm in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014 was that for decades the police and justice system doubled as a major revenue source for the city, as it had no tax base except police disproportionately issuing the Black population tickets for everything.136 In the wake of the fatal police shooting of Michael Brown Jr., an investigation by the U.S. Department of Justice revealed that these police and municipal court practices were unconstitutional.137

To quote from a story by the BBC: “Many officers appear to see some residents, especially those who live in Ferguson’s predominantly African American areas, less as constituents to be protected than as potential offenders and sources of revenue for the city.”138

For more than 1,100 local governments in the U.S., court actions are a significant part of their revenue stream. In Louisiana there are 25 local governments that get half of their income from fees, fines, and permits, and almost 200 local governments are mildly dependent on fees, fines, and permits to fund their operations. One community in Louisiana receives 92% of its funding from fees and fines. Granted, Louisiana is one of the most corrupt states in the nation,139 but this problem is not limited to certain regions of the country and can be found almost everywhere.


[Fines and fees] account for more than 10 percent of general fund revenues in nearly 600 U.S. jurisdictions. In at least 284 of those governments, it’s more than 20 percent. Some other governments allocate the revenues outside the general fund. When fine and forfeiture revenues in all funds are considered, more than 720 localities reported annual revenues exceeding $100 for every adult resident.140



How to solve this issue? One method is revenue sharing across local communities when development occurs. When the Mall of America was being built, Minnesota wisely recognized this would devastate the retail economies of a seven-county region and allowed for tax revenues from this behemoth and subsequent developments to be shared in that region, reducing tax disparities from 50:1 to roughly 12:1.141 Another way is to restrict revenue from fees, fines, and permits. Missouri now requires communities to obtain no more than 20% of their revenue from fees, fines, and permits.142

These fees and fines, which disproportionately affect people experiencing poverty, show up in the oddest places. Phil DeVol and I learned about this when we went to Toledo, Ohio, for three days of meetings, speeches, and presentations a few years back.

In one meeting, we divided up the attendees into three groups: agency heads, elected officials, and about 15 individuals who had just emerged from extreme poverty with help from Getting Ahead. We asked them to converse amongst themselves and tell us what the biggest impediment was to those experiencing poverty moving up the economic ladder in Toledo. From the agency heads and elected officials, we got pretty typical answers, like workforce training and transportation issues.

But the people closest to the issue, those just emerging from poverty, all stated they hated the percentage of income payment plan (PIPP) for electricity. This floored me and was not what I was expecting. The PIPP program can limit your utility payments to just 10% of your normal bill. The average monthly electric bill in Toledo is about $90, so the average bill under PIPP is $9.143 The problem was that if you were even one day late with a payment, you had to repay the past two months quickly in addition to paying a hefty late fee. But part of the reason you qualify for PIPP in the first place is that your life is chaotic. If your car breaks down or some other catastrophe occurs, it can ripple out and affect other areas of your life, like your employment. And if you had the $162 to pay the late fee, you would not be in PIPP. So, when the late fee is slapped on you, you head down the street and visit the payday lender, who now has their hooks into you.

Bridges has a history of helping local governments understand the impact fees, fines, and permits have on low-income populations. When the issue of water hookup fees emerged in Muskogee, Oklahoma, Getting Ahead graduates and Bridges advocates took up the challenge of changing the fee structure in a city of 40,000 people where the water department brought $1.4 million to the city coffers every year. They won, and the water fee structure was changed so it no longer extracted revenue disproportionately from people struggling with poverty.

The benefits cliff and affordable housing

Another big policy problem is known as the cliff effect. People receiving government benefits because they are experiencing poverty face a so-called “benefits cliff” if their income rises above a certain level. For example, if a Getting Ahead graduate is offered a raise or promotion at work, they may need to turn it down in order to keep their subsidized housing. If they take the raise, they will no longer meet the income requirements for subsidized housing, but the amount of the raise is nowhere near the value of the housing subsidy. In some cases, a mere dollar more per month can tip the family into fiscal crisis.144 Plus, if the company gets bought out and the job is lost, the wait to get back into subsidized housing can be two years or more.

One accommodation of the cliff effect is simple: a benefits cliff calculator for recipients of benefits and employers.145 With this transparent method, everyone can know the complications. But a better solution is to advocate turning the benefits cliff into a slope.

Much of the steepness of the benefits cliff is caused by the loss of a housing subsidy; the long-term fix for that is to increase the availability of affordable housing. Lack of affordable housing is caused in part by the abuse of zoning laws, where folks endeavor to keep those a half step below them on the economic ladder living as far away as possible. It is my belief that housing in the U.S. is about one-third more expensive than it needs to be due to restrictive zoning, the huge numbers of people who say “not in my back yard,” and tax policies like the mortgage deduction. The mortgage deduction is the biggest government benefits program in the U.S.,146 and it is aimed at propping up the wealthy. When Steve Forbes tried to make it a campaign issue in the 1996 presidential election, the home builders and real estate developers destroyed him in the New Hampshire primary.147

In addition, the solution is not as simple as building new affordable housing. Raj Chetty has done some interesting work on the location of affordable housing, which has a tremendous impact on moving children up the economic ladder.148 In short, building affordable housing in a neighborhood with few opportunities for work and quality education has no impact; building affordable housing in communities that feature good schools and little residential segregation will move the children up the economic ladder.

What causes residential segregation? Restrictive zoning can reduce the amount of affordable housing in most communities.

Restrictive zoning is a structural policy problem, and as overwhelming as it may seem, if you don’t deal with structural policy problems, you keep fixing the same old problems over and over.

What we do know is that the number of neighborhoods with 30% or more of the population experiencing poverty doubled from 1980 to 2010, and it has stayed stubbornly high.149

Poverty is becoming more widespread despite all the government efforts and programs; why?

Because advocates are often unaware of how government policy can make poverty worse. Some tiptoe around racism, or they do little to correct racism, as on the surface it appears overwhelming.

Racism and redlining

The government has used racist policies to keep Black, Indigenous, and people of color from accumulating wealth and joining the middle class. It has both used the law and ignored the law to do so.

Understanding redlining is the key to understanding how U.S. cities became segregated and why there are lingering barriers to homeownership for Black people. To understand poverty in urban Black communities, you must deal with redlining.

If you are interested in a book on this topic, The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated America by Richard Rothstein is outstanding.150 Rothstein identifies the damaging effects of government policy on the lives of Black citizens, many of them recently returned veterans and war heroes, through discriminatory lending practices based on color.

What exactly was redlining? On maps the government drew literal red lines around neighborhoods based on their racial makeup. The government then colluded with lending institutions to approve mortgages at favorable rates only in majority White housing developments. They also made sure majority Black housing developments, if they could be built at all, got substandard materials and were held to inferior codes, plus they charged higher rates on mortgages and employed punitive land contracts.

The Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC), a government-sponsored corporation, along with banks, the Federal Housing Administration, and the Department of Veterans Affairs, literally drew lines on a map and designated who could buy homes in which neighborhoods. The United States enforced segregation using lending and markers on a map.

The Color of Law sums it up:


Government’s commitment to separating residential areas by race began nationwide following the violent suppression of Reconstruction after 1877…During the 1930s the Roosevelt administration created maps of every metropolitan area, divided into zones of foreclosure risk based in part on the race of their occupants. The administration then insured white homeowners’ mortgages if they lived in all-white neighborhoods into which there was little danger of African Americans moving. After World War II the federal government went further and spurred the suburbanization of every metropolitan area by guaranteeing bank loans to mass-production builders who would create the all-white subdivisions that came to ring American cities.151



One officially authorized real estate handbook warned brokers to watch out for “a colored man of means who was giving his children a college education and thought they were entitled to live among whites.”152

The Great Depression put many homeowners at risk of defaulting on loans. In response to this, the federal government formed the HOLC in 1933 to introduce to homeowners low-interest loans that allowed them to build equity. While the intentions may have been good, the program, in order to gauge risk, hired real estate brokers to assess the homes, and they deemed homes in or near Black neighborhoods to be too risky to be in the program. The HOLC created color-coded maps of cities with historically Black areas marked as high-risk (i.e., colored red).

The government also created the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) in 1934. The program worked by insuring bank mortgages that covered 80% of the purchase price. The terms were for 20 years, and the loans were amortized so the owner had equity in the value of the house if it was sold.153 The FHA required that favorable loans be given only to exclusively White communities and that preference be given to new developments.154 The agency flat-out refused to make loans available to developments targeted toward middle class Black people who could easily make the payments. The agency didn’t even mask its racism.155 Soon the agency was reserving its highest ratings and most favorable rates for developments that had both racist deed restrictions and no Black people living nearby.156 In 1948 the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that racially based deed restrictions were unconstitutional. However, the federal agencies ignored the ruling and continued to make such restrictions a key part of their mortgage approval process.157

The upshot is that Black families could not gain equity in their houses, could not gain equality in schooling, and therefore had much less wealth to pass on to their children. In 2020, White people on average left $170,000 to their inheritors, while Black people left one tenth as much, or $17,000.158 The legacy of redlining also contributed to the subprime lending crisis of the mid 2000s, as Black borrowers were three times as likely as White borrowers to have subprime loans.159

As Richard Rothstein writes in The Color of Law, “We cannot understand the income and wealth gap that persists between African Americans and whites without examining governmental policies that purposely kept black incomes low throughout most of the twentieth century. Once government implemented these policies, economic differences became self-perpetuating.”160

Under the Community Reinvestment Act, banks funnel money to areas that previously were redlined; however, the results do not show explosive success. That is because in many cases these programs do not include getting money to local Bridges collaboratives. Your local Bridges collaborative should get money from banks for Getting Ahead programs. How do I define the success of this program? Black citizens leaving estates similar in size to those of White citizens. Currently the average size of a Black person’s estate is about one tenth the size of a White person’s estate. Therefore, the program has not yet achieved success.161 According to the Federal Reserve:


In the 2019 survey, White families have the highest level of both median and mean family wealth: $188,200 and $983,400, respectively…Black and Hispanic families have considerably less wealth than White families. Black families’ median and mean wealth is less than 15 percent that of White families, at $24,100 and $142,500, respectively. Hispanic families’ median and mean wealth is $36,100 and $165,500, respectively. Other families—a diverse group that includes those identifying as Asian, American Indian, Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander, other race, and all respondents reporting more than one racial identification—have lower wealth than White families but higher wealth than Black and Hispanic families. The same patterns of inequality in the distribution of wealth across all families are also evident within race/ethnicity groups; for each of the four race/ethnicity groups, the mean is substantially higher than the median, reflecting the concentration of wealth at the top of the wealth distribution for each group.162



Bridges is very adaptable to a conversation on racism and policy because it recognizes that every community and every family will have a different story. Redlining did not play out evenly across the country, and your policy response must also play out according to the specific needs of your community.

Do you have policies at the local, state, or federal level that keep people in poverty or punish them for experiencing poverty? Can you identify policies that have disproportionately negative effects for Black, Indigenous, and people of color? Give this some thought in light of what you know about Bridges. I hope you see the value of looking at policy.

Where do you want it to go next? What policies do you want to play a part in solving?

Transportation barriers and policy

I’m going to pretend you thought of transportation policy. Why? Because in the polling of those experiencing poverty about barriers they face, transportation issues usually appear in the top three.

When you see statistics, please remember that they are often thought of like soft butter on fresh toast: spread everywhere evenly. In reality, statistics in public policy are more like cold butter on Wonder Bread: very lumpy. When COVID-19 reduced demand for public transit starting in 2020, Ohio State University researchers found it was much more complex than it appeared on the surface.

Public transit usage in U.S. cities dropped about 73% when the pandemic broke out, but the drop in usage was not evenly spread butter; it varied by city based on a number of factors.

“The biggest factor was race. The larger the population of African Americans in a city, the less decline in demand for public transit…More than 70% of African American riders during the early pandemic were women…Occupation also played a large role. Demand for transit dropped more in cities with a higher percentage of people with non-physical occupations.”163

Why? Who working in what sector is likely to take public transit to get to what job? White collar workers could just transfer their office to a spare bedroom and work remotely. In some cities, public transit users have jobs where they still have to physically show up to work, often at a grocery store or as a janitor at a hospital.

What does this mean for Getting Ahead graduates as they try to get to work? According to AAA, a new car will cost you $800/month in payments, gas, and repairs.164 An average one-bedroom apartment rents for about $1,000/month.165 But let’s assume the working poor are renting in a less desirable part of town for $700/month. At a wage of $15/hour, which is the goal of many advocates, you need to work 100 hours, or the first two and half weeks in a month, just to pay for a car and housing.166 That gives you one and half weeks to work for food, clothing, and all your other needs. That is way too tight a budget, and it doesn’t even account for taxes withheld from your paycheck.

In this situation, many members of the working poor choose to do without a car and rely on transit. But if you were an alien flying your spaceship over North America, knowing nothing about this planet, you might assume the dominant life forms were the automobile and the truck. Highways everywhere. In many ways, our public policies accommodate cars before they accommodate people.

It is public policies that have made life harder for the working poor in this instance.167





“Don’t be afraid to go out on a limb.
That’s where the fruit is.”

–H. Jackson Brown Jr.





Chapter 16

Advocating for Policy Change

What can you do as an advocate? Let’s continue with transit as an example. Buses and transit usually require a subsidy funded by a general tax on the city or region, but these tax issues are often at the very end of the ballot, so raising people’s awareness of the issue and encouraging them to vote can help.

Find out which local officials have the most influence over transit. This may or may not be your mayor. If you live in a large metropolitan area, seeing the mayor may be tough unless you went to kindergarten together. If you did, just stop reading now and call the mayor. If you are living in a midsize city or region, there are probably some avenues you can explore to determine who has the most influence over transit, and the local Bridges collaborative is key in bringing you together with that person.

Your transit agency has a director; ask for a meeting and inquire how you can make their job easier. The phrase “making their job easier” is a key frame that you need to apply to every sector you encounter. The director will give you helpful background on the agency’s service territory and budgetary constraints, along with their philosophy. It is usually helpful to invite a Getting Ahead graduate. You telling the director about problems with transit is one thing, but hearing it from a Getting Ahead graduate who uses transit frequently is another. It makes the problem more tangible. Ask the director to tour your facility and/or meet Getting Ahead graduates at a graduation ceremony. There is also a practical aspect of this in that the director might hand out bus passes to graduates.

While meeting with the director, gently inquire which local official has the greatest affinity for transit and which one holds transit in disdain. There is also a third category here: Ask which local officials on the metropolitan planning organization (MPO) council support transit and which ones don’t. You can also ask if there is a local transit advocacy group you can meet.

An MPO is a federally mandated and federally funded transportation policymaking organization in the United States that is made up of representatives from local government and governmental transportation authorities. The feds send wads of cash to local authorities to spend on transportation projects. The reason they have many local governments across the region involved is that no one wants a road to be built that goes from six lanes to two lanes to four lanes. Also, if something goes wrong, the feds can just say that it was a local decision. In many regions these MPOs may decide where and how much to fund transit; their involvement will vary.

This is also why you need to find the local transportation advocacy group; they can tell you who your friends are. Also reach out to environmental groups that are worried about climate change; it seems that sprawl and driving have an impact on carbon emissions. The enemy of your enemy is your new best friend, and you both hate sprawl. It doesn’t matter what you may think of climate change; environmental groups are your partners when it comes to advocating for transit.168

When the MPO has open sessions to hear about local concerns, invite a Getting Ahead graduate to talk about their problems in getting to work. A Bridges collaborative will likely have a good relationship with the leadership of a company that employs Getting Ahead graduates. Be careful to “spread the wealth.” Don’t rely on just one employer or one Getting Ahead graduate; develop a deep bench of support. Transit is a workforce issue, and local development agencies worship at the altar of workforce development. Use this to your advantage.

Getting buses to run out to the interstate interchange so servers can work at mid-tier restaurants is important, but it doesn’t get to the root of the problem. For that, we’ll want to look into zoning.

Zoning abuse

One problem is that when deciding where to put a new restaurant or factory, the owners of the restaurant or factory all drive cars to the prospective sites. They probably have no idea what it is like to rely on transit to get to work. That is because the divides we all live with now, where the rich, middle class, and working poor rarely if ever rub elbows, have left people with little insight into how people outside their economic class live. Much of this is due to zoning.

Zoning, or rather the abuse of zoning, is the font of much evil in the U.S. and perpetuates our divides, including class and racial divides. When George Romney was Secretary of Housing and Urban Development under Nixon, he tried to implement a program called “Open Communities” that would have denied federal infrastructure funds to cities that engaged in zoning as a tool to exclude apartments for lower-income people. Nixon forced him to retire.169

Compact development leads to affordable housing and better transit opportunities, but in many communities, zoning is a tool for racial and class discrimination.170

To quote from a study done by Jenny Schuetz, senior fellow at the Brookings Institution’s Metropolitan Policy Program, “Building subsidized housing—or for that matter, market rate rental housing—is illegal in most parts of the U.S. Local zoning laws prohibit structures other than single-family detached homes on the majority of land across cities and suburbs.”171

My first think tank dealt with intelligent land use planning. Those higher on the economic ladder will use zoning to keep those below them on the economic ladder from moving up and moving in next door. Zoning is a means to deny housing to the very low- and no-income population.172 This is well-known in planning circles but is something no one wants to talk about, as it is really hard to fix. Exclusionary zoning keeps prices high; a home is a good investment as long as you can restrict access and keep people experiencing poverty far away. Three quarters of the land in cities is restricted to single-family detached housing.173 This is a major factor in creating an ecosystem that facilitates homelessness.174

Ponder a moment how many policy areas have impacted everything we just discussed: housing, zoning, homelessness, density, and transit.

Density is vital to this discussion; people do not like to walk farther than a mile to a transit stop.175 That seems to be the breaking point where people buy a car or take other transportation like a rideshare or cab. Bringing effective transit to a community that was mostly built after World War II is futile, as the housing and shops were laid out with cars in mind. If you try to bring transit, you find the buses have to stop so often they can’t make good time. There are few riders at each stop due to the long walk, so ridership drops, along with revenue.

Why is this so hard, and why doesn’t anything work anymore?

In the beginning, our republic was set up by the ruling elite for the ruling elite. Power was concentrated in the hands of the landed gentry and prosperous merchant class.

In the comparative biography Founding Rivals: Madison vs. Monroe, the Bill of Rights, and the Election That Saved a Nation, Chris DeRose writes: “In 1789 [in Virginia], eligibility to vote for the legislature was limited to male freeholders older than twenty-five who owned either twenty-five acres with a house or fifty unimproved acres. In the cities of Williamsburg and Norfolk…[one needed to own a] ‘visible estate’ worth fifty pounds.”176 Other states had similar statutes.

For the first 40 years of the country, this worked well for the ruling elite; however, blacksmiths, wheelwrights, coopers, and other tradespeople rioted, demanding the right to vote, and by the 1830s, most states had enfranchised all White men.

As the country grew, so did the populations represented by the congressional seats. It is now mostly forgotten, but the one thing George Washington wanted (and failed to get) in the Constitution was a limit to the number of constituents per congressional seat. Washington wanted to cap constituencies at 50,000 people per representative, as opposed to our current average of 800,000 citizens per House member. Madison even drafted this as a part of the Bill of Rights, but this amendment never received the needed support from the states to be adopted.177 It is still sitting out there, forlornly hoping for someone to ask it to dance.178

With the country now so large, with cities that exceed the population of the original 13 colonies,179 how does this type of republic respond to the needs of its citizens, especially those who are overburdened and struggling with poverty? How often do you and your local elected official and/or congressperson have lunch? How do they know what your community needs?

It requires a lot of energy to advance your causes at the local, state, and federal levels, but next we’ll show you a shortcut.





“If we do not lay out ourselves in the service of mankind, whom should we serve?”

–Abigail Adams





Chapter 17

Policyball: A Rubric for Assessing Advocacy

Daniel Kahneman won a Nobel Prize in economics, but long before that he was a psychologist in the Israeli army.180 The challenge in a citizen army like theirs was how to identify officer material. The brass often chose the person who looked like an officer: tall, full head of hair, and athletic. This often proved disastrous, so they asked Kahneman to devise a series of tests to determine who would make a good officer.

In effect, Kahneman created an algorithm, a formula with numerical scores to keep it from being too subjective. It worked like a charm.181

In an example of convergent evolution, a similar technique was developed for baseball and became the basis for the book and movie Moneyball. It was the same concept as Kahneman’s: Some people may look like baseball players, but the key is whether they can get on base.

Inspired by Kahneman and Moneyball—and armed with some practical knowledge of how things work and don’t work—Phil DeVol and I developed the following rubric and included it in the book Bridges Across Every Divide.182 The rubric just might tell you whether you’ve done enough to get your legislation passed. This will help you understand how to get leverage.

You may notice the rubric does not cover mass phone calls to elected officials or email and letter-writing campaigns. Those tactics are used by folks who have never served in office. They are a blunt tool, like using a hammer to kill flies in your home, and you end up with a lot of dings in your tabletops. Mass contact campaigns leave no room for discussion of compromises or negotiations, and in many cases, they just tick off the elected leadership you need to support your issue. When those letter-writing/email/call-in campaigns happen, offices can’t get other work done. Yes, the elected officials will encourage constituents to call their offices, but they don’t mean for 10,000 people to call in a period of five days. This tactic is used on federal offices all the time, and they have enough money to have a nice person sitting at a desk whose only job is to take down these types of messages. Your city and state do not, and so I recommend avoiding these mass contact campaigns.

Is your advocacy sufficient?




	Your people score:




	______

	Number of regions in the state or city helped by your idea




	______

	Number of majority legislators carrying the bill (maximum one from each chamber)




	______

	Number of agency heads who quietly support your bill




	______

	Number of years you’ve had lunch (at least once a year) with the gatekeeper legislator




	______

	Number of years you’ve had lunch with the governor, multiplied by 5




	______

	Dollars (in millions) the state will save by passing your idea (limit 10)




	Your impact score:




	Funding or policy areas your idea will impact; select all that apply and multiply by 3




	______

	Welfare reform




	______

	Drug abuse




	______

	Workforce development/impact of automation on jobs




	______

	Local government




	______

	Tax reform




	______

	Transportation




	______

	Education




	______

	Police–community relations




	Your experience score:




	______

	Your experience in public speaking (number of years divided by 5)




	______

	Number of times you’ve testified about your legislation




	______

	Number of times in the past year you’ve appeared on TV news shows (limit 5)




	______

	Number of social media accounts allied with your partners who are posting about this issue (limit 5)




	______

	Number of statehouse media you know personally (limit 6)




	______

	Number of times in the past six months your issue has been covered in an area newspaper




	______

	Number of newspaper articles in the past year about you or your partners on this issue




	______

	Number of times in the past year you’ve been in to sit down with the editorial board of an area newspaper




	______

	Number of times in the past year you’ve had an opinion piece, including a letter to the editor, published in an area newspaper




	______

	Number of times in the past year you’ve appeared on a regional radio talk show or were interviewed by a radio news reporter




	______

	Number of times in the past five years you’ve organized on-site meetings with officials




	______

	Number of copies of candidate or legislative briefing book handed out (divided by 100; limit 10)




	______

	Number of copies of Bridges Across Every Divide you’ve handed out to elected officials (limit 10)






 

Your people score + impact score + experience score = effectiveness of advocacy: _____

If your score is more than 100, you can stop reading and go for a walk. You are already a policy expert. Otherwise, keep reading.

People score

Number of regions in the state or city helped by your idea

It is rare that a city or state will do a great amount to help one region alone; any significant plan it adopts has to help more than one. If your city or state has five distinct regions, your policy proposal needs to help at least three. This means you will need to build alliances with those in other parts of the state or city. They don’t all have to be other anti-poverty advocates. Feel free to work with the chamber of commerce, manufacturers’ associations, and/or hotel groups if you want to focus on workforce development and transportation. Work with developers on affordable housing or housing for people experiencing homelessness. Partner with people who make political donations. The only silos we should have in the U.S. and Canada are on our farms.

Number of majority legislators carrying the bill

In most political bodies, having a member of the minority party as your champion is the kiss of death for your program. The more significant the reform, the more likely the majority party will kill the idea so the minority party doesn’t get any credit. By having a majority party champion in each chamber, you have a backup plan in case one leaves office. Remember the Slinky metaphor used earlier in the book? Your advocacy plan should be like the Slinky: flexible. If you are trained in Bridges, you will find advocacy easy.

Number of agency heads who quietly support your bill

Sometimes, until they get specific orders from the mayor’s or governor’s office, agency heads have some latitude. Can they infuse their agency with the ideas and ideals of Bridges? Yes, if they are already a trained Bridges facilitator; they won’t have time after getting appointed to the cabinet. You need to identify bureaucrats in both parties who are viewed as up-and-coming and get them copies of the Bridges books, see if they are open to attending a Bridges training, and then wait. And wait. Winning in policy work is like one of those multi-season television shows where it takes almost a decade for the story arc to finish.

Number of years you’ve had lunch (at least once a year) with your champion legislator/elected official

This is about that old standby in Bridges work: relationships.

Ask your local legislator, city councilperson, county official, or mayor to a lunch or breakfast at a place that serves breakfast all day.

These are less formal places than “the club,” and they are populated by ordinary people. You want the elected official to be surrounded by ordinary people. Remind them that this group exists.

These places are often inexpensive. This is important, as many states and cities have strict and low limits on how much someone can spend on a lunch for that elected official. If the official can’t accept a free lunch, then you help their household budget by keeping it cheap. You also send the subtle message that your organization is frugal.

Take two other people with you—a recent Getting Ahead graduate and a member of the board who is well-known and somewhat politically connected. Choose to sit at a booth. Have the official sit in the inside seat. Trust me. If you don’t sit them in the inside of the booth, they will be constantly leaping to their feet to greet people and campaign. They can’t help it. I’ve been there and done it myself. When you are paying $11.38 for their pancakes, you don’t want them jumping up to shake hands every three minutes and taking the focus off your issue. Places that serve breakfast all day are also unlikely to serve alcohol. This is important, as social norms must be obeyed, and there is no chance to loosen inhibitions.

Treat this as a non-romantic policy date. Ask the politicians about themselves. What are the issues they are encountering? Ask how you can help them make their job easier. Then gently begin to point out how Bridges can be a tool for them to solve certain problems. Ask them to hand out the certificates at your next Getting Ahead graduation ceremony and get their photo in the news and on social media. Give them some of the Bridges books that apply to their areas of concern. For example, if police–community relations is a big issue for them, give them a copy of Tactical Communication. Robert M. Ruth, chief of police in Saginaw, Michigan, said:


We did a total policy review, and we changed just about every policy within the department to make it more user-friendly within the community…Training is the most important thing that we can do in a police department. We conducted cultural diversity training, cultural competency training, we…trained Bridges Out of Poverty…It gives the officers an idea of what people in poverty look at when they see an officer in front of them.183



In effect, any time you have lunch by yourself at your desk, it is a waste of an opportunity to solve your policy issues.

Number of years you’ve had lunch with the governor

This might make you laugh, but every now and then, because politics is a very twisty, turny thing, the most unlikely folks can rise high.

Did you go to kindergarten with your governor? If so, stop reading any further and just call your childhood friend. The length of time you have known the elected official is a key aspect, so if you have any childhood friends who now work in politics, be sure to reach out.

Dollars (in millions) the state will save by passing your idea

Can Bridges save your state, county, or city money? Can it save the federal government money?

The answer is yes.

When most groups meet with elected officials, they are seeking funding, sometimes huge amounts.

But a Getting Ahead program is inexpensive. When run by volunteers using donated space and supplies, it costs less than $450 per participant.

When the official brings up their goals, and those goals involve spending for local community college, explain how Bridges can help with Investigations into Economic Class in America, a program for students who are the first of their family to attend college. It should be noted that crises like pandemics or war take a trend that was going to unfold over 20 years and condense it down to 20 weeks. For years, many of us in the think tank world have been concerned about higher education, and 2020 research by Galloway indicated a substantial number of colleges would close permanently in the near future, driven by forces that were accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic that began in 2020.184 That prediction proved true, as reports of colleges and universities permanently closing their doors appeared in the news.185 For many schools considering closing, Bridges might be the only path to survival.

Impact score

Funding or policy areas your idea will impact

Bridges affects public policy in a manner that has a positive impact on government as well. Reading books such as Bridges Across Every Divide can help you understand how everything is connected.186 Bridges can positively impact policy in the following areas and more:

■Welfare reform

■Addiction and recovery

■Workforce development

■Local government

■Tax reform

■Transportation

■Education

■Police–community relations

Experience score

It’s not what you say, it’s what people hear.

–Frank Luntz

Your experience in public speaking

A few years back I figured it up, and I had given more than 1,700 speeches. I hate public speaking. A quarter century ago, radio stations would call me for a quote, and I would forget to breathe. After a minute or so of talking, I started to turn purple. Thank goodness it was radio and not video.

I’ve appeared on dozens of talking head shows on TV and radio glibly explaining either policy or politics, from local TV to CNN to the BBC. To achieve your policy goals and improve your community, you may need to appear at conferences, in legislative committee hearings, and in the media discussing what you do.

Number of times you’ve testified about your legislation

The leaders of your community and your state need to know who you are, and they need to know about the organization(s) you represent. You can have many lunches with the local folks, but another easy way to get your message out is to testify on a piece of legislation. Familiarity breeds respect, so when policymakers see you in the legislative environment, they will take you and your message more seriously.

The piece of legislation you testify about should be something you created with your local legislator or city councilperson, along with other members of the local Bridges collaborative. You might have partners you have developed who are also going to testify.

In the state legislature you can usually find legislative liaisons attending the committee hearings. These junior staff members can be your gateway to the governor. Meet them and ask to meet with their boss. Do not ask to meet with the governor. Meet with their boss, then ask to meet with that person’s boss, and then just keep meeting bosses until you get to the governor. These meetings are where you hand out data, briefing books, and copies of Bridges Out of Poverty; they will read everything you give them. They are in these posts because they are readers. Ask your legislative champion to facilitate these meetings.

Number of times in the past year you’ve appeared on TV news shows

Webcast shows, podcasts, etc. are also acceptable. You don’t have to originate these blogs or podcasts, but you need to seek out ways to be featured on them. There are local folks who need content, so contact them.

Keep in mind that while folks are interested in what you say and the data you bring, the best stories come from the Getting Ahead graduates. The point is to get your message out there, but it is not really about you. Every time you go on the air, ask if you can invite a graduate of Getting Ahead. They are the most authentic voices.

Too many people in the middle class were raised in the middle class, went to a middle class state school, and now live on a cul-de-sac with other folks of the same narrow educational and income range. They have never met people struggling with poverty and are afraid based on what they have seen on the news, where “if it bleeds, it leads.” Getting Ahead graduates are the best ambassadors for your program and will stir the hope that resides in the hearts of everyone.

Number of social media accounts allied with you or your partners

By the time you are reading this, there may be platforms available and trending that didn’t exist at the time of this writing. Use them to promote your agency or organization and the Getting Ahead program and graduates. Why? Because potential recruits to your Getting Ahead program are probably on a social media platform. You need to speak to them where they are.

Number of statehouse or city hall media you know personally

Members of the legislature are keenly interested in “the clips.” Every morning they are given a compilation of stories from local news that concern state politics and policy.

They avidly peruse the contents looking for their names, their policy interests, the people above them on the food chain, and their competitors/friends/enemies. If they get a quote, then all day the other members of the legislature mention to them that they saw their name in the news. Their prestige increases. They stand taller. Their eyes sparkle. They post the article on all their social media platforms. They send a copy to their aged mother, who is very proud.

You need to make the clips. Host a tour of your facility or have a legislator speak at a Getting Ahead graduation. Invite the local media or send them a photo with names and a brief press release. Sit down with the local media over lunch with Getting Ahead graduates for background information.

There is another media that may be unknown to you: the statehouse news organs. These are news organizations that are subscription-only and very expensive for a private citizen. There are usually one or two news organs per statehouse, with reporters who cover every single activity of your state government. They give detailed reporting of every committee hearing, seminar, and news conference. Because their publications are now only online, their reporting can produce thousands of words on the most arcane policy issue. Their power is that they are the evening reading material of every power broker in your state. Every statewide official, agency head, legislator, city official, lobbyist, and party leader reads these reports five nights a week. When you are introduced to these reporters, give them details. Getting your material to them is essential for playing the inside game. Have coffee or lunch with them if possible.

Number of times in the past six months your issue has been covered by an area newspaper or local NPR station

What this tells you is whether the editor thinks this is a big issue for your community. The more times it’s reported, the greater the need. Don’t blow off traditional print and broadcast media for social media; traditional media still have audience sizes that can exceed those of any local social media influencer. Why NPR? They do in-depth stories, and their listeners are swing voters, so the elected elite covet their support.

Number of newspaper articles in the past year about you or your partners on this issue

This tells you if you are a success in getting the media to pay attention to you and the other members of the Bridges collaborative. Post these articles in your social media; this gives your organization credibility with the public and with funders. It is not a bad idea to include a section of clips or links to news stories when you make reports to your funders.

Many newspapers have relationships with the local TV station, and that can open up doors for more interviews of Getting Ahead graduates and coverage of graduations.

Be sure to go after your local PBS/NPR news stations. The staff there will love your work, and if you have read Bridges Across Every Divide, then you know that the NPR GOP is the most sought-after swing voting group.187 PBS serves the ruling elite in many communities.

I regularly appear on a PBS political talking head show in Ohio that broadcasts to an audience of about 90,000 viewers each week, which barely beats the audience for reruns of The Lawrence Welk Show. But the key here is that the ruling elite of Ohio watch this show, either live or later on the web. This is about the inside game.

Number of times in the past year you’ve been in to sit down with the editorial board of an area newspaper

Opinion–editorial boards love your work. It goes across the various political and social divides. They will eat it up. Creating content for newspapers is demanding work, so when you walk in the door with ready-made human interest stories, they will be glad to see you. Before you walk in, contact aha! Process for the newest data, as op–ed boards like to toss data in so it doesn’t look like opinions only. Invite a Getting Ahead graduate to go with you, and/or invite other folks in the Bridges collaborative.

Number of times in the past year you’ve had an opinion piece, including a letter to the editor, published in an area newspaper

This also applies to blog posts, short videos, podcasts, or any other sort of media outreach.

If I post an article that gets 3,874 clicks and is shared a dozen times, it has an impact. If I write one opinion piece for the local newspaper that has a circulation of 27,000, it may have even more of an impact. Plus, I can post a link to that article—a twofer.

Do not discount old media. It is still used. The printer hooked up to your computer did not obliterate your need to use ink pens. Old technology rarely fades away completely or very quickly. After the TV was widely adopted, it took 60 years, the invention of streaming services, and a pandemic for the movie theater to finally fade—and some are making a comeback.

Number of copies of candidate, policy, or legislative briefing books handed out

This exercise will help you build a policy agenda that encompasses many partners in your community, region, or state and will help you develop both the inside and outside games. The inside game is you meeting with a city councilperson or legislator in their office and describing what you need in the policy solution. The outside game is bringing together many organizations and grassroots citizen groups (i.e., the Bridges collaborative) to advocate for those policy changes.

A briefing book is how you organize your polices and actions and gain partners across many public policy silos. To identify areas where work needs to be done, look first at the excellent work done by Wahler that identifies what Getting Ahead graduates say are the barriers to achieving success:

■Bad debt

■Unemployment

■Transportation

■Affordable housing

■High debt

■Physical health

■Mental health

■Isolation

■Underemployment

■No access to computers

■Chemical dependency

■Learning problems

■Felony convictions

■Unstable working conditions

■Lack of affordable childcare

■Domestic violence188

Are there groups in your city, region, or state that follow the concepts in Bridges? If not, consider having area groups in for a tour or to attend a Getting Ahead graduation. Get them exposed to the Bridges model. Offer aha! Process trainings to their staff. aha! Process has books in many of the sectors named above and trainings in most. This may take time.

Sit down with local foundations and explain what you want to do: Form a collaborative of groups that could benefit from a more cohesive approach to advocacy.

Be sure to talk about bringing groups out of their silos. Foundations love to hear about breaking down silos. Ask for a modest amount of money to compile and distribute the briefing book. You could even do one that is all online and include video elements.

Pick 6–8 groups that play well with others and use Bridges constructs (i.e., the Bridges collaborative for your region and/or state). Ask each organization to do a section on a topic about which they have special expertise.

Let’s say one of your collaborators wants to use land banks to expand affordable housing.

“Zombie Houses Are Eating Our Neighborhoods” is a good, eye-catching title for that section.

A short paragraph ensues that briefly explains what a land bank is and how it can be used to restore abandoned houses back to habitability.

Then a paragraph about the data follows and cites sources. If you are filming, at the end of the video just include all your sources in an onscreen bibliography. In the case of land banks, abandoned houses pull down the property values of all houses within sight. You can show the data, show a photo, or edit in a short video clip.

Next, include some concrete action steps and policy changes. Perhaps your state does not allow land banks; announce clearly that you want one, and use Ohio’s legislation as the model language. Elected officials rarely want to be innovators, so show them how other states or communities are doing it and ask them to copy.

Some communities are looking at community land trusts, where the participant owns the building but not the land, which is owned by the trust.189 In Bridges Across Every Divide we discuss the advantages of worker cooperatives and employee stock ownership plans (ESOPs).190 Community land trusts look like a mashup of worker cooperatives, ESOPs, and the economic theories of Henry George, who worked to separate the taxes on land from the improvements to the land via an economic philosophy called Georgism. This method gives a voice to renters and reduces the cost of housing.

Once you’ve collected the briefing book’s chapters from the partnering organizations, create a snappy title for the briefing book. If Sprawl Meant Jobs, Ohio Would Have Full Employment is one of my favorites.

Then write a short introduction that outlines your goals and states that this briefing book is nonpartisan.

Briefing books have a life span of about 10 years, so you don’t need to redo one every year or two. They are great when applying for grants from foundations and for shoving into the hands of elected officials when you meet with them. Put the briefing book on your website, and copy it onto thumb drives you can hand out.

For further information on briefing books, please refer to Bridges Across Every Divide.191 Which brings us to that particular book.

Number of copies of Bridges Across Every Divide you’ve handed out to elected officials

When you hand someone a book and tell them your program is based on a certain approach, it gives intellectual weight to your endeavor. You look better in their eyes.

Tell them that the Bridges model is used in hundreds of communities across the world in a variety of settings.

Bridges Across Every Divide was written with two audiences in mind: advocates and elected officials. Advocates will understand what makes elected officials tick, and elected officials will understand the public policy precepts that underlie Bridges efforts. They will see your value in helping them solve their biggest problem: how best to serve their community, region, and country.

All this is in one book that is pretty evenly divided between explaining Bridges to the uninitiated and examining how politics and policy work—and why they often don’t. Bridges Across Every Divide builds on Bridges Out of Poverty to facilitate policy work with a bottom-up, relational approach.

Give elected officials a print copy, an ebook, or an audiobook. Legislators often spend hours each week traveling to the state capital and to various meetings scattered around their district. Give them an audio copy.192

Tying it all together

To direct your community into positive action using Bridges constructs to advocate for policy change, hold a Tocqueville meeting. The Tocqueville meeting process is outlined in Chapter 20 of Bridges Across Every Divide.193

We no longer know people different from us. We do not live next to, worship with, or socialize with people who are from different classes or educational levels. Bridges training and Getting Ahead facilitator certification are designed to bring people together. The books are a good first step, but eventually it will still come down to training. We don’t let medical doctors rely only on books; they need training also.

You may not be ready for this; only about 10% of Bridges communities have the civic capacity to do the Tocqueville process. But if you have already done a briefing book, you have laid the foundation. If you are deciding to do a briefing book, consider having a Tocqueville meeting beforehand. As you go through the process, always remember to fix the problem, not the blame.





Questions to Ask About
Section IV: Policy Lens

Questions to ask about policy include:

1.Bridges is about relationships; did it surprise you that policy development and politics are about relationships also?

2.Before reading this section, did you lack confidence in getting involved with policy and politics? Why? Are you more confident now?

3.The tyranny of the moment: How often do you just sit quietly and ponder the core reasons for what you see coming in the door? Do you ever have staff meetings on that topic? Do you then discuss how to fix those problems?

4.What was your score on the “Is Your Advocacy Sufficient?” algorithm? Are you satisfied with your score? What do you need to improve?

5.Do you see governmental policies as solutions or problems?

6.Are problems separate, or are they joined? Either way, is it possible to fix one problem without fixing others?

7.What can you do at the policy level to address the areas included in the causes of poverty? Use the problem-solving thinking tool on the next page to brainstorm.

Problem-solving thinking tool194

[image: image]





“I will prepare and someday my chance will come.”

–Abraham Lincoln





Afterword

The Birth of a New Era

by Eugene K. Krebs

We are coming to an era of rapid change, but unlike other disruptive eras, this change is more rapid and unpredictable than the change we have seen in other epochs. I’ve spent the last 30 years being paid to look into the future, see what it holds, and then advise the ruling elite on what changes are needed to give the new era an easy birth.

But my crystal ball is cloudy; there are too many variables to predict how things might turn out.

I do know this: Countries will increasingly realize that their most precious natural resource is their citizens, and they need to have every citizen perform to the top of their ability. Partly this is because of declining birth rates, but it is also attributable to national security concerns. Programs and models that move every citizen to realize their complete self-awareness will be sought after like a precious metal. Bridges is the new precious metal; like gold, it is malleable and can be formed to fit every local need and the needs of every individual.

It is up to you to be the new goldsmith, to help fashion the precious and malleable Bridges-informed programs, organizations, and policies that will raise up the next population of your country, wherever that country is. It is not up to me. To paraphrase Arthur C. Clarke, I am like a sterile midwife in this endeavor; I can’t give birth myself but can only help you give birth. You can give birth to a new community covenant, where no person is left behind, all form their own dreams, and all realize their dreams.

It is up to you.





Appendix A

Some Key Points to Remember

  1.Poverty is relative. If everyone around you has similar circumstances, the notions of poverty and wealth are vague. Poverty and wealth exist only in relationship to known quantities or expectations. People who meet the U.S. federal poverty guidelines may self-identify as being in poverty, in the working poor, in the working class, or in the middle class.

  2.Poverty occurs in all races and in all countries. The modern notion of the middle class as a large segment of society is a phenomenon of the 20th and 21st centuries. The percentage of the population that is experiencing poverty is subject to definition and circumstance, and the U.S. has changed its definition and formula for determining who is experiencing poverty several times. Many countries have their own definition, and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development provides comparison data.195 Though different racial and ethnic groups experience poverty at different rates, poverty occurs among all people in all places.

  3.Economic class is a continuous line, not a clear-cut distinction. In 2020, the poverty guideline in the United States was $26,200 per year for a family of four.196 The cost of housing and transportation has significantly changed the reality for many individuals who are at and below the poverty line. Individuals are stationed all along the continuum of income; they sometimes move on that continuum over time.

  4.Generational poverty and situational poverty are different. Generational poverty is defined as experiencing poverty for two generations or longer. Situational poverty lasts for a shorter time and is caused by circumstances (e.g., death, illness, divorce, job loss, etc.). Situational poverty is often referred to as working poverty.

  5.No matter who you are or where you are, when resources get scarce, certain patterns of thinking and behavior often emerge in response to the scarcity. For example, at the basis of all survival is food. As food gets scarce, people spend more time searching for it. This work examines those patterns. All patterns have exceptions.

  6.Individuals bring with them the hidden rules of the class in which they were raised. Even though the income of the individual may rise significantly, many of the patterns of thought, social interaction, cognitive strategies, etc. remain with the individual.

  7.Schools and businesses operate from middle class norms and use the hidden rules of middle class. These norms and hidden rules are not directly taught in schools or in businesses.

  8.For our clients to be successful, we must understand their hidden rules and identify for them the rules that will make them successful at school, at work, and in the community.

  9.We can neither excuse persons experiencing poverty nor scold them for not knowing; as professionals, we can provide information and knowledge bases for their own planning and implementation.

10.In order to move from poverty to middle class or middle class to wealth, an individual may need to give up relationships for achievement (at least for a period of time).

11.We cannot blame the victims of poverty for struggling with poverty. Economic systems are far beyond the control of most people. Factories close, small farms fold, racism persists, and the economy fails to provide enough well-paying jobs, some of which are lost to automation. What we offer is a way for individuals to change their circumstances if they so desire by advocating for changes at the personal, institutional, community, and policy levels.

12.We cannot continue to support stereotypes and prejudices about people struggling with poverty. There are many forms of welfare programs, but people experiencing poverty are the only ones who are labeled “undeserving” when they receive TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families), SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) benefits, Medicaid, or other benefits. Forms of welfare that don’t attract as much stigma are education grants and subsidized student loans, home mortgage interest deductions, government subsidies for corporations, and government agencies that are kept open to prevent job losses regardless of their efficacy.

13.Poverty and race intersect. Racism operates in every area that is researched as a cause of poverty and exacerbates the impact of poverty. Being a member of the racial group, ethnic group, or caste that dominates a society’s power structure gives individuals advantages in negotiating financial, political, and legal structures. The effects of these advantages show up as differences in economic access, bridging social capital, access to expertise, etc. In the U.S., White people hold the most positions of power at the national level, but this varies at the state and local level. In China, people of Han descent dominate the power structure. In India, the power structure is arranged by caste.





Appendix B

Getting Ahead Graduates: Life After Getting Ahead

In the beginning of this book, three Getting Ahead graduates shared their stories, and readers were asked to assess their resources based on the scenarios they described. The Getting Ahead graduates were also invited to write follow-ups to the scenarios for inclusion here.

Carl: What my life is like now

Before I continue, I want to say that this next part of my story I share with humility and want to be clear that I appreciate everyone who has helped me along the way. I am certain there is no way I would have been able to get to where I am on my own.

Getting Ahead helped develop some of the seeds that enabled me to make real plans for the future. I was introduced to new communication skills that showed me how to respectfully convey myself across class and economic lines, which has been priceless. As a result of my involvement, I have had opportunities to travel all over the country to speak to people and share my story in great detail.

I am now a registered nurse and have dedicated my time to hospice and serving patients and their families during an exceedingly difficult time. I am also now married to a beautiful, successful woman and have three wonderful stepchildren whom I love more than they will ever know. I have been clean and sober for over 13 years and live a lifestyle that is much different than the one before. Although my relationships with certain family members have had their share of struggles, we now have a solid understanding of each other and respect and appreciate each other in a new way.

Before the change I would consider myself to be lucky to be able to stay at a friend’s home for the night or live in a family member’s basement, but things have improved. My wife and I signed papers just yesterday to have a beautiful home built for our family, and I could not be happier about it. I drive a new vehicle and can actually pay for gas and repairs if needed. I have a savings and checking account and retirement plan. My family and I go on vacations and are able to help extended family members out as well.

Although having more financial resources is a significant change in my life, financial resources are only a fraction of what has changed. I have learned through experience that the most valuable gifts I have received are things that cannot be seen, the feelings of having purpose, the feelings of being loved and being able to love and encourage others. The money and all that comes with it is great, but the ability to feel good about myself is more valuable than money would ever be.

Maria: What my life is like now

Once I was registered in Getting Ahead, I looked forward to the weekly sessions. I felt relaxed due to the participant camaraderie and became more self-confident, learning to express my opinions and share experiences without fear. Getting Ahead definitely helped me build social capital. I also made several key supportive friends in rehabilitation.

I never knew what a predatory lender was. I thought pawnbrokers were there to help people who did not have good credit or were short of money. Getting Ahead opened my eyes, and now I know they are taking advantage of the poor. It opened my eyes when I realized that the pawnshops and payday loan offices were mostly in poor neighborhoods.

I explored the possibility of expunging the many past convictions from my criminal record. Unfortunately, I could not recall all of them. After I graduated from the Getting Ahead program, I continued with my second year of college. I was still dependent on the tribe’s scholarship and food stamps.

After graduating from community college with a degree in basic social services, I returned to live just outside the reservation. Because of my record, I could only find “daily jobs.” Because of thrifty habits, I was able to make it while still caring for my niece, nicknamed “Piggie.”

I enrolled Piggie in the local Boys and Girls Club, which offered hoop dance classes. Piggie excelled at the dance, and I took her to powwows where she competed well and won prizes and recognition.

Eventually, I obtained part-time work with the tribe driving people to appointments. Having proved myself a reliable employee, after six months the tribe hired me full-time. I moved into tribal housing with lower rent.

My financial situation had improved significantly. I furnished my house, bought a nice minivan, and took trips across the state and beyond to attend powwows with Piggie—sometimes fitting in a vacation day as well. Now a teenager, Piggie is doing very well at school and dancing.

After two years, I left my job to drive for a rideshare company. I worked long hours each day, earning good money. With the COVID lockdown, I had to suspend work for months and live on unemployment, resuming work when the contagion rate declined. I am back driving now. I receive compliments on the cleanliness of my car. In addition, I have recently started my own business.

In my native culture, I was taught to respect and fear my grandmother. When I returned, my grandmother accepted me. I know my grandmother always loved and prayed for me. Once, back when I was still using drugs, I overdosed and was taken to the hospital. When I opened my eyes, I saw my grandmother praying at the foot of my bed.

When my grandmother died of COVID, she left me an acre of land on the reservation. I am now planning to buy a manufactured home to put on the lot. I am working to improve my credit in order to get a loan and have already increased my credit score by 200 points.

I am still connected to several Getting Ahead mentors, and I continue to be stable and try to move through life with grit and grace.

Stanley: What my life is like now

Prior to my Getting Ahead class graduation, I said to the facilitator, “You know, Stephen, I’ve gotten a lot out of this class, but I don’t want no job!”

Stephen said, “That’s fine Stanley! What do you want to do?”

I responded, “I want to build my social capital so I can make my son’s life better.”

I applied what I learned about social capital to intentionally build relationships with people I trusted and who knew things I didn’t know. A few months after graduation, with support from a nonprofit organization, I moved into a low-cost duplex with my son. Within a year, I was able to negotiate an agreement with children’s services to reduce my child support payments.

I also co-facilitated Getting Ahead classes, attended Bridges steering committee meetings, and participated in staying ahead activities. After one meeting, I said, “You know, I’m tired of dating brides of Chucky!” Someone had broken into my new apartment; I believed it was my girlfriend trying to fund her drug habit. Motivated to move to a safer neighborhood and get my son into a better school, I obtained subsidized housing. Fourteen months after Getting Ahead graduation, I moved without giving the forwarding address to my girlfriend. Given my romantic history, I also decided to stop dating and focus on building my resources. My new house had a yard where I could start a garden. Most importantly, it was in a better school district for my son.

A year and a half after graduation, an ally named Pete asked me, “Why don’t you get a job doing the things you do as a volunteer?” and gave me a piece of paper with a name and phone number on it. Despite fears of losing my disability payments, I got a part-time job working in a fatherhood program. Soon I had another part-time job working for the county, which eventually transitioned to a full-time job with benefits. For more than five years I have worked as an outreach specialist introducing people to resources they need. Part of my work is to meet returning citizens when they are released from incarceration, get them through the first 72-hour period, and help with IDs, licenses, housing, and whatever resources are needed for a successful landing.

For the past two years, I have taken over cooking the community meal at my church for 175–250 people every week. Since the pandemic began, I have been doing all the cooking myself, with three or four volunteers to pack up to-go meals.

One evening, I walked into a parent-leader event with my purple suit, yellow shirt, hat, and cane. The facilitator (my trusted friend, Marian) hugged me, looked into my eyes with warmth and humor, and said, “Hi, pimp!” I felt welcomed, but Marian’s comment reinforced my growing awareness that the way I dressed sometimes projected the wrong image. After that, I chose my supervisor as the model for what clothes to wear and started creating a new wardrobe. I went to Goodwill and bought plaid, button-down shirts for $1.50, khaki pants for $2.50, and brown shoes for $3.00.

After taking a year-and-a-half break from dating, one of the parent-leaders convinced me to go on a blind date with her friend, Linda, who worked for the library. For me, it was love at first sight. Linda and I were married one year after our first date (and four years after my Getting Ahead graduation). The growth of my social capital was obvious at our wedding. Linda and I were married by my friend and colleague, a Toledo Municipal Court judge. My best man was my friend who is a Lucas County commissioner. My Getting Ahead facilitator was a groomsman, and many others from our growing community celebrated our marriage with us.





Appendix C

Is Your Organization a Bridges Organization?

Client point of view
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Staff point of view
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Organizational point of view
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Appendix D

Institutional Skill Assessment Questionnaires

Personal skills applied by position and duties




	JUDGES, EMPLOYERS, POLICE: People in these positions motivate clients by use of orders and sanctions.




	PERSONAL SKILLS REQUIRED

	Have the skill?




	Explain rules

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Use adult voice

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Avoid power struggles and manipulation

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Use metaphor

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Understand story structure and casual register

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Assess resources

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Teach middle class rules

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Use varied mentoring models and structures

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Present concept of crisis as opportunity for change

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Use community systems of care

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]






Personal skills applied by position and duties




	RECEPTIONIST, SUPPORT STAFF: People in these settings greet the public, gather data, orient clients, schedule appointments, and collect fees. They have brief but perhaps frequent encounters. They set the tone and climate for the organization.




	PERSONAL SKILLS REQUIRED

	Have the skill?




	Show kindnesses and courtesies

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Give clients time before “getting to the agenda”

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Admit when wrong

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Use the adult voice

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Appreciate and use humor

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Use informal mentoring techniques

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Detach and avoid power struggles

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Teach middle class rules

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Know local resources

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]






Personal skills applied by position and duties




	INTAKE WORKERS, DATA GATHERERS: People in these positions do screenings and make determinations about the initial course of action. Their time with clients is limited.




	PERSONAL SKILLS REQUIRED

	Have the skill?




	Understand story structure and casual register

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Gather data from more than one person

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Respect client’s loyalty to friends/family who are not present

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Detach and avoid power struggles

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Use the adult voice

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Evaluate assets and resources

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Plan backward

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Teach procedural self-talk

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Plan at the beginning of each session

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Avoid direct questions if possible

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Ask who, what, when, where, how

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Teach formal and consultative language

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Teach the hidden rules of economic class

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Use formal or informal mentoring for secondary issues

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Mediate

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]






Personal skills applied by position and duties




	THERAPISTS, COUNSELORS, CASE MANAGERS, INSTRUCTORS: People in these positions have long-term relationships with clients designed to assist clients in making changes. They gather data, develop plans, and monitor and process work with clients. These people must have all the skills listed above—plus the skills listed below.




	PERSONAL SKILLS REQUIRED

	Have the skill?




	Use team interventions

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Provide mentors

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Use metaphor stories

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Assist client in developing support teams

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Distinguish between enabling systems and positive support systems

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Teach procedural self-talk

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Offer structure and choices

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Teach coping strategies, and provide respite

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Offer a bridge out of poverty

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	Use formal mentoring regarding primary and secondary issues

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]




	The most skilled will understand cognitive development, dynamic testing, instrumental enrichment, and mediation

	Yes [image: image]

	No [image: image]






The following table is another way to review personal skills for working with people in poverty. This table invites you to mark a “+” if you already possess the listed skills, a “0” if you have some of the skills but need to improve them, and a “–” if your skills need lots of work.

Do the frontline staff in the organization have these skills?

Skills and strategies for working with families from poverty

[image: image]

Skills and strategies for working with families from poverty

[image: image]

Skills and strategies for working with families from poverty
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Appendix E

Content and Process Description for Each Session of Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World

Note: Materials referenced here are adapted from Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World, Facilitator Notes for Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World, and the Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World facilitator training slide presentation.

Investigators discover how to transform their world through individual action and by participating in Bridges collaboratives.

Session 1: My life now

Content

■The investigators create group rules.

■The group describes what life is like for those who are struggling with poverty.

■The group creates a mental model of poverty as experienced in their community.

[image: image]

Process

The group experiences the difference between teaching and facilitating for the first time; they are seen as the experts on the topics and the conditions in their communities. They begin to learn from others, and they begin to take accountability for the success of the group learning experience.

Session 2: My life now (continued)

Content

■The investigators examine their housing conditions, calculate their personal affordable housing payment threshold, and determine what percent of their income goes to housing.

■The group discusses the federal poverty guidelines and the difference between the minimum wage, a living wage, and a sustainable wage.

■The investigators determine their debt-to-income ratio and learn some of the hidden rules of money.

■The investigators create a mental model of their lives now.

■An investigation is done on time management in their own lives.

Process

We have been asked, “Why do you start with investigations that are so difficult and painful?” Of course, the point isn’t to make it painful. It’s to start the work by talking about what is real and relevant. The difficult issues are raised by the investigators themselves. These issues are at the top of mind. Asking them to describe their communities is the first step in creating a discrepancy between what is and what can be a future story. We’ve found that telling people what to do isn’t effective. What is effective is to provide adults with the time and setting to examine information in the context of their own lives so that it is they who make the argument for change, and it is their goals and plans that others in the community can support.

During the discussions, it becomes clear that investigators are problem solvers. In unstable and under-resourced settings, things break down a lot. This means that the investigators are beating out fires all day. Without money to solve problems, they use the skills and availability of people they know. Another concept that comes out of the first sessions is the realization that the constant deluge of problems drives people into the tyranny of the moment.

[image: image]

Bridges collaboratives

Bridges collaboratives should use the mental model of poverty to inform their understanding of poverty. Poverty is experienced differently in every country, state, county, and town. Poverty on a Native American reservation is different from poverty in inner cities, from poverty in rural counties that are predominantly White, and from poverty in Slovakia. Consider inviting Getting Ahead graduates to share their findings with the collaborative after they have graduated.

Sessions 3 and 4: Theory of change

Content

■The group discusses the difficulties and process of making personal changes. They are familiar with going to local service providers. Most of those providers (as noted earlier) expect their clients to change the way the clients think and behave.

■In these sessions, the facilitator shares the Getting Ahead theory of change. Transparency about the theory of change builds trust. Investigators can adopt the theory of change if they find it valuable and meaningful.

■Investigators also do a self-assessment of 15 stability indicators. The point is made that a more stable life makes change and growth possible.

■The facilitator draws and describes the Getting Ahead theory of change. The theory of change can help individuals living in survival mode and constantly solving concrete problems break out of the tyranny of the moment so they can get to abstract thinking and a future orientation.

■Investigators are introduced to the stages of change to help sustain the goals they will develop in Getting Ahead.

[image: image]

Process

Metacognition and knowledge of a scarcity mindset can free people from reactive and sometimes self-defeating choices. This module helps people take charge of their own thinking and future.

This is the theory of change as it was “personalized” by investigators in Minnesota.

A Getting Ahead graduate named Bernard, from Billings, Montana, comments on the Getting Ahead methodology and the theory of change: “I usually couldn’t concentrate when our groups began because I was too caught up in all my problems. I also wondered: How is it possible to learn anything when no one is telling us what to do? Yet every Tuesday someone comments, ‘Isn’t it amazing how much we learned?’”

In those three sentences, Bernard captures the essence of the Getting Ahead methodology. The first sentence is a perfect definition of the tyranny of the moment. The second sentence describes the educational methodology of Getting Ahead: to be agenda-free and to facilitate, not teach. The third sentence expresses the joy of learning from the group discussions.

Bridges collaboratives

Bridges collaboratives will find two things that come out of this module particularly valuable.

First is the self-assessment of 15 stability indicators done by Getting Ahead investigators. In Bridges work, instability is synonymous with poverty. This self-assessment helps Getting Ahead investigators evaluate their personal progress as their lives become more stable. The stabler one’s life is, the easier it is to build resources.

When the responses from all Getting Ahead investigators are combined, you have valuable data about the experience of people in the community as a whole. For example, you may be able to say: “People experiencing poverty rate their average stability score for housing a 2 out of a possible 5.”

The stability scores are gathered and reported by CharityTracker, a web-based data management system that is very affordable. The collaborative should consider funding data management via CharityTracker for all Getting Ahead providers in the community. A single contract between CharityTracker and the collaborative will save the extra cost of having each provider contract with CharityTracker separately.

The tyranny of the moment and three Bridges lenses




	Individuals

	Institutions

	Communities




	Live paycheck to paycheck

	Grant to grant

	Annual budget to annual budget




	Pass up education

	Cut professional development

	Cut research and development




	Neglect repairs

	Neglect maintenance/upgrades

	Neglect infrastructure like bridges and roads




	Pawn valuables

	Give up valuable programs

	Lease assets: prisons, highways




	Skip on food, health checkups

	Cut salaries, reduce benefits

	Reduce benefits and regulations




	Work harder, get paid under the table

	Reduce staff, increase caseloads

	Cut programs, reduce services




	Compete for well-paying jobs

	Compete for grants

	Compete with other cities/states




	Use benefit system

	Use bankruptcy system

	Use bailout system






The second thing to come out of the module that will benefit the community is the theory of change, which frees investigators from the tyranny of the moment. But it isn’t just people struggling with poverty who experience this phenomenon. Looking at the chart above, you’ll see that those who work in institutions and in the community experience it as well. Note, for example, that while people experiencing poverty pass up education when they are stressed, institutions experiencing stress may pass up professional development, and communities that are stressed will cut funding for research and development. It seems that we can all be driven into the tyranny of the moment when we are under-resourced during unstable times.

Bridges collaboratives

Bridges collaboratives can, with this awareness, do better strategic planning by adopting a time horizon of at least five years. The long view should be the goal of Getting Ahead investigators and the Bridges collaborative.

Sessions 5 and 6: Research on causes of poverty and economic instability

Content

■The group explores the four areas of research on the causes of poverty.

■The investigators establish a strategy to avoid predatory schemes.

■The group learns how middle class stability and wealth were created in the U.S.

■The group investigates disparities in income and wealth.

■The group creates mental models of the environments of middle class and wealth.

■The group learns a systematic approach to overcoming barriers.

Process

In previous sessions, the investigations focused on the immediate community and their personal experiences. Now the group turns toward the bigger picture: the causes of poverty and the development of distinct class structures and environments. This module adds context to the lived experience of poverty.

Bridges collaboratives

Bridges collaboratives can use the problem-solving thinking tool to overcome barriers faced by people experiencing poverty. The four areas of research on the causes of poverty are listed at the top of the columns. To use the thinking tool, the group determines what level of action they will take: individual, organizational, community, or policy. In this example, the Bridges collaborative is working on predatory lending at the community level and has arrived at four actions that could help overcome the barrier.

Problem-solving thinking tool197

[image: image]

The action the community can take to address individual behavior calls for investigators to attend a financial education class. Everyone needs to know the rules of money.

In the “community conditions” column, employers who were involved in an Employer Resource Network (ERN) will offer small dollar loans to their employees in good standing. The loans of up to $1,000 are available immediately at 16% interest and are paid off by deductions from paychecks. In another community, a credit union developed a loan that competed with payday lenders.

In the “exploitation” column, attorneys will offer pro bono services to help those who need representation.

In the “political/economic structures” column, the Bridges collaborative will lobby for changes in predatory lending laws at the state level. Another community changed zoning to thin out the predatory lenders in the community.

Bridges collaboratives

A Bridges collaborative needs Getting Ahead graduates at the table to participate fully in educational endeavors, the identification of barriers and problems, the process of finding solutions, and the implementation of those solutions. This reminds us that Getting Ahead investigators are the high-octane fuel in the Bridges initiative.

Sessions 7 and 8: Hidden rules of class

Content

■The investigators learn the hidden rules of belonging and survival generated by living in unstable, stable, and very stable environments (i.e., the mental models of poverty, middle class, and wealth that were developed earlier).

■The investigators explore how the information can be applied. For example, in order to achieve their goals, individuals may have to give up or modify relationships for a time. This is one of several topics that are sequenced and reinforced throughout the learning experience. In Getting Ahead, it isn’t necessary to hit a home run the first time a complex concept is introduced. The group has several opportunities to see the concept from different angles.

■The group investigates the hidden rules of power at the organizational level and in policymaking.

■The group investigates the impact of poverty on families and health and discusses how poverty is experienced by people in marginalized groups.

■The group investigates family types and creates mental models of their own families.

■As part of the time management/planning sequence, investigators complete a four-part time management matrix that identifies how they are using their time. Their answers fall into four quadrants: (1) urgent: emergencies and crises; (2) not urgent: takes planning by the individual regarding relationships, school, work, maintenance of material things; (3) not important: other people’s problems; and (4) time wasters.

Process

Explore class environments and the hidden rules of class that arise from those environments. Understanding the hidden rules of class can improve relationships with people from other classes, often replacing judgment with empathy. This helps investigators navigate the worlds of work, school, and a Bridges collaborative more skillfully.

In the illustration, the hidden rules are listed between the three mental models.

Mental models of class and the hidden rules of class that come from those environments

[image: image]

Bridges collaboratives

For Bridges collaboratives, knowledge of these hidden rules makes it possible to have people from all classes at the decision-making table. It’s helpful to take time during board meetings to review core constructs such as the hidden rules of class. After all, it takes time for people trained in Bridges workshops and Getting Ahead groups to fully understand the implications of the hidden rules and other core constructs. When they do, it can prevent misunderstandings and help build healthy relationships.

Sessions 9 and 10: The importance of language

Content

Getting Ahead groups conduct investigations into nine language concepts:

1.Language register

2.Discourse patterns

3.Code-switching

4.Parent, child, and adult voices

5.Story structures

6.Language experience

7.Mediation

8.Language of negotiation

9.Basics of negotiation

Purpose

Having investigated community conditions, the causes of instability, the hidden rules of class and work, and now language, the investigators are forming ideas on how to navigate the workplace, schools, and agencies while building relationships of mutual respect.

Bridges collaboratives are built on relationships of mutual respect across class lines. It is through talking with one another and reading nonverbals that relationships are formed. Relationships can be made or broken within seconds. Knowledge of the language issues covered in Bridges trainings and Getting Ahead investigations prepares people to meet each other with respect for (and a sense of humor about) the different ways people express themselves. Knowledge of registers of language, discourse patterns, and story structures builds a spirit of generosity. To smooth early encounters, it helps to establish simple rules or expectations. One collaborative leaves titles at the door. Another offers a brief description of how financial statements and other typical documents are read and understood. If the meetings are more formal, the Getting Ahead graduates will need to know the basics of Robert’s Rules of Order. Getting Ahead graduates value group rules and group learning environments. For those who will go on to serve on other community boards, it is important to point them toward any leadership training courses available in the community.

Sessions 11 and 12: Eleven resources and conducting a self-assessment of resources

Content

■The group learns the Bridges definition of poverty (see below). Social capital is given special attention.

■The group uses case studies to practice evaluating resources on a five-point scale.

■The investigators do a thorough self-assessment of their resources. This becomes a five-point bar chart for all 11 resources.

■Investigators focus on the level of their resources and how to build them.

Purpose

The Bridges definition of poverty is the degree to which an individual, institution, or community does without resources. This information gives the investigators a way to get ahead: Stabilize your life and build resources.

This is a painful inventory. It is a hard look at reality that requires honesty and courage. One Getting Ahead graduate reported that she went to the restroom and wept for 20 minutes after seeing her bar chart. She said, “It was while I was crying that I decided to use my strongest resources to build the low resources. I made up my mind to give my children a better shot at life than I got from my parents, who gave me scores of 1 or 2 on all the resources.” This is when she made her argument for change and expressed her motivation. Getting Ahead is great for people who may not be motivated; Getting Ahead is where they can find what motivates them.

Bridges collaboratives

For Bridges collaboratives, the Bridges definition of poverty is central. In the United States, poverty is based on individual and family income. The Bridges definition of poverty gives individuals, institutions, and communities something they can all do about poverty: Build the 11 resources, including financial resources.

This definition identifies who can and should act to address poverty. Typically, a giant societal finger points at individuals and families struggling with poverty with messages like these: “Take personal responsibility. Pull yourself up by your bootstraps. Just get a job.”

While it’s true that individuals need to act on their own behalves, there is much that institutions and communities can do to assist. As noted earlier, every organization that is impacted by poverty can help individuals and families build resources. Simply by becoming more effective and intentional, organizations take responsibility for improving the outcomes of the people they serve.

A Bridges collaborative can engage new organizations in this work by pointing out that their outcomes will improve. The results and successful strategies can be shared in meetings. As a group, the members can look for gaps, reduce duplication and competition, generate reports for the community, make CharityTracker available, and analyze and disseminate CharityTracker reports.

One of the most important roles of the collaborative is to develop a staying ahead program for Getting Ahead graduates. Staying ahead is not a fixed program but rather a generic label for the support systems designed for Getting Ahead graduates. The following are examples of what communities have developed:

■Dental care (free)

■Car donation program

■Childcare

■Vision care (free)

■Employer Resource Network

■Employment opportunities

■Financial education classes

■Habitat for Humanity houses

■Healthy relationship classes

■Legal services (civil cases, free)

■Raising capable kids classes

■Reentry support for returning citizens

■Regular Getting Ahead problem-solving meetings

■Sober living houses

■Student resource networks

■Volunteer opportunities

The work of the collaborative is to identify and knock down barriers people struggling with poverty encounter as they build resources. The collaborative can smooth the pathways for people on their journey to their future story. This means having an intention and ability to make policy changes at the city, county, and state levels.

Session 13: Community assessment

Content

■Starting in the seventh session, the group began to investigate nine aspects of their communities: economy, housing, finances, employment, predators, education, public services, health, and leadership.

■Investigators set up appointments to meet with leaders of these sectors to gather data on the services and programs they run. The data they collect is not “point in time” data but trend lines. For example, they don’t ask those responsible for the economic conditions what the poverty rate is in the community. They ask if poverty is on the rise or on the decline; they look for a trend line.

■During these investigations, investigators are making relationships, exchanging contact information, and building social capital.

■Individuals report back to the whole group. They create a report and a five-point bar chart mental model on the strengths and weaknesses of the nine sectors. This is similar to the bar chart they created on their own 11 resources.

Purpose

Two story lines run through Getting Ahead: the individual story and the community story. This is where investigators work on the community story. They have just done a difficult look at their own resources that resulted in a bar chart. Presenting the community assessment to community leaders helps them move from being the recipients of services to giving back to the community.

It is during the interviews with sector leaders that investigators become the people asking the questions. This is a new experience for them because they are usually the ones answering questions for others. They answer to their bosses, police, landlords, and to the staff of every organization they go to. Asking questions gives investigators a taste of what it’s like to have power. It prepares them to serve on the Bridges collaborative.

Bridges collaboratives

Bridges collaboratives can work with the sponsors of Getting Ahead to present the community assessment to the community. A Bridges collaborative in Reno, Nevada, scheduled a two-hour meeting with 60 community leaders to hear their report. Getting Ahead graduates presented their community assessment mental model. After the presentation, two Getting Ahead graduates seated at each table with community leaders processed the report and answered questions. These discussions led to action items for the Bridges collaborative. An observer said, “It was wonderful to walk around the room, moving from table to table and seeing the leaders of the community leaning in to hear what Getting Ahead graduates had to say.”

Here is the community assessment Getting Ahead investigators take to community leaders in nine sectors:
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Sessions 14 and 15: Building resources

Content

■The investigators use their knowledge of the community to identify many ways to build the 11 resources for a stable life.

■Investigators have a choice between two planning approaches to think through what it takes to build a resource.

Resources

[image: image]

Purpose

The investigators analyze the differences between resources that simply maintain them in poverty (getting by resources) and resources that can change their lives (getting ahead resources).

The investigators do a deep (and oftentimes painful) analysis of their relationships. Take support systems, for example. People climbing out of poverty may have to give up or modify relationships, at least for a while. For people living in a relationship-based world where reciprocity and helping one another is how problems are solved, it isn’t easy to give up relationships. Studies show that people returning from prison often get into trouble in the first 72 hours. To prevent this, Getting Ahead While Getting Out graduates develop a 72-hour plan to share with family members, the probation or parole officer, and the Bridges collaborative in the community.

Bridges collaboratives

Bridges collaboratives need to use this thinking tool. The tough decisions made by Getting Ahead graduates using this thinking tool set a high bar for institutions and communities that need to change the way they have designed programs. Collaborative members need to ask the same questions: “Are we providing getting ahead resources or getting by resources? What is the balance between the two approaches? What needs to be changed to support people as they climb out of poverty?”

Under the leadership of Sheila Gilbert, the Society of St. Vincent de Paul did this resource analysis and decided to address poverty systemically using Bridges and Getting Ahead. This novel approach of offering getting ahead resources was in addition to the work they had been doing for years, which was making home visits to those experiencing poverty to bring them the getting by resources they needed.

A leader of a major foundation in Schenectady, New York, was asked how the foundation determined which organizations to fund. His reply was that they funded organizations that were part of the Bridges collaborative. That way, the proper mix of getting by and getting ahead resources was assured.

Bridges collaboratives can also use this tool to challenge policies that create a benefits cliff effect.

Safety nets and cliff effects

Most nations that are able to provide a safety net do so for those at the bottom of their economic and social systems. Governmental and community-based getting by resources are necessary; think of food, shelter, and healthcare. But “maintaining people in poverty” is not what anyone wants, and it underestimates the potential of people experiencing poverty to build resources and contribute to the community.

In some countries, notably the United States, people working their way out of poverty encounter the cliff effect, also known as the benefits cliff. One Getting Ahead graduate saw her subsidized housing as a vital resource because the payments were set at a reasonable percentage of her income. Furthermore, she had been on the waiting list for two years before she got into subsidized housing. When the opportunity came to get a better-paying job, she was afraid to take it because it would mean losing the subsidized housing. She commented, “The scariest moment for me was stepping from a shaky safety net to a shaky ladder. What if the job goes away in the coming year?” This is the “one step forward, two steps back” or “greased rungs of the ladder” phenomenon that many people face.

Session 16: Personal and community plans

Content

■Investigators create personal SMART goals for one or two resources they have chosen to build.

■They build a support system of current friends and relatives, as well as people from work and people from the community whom they have come to know during Getting Ahead.

■The investigators then create a mental model titled “My Future Story.” It is a visual representation of their SMART goal. This is pictured on the right-hand side of the example. The investigator’s future story is to attend a community college and earn straight A’s—a 4.0 grade point average. She also notes that she will live within her budget, she will have a savings account and an umbrella for rainy days, and her three children will be happy.

■The mental model titled “My Life Now,” seen on the left-hand side in the illustration, was done in Module 1. It represents the reality the investigator pushed against while working her way to the end of Getting Ahead. In it she is seen lying in bed; it’s 4 a.m., and the alarm clock is running. See its legs? The hood of the car is up, and the engine is steaming. Around these images it reads JOB 1 – JOB 2 – JOB 3 – KIDS – BILLS – CAR REPAIR – JOB 1 – JOB 2… and so on. At the bottom are tears, and in the center it reads STRESS. This is a perfect depiction of the tyranny of the moment and of poverty emphasizing grit, determination, problem-solving skills, sleep deprivation, and the negative impact of poverty on the investigator’s health as indicated by the word stress. Note the arrow pointing from “My life now” to “My future story” that reads “This way out.”
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Process

During Getting Ahead, relationships deepen within the group and between group members and facilitators. It takes honesty, courage, deep thinking, and work to move from the first mental model to the second. Getting Ahead investigators do a much deeper dive into Bridges concepts than people get from a typical six-hour Bridges Out of Poverty workshop.

Bridges collaboratives

Bridges collaboratives must support Getting Ahead graduates as they work on their SMART goals and future stories. The barriers faced by people climbing out of poverty come at four levels. When they put their plans in motion, they are taking personal responsibility, but they will encounter barriers over which they have little or no control. The role of the Bridges collaborative is to gather constant input from Getting Ahead graduates and identify and address barriers to equity and sustainability posed by the institutions, community, and policies.

The last mental model created by the investigators is a mental model of community prosperity. This is essentially a “future story of our community.”

The very first mental model of prosperity, shown on the next page, was created in 2003 by a Getting Ahead group in Mt. Vernon, Ohio. It illustrates these points:

■The investigators will take personal responsibility for developing detailed plans to build the resources they have chosen to build. These are represented by the tabs on the left.

■Investigators will partner with people in the middle class to build those resources, recognizing the important role played by local agencies and organizations.

■The investigators recognize that community responsibility is also needed for building resources and a support system.

■The investigators want more control and influence in the community. They see themselves partnering with the middle class. The two lines that run from the top to the bottom of the large circle represent control and influence.

■Investigators want more power in the community to build resources. The building of resources is represented by the arrows that point from the list of resources to the community side of the circle.

■The timeline at the bottom represents an upward trend and the ups and downs that are expected as the community and the individuals work toward community prosperity.
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Bridges collaboratives typically develop a staying ahead support system. As mentioned previously, staying ahead is a generic label for activities intended to support graduates after Getting Ahead. Each community develops supports that are relevant and urgent for Getting Ahead graduates in that community. Staying ahead activities often involve encouraging Getting Ahead graduates to become certified Bridges trainers and certified Getting Ahead facilitators.
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In his current work with his company and as a consultant/trainer with aha! Process, DeVol builds on his 19 years as director of an Ohio outpatient substance-abuse treatment facility in which he designed treatment programs and collaborative systems for school-based prevention, intervention, and Ohio’s first alternative school for recovering young people. During this time, he also coauthored The Complete Guide to Elementary Student Assistance Programs with Linda Christensen.

DeVol lives in the country near Marengo, Ohio, with his wife, Susan. DeVol’s two children and grandchildren live just a few miles away.
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Terie Dreussi-Smith, M.A.Ed. is an educator, trainer, consultant, and author who formerly worked as a public school teacher and an adjunct faculty member for several colleges. In 1996 she was one of the first professionals to adapt Ruby Payne’s A Framework for Understanding Poverty from K–12 education to community environments and social service settings. This was part of Dreussi-Smith making the transition into her role as coauthor of both Bridges Out of Poverty and Bridges to Health and Healthcare. She is a full-time consultant for aha! Process, presenting and consulting up to 100 days a year. She has worked with every sector and in every type of community in her scope of practice.

The practical know-how and approach Dreussi-Smith brings to this work originate from decades of diverse frontline and middle-management positions within behavioral health, community college systems, and K–12 education. Her many years working in community youth development and alcohol- and drug-abuse prevention have given her a broader perspective and an inclination toward innovation. Her years as supervisor of prevention services offered problem-solving opportunities to engineer and design leading-edge initiatives promoting health and wellness in communities and institutions. Most of these operated within the public health model. She now leads the national Bridges to Health and Healthcare community of practice.

Beginning in 2009, Dreussi-Smith was approached by multiple healthcare providers and public health professionals as she adapted Bridges Out of Poverty to more closely align with health and healthcare. These conversations transferred her focus toward Bridges Out of Poverty’s implications for health systems and medical practice. She began presenting Bridges into Health workshops (now Bridges to Health and Healthcare) and worked closely with a number of healthcare providers and public health groups, which produced promising results using the Bridges lenses. Today Dreussi-Smith continues her work in this area, as well as in developing new models for using Bridges Out of Poverty within every aspect and sector of the community.

As a consultant, Dreussi-Smith’s presentations for aha! Process include A Framework for Understanding Poverty, Bridges Out of Poverty, Bridges to Health and Healthcare, Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World, Understanding and Engaging Under-Resourced College Students, and Hidden Rules of Class at Work.

Dreussi-Smith received a Bachelor of Arts in Music from Kent State University, Kent, Ohio, and a Master of Arts in Education from the College of Mt. St. Joseph, Cincinnati, Ohio.

Dreussi-Smith lives near Greenville, South Carolina.
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Eugene K. “Gene” Krebs spent eight years in the Ohio House of Representatives, three years on a local school board, and four years as a county commissioner. He is the coauthor of Bridges Across Every Divide with Phil DeVol.

Krebs has been a research executive in an organization that studies economic development, urban revitalization, and farmland preservation. Later he was an executive in a research group that studies healthcare and human services issues. He served on Ohio’s Joint Committee on High Technology Start Up Business, Sales Tax Holiday Study Committee (chair), and the Eminent Domain Task Force.

He was appointed by Governor Ted Strickland to Ohio’s 21st Century Transportation Task Force and by Governor John Kasich to the Local Government Innovation Council. Krebs is a three-time winner of the Watchdog of the Treasury award for supporting fiscally frugal policies.

Krebs also has appeared on a regular basis on the PBS television show Columbus on the Record and has been featured on CNN, BBC, The State of Ohio, The Spectrum, and All Sides with Ann Fisher as a Republican voice on many political and policy issues.

Further, Krebs has been published in The Wall Street Journal on economic policy and several times in The Columbus Dispatch and The Plain Dealer (Cleveland) on state policy issues and is frequently sought by the media for insights on various issues. His scientific research in ethology appeared in the Journal of Biological Psychology, and his ag research was featured in The Ohio Farmer magazine for his innovations involving the use of zinc as an enzyme inhibitor to reduce nitrogen loss in no-till settings.

Krebs was awarded the Preservation Hero Award from Heritage Ohio for his efforts in drafting, passing, and defending the state tax credit for historical rehabilitation, which is now a national model due in large part to its requirement of cost-benefit analysis of all prospective projects.

After leaving elected office, Krebs spent five years as chair of the Ohio Consumers’ Counsel Governing Board. While he was chair of the board, the Ohio Consumers’ Counsel saved consumers $800 million in utility costs, with another $5 billion projected over the next nine years. Originally appointed by Attorney General Jim Petro, Krebs has been consistently reappointed to the board by both Republican and Democratic attorneys general due to his expertise in utility law and economics.

A former intercollegiate fencing coach, Krebs is a seventh-generation farmer of 400 acres where he was a pioneer in no-till methodology and still lives on the family farm near Morning Sun, Ohio.

Krebs is married to Jan, an award-winning professional artist who works in many different styles and materials. They have two grown daughters who have blessed them with five grandchildren. Krebs’ principal hobby is tending a small flock of mostly Dominique chickens, the breed brought to America by the Pilgrims.
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	■Visit ahaprocess.com for free resources: articles, video clips, and success stories from practitioners—and read our aha! Moments blog!

■Sign up for our latest LIVE online workshop offerings at ahaprocess.com/events

■Bridges Out of Poverty workshop AND trainer certification

■Emotional Poverty workshop AND trainer certification

■Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin’-By World certified facilitator training

■Getting Ahead in the Workplace certified facilitator training

■Getting Ahead While Getting Out certified facilitator training

■Bridges to Health and Healthcare workshop AND trainer certification

■Tactical Communication workshop AND trainer certification

■Register for on-demand workshops at ahaprocess.com/on-demand

■If you like Bridges Out of Poverty, check out these publications:

■Bridges Across Every Divide: Policy and Practices to Reduce Poverty and Build Communities (DeVol, Krebs)

■From Vision to Action: Best Practices to Reduce the Impact of Poverty in Communities, Education, Healthcare, and More (peer-reviewed articles written by practitioners of the work)

■Bridges to Sustainable Communities: A Systemwide, Cradle-to-Grave Approach to Ending Poverty in America (DeVol)—techniques, training, and tips for generating Bridges communities

■Tactical Communication: Effective Interaction Tools for First Responders (Pfarr)

■Connect with us on Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram—and watch our YouTube channel






For a complete listing of products, please visit ahaprocess.com
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Join us on Facebook

facebook.com/rubypayne

facebook.com/bridgesoutofpoverty

facebook.com/ahaprocess
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Twitter

@ahaprocess

#AddressPoverty

#BridgesOutofPoverty
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Subscribe to our YouTube channel

youtube.com/ahaprocess
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Read our blog

ahaprocess.com/blog
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Instagram

@ahaprocess
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9. Community assessment of leadership conditions

Indicators

T F ?

1. The leadership in each sector increasingly ensures that people
from all classes and races are engaged in planning, program
design, implementation, and evaluation of major initiatives.

2. The leadership in each sector is increasingly intentional about
helping people in poverty make the transition to a stable
economic situation.

3. The leadership increasingly creates a culture of mutual respect for
people of al classes and races.

4. The leadership is increasingly collaborative and less prone to
operating in “silos.”

5. The leadership is increasingly able to work across political lines to
serve the whole community.

6. The leadership increasingly supports locally owned and small
businesses with incentives and tax breaks.

7. The leadership is increasingly representative of the population in
terms of race, ethnicity, and class.

8. Citizen participation in community projects is increasing.

9. The community has a Bridges steering committee or a similar
group by another name that coordinates the work on poverty
based on the ten core Bridges constructs.

10. The leadership is increasing the application of Bridges concepts in
its area of influence.

Scoring: All “T” (True) answers are positive, and all “F” (False) answers are negative. Add up the
“T" answers and divide by 2 to get the score. For example, if there were 8 “T” answers, divide 8

by 2 to get a score of 4. Circle the “4 in the bar below.

[ 1 2 3 4

D
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8. Community assessment of health conditions

Indicators

T

1. The number of uninsured community members is declining.

2. The cost of healthcare is dedlining.

3. High-quality food is accessible and affordable to all.

4. Environmental safety is improving for everyone.

5. Transportation and easy access to healthcare are improving.

6. Neighborhood crime is going down.

7. Mental health and addiction treatment is affordable and accessible.

8. Preventive healthcare is on the rise for all.

9. The overall fitness of community members s rising.

10. Health disparities are on the decline.

Scoring: All “T” (True) answers are positive, and all “F” (False) answers are negative. Add up the
“T” answers and divide by 2 to get the score. For example, i there were 8 “T” answers, divide 8

by 2 to get a score of 4. Circle the *4” in the bar below.
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(
2. Community assessment of housing conditions

Indicators T F ?

1. Rental units for low-income renters that are 30% of income are
more available than in previous years.

2. Percentage of households able to afford a median single-family
house s rising.

3. Utilization of homeless shelters is going down.

4. Doubling up (people living together) is going down.

5. The number of vacant and abandoned houses and other structures
is going down.

6. Segregated housing by economic class is going down.

7. Housing cooperatives and mutual rental or home ownership
(people not related to each other) are going up.

8. Housing that is inadequate, overcrowded, or costs more than 30%
of income is going down.

9. Waiting time for subsidized housing is getting shorter.

10. The number of homeless people is going down.

L

Scoring: All “T” (True) answers are positive, and all °F” False) answers are negative. Add up the
* answers and divide by 2 to get the score. For example, if there were 8 “T” answers, divide 8
by 2 to get a score of 4. Circle the “4” in the bar below.
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3. Community assessment of financial/banking conditions

Indicators

T

F

1. Number of bank loans for small-business start-ups is going up.

2. Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) scores for local banks are
improving.

3. Participation in the CRA plans of banks by people in poverty and
near poverty is going up.

4. More banks are providing typical and fair financial services to low-
wage workers.

5. More credit unions and banks are offering fair loans to low-wage
workers.

6. More financial literacy classes are available to people in poverty
and near poverty.

7. Microloans are more available to low-income people.

8. Percentage of disposable personal income that is being saved is
rising.

9. The dollars spent in the local economy (local businesses, local
labor, and local resources) are growing.

10. Per capita debt is going down.

Scoring: All “T” (True) answers are positive, and all “F" (False) answers are negative. Add up the
“T" answers and divide by 2 to get the score. For example, if there were & “T” answers, divide &

by 2 to get a score of 4. Circle the “4” in the bar below.
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1. Community assessment of economic conditions

Indicators

T

1. The percentage of people in poverty s going down.

2. The percentage of people in or near poverty (200% of the federal
poverty guideline) is going down.

3. The free and reduced lunch rate in all schools is going down.

4. Income disparity is decreasing.

5. The number and value of business loans in low-income areas is
growing.

6. There's growing diversity in employment sectors, such as
manufacturing, service, technology, knowledge, health,
construction, tourism, etc.

7. The number of people employed by locally owned businesses is
growing.

8. There's a mix of employment opportunities so more people can
move up economically.

9. The annual investment in the community's infrastructure is rising.

10. The downtown vacancy rate is declining.

Scoring: All “T” (True) answers are positive, and all “F" (False) answers are negative. Add up the
“T" answers and divide by 2 to get the score. For example, if there were & “T” answers, divide &
by 2 to get a score of 4. Circle the “4” in the bar below.
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(5) Thriving/

Resource (1) Urgent/cri (2) Vulnerable/high-risk (3) Stable (4) Safe/secure giving back
Financial Doesn't have enough income to Has some, but not enough, income Has enough income to purchase | Has enough income to purchase | Actively seeks to increase personal
purchase needed goods and services | to purchase needed goods and needed goods and services—and | needed goods and services, to | financial assets over time and help
services—and to save money to have money saved for a crisis | save for emergencies, and fo | build community assets
invest for future
Emotional Can’t choose and control emotional (Can sometimes choose and control Can almost always choose and | Is good at choosing and Actively seeks to improve
responses; often behaves in ways that | emotional responses; sometimes control emotional responses; controlling emotional responses; | emotional health in self and others
are harmful to others or self behaves in ways that are harmful to almost never behaves inways | engages in positive behaviors
others or self that are harmful to others or self | toward others
Mental Lacks ability, education, or skills to Has some abilit, education, or skills fo Has enough ability, education, or | Has plenty of ability, education, | Actively seeks 1o improve on
compete for well-paying jobs compete for well-paying jobs skills to compete for well-paying | or skills to compete for well- | existing ability, education, or
jobs paying jobs skills—and build mental resources
in community
Language Lacks vocabulary, language ability, and | Has some vocabulary, language ability, Has enough vocabulary, language | Has plenty of vocabulary, "Actively seeks 10 improve upon

negotiation skills needed for workplace
setings

and negotiation skills needed for
workplace settings

ability,and negotiation skills
needed for workplace settings

language ability, and negotiation
skills needed for workplace
setings

already strong vocabulary and
language abilty foundation—
and works to develop language
fesources in community

Social capital

Lacks positive friends, family, and
connections that can be accessed to
improve resources

Has some positive friends, family, and
connections that can be accessed to
improve resources

Has enough positive friends,
family, and connections that can
be accessed to improve resources

Has plenty of positive friends,
family, and connections that
can be accessed to improve
resources

Actively develops networks and
social resources that can be
accessed to improve personal and
community resources

Health Lacks physical health and mobility for | Has some physical health and mobilty Has physical health and mobility _| Consistently maintains physical | Actively develops health resources
workplace settings problems that could limit effectiveness needed for workplace settings | health and mobility needed for | for self, workplace, and community

in workplace self and others in workplace
Spiritual Lacks cultural connections and/or | Has some cultural connections and/ Has sufficient cultural connections | Has plenty of cultural Actively seeks cultural connections

sense of spirtual purpose that offer
support and guidance

or sense of spirtual purpose that offer
support and guidance

and/or sense of spiritual purpose
that offer support and guidance

connections and/or sense of
spiritual purpose that offer
support and guidance

and/or spiritual growth

Integrity and trust

Cannot be trusted to keep their word,
to accomplish tasks, and to obey laws,
even when under supervision

Can sometimes be trusted to keep their
word, to accomplish tasks, and to obey
aws when under supervision

Can be trusted to keep their word,
to accomplish tasks, and to obey
laws without supervision

Can invariably be trusted to
keep their word, to accomplish
tasks, to obey laws, and to
inspire others to do the same

‘Actively seeks to build integrity
and trust—and sets high
ethical standards at work and in
community

Motivation and
persistence

Lacks energy and/or drive to prepare
for, lan, and complete projects, jobs,
and personal change

Has some energy andor drive to
prepare for, plan, and complete
projects, jobs, and personal change

Has enough energy and/or drive
to prepare for, lan, and complete
projects, jobs, and personal
change

Has plenty of energy and/or
drive to prepare for, plan, and
complete projects, jobs, and
personal change

Actively seeks to maintain
motivation and persistence—and
to assist others in finding theirs

Relationships/
role models

Lacks access to others who are
supportive and nurturing

Has limited access to offiers who are
supportive and nurturing

Has enough access 1o others who
are supportive and nurturing

Has plenty of access 1o otiers
who are supportive and
nurturing

‘Actively seeks outothers who are
supportive and nurturing—and
supports and nurtures others

Knowledge of
hidden rules

Lacks knowledge of hidden rules of
other economic classes

Has some awareness of hidden rules
of other economic classes but doesn't
use them

Knows hidden rules of other
economic classes and uses some
of them in personal ways

Knows hidden rules of al three
economic classes and uses
most of the effectively in
limited settings

Actively seeks to understand
hidden rules of all three economic
classes and 1o use them effectively
in a variety of settings

Source: Adapted from work of Jennifer Clay. Opportunities Industrialization Center of Clark County. Springfield. Ohio
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6. Community assessment of education conditions

Indicators T F ?

1. High-quality, affordable preschool opportunities are on the rise.

2. The percentage of children enrolled in Early Head Start is going up.

3. The graduation rate of high school students is on the rise.

4. School “report cards” on standardized test scores are rising.

5. The graduation rate of first-generation, low-income college
students is going up.

6. Apprenticeship and certificate programs that lead to well-paying
jobs are on the rise.

7. Worker skills are increasingly meeting the needs of employers.

8. The cost of a college education is declining.

9. The digital divide (the gap between those with access to
computers and the Internet and those without access) is narrowing.

10. The number of community colleges, colleges, and universities
using Bridges Out of Poverty concepts is on the rise.

Scoring: All “T” (True) answers are positive, and all “F” False) answers are negative. Add up the
“T" answers and divide by 2 to get the score. For example, if there were & “T" answers, divide &
by 2o get a score of 4. Circle the *4” in the bar below.
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7. Community assessment of public sector conditions

Indicators T F ?

1. The tax base for maintaining high-quality police and fire services is
secure.

2. The tax base for maintaining high-quality schools and recreational
facilities i secure.

3. The tax base for public transportation, water, sewer, garbage
collection, and street cleaning is secure.

4. Public transportation is adequate to move people to and from the
workplace, school, healthcare facilites, and grocery stores.

5. Governmental services usually treat everyone in a respectful and
timely manner.

6. Agencies collaborate to serve clients more effectively and
efficiently.

7. Governmental and nonprofit organizations are providing a safety
net (financial support for the aged, disabled, young, unemployed,
etal) and increasingly providing support for those who are making
the transition out of poverty.

8. The percentage of taxpayers satisfied with services is going up.

9. The percentage of people who trust local government s going up.

10. The public sector is increasingly using Bridges Out of Poverty
concepts in programming and service delivery.

Scoring: All “T” (True) answers are positive, and all “F” (False) answers are negative. Add up the
“T” answers and divide by 2 to get the score. For example, if there were & “T” answers, divide 8
by 2 to get a score of 4. Circle the “4” in the bar below.
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4. Community assessment of jobs, wages, and wealth-creating conditions
Indicators T F

1. Median household income is going up.

2. Weekly average earnings are going up.

3. Hours of labor required to meet basic needs are going down.

4. The number of employee-owned businesses is on the rise.

5. The ratio of CEO salary to frontline staff employee wages is going

down.

6. Employers are using fewer temporary and part-time employees.

7. The availability of affordable, high-quality childcare is on the rise.

8. Transportation to work and agencies is becoming more reliable
and affordable.

9. The community has a living-wage ordinance.

10. The number of businesses using Bridges Out of Poverty concepts
is on the rise.

Scoring: All “T" (True) answers are positive, and all “F” (False) answers are negative. Add up the
“T" answers and divide by 2 to get the score. For example, if there were & “T” answers, divide &
by 2 to get a score of 4. Circle the “4” in the bar below.
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5. Community assessment of protection from predators conditions
Indicators T F

1. The number of payday lenders, cash-advance shops, and check-
cashing outlets s going down.

2. The number of alternatives to payday lenders, cash-advance shops,
and check-cashing outlets is going up.

3. Employers are developing low-interest loans and savings strategies
for low-wage workers.

4. Alternatives to buy-here/pay-here car dealers are being developed.

5. The Better Business Bureau, chamber of commerce, and other
business leaders are taking a stand against predatory businesses.

6. The number of employers who “ask” employees to work “off the
clock” without pay is declining.

7. The number of minimum-wage violations s going down.

8. The number of workers'-compensation violations is going down.

9. The amount of human trafficking is going down.

10. The amount of drug trafficking is going down.

Scoring: All “T” (True) answers are positive, and all “¢” (False) answers are negative. Add up the
“T" answers and divide by 2 to get the score. For example, i there were 8 “T” answers, divide 8
by 2 to get a score of 4. Circle the “4"in the bar below.
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Individual behaviors
and circumstances

Definition: Research on the choices,

behaviors, and circumstances of people in

poverty

Sample topics:

= Racism®

= Discrimination by age, gender, disability,
race, sexual identity

= Bad loans

= Credit card debt

= Lack of savings

= Skill sets

= Dropping out

= Lack of education

= Alcoholism

= Disabilities

= Job loss

= Teen pregnancies

= Early language experience

= Child-rearing strategies

= Bankruptcy due to health problems

= Street crime

= White collar crime

= Dependency

= Work ethic

= Lack of organizational skills

= Lack of amenities

Community
conditions

Definition: Research on resources and

human and social capital in the city or

county

Sample topics:

= Racism

= Discrimination by age, gender, disability,
race, sexual identity

= Layoffs

= Middle class flight

= Plant closings

= Underfunded schools

= Weak safety net

= Criminalizing poverty

= Employer insurance premiums rising in
order to drop companies with record of
poor health

= Charity that leads to dependency

= High rates of illness leading to high
absenteeism and low productivity

= Brain drain

= City and regional planning

= Mix of employment/wage opportunities

= Loss of access to high-quality schools,
childcare, and preschool

= Downward pressure on wages

Exploitation

Definition: Research on the impact of

exploitation on individuals and communities

Sample topics:

= Racism

= Discrimination by age, gender, disability,
race, sexual identity

= Payday lenders

= Lease/purchase outlets

= Subprime mortgages

= Sweatshops

= Human trafficking

= Employment and labor law violations

= Wage and benefits theft

= Some landlords

= Sex trade

= Internet scams

= Drug trade

= Poverty premium (people struggling with
poverty pay more for goods and services)

= Day labor

= Fees and fines from government and
public services that unfairly raise revenue
from people experiencing poverty

Political/economic
structures

Definition: Research on political, economic,

and social policies and systems at the

organizational, city/county, state, national,

and international levels

Sample topics:

= Racism

= Discrimination by age, gender, disability,
race, sexual identity

= Financial oligarchy—the military,
industrial, congressional complex

= Return on political investment (ROPI)

= Corporate lobbyists

= Bursting “bubbles”

= Free trade agreements

= Recessions

= Lack of wealth-creating mechanisms

= Stagnant wages

= Insecure pensions

= Healthcare costs

= Lack of insurance

= Deindustrialization

= Globalization

= Increased productivity

= Minimum wage, living wage,
self-sufficient wage

= Declining middle class

= Decline in unions

= Taxation patterns

= Wealth-creating mechanisms

Source: Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin™-By World by Phil Devol
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Source: Adapted from Facilitator Notes for Getting Ahead in a Just-Gettin-By Worid by Phil Devol2®






OEBPS/images/ufig_6.jpg
Median net worth

w
150
10

50

0 m N

[ Black Hispanic Other
e = +/- Stondard e
Mean net worth

=
a0
o
a0
0

‘ m M|

Wihite Black Hispanic:

Note: Figures display medin (top pahél) and mean (bottom panel)
wealth by race and ethnicity, expressed in thousands of 2019 dollars.





OEBPS/images/ufig_9.jpg





OEBPS/images/ufig_8.jpg
Instability

Schools Police

Religious
organizations,
nonprofits

Social services

)

{@! Relationships _s.

Developed by
Phil Devol

Businesses
= Pawnshop = Fast food
= Liquor store = Check cashing
= Comer store = Temp services
= Rent-to-own = Used car lots
= laundromat = Dollar store














OEBPS/images/ufig_48.jpg






OEBPS/images/ufig_49.jpg
<_A/hs(mc( )

PIL[A[N]S

Procedural Steps

Future Story

Abstract:
Detached
Obijective

Think

Analyze

New information
Education
Plans

Support






OEBPS/images/ufig_42.jpg
Indicator

=

Not
applicable

1. The organization pays a living wage to hourly staff.

2. The organization uses very few part-time,
contractual, and sub-contractual workers.

3. Employee benefits are provided to full-time hourly
staff and salaried workers.

4. Very few services are outsourced.

5. The institution is known for attracting excellent
clinical staff and other professionals.

6. The institution promotes the growth of all
employees.
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. The institution has payment options for all

economic levels—for example, sliding fee scales,
scholarships, etc.

. Technology is up-to-date and functions well.

. Training is provided in cultural and economic

diversity (race/ethnicity, economic class, gender,
age, sexual orientation) and is evidenced in client
care.

. The institution provides security that is discreet

yet effective and does not impede access to staff.

. Staff is trained to deal with difficult clients and

visitors.

. The institution’s policies are enforced on a

day-to-day basis.

. The institution has open lines of communication

across all levels.

. The institution has a positive presence in the

community.

. The institution is a member of the Bridges

collaborative in the community.

. The institution has an endowment that also

sponsors charity fundraising events for the
institution.

. The institution has an active quality improvement

process.

. The institution is affiliated with a research

institution.

. Clients and others who are served are invited to

play leadership roles in improving practices and
developing new approaches.
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Not

Indicator T F  applicable

1. Clients do not have to wait long to be seen. Q Q Q

2. People are seen even when they are late. Q Q Q

3. People are greeted by staff who are bilingual and Q Q Q
friendly.

4. Clients participate in evaluating the organization. a Q Q

5. People have an accurate understanding of the Q Q Q
purpose and process they are involved in.

6. The buildings are clean, restrooms are well-kept, a a Q
and rooms are comfortable.

7. Client advocates are provided when necessary. Qa Qa Qa





OEBPS/images/ufig_41.jpg
Indicator

=

n
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applicable

1. The staff is well-trained.

2. All staff are polite and respectful of people they
serve.

3. All staff participate in problem-solving and
decision-making processes.

4. All staff participate in program development and
setting new policies.

5. Staff are engaged at work and feel valued.

6. The staff culture is positive toward people from
diverse backgrounds, experiences, and cultures.

7. The staff has access to financial, health, emotional,
and other services that stabilize their lives.

8. The staff is not stressed or overworked.

9. The staff is current with research and is
knowledgeable.
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+ Lan do now

0 Needs some work
= Needs lots of work

SKILLS AND STRATEGIES

o

0

Discipline, sanctions, and consequences

Provide choices and review consequences

Reframe power struggles

Use metaphor stories

Organizational strategies

Examine the customer life cycle at your organization

Change internal processes to serve families
experiencing poverty

Collaborate with other agencies that serve families
experiencing poverty

Provide mentors, role models, and sponsors

Schedule time for relationship-building

Incorporate intermediary or peer mentoring programs

Teach survival skills (hidden rules) of your organization

Show videos

Use team interventions

Support the staff's development of skills that help them
work with families experiencing poverty
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+ Can do now

0 Needs some work
— Needs lots of work

SKILLS AND STRATEGIES

-

0

Creating relationships

Seek first to understand

Use kindnesses, courtesies

Keep promises

Show loyalty to absent friends/family

Be willing to apologize

Stay open to feedback (taken from Stephen Covey’s book
The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People)

Show appreciation for the humor and entertainment
provided by the individual

Accept what the individual cannot say about a person or
situation

Respect the demands and priorities of relationships

Use the adult voice

Assist with goal setting

Identify options related to available resources

Understand the importance of personal freedom, speech,
and individual personality

Use formal or informal mentoring; follow Wickman and
Sjodin’s 16 laws of mentoring
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0 Needs some work

+ Lan do now

= Needs lots of work

SKILLS AND STRATEGIES

o

0

Gathering data

Use humor

Add 10 minutes

Get more than one storyteller

Comment; don’t ask direct questions

Pick data you need out of the story as it is told to you

Ask who, what, when, where, how

Be aware of what is omitted from a story

Watch eye movement

Goal setting/treatment planning

Use mediation

Plan backward

Give all procedural steps

Teach procedural self-talk

Require a plan for each project

Plan at the beginning of each session

Teach the hidden rules of economic class

Teach the formal and consultative registers of language
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Bridges construct

1. Use the lens of economic
class to understand and
take responsibility for your
own societal experience
while being open to the
experiences of others.

Individual

Institutional

Community

Policy

2. At the intersections of
poverty with other aspects
of identity (race, gender,
physical ability, age, etc.),
address inequalities in
access to resources.

3. Define poverty as the extent
to which a person, institution,
or community does without
resources.

4. Build relationships of mutual
respect.

5. Base plans on the premise
that people in all classes,
sectors, and political
persuasions are problem
solvers and need to be at the
decision-making table.

6. Base plans on accurate
mental models of poverty,
middle class, and wealth.

7. At the individual, institutional,
and community/policy levels,
stabilize the environment,
remove barriers to transition,
and build resources.
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8. Address all causes of
poverty (four areas of
research).

. Build long-term support for
individual, institutional, and

policy transition.
. Build economically
sustainable communities
in which everyone can live
well.
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Here is what to think about before starting a new task:

1.

+ Stop what |
am doing.

+ What do | need
1o do?

+ Do | have a checklist
that I can use?

+ Plan the steps
needed to finish
the task.

E]

+ Fill out the checklist
that | can use.

+ Sit down and
start working!

/
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