United Way Breakthrough Initiative

2011-2012 Funding Request: Career Connections & Prosperity Center

1. Overview 
Career Connections & Prosperity Center is a United Way of Forsyth County initiative designed as a collaborative to improve the financial stability primarily of low-to-moderate income, Southside Forsyth County residents.  The Center’s mission is to help these individuals realize their financial stability goals one step at a time through individualized vocational and financial planning. 

The Center opened in May 2008 with a tiered partnership plan. Tier I partners Consumer Credit Counseling Services, Goodwill Industries of Northwest North Carolina, Experiment in Self-Reliance and Family Services were one site. Tier II partners included Forsyth Technical College and other organizations that provided on-site services but were not housed at the Center. Tier III partners such as Department of Social Services and many faith-based organizations provided referral services. The strength of this formatting is in the flexibility of organizations moving tiers in response to the Center’s participants’ needs. 

Since May 2008, the Prosperity Center served 3668 individuals with programs affecting many areas of their financial health including job placement and progression, credit counseling, income tax preparation, financial literacy skill-building sessions, and informational counseling on asset building, debt reduction and savings. The impact not only causes positive affects and outcomes for the customer and their family, but also has the potential to transcend to future generations. 
In 2010, the PC exceeded all of outcome goals. This does not include car loans, this outcome was removed mid-year due to organizational changes at Family Services. . 

Positive impacts- highlights from 2010 include:
	Outcome:
	# Impacted:
	% of Goal

	Individual found employment or progressed to a better job
	210
	105%

	Individuals able to consistently pay their bills on time
	256
	205%

	Individuals who improved their debt to income ratio
	235
	107%

	Individuals/Families who became banked, activating NC Saves
	52
	104%

	Individuals completing financial literacy - improving ability to positively manage their finances
	113
	113%

	Individuals who achieved an average of $300 in savings within 6 months
	34
	136%

	Individuals who used their Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) for asset building
	142
	114%


Additionally, VITA customers received over $669,000 in refund and over $279,000 in EITC! 
2. New developments & plans
In 2010 after three financial stability one-stop conferences, the Bank of America/ United Way Worldwide (UWW) featured the Prosperity Center as a learning network service model for other one-stop centers. Moreover, the United Way of Forsyth County and the Prosperity Center reported to the UWW our best practices including planning, implementation, challenges and success strategies.  As a result, the Center received five requests for information and two visits from potential new one-stop centers. In 2011, we hope to continue as a beacon for other initiatives. 
In an effort to create a strong Prosperity Center identity and increase awareness, the Center finalized a new logo, purchased a 6-foot banner to use during events, and created a website (www.prosperity-center.org) and brochure. Marketing efforts were geared to provide preventative measures and create the most inclusive service possible. The Center focused significant effort in marketing to and developing relationships with the business community, thus accessing more of the employed population and establishing employee assistance programs. From 2009 to 2010, these community outreach efforts have improved the Center’s employed base by 125%; increasing referrals to all Center programs. The Center also focused on community involvement by participating in the Hispanic League’s Fiesta event, United Way of Forsyth County campaign, local job fairs, and Project Homeless Connect.

Through the Legal Aid Society, the Benefit Bank provided services at the Prosperity Center. Unfortunately, the program’s funding ended on 9-30-2010.  However, in the two months they were at the Center, the Benefit Bank introduced 41 new customers to the Prosperity Center, assisted in raising the financial literacy class attendance by 329%, provided resource area coverage, and, most importantly, assisted customers in accessing student loans, Medicaid, TANF, food and nutrition services, and veteran’s benefits. We learned the Benefit Bank enhanced our Center in many ways and, due to the important services offered, are pursuing other provision avenues.
In 2010, the Center also made strides in many areas of service; gaining new partnerships and implementing more services in response to community need.  These services continue and include:
· The Employment Security Commission and Forsyth Technical Community College (FTCC) provide interns and staff, allowing the Center to receive valuable administrative and job search services. support, English as a Second Language (ESL) classes, and computer skill-building classes. 

· Legal Aid and the Homelessness Prevention and Rapid Re-housing Program (HPRP) offers Tenant Clinics to assist customers with perspective on tenant-landlord issues and relationships. 

· Consumer Credit Counseling Services instructs monthly Best Tips financial literacy classes.
· New for 2011, staff  introduced on-site advanced computer classes, basic computer classes in Spanish, Job Seekers workshops, and Totally Responsible Person training and the Red Cross has offered First Aid classes.
Center staff continues to provide follow-up services with customers to check on their progress along their financial stability journey, and provide needed supports. As part of this follow-up, staff documents job progression- if an individual has gotten a better job, a promotion, more hours, etc. In response to requests from United Way to provide continuity with other United Way initiatives, staff will add an outcome goal of job retention after 6 months. 2011/2012 will serve as a baseline year to set the outcome. 

Due to continuing outcome attainment, effectiveness of Prosperity Center programs, and community success, Goodwill and Consumer Credit Counseling Services are considering possible geographic expansion. The evolution of service needs over the tenure of the Prosperity Center has shown the services provided by Goodwill and Consumer Credit Counseling give our customers the strongest base for financial stability, acting as a springboard to other stability services.  

Goodwill staff completed a Needs Assessment which revealed the area with the greatest possible financial stability impact would be in the North to Northeast area of Forsyth County. A grant has been submitted to Kate B. Reynolds Foundation to initiate PC II. The key elements that will be addressed reflect the outcomes measured at the Prosperity Center: 1) Employment - getting a job or a better job; 2) Financial Skills- acquiring debt reduction/asset building skills and knowledge; and 3) Referrals – using our established network of referrals to address barriers to success such as transportation, alcohol/drug use, childcare and skills training. In addition, PC II will be designed to provide: Job Training - providing training support as appropriate for sustainable jobs such as those in healthcare and transportation & logistics; and Follow-up Services – following the participants for a minimum of a year to encourage and support their journey toward financial stability.

3. Key learnings

Last year, as in previous years, we learned changes in the economy can affect not only customers but also the programs within our Center.  Following budget review and loss of staff, Family Services, made a programmatic decision to discontinue the Ways to Work program at the Prosperity Center.  Effective July 30, 2010, Ways to Work moved to a tier III partner. As a result, their staff is not on-site and outcomes directly relating to the program ended in July. Ways to Work continues to be an important resource and community support for the Prosperity Center. 
We also learned that without continuous outreach and marketing, the Center’s service provision to the Hispanic population decreased.  Staff noted a significant 55% downturn in new Spanish-speaking customers in 2010.  In response to this decline, efforts were doubled to provide outreach to the Hispanic community which resulted in a 50% increase from the last quarter of 2010 to the first quarter of 2011.  Our efforts included increased outreach and marketing to area Hispanic businesses and advertising on local radio. Also, with significant assistance (signage, flyers, and newspaper and radio ads) from “Makin’ it Work Pronto”, a local non-profit, the Forsyth Free Tax service and the United Way, we offered free tax assistance in Spanish. This emphasis on outreach and marketing was also used to increase the employed customer base as outlined in Section 2. 

The Center’s VITA program was very successful in 2010, serving 306 customers with tax preparation services, a 229% increase from 2009. Based on this success, the 2010/2011 budget allocated funds specifically dedicated to increase the VITA tax services at the Center. This funding paid for personnel to oversee the program and assisted in expanding the Center’s free tax service to include evening and Saturday hours and Spanish-speaking volunteers.  Currently, the strategy is very successful. Through the first quarter of 2011 and via the marketing methods noted above, Prosperity Center VITA services have increased (1) the completed free tax returns by 67% (511 returns completed!), (2) the Spanish-speaking population served by 400%, and (3) the individuals claiming EITC by 54%. 
4. Client story
Mr. R came to the Prosperity Center for Housing Counseling assistance with Consumer Credit Counseling Service. He was behind on his mortgage payments and about to lose his home. Although he had a new job, it was a reduction in hours from his previous position and he had lost time due to being out on medical leave, recovering from a serious illness. 
We assisted him with an application to North Carolina’s Mortgage Payment Program (MPP) for assistance in the form of a zero-percent-interest, forgivable loan. He was approved and was awarded funds to bring his mortgage current and therefore avoided foreclosure. During the process, he received financial literacy instruction as well as job counseling. 
Mr. R is on example of the use of multiple services from the Center: financial literacy services to learn how to manage his income; foreclosure prevention; and job counseling - the three top issues faced by many of the Center’s customers. Mr. R is not totally out of the woods yet, but he is on his way, armed with new knowledge and hope that his hard work will continue to provide the support he needs for his mother, wife and children. 
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