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Executive Summary

In March 2020, the City of Philadelphia released the Poverty Action Plan to lift 100,000
city residents out of poverty over five years. As the first major step toward meeting the
plan’s goals, the city committed $10 million to United Way of Philadelphia and Southern
New Jersey (UWGPSNJ) through its Poverty Action Fund to take the lead in planning
and overseeing an effort called The Promise. The Promise launched its first major
community initiative in December 2020, called the Family Stability Challenge (FSC). The
FSC is focused on connecting underserved populations with public benefits and
refundable tax credits for which they are eligible, investing in interagency data sharing

and collaboration, and improving service capacity.

A couple of foundational assumptions drove FSC'’s design and the selection of coalitions of

organizations to implement it:

=  Community-based direct service organizations with deep community ties would be best
placed to engage hard-to-reach populations who are more likely than others to miss out on

benefits for which they are eligible.

=  FSC was a new frontier, making flexibility essential. That is, because there was little precedent
for coalition-based benefits access approaches like FSC—nationally and in Philadelphia where
coalition approaches to services were especially novel—flexibility around goals for what the
initiative would achieve was necessary. The general hope was that the coalition-based
approach would increase access to benefits, which would potentially reduce poverty or at

least alleviate its symptoms.

With these considerations in mind, The Promise selected four community coalitions to implement
FSC:

=  Collaborative to Advance Stability, which included the largest free tax preparation provider in
the city. The coalition had a relatively broad geographic focus, serving clients across the city,

though some of the organizations focused on North Philadelphia.

= Latino Equitable Development Collective, an existing Latino-serving nonprofit coalition in

North Philadelphia.
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"  No One Left Behind Coalition, which consisted of organizations with strong focuses on
multiple target populations, including African, Caribbean, East, and Southeast Asian immigrant
groups. They focused services in areas where those communities are heavily concentrated:

West and Southwest Philadelphia, Chinatown, and City Center.

=  South Broad Partnership, which consisted of organizations with a strong focus on a common

geography in South Philadelphia.

In 2022, UWGPSNJ's Knowledge Center, the entity overseeing data reporting and evaluation for
The Promise, engaged the Urban Institute to conduct an evaluation of FSC’s early implementation.
This report presents evaluation findings from FSC'’s start in spring 2021 through October 2022. It is
intended to provide evidence and recommendations to help practitioners, funders and other
stakeholders learn and improve. FSC is a new approach to grantmaking and service delivery for its
stakeholders and the field, so areas for growth are to be expected and offer plentiful opportunities for

positive action in the future. Here are key findings:

®  The coalitions served 53,400 households throughout the City of Philadelphia in the effort’s

first year, connecting them with a wide variety of benefits and services.

= Unsurprisingly given the stress and strain of the COVID-19 pandemic at the start of the grant,

emergency assistance ranked as the top type of benefit distributed through FSC networks.

= The coalitions all engaged in a range of new activities that contributed to improved client

engagement and service delivery:

»  working to meet urgent COVID-19-induced needs and working through COVID-19-
induced service disruptions

» organization-level activities, including new services and increased capacity to meet urgent
needs and provide intensive services

»  coalition-level activities, including coordinated outreach, new cross-organizational tools

and technology, formalized referral pathways, and collaboration on client services

= All coalitions derived value from coalition relationships, including a better understanding of
the city’s benefits landscape, a culture of collaboration rather than competition across service

organizations, and a platform for peer sharing and capacity building.

Achievements notwithstanding, the newness of the FSC coalition approach within Philadelphia’s
service ecosystem and inherent challenges with new collaboration, combined with the pressures of

the COVID-19 pandemic, the scale of material hardship in Philadelphia, and built-in administrative
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hurdles to benefits access, meant challenges were inevitable and understandable. Here were some

notable challenges:

= Collaborative culture. Some FSC partners reported roadblocks to building and maintaining
collaboration, including challenges with the role of the coalition’s lead organization, difficult

relationships between partners, and lack of clarity about expectations.

= Administrative barriers. Coalitions faced several administrative barriers to serving people,
which were largely outside their control. These included application designs and
administrative practices that were not client-friendly, as well as difficult program

requirements.

=  Technology challenges. Staff in each coalition reported at least some issues with technology.
This included lack of staff capacity to use technology and challenges specific to the platforms

made available to them.

Gathering data for learning and improvement was also a priority from the outset of the initiative.
The coalitions invested significant time and resources into developing data-reporting processes using
their existing reporting systems. The Promise took a collaborative approach to designing reporting,
engaging each coalition around designing approaches that made sense in their context. It was
important to coalitions to show results quickly and to capture the full range of possible benefits and
services. However, the intake and other data for each individual benefit and service were often
unique, making them difficult to reconcile within organizations and across coalitions. This complexity,
coupled with a short, unfunded start-up period to develop reporting infrastructure and evolving
reporting requirements throughout the grant period, led to inconsistencies in reporting. The focus on
aggregate—rather than individual-level data—also limited what coalitions could learn about the

outputs of their work and their clients’ experiences.
Based on these findings about early FSC implementation, here are key recommendations:

= Coalitions should aim for a structure that maximizes impact. Coalitions would benefit from
considering how to develop activities to make sure they build on one another and make the

whole partnership stronger than the sum of its parts.

= Coalition partners should focus on maintaining continuous communication. Evidence

suggests that continuous communication is a core pillar of strong service collaboration.

= Coalitions should consider the pros and cons of assigning a backbone organization. FSC

coalitions that lack a backbone organization coordinating the initiative and overseeing grant
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reporting without a direct service role might consider adding such a role to their coalition.
Backbone organizations can take pressure off organizations whose priority is serving clients.

That said, the role of the backbone needs to be carefully planned to be effective.

= Coalitions should consider designing and piloting a common intake process. The Promise
team could work with interested coalitions to design and pilot a common intake form or

process that would include all these critical data across participating organizations.

®  The Promise and the coalitions should leverage learning from early implementation to
systematize referrals. Staff in each coalition felt that the potential to refer across
organizations to meet client needs for services they did not provide was an important asset of
coalition-based work. However, coalitions did not all have referral platforms that would allow
for streamlined and systematized referrals, and even when such a platform existed, many staff

continued to use informal referral channels.

®  The Promise and coalitions should focus on a smaller set of benefits and investing in
enrollment and data systems that can track what happens after application and better
capture impact. Gathering these data is essential to calculate and communicate how receipt of

benefits or services lifts people out of poverty.

®  The Promise should produce formal documentation for FSC reporting as it evolves. Coalition
partners need documentation to refer to that clearly defines all the fields for which they are

assembling data.

= Policymakers and administrators should prioritize developing an online application platform
that supports easy and streamlined benefit application experiences. Because many people
with low incomes are eligible for multiple refundable tax credits and public benefits, public
agencies have opportunities to work together to use technology—like online application
platforms—that can help to cross-enroll people in multiple benefits. Improving Pennsylvania’s

integrated online benefit application portal, COMPASS, is a good place to start.

= Funders should consider more comprehensive and longer-term funding commitments.
Adding funding for a planning period, followed by a longer guaranteed funding commitment
would allow partners to establish a working relationship, build up service flows and capacity,

and troubleshoot areas of friction while still having a grant supporting their work together.

The FSC coalitions did a tremendous amount of work serving clients in need early in

implementation, all while juggling developing coalition relationships and processes. They created a
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foundation to build from, and lessons learned early on can set them up to continue improving services

and coordination moving forward.
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Collaborative Approaches to Benefit
and Tax Credit Access

Introduction

In March 2020, the City of Philadelphia released the Poverty Action Plan to lift 100,000 city residents
out of poverty over five years. Motivated by Philadelphia’s status as the poorest of America’s largest
cities, the plan identified three focus areas for poverty-reduction efforts, all centered on increasing
residents’ income: strengthening the social safety net, supporting high-quality employment, and
subsidizing housing costs.! As the first major step toward meeting the plan’s goals, the city committed
$10 million to United Way of Philadelphia and Southern New Jersey (UWGPSNJ) through its Poverty
Action Fund to take the lead in planning and overseeing an effort called The Promise. This effort is a
public-private partnership to improve residents’ material conditions through strategies to boost their

income.?

The Promise planned to release a series of requests for proposals for community-based
organizations to partner to engage in “community challenges” to stabilize the income and employment
of Philadelphians with low incomes. The Promise circulated the Request for Proposals for its first
community challenge, called the Family Stability Challenge (FSC), in December 2020, and work began
in spring 2021. The FSC is investing in community-based organizations to connect underserved
populations with public benefits and refundable tax credits for which they are eligible, investing in
interagency data sharing and collaboration, and improving the service capacity of those organizations

(UWGPSNJ 2022). FSC funded four community coalitions to engage in that work.

About This Report

In 2022, UWGPSNJ’s Knowledge Center, the entity overseeing data reporting and evaluation for The
Promise, engaged the Urban Institute to conduct an evaluation of the early implementation of FSC.
This report presents findings from that evaluation—from FSC'’s start in spring 2021 through October
2022. It is intended to provide evidence and recommendations to help practitioners, funders, and
other stakeholders learn and improve. FSC is a new approach to grantmaking and service delivery for
its stakeholders and the field, so areas for growth are to be expected and they offer plentiful

opportunities for positive action in the future. Here is the structure of the report:



We begin by providing background on the initiative, including the vision and motivation

behind the effort's design and essential context and evidence to ground the reader.
We describe at a high level what the coalitions accomplished in providing services in year one.

We summarize the experiences of each of the four coalitions in the early stages of standing up
and implementing FSC. We highlight important aspects of early implementation and how the

design and circumstances of each coalition appeared to affect implementation.

We provide an overview of the development and early implementation of the FSC data

collection, reporting, and learning approach.

We discuss key lessons from early implementation of this emergent approach to benefits
access work that practitioners, funders, and others concerned with poverty alleviation may
consider when planning the future of FSC and similar efforts. These considerations focus on
opportunities to improve benefits access work through strengthened collaboration and

learning.

We leave readers with brief reflections on where FSC can fit into meeting the overarching

goals of The Promise moving forward, with early implementation experiences in mind.

Box 1 summarizes the methods we used to gather and analyze data on FSC to inform this report.

BOX 1

Methods

The Urban Institute’s implementation study used a combination of qualitative methods to capture the
early implementation of the Family Stability Challenge. Our methodology is outlined below.

Key stakeholder interviews. We conducted semistructured interviews with key stakeholders
including The Promise staff and consultants, City of Philadelphia officials, and members of the
Family Stability Challenge Advisory Committee. Findings from these interviews provided
context on the effort’s design and vision and informed our research questions to guide the
remainder of the evaluation.

Data Advisory Committee. We included a participatory element in our design that engaged
representatives of each coalition in shaping the evaluation to meet their needs. These
representatives formed a Data Advisory Committee, to whom we presented our research
design and questions for feedback early in the evaluation in a Data Walk.® We also met with
these representatives monthly to receive feedback and plan data collection. Finally, we held a
second Data Walk session where we shared an initial draft of this report with Data Advisory
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Committee members. We asked for feedback and edited our report to more accurately reflect
the intentions, activities, and perspectives of service providers making up the four coalitions

=  Semistructured interviews with staff. The bulk of our data comes from a site visit to
Philadelphia in October 2022, in which we conducted semistructured interviews with staff
from each partner organization within the four coalitions. We spoke with direct service,
managerial, and executive staff.

®  Virtual and in-person interviews with clients. We conducted in-person interviews with clients
while on-site in Philadelphia to gain a better understanding of what services and service
coordination looked like from the perspective of those the partnership was intended to help.
After our visit, we conducted additional client interviews virtually.

®  Thematic analysis. We held internal team discussions to reflect on what we heard during
interviews and to develop a coding structure for our interview data based on emergent
themes. We then systematically coded all our interviews and conducted a thematic analysis
using the qualitative coding software NVivo.

®=  Document analysis. We analyzed various documents related to the planning and
implementation of the Family Stability Challenge. These documents included grant
applications, grant data-reporting templates, grant budgets, and internal and external reports
on FSC's progress that The Promise produced.

We supplemented these methods with an analysis of quantitative data from the coalitions’ data
reported to The Promise.

Background on the Family Stability Challenge

MOTIVATION AND VISION
Key stakeholders—including City of Philadelphia staff and The Promise team members and

consultants—provided insights about the motivation and vision for designing and launching the effort:

= Stakeholders saw benefits access as a way to reduce material hardship. Though stakeholders
noted that not everyone involved in the effort agreed on whether or not benefits reduce
poverty or just alleviate its symptoms, they confirmed that the city and UWGPSNJ launched
FSC with an understanding of the importance of benefits access in reducing material
hardship.* A widely circulated analysis estimating that eligible Philadelphians miss out on $450
million in federal and state benefits annually underscores that benefits access was an

important area of opportunity to provide more resources to people to meet their basic needs.”
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Benefits access through FSC was envisioned as the first of several mutually reinforcing
efforts. FSC leaders agreed that the effort was only intended to be one component of a
broader push to lift city residents out of poverty. Several noted that FSC was a logical starting
point because it built on existing service infrastructure, addressed gaps in capacity, and sought
to strengthen collaborative approaches, rather than creating something entirely new. But
these leaders largely also knew that benefits alone are often insufficient for lifting families out
of poverty and stabilizing them for the long term given multiple barriers families face and the

safety net’s significant gaps and limitations.

An assumption of The Promise was that multiple community-based efforts will, together,
increase financial security, stabilize families, and grow income with The Promise’s overarching
poverty-reduction goal in mind. Accordingly, in May 2022, The Promise launched a second
community challenge—the Jobs and Opportunities Challenge—to remove additional barriers to
economic stability and mobility. This second challenge takes a collaborative approach to legal
services for criminal record expungement and pardons, with the goal of removing barriers to

quality employment.¢

Community connections were seen as key. Key FSC stakeholders mentioned that one of the
foundational assumptions driving the FSC’s design and selection of coalitions was the
assumption that community-based direct service organizations with deep community ties
would be best positioned to engage hard-to-reach populations who are more likely than
others to miss out on benefits for which they are eligible. They saw these organizations as
filling gaps in the ability of city agencies and citywide nonprofits like BenePhilly to engage
specific populations like immigrants and the elderly in accessing benefits. Therefore, it
followed that increasing the service capacity of these organizations would be an effective way
to increase benefits access. There was a hope that FSC would allow for scaling and

strengthening of community-based services through coalition approaches.

FSC was largely seen as a new frontier, and most understood that flexibility around
expectations was essential. There was little precedent for coalition-based benefits access
approaches like FSC—nationally, and particularly in Philadelphia where coalition approaches to
services were especially novel—and stakeholders largely acknowledged that there was not a
consistent or specific set of goals for what FSC coalitions would achieve at the outset, beyond
setting initial service targets (Coffey, Payne, and Sonoda 2023). Rather, there was a general
hope that the coalition-based approach would increase access to benefits, which, depending

on individual views of the relationship between benefits and poverty, would either reduce
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poverty or alleviate its symptoms. That said, a few people we spoke with mentioned that
other stakeholders in the ecosystem had high and potentially unrealistic expectations for what

FSC would achieve around poverty reduction and expected to see positive outcomes quickly.

=  Stakeholders noted that FSC, as a new and flexible effort, offered opportunities for learning.
Several key stakeholders we spoke to noted that leaders behind the FSC's design were eager
to learn from this new effort. A few mentioned that there was interest among leaders in the
antipoverty ecosystem in testing assumptions about how the community-based coalition
approach would drive increased access to benefits. They said there was also interest in
learning how public and private funders in the city could come together to scale and sustain

funding for the work.

PANDEMIC CONTEXT
Key stakeholders we spoke with emphasized the importance of understanding that FSC launched at a
distinctive time—during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic—which influenced its design and

implementation in important ways:

=  Urgency of need. The pandemic hit Philadelphia’s economy hard, with many Philadelphians
experiencing job losses. The city had 7.6 percent fewer jobs in September 2021 than it had
two years earlier. Many of these losses were in low-wage sectors, and Black residents were
particularly adversely affected (Pew Charitable Trusts 2022). And the city’s large share of
“working poor"—about 27 percent as of 2018—whose income is below the federal poverty
level (FPL) but who work a majority of weeks in the year, were vulnerable to experiencing

heightened hardship from job loss because they struggled to meet their needs already.”

=  New benefits available. In response to the spike in need because of COVID-19 and resulting
job losses, the federal government made several new or expanded benefits available to people
with low incomes. Notable changes included a temporary expansion to Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits and direct cash assistance through Economic
Impact Payments (commonly called stimulus payments) (Acs and Karpman 2020; Cooney and
Shaefer 2021). There was also a large, temporary expansion of the child tax credit (CTC) (Acs
and Werner 2021).

=  Stretched and disrupted service organizations. The combination of heightened need and
increased benefits availability meant service organizations like those in the FSC partnerships
faced a sudden surge in demand for their services. This came alongside an abrupt shift to

remote services for some service providers to avoid COVID-19 contagion and make their
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clients comfortable. Service providers within the FSC coalitions experienced these COVID-19-
related upheavals differently. In some cases, service providers went remote quickly and saw a
drop-off of clients who were not used to receiving remote services or had trouble accessing
required technology. Some organizations who shifted to remote work reported an expensive
process of ensuring technology and protocols were in place to serve clients securely. In other
cases, organizations continued to provide in-person services, which was taxing on staff who
worried about their own health and observed the toll the pandemic took on their clients.
Many organizations used FSC funding to maintain to pre-COVID-19 service levels, including
managing transitions between in-person and remote work. Some used the funding to support

surges in client demand for services.

Understanding the Underlying Assumptions

The Family Stability Challenge’s design was based on several assumptions. Figure 1 provides a
visualization of how these assumptions fit together, describing how grantees go from engaging with

coalition service providers to achieving long-term outcomes.

We follow this with a brief discussion of each key area of assumptions.
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FIGURE 1
FSC Assumptions
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=  Enhanced outreach and referrals. It was assumed that FSC coalitions would plan outreach
efforts to reach clients directly, whether through expanded outreach worker roles, the
circulation of their promotional materials, or their social media presence. And referrals among
the organizations were envisioned as an important mechanism driving new clients coming

through the door and the maximization of benefits.

=  Strengthened service networks. It was assumed that FSC partners would be able to access
resources like peer sharing and cross-training through coalition networks, which would help

strengthen services that would in turn drive expected outputs and outcomes.

=  Strong client-provider relationships. Having FSC coalitions composed of community-based
organizations with strong community ties and cultural competencies was assumed to be a
critical input driving desired outputs around benefit receipt and outcomes around family

financial stability and well-being.

=  People served. FSC was thought of as a way to increase the number of benefits
Philadelphians received. This could be through expanding the reach of benefits and services to

people who they did not traditionally serve or maximizing the package of benefits and
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services received. Serving hard-to-reach populations, including immigrants and the elderly,

was an important goal.

=  Services and benefits connections. Connecting people to benefits for which they are eligible
was a primary goal of the FSC effort. It was assumed that organizations would accomplish this
by providing application support, tax filing assistance, and other help navigating access to

benefits and tax credits.

= Short-term outcomes. An underlying assumption of FSC was that matching clients with the
benefits and services that they were eligible for would increase the likelihood that they would

successfully receive those benefits.

= Long-term outcomes. There was less clarity about the long-term outcomes of FSC. Key
stakeholders and grantees generally said the overarching long-term goal of The Promise as a
whole is to reduce poverty in the City of Philadelphia, but there was also widespread
acknowledgement that the FSC effort alone would not result in long-term poverty reduction.
And many also emphasized long-term outcomes related to more specific needs, such as

reducing housing instability and increasing financial stability and well-being.

EXISTING EVIDENCE AROUND KEY ASPECTS OF THE FSC APPROACH

Many of the assumptions underlying the initial vision and goals and the related, implicit conceptual
framework for FSC align with evidence provided in the first publication from our evaluation—a field
scan and contextual analysis of Family Stability Challenge.® That said, it is important to consider some

limitations to focusing on collaborative approaches to benefits access to reduce poverty.

=  Philadelphia’s poverty rate is high, with more than 22 percent of residents living below FPL in
2021. And the distribution of poverty and the inability to meet basic needs is highly unequal,
with racial and ethnic minority groups experiencing poverty and material hardship at
disproportionate rates compared with white residents. Further, poverty is concentrated in

certain neighborhoods.

"  There are large-scale and structural drivers of poverty in Philadelphia. The city was hit hard
by deindustrialization, which reduced the number of high-quality jobs available to many city
dwellers without higher education. Further, structural racism has left racial and ethnic
minority groups experiencing poverty at disproportionate rates and poverty concentrated in

certain neighborhoods.
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®  Structural factors limit the ability of benefits and tax credits to alleviate poverty. People who
qualify for tax credits and benefits often only qualify for unstable jobs that pay too little to
meet a family's needs. This means people cycle between work and public benefits receipt or

supplement their income with benefits.

=  Benefits and tax credits alone are not designed to be a long-term solution to poverty. Limited
eligibility and low benefit levels for many programs mean they do not raise people out of

poverty on their own.

=  Many of the people eligible for benefits and tax credits have incomes above the FPL. This is
true of many people who receive food and medical assistance, as well as refundable tax
credits. While connecting these people with supports is critical to alleviating hardships that
many people with low incomes who are not in poverty according to official criteria face, doing
so does not reduce the number of people experiencing poverty according to such criteria (CRS
2023).7

= Eligible people often face challenges receiving benefits and credits. These challenges include
administrative burdens—many of the time-consuming processes involved in applying for,
enrolling in, and eventually receiving benefits. This includes burdens like obtaining
transportation to benefit offices, long wait times at those offices that conflict with work and
child care, disrespectful treatment by office staff, and extensive paperwork and long approval
timelines. Families are often required to fill out additional paperwork and produce updated
documentation periodically to redetermine eligibility and renew their benefits, which reduces
the number of people who continue receiving benefits. Additionally, many programs have

work requirements that participants struggle to meet to continue receiving benefits.

= Despite limitations, evidence suggests benefits and tax credits are one piece of a puzzle that
can help alleviate poverty. These benefits and credits provide vital resources to reduce
material hardship for people with low or no wages. They are also linked to positive well-being

outcomes for recipients.

= And evidence also suggests that personalized approaches to barrier removal can be critical in
connecting people with benefits. Taking measures to reduce client wait times, like hiring new
intake staff and developing streamlined intake processes, can make accessing benefits less
burdensome. And tailoring case management services to help clients navigate challenging

public benefits systems can also increase access to benefits.

COLLABORATIVE APPROACHES TO BENEFIT AND TAX CREDIT ACCESS 9



Evidence, albeit limited and largely not specific to benefits access initiatives, suggests that
collaborative approaches can improve access to services, though developing strong
collaboration is challenging and takes time. Research shows that intentionally partnering in
ways that complement in-house capacities can lead to more useful collaboration. Developing
strong communication practices and data sharing can also contribute to strong collaboration,
as can identifying a backbone organization to coordinate collaborative activities (Turner et al.
2012; Walker, Torres Rodriguez, and O'Brien 2021). However, collaborative partnerships may
not realize their potential if they do not have the right factors working in their favor. Some
important factors are setting realistic goals about the time needed for set up—some research
has suggested systemic change takes five years at a minimum—and establishing a sustained

culture of collaboration and shared decision-making.1©

The following sections provide detail on the four coalitions that received FSC funding and how

they implemented the initiative early on.

Overview of the Coalitions

Grantee Selection

Through a competitive request for proposals process, The Promise selected four coalitions of

community-based service-providing nonprofits to receive grants to support FSC activities. The

Promise team, its consultants, and an advisory committee consisting of senior antipoverty ecosystem

actors in the city provided input on the process. Coalitions were selected based on their grant

proposals. Top-level selection criteria included applicants’ descriptions of their ability to

serve communities with low incomes;
offer free tax preparation and screen for, assess, and confirm receipt of a range of benefits;
convene partners and bundle resources; and

track and report outcomes, including resources accessed.

Additional considerations included

10

geographic diversity;

capacity to reach a high volume of participants;
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=  plans to maximize family resources;

= diversity of expertise among proposed partnerships;

= diverse leadership among partners;

= articulation of how grant would help with scale and innovation;

=  perceptions of partners in their communities;

= collaborative histories of partners;

= potential to deepen involvement with smaller community organizations; and

= ability to adapt to pandemic-induced service landscape changes.!!

Coalition Descriptions

The coalitions were composed of service organizations and other nonprofit partners supporting the
service providers. They served different geographies within the city, and some had stronger
geographic focuses than others. Some focused on serving particular immigrant communities. All of the
organizations offered tax preparation and benefits counseling and offered additional services and
supports according to what individual organizations had the capacity to provide. All the coalitions
served Philadelphians with low incomes. And though each organization had an official lead
organization, that organization played a somewhat different role in each coalition. Some factors that

made each coalition distinct included the following:

= The Collaborative to Advance Stability had the Campaign for Working Families serving as
lead organization. In addition to distributing funding to partners and managing the
partnership, the CWF is the largest free tax preparation provider in the city, offering services
on a wider scale than its partners, though only during tax season. The coalition had a relatively
broad geographic focus, serving low-income clients across the city, though some of the
organizations used funds to specifically serve clients in North Philadelphia or had a general

focus on that area.

=  The Latino Equitable Development Collective was distinct among the coalitions in that it
existed before FSC, with many Latino-serving nonprofits with deep community ties in North
Philadelphia and ties to one another establishing a formal coalition in 2019. The coalition is
also the only one with a purely administrative lead organization—the Local Initiatives Support

Corporation (LISC)—that provides support for the coalition and oversees data reporting to The
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Promise. It also was the only coalition with an organization—Ceiba—that had served as a

leader and convener among coalition members before FSC.

The No One Left Behind Coalition is distinct among the coalitions for including organizations
with strong focuses on multiple geographies and immigrant groups. Organizations within the
coalition focus services on African, Caribbean, and East and Southeast Asian immigrant
groups. And they focus services in different neighborhoods where those communities are
heavily concentrated—in West and Southwest Philadelphia, Chinatown, and City Center. The
lead organization, African Cultural Alliance of North America (ACANA), is the smallest of the
lead organizations and was unique in leading a coalition of partners with little experience

working together while standing up new in-house benefits access services.

The South Broad Partnership’s lead organization, Greater Philadelphia Community Alliance,
offers a diverse set of services and provides a large share of benefits access services among
coalition partners. Other partners serve more specific populations or offer narrower sets of

supports and services. This coalition has a strong focus on a common geography in South

Philadelphia.

Table 1 summarizes each coalition’s partners, key populations served, and services provided in the

first year of FSC.

TABLE 1

Overview of Family Stability Challenge Coalitions in Year One

Coalition

Key partners

Populations and
geographies served

Key services

Collaborative to
Advance Stability

Latino Equitable
Development
Collective

12

Campaign for Working
Families (lead)

North Philadelphia
Philadelphians with

Tax preparation
Benefits counseling

Beech Community low incomes Financial
Services counseling
Benefits Data Trust Legal services
Clarifi Community
Community Legal outreach

Services

Local Initiatives Support Eastern North "  Benefits counseling
Corporation (LISC) Philadelphia ®  Housing assistance
(lead/administrator) Immigrant "  Tax preparation
Asociaciéon populations, largely "  Meal distribution
Puertorriquefios en Latino and Spanish- "  Community
Marcha speaking outreach

Ceiba

Congreso de Latinos
Unidos

Esperanza

HACE

Many people in
deep poverty
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Caalition

Key partners

Populations and
geographies served

Key services

No One Left Behind
Coalition

South Broad
Partnership

Norris Square
Community Alliance
African Cultural Alliance
of North America
(ACANA) (lead)
Philadelphia Chinatown
Development
Corporation

Southwest Community
Development
Corporation

Greater Philadelphia
Community Alliance
(lead)

Benefits Data Trust
Campaign for Working
Families

Community Legal
Services

Southeast Asian Mutual
Assistance Association
(SEAMAAC) Coalition
Unity in the Community

African and
Caribbean
immigrant
populations in West
and Southwest
Philadelphia
Chinese immigrants
in Chinatown and
City Center
Southeast Asian in
Southwest
Philadelphia
Philadelphians with
low incomes

South Philadelphia
Philadelphians with
low incomes

Benefits counseling
Community
outreach

Rental assistance
Tax preparation

Benefits counseling
Housing counseling
Community
outreach

Meal distribution
Legal counseling
Tax preparation

Source: Authors’ review of program documents.

Overview of Year One Accomplishments

This section provides a high-level overview of the benefits and supports the coalitions provided in the

first year of FSC. In total, FSC coalitions served 53,400 households throughout the city of Philadelphia

in the effort’s first year, connecting people with a wide variety of different benefits and services:

emergency services, tax filings, income supports, and economic mobility services.1?

Given the stress and strain of the COVID-19 pandemic at the start of the grant, it is no surprise

that emergency assistance ranked as the top type of benefit distributed through FSC networks.

Coalitions distributed nearly 17,000 emergency assistance benefits in the first year. About 80 percent

of these benefits consisted of meals served or pantry visits for emergency food assistance. A more

modest share included emergency help with housing, utilities, or other one-time support.
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FIGURE 2
Emergency Assistance in Year One?

16,711

13,506

Total emergency benefits Food Housing and utilities Other

Source: Urban Institute’s analysis of FSC grant-reporting data, courtesy of UWGPSNJ.
2 Housing and utilities assistance refers to short-term emergency benefits and supports (figure 2); utility or home repair
assistance refers to benefits and supports available on a longer-term basis (figure 4).

Because of its ability to put cash directly into the hands of people who need it, our tax system is a
particularly important way to assist people experiencing poverty. Coalition partners made tax
preparation an important part of their antipoverty strategy, assisting more than 13,000 low-income
households to file their taxes and access more than 10,000 tax credits. The earned income tax credit
and the child tax credit were the most common types, together making up more than 80 percent of all

credits.
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FIGURE 3
Tax Filing Assistance in Year One

13,159

Total tax filings Total tax credits Earned Income Tax Child Tax Credit All other credits
Credit

Source: Urban Institute’s analysis of FSC grant-reporting data, courtesy of UWGPSNJ.

Both emergency assistance and tax filing assistance offer one-time support to struggling families.
However, many families also need ongoing support to sustain them. Overall, FSC coalitions helped
Philadelphia families apply to more than 10,000 ongoing income-supporting benefits, ranging from
utility assistance to nutritional assistance to health insurance to income assistance like unemployment

benefits and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) cash assistance.
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FIGURE 4
Income Supporting Benefits in Year One

10,170

Totalincome  Utility/home repair SNAP and WIC  Health insurance Income assistance Other
supporting benefits assistance and subsidies

Source: Urban Institute’s analysis of FSC grant-reporting data, courtesy of UWGPSNJ.

Lastly, coalition partners provided a large amount of more intensive, long-term supports to
families to help them navigate complex processes over an extended period and plan proactively for
their futures. These economic mobility services accounted for nearly 9,000 of the benefits and
services FSC coalitions provided during the first year. Financial counseling was the most common of

these services, followed by housing and legal counseling.
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FIGURE 5
Economic Mobility Services in Year One

8,849

Total economic Financial counseling  Housing counseling Legal counseling Other
mobility services

Source: Urban Institute’s analysis of FSC grant-reporting data, courtesy of UWGPSNJ.

Early Implementation Experiences

This section provides an overview of key aspects of early implementation. The four coalitions that

received FSC funding had commonalities as well as notable differences in their experiences with early
implementation of the effort. Notable commonalities included the long-term goal of lifting people out
of poverty—though, by necessity, they typically reported being more focused on short-term activities

and outputs to meet immediate needs.

New Activities

The coalitions all engaged in a range of new activities, both collaboratively and as individual
organizations, that contributed to improved client engagement and service delivery. Table 1 provides a

snapshot of new activities coalition partners engaged in.
ACTIVITIES WITHIN ORGANIZATIONS

= Outreach. In all coalitions, at least some partners used FSC funds to engage in outreach

around their own organization’s services. This included funding dedicated staff for door-to-
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door canvassing or community engagement specialists, mailers to previous clients, social

media outreach, and in-person events.

Increased direct service capacity to fill urgent needs. All four coalitions used Promise funding
to expand direct service capacity, which was particularly crucial given immediate service
capacity needs because of COVID-19. This included hiring additional intake staff and case
managers. Staff at organizations across multiple coalitions stressed the importance of
accommodating the significant spike in services needed in the communities they served
during the pandemic. And coalitions used the grant to meet the needs of specific populations
during the pandemic. For instance, one coalition used FSC funds to ramp up in-person
services targeting older adults, people with disabilities, and people who do not speak English,
who all faced additional barriers to accessing services. Another example of filling in COVID-
19-induced gaps was that, with fewer volunteer tax preparers working at free tax sites,

Promise funding allowed organizations to hire extra staff to fill this gap.

Increased capacity for intensive service delivery. Staff in multiple coalitions described using
the funding to provide intensive support clients needed to get access to benefits. They
emphasized that many of the services they offer are not one-off and require ongoing and
intensive support. For instance, staff within one organization described how having additional
capacity allowed them to spend more time on each client, which was especially important
when working with non-English speakers because often additional follow-up and translation
with these clients is necessary to locate documentation for benefit applications. And some
staff described allocating funding for staff hours to provide intensive legal assistance for
clients, including multiple contacts over several months, to connect them with benefits. In
many cases, these intensive supports provide clients with great long-term value—for example
when legal assistance leads to a client getting long-term disability benefits or housing

assistance.

New services. FSC grants funded new services at several organizations across the coalitions.
One organization mentioned that they started offering gift cards to help clients meet their
needs during the many emergencies clients experienced in the pandemic. Similarly, several
organizations created direct client assistance funds to help families with urgent needs who
may not qualify for benefits. Organizations in two coalitions added Volunteer Income Tax
Preparation (VITA) sites, increasing the coalitions’ reach. And one coalition added entirely new

benefits access services.
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COLLABORATIVE ACTIVITIES

New tools and technology. All coalitions developed new tools and technologies, though these
tools varied in how they were used to support collaboration. One coalition developed a new
data system designed for shared referrals among partners. The platform provides a
comprehensive menu of services that all coalition organizations offer. Another coalition
created a common referral system housed on the lead organization's existing database. This
system reduced concerns about data privacy and improved the partnership’s ability to track
referrals. Some partners at the other two coalitions developed or acquired software platforms,

though their collaborative use was limited.

Formal referral pathways. Coalitions had varying degrees of success in establishing and using
formal (i.e., established and consistent) referral pathways. One coalition that developed a
common referral database successfully used it collaboratively, though access to the platform
was limited to staff with licenses to use the software. In the second coalition that had a
common platform, some coalition partners continued to do referrals over email or through
online forms because they found those pathways easier or more comfortable. A third coalition
developed formalized, direct referral pathways across organizations through email, though
these tended to rely on individual relationships between staff at each organization as opposed
to established procedures for the coalition. And across the fourth coalition referrals remained
informal, with case managers sharing information about partners’ services when needs arose

that they could not meet.

None of the coalitions had standardized protocols in place to universally assess client need for
referrals at intake and capture these data for sharing. In addition, coalitions did not have a
common intake process for documenting referral sources. As a result, it was difficult to gain a

complete understanding of how referrals across organizations worked.

Service collaboration. The coalitions and organizations within them differed in how and to
what extent they collaborated closely on service delivery. They all implemented new modes of
communication to support collaboration. All of them reported using grant funds for
collaborative meetings. Some did client service coordination during these meetings, while
others met to check in generally about their services and the grant. Meeting frequency and
staff attendance varied. In one coalition in which tax preparation was the largest service,
meetings occurred more frequently for that coalition during tax season. However, some staff
in that coalition said they wished they could meet more frequently throughout the year to

work on developing service synergies across partners.
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Coordinated outreach. All coalitions undertook some form of coordinated outreach. Two
coalitions included partners whose role in the coalition was to organize outreach around the
coalition’s services. Some organizations added information about partners’ services and
contact information to their own outreach efforts. One coalition structured much of their
collaboration around combined outreach. And one partner in that coalition had a widely
circulated community newspaper that included information about events and resources in the

area. They advertised another coalition member’s services in their paper.

And crucially, all four coalitions derived value from collaboration. Box 2 describes some important

ways in which developing formal relationships helped service providers in the FSC coalitions.

BOX 2

Value of Collaboration

The four FSC coalitions found that formal coalition relationships strengthened their organizations in

significant ways:

20

Networking. Staff from all the coalitions said that developing formal relationships with other
service providers helped them understand Philadelphia’s service landscape better, which gave
them a detailed understanding of where to send clients to meet a need their organization
could not. For example, one staff member said that, thanks to their collaborative relationship
with FSC partners, “when we're speaking to our clients, we can really explain better what it is
that [partner organization] does or what another agency does and how that would be of value
to that particular person.”

Developing a culture of collaboration. Staff from all the coalitions said that their organizations
benefited from the collegial atmosphere among coalition partners that working together
through the FSC coalition had created. They explained that often service organizations are in
competition for funding and are therefore less likely to share resources or refer clients. In
some cases, this was a stark, fundamental change. For instance, one staff member said, “We
no longer look at each other as enem(ies]...when [partner] see[s] us out there—they embrace
us...But that was not what it was before the [FSC] came in. We were livin’ and working against
each other...so I'm saying that it has created a bridge that even if this grant go away, it will
sustain.”

Relationships with trusted community organizations. Staff from several coalitions explained
that it was a significant value add to have formal referral partnerships with organizations that
had deep ties to communities in need of their services. Staff at one coalition emphasized that
cultural and language similarities across this coalition made partners more comfortable
referring across organizations, knowing that partner organizations would be equipped to assist
their clients. Similarly, a staff member at a different coalition said, “l mean, there’s folks that
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may have gone to [partner] previously, but they kind of stopped at [partner]...they developed
that rapport with that agency. And [FSC] kind of helped that transition to say, ‘You know
what, like, we can trust them. Therefore, you can trust them.” And staff at multiple
organizations described having the ability to accompany clients to partner organizations,
making clients more comfortable seeking services from other coalition organizations.

Capacity building. Several staff members from different coalitions described learning and
sharing resources with coalition partners in ways that led to enhanced service capacity. One
organization described the FSC as having created a platform for learning from partners about
how to brand their services around cultural competency with a specific population in a similar
way as a partner had done. Several staff members described attending cross-training events
with FSC partners on data capacity building, client-screening approaches, and details about
coalition partner services. In several cases, smaller organizations and organizations with less
collaborative history with their partners found capacity-building opportunities particularly
beneficial.

COVID-19 recovery. A few staff members mentioned that having a coalition to lean on as
they worked to return to regular service delivery after the COVID-19 disruption was valuable.
For instance, one person noted how being in a coalition helped staff understand the post-
COVID-19 service landscape, including services that had started and ended since the onset of
the pandemic.

Source: Interviews with FSC coalition partners.

Early Implementation Challenges

Coalitions faced some notable challenges during early implementation of the FSC. These challenges

were largely to be expected in a new initiative that involved many new activities and ways of working

together. The coalitions faced the task of meeting entrenched, widespread unmet need in the city

while forming the partnership. They also faced the service upheaval and spike in need that resulted

from the COVID-19 pandemic. And they contended with ongoing access barriers embedded in public

benefit program designs.

We want to underscore that these challenges represent experiences up until October 2022, and

coalitions have recognized many of them and may have taken steps to address them since then. This

section should be interpreted considering this context and in the spirit of continuous improvement.
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Collaborative culture
Some FSC partners noted roadblocks to building and maintaining collaboration, which is important
because it may prevent partners from realizing the benefits of collaboration, like mutual capacity

building, client service coordination, and reduced competitiveness.

= Role of the lead organization. Staff at some organizations felt that the role that the lead
organization played in the coalition made collaboration more challenging. In one example of
many, a staff member from a coalition with a smaller lead organization felt it would help if that
organization had more capacity to provide coalition partners with cross-training about
ongoing changes in programming at their partners. In another example, a staff member at a
coalition where one partner played an outsized role in providing benefits access within the
coalition noted that they wished that partner would engage more consistently with their

partners to encourage tighter collaboration.

= Relationships between partners. Some partners reported challenging relationships with other
coalition members. In a few cases, staff mentioned that certain partners were not as
responsive to their contact or did not provide the resources or supports that they would have
ideally wanted. And in one coalition, there was a sense among some partners that one of the
partners had joined their coalition for political reasons and not because they offered sought-
after capacities or had good working relationships with the rest of the coalition. This led to a

strained relationship among some coalition members with that partner.

= Clarity about expectations. Staff from several coalitions said that they were not always clear
about what The Promise’s broader goals for the coalitions were, which made it harder to know
how to collaborate with their partners. For instance, some would have liked to have received
more communication about whether they were being held to a specific standard around
poverty alleviation or if providing access to certain benefits or tax credits was more of a

priority than others.

Administrative barriers
The coalitions faced several administrative barriers to connecting people with benefits. These factors
are significant in that they can reduce the ability of organizations, no matter how smooth their internal

operations, to connect people with benefits.

= Application design and administration. We heard from multiple staff members at an
organization serving primarily immigrant clients that it sometimes took clients weeks to get

information related to benefit applications translated via the city’s translation contractor and
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that clients required their translation support in the intervening time. One suggestion was that
it would make services more efficient if the city would work directly with nonprofits like them
to translate applications into foreign languages at the time that materials are produced. We
also heard from people across multiple organizations that people often have trouble
connecting to the city’s interpreters for benefits access over the phone, which leads to

heightened need for nonprofits’ services.

=  Application and program requirements. Staff across many organizations noted that clients
often struggled with application requirements that seemed unnecessary. For instance, one
program requires an unexpired driver’s license, which some clients cannot access. And clients
often must prove eligibility for multiple benefits repeatedly to different agencies, which
reduces trust in government. For example, a staff member said, “We're still fighting against
these barriers, every single day, for our clients. These barriers that, honestly, seem really silly,
when you say it out loud, but it’s a very real rule that exists. And so policymakers need to be
thinking about policies that make it easier for people to access programs.” Another staff
member said that clients should be given more flexibility in how they can use benefits like

food assistance to meet immediate needs.

Technology challenges
Staff members in each coalition reported at least some issues with technology. In some cases, this was
a significant barrier to establishing and implementing processes for referrals and consistent client data

collection.

=  Lack of capacity. Some organizations had limited capacity to use new technologies. Staff from
some organizations in one coalition mentioned that some of their staff members were
unaccustomed to new technology. This coalition also lacked staff members dedicated to data
and reporting, limiting their ability to train others. Ultimately, these limitations contributed to

this coalition’s choice not to adopt a common data platform.

= Difficulties with data platforms. Several of the coalitions experienced challenges using
technology that limited their coordination and referral capacity. Members of one coalition
mentioned that while their platform offers an organized, streamlined referral mechanism, it
also requires training and licenses. Because each license costs a fee, licenses were limited. This
has meant that only a few people at each coalition partner have access. Staff suggested that
increasing funding to buy more licenses would increase the utility of the platform by allowing

more staff to refer clients across the coalition. Another coalition experienced frustration with
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a platform one of their partners developed that could identify eligibility for benefits using tax
data and support benefit applications. Several staff members said that the platform did not
record information accurately. This challenge limited the extent to which that coalition was

able to automate the process of referring clients across partners.

Collaborative Histories

The FSC coalitions varied in the extent to which they had existing collaborative relationships before

the FSC effort. All of them sought to formalize relationships further or develop relationships through

forming coalitions. These histories affected the activities they engaged in and challenges they

encountered early in their time working together as FSC partners.

24

Only one coalition had existed before the FSC grant. For that coalition, the funding offered an
opportunity to further formalize the coalition and identify complementary services across
partners. This strong foundation allowed for faster adoption of a common referral platform,
and existing trusting relationships meant service providers were comfortable referring to

partners early in implementation.

Another coalition had some history of formal collaboration, though not as a coalition. Some of
the organizations worked together, and others were aware of each other but had no formal
relationship. Organizations that had a previous relationship had collaborated on previous
grants and outreach. The lead organization aimed to bring the coalition together to offer a
core set of benefits access services to meet the needs of a broad population. The existing,
though uneven, relationships across the coalition may have contributed to inconsistent uptake

of the common referral platform.

A third coalition had some history of collaboration, though it was largely informal. Many, but
not all, of the coalition’s organizations had informal working relationships before forming the
coalition. A major motivation for forming the coalition was to expand these existing
relationships. The relative newness of relationships likely contributed to the lack of a common

referral platform and multiple referral processes across different coalition partners.

And the fourth coalition members had no history collaborating on services but were aware of
one another. The motivation for these groups to come together was to combine efforts of
organizations with similar populations and geographies. This lack of existing relationships was
reflected in the fact that they focused many of their coordinated activities on coordinated

outreach and peer sharing—activities centered around learning about and from partners—and
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did not develop a common referral platform. This makes sense given that developing trusting
relationships and understanding of partners takes time but is important to do before

committing to common processes.

Structures Creating Opportunities for Referrals and Collaboration

Coalition structure matters for collaboration. To maximize referrals, organizations within coalitions
would serve the same target population, within a similar geographic area, and provide many
complementary—rather than duplicative—services. These conditions could facilitate many referrals
and mutually beneficial interdependence. In contrast, when organizations provide essentially the same
services, or when they provide different ones but in different languages or in different parts of the city
that are inaccessible to clients of other organizations, the members of coalitions may have little

incentive to refer to each other.

The organizations within each coalition had a unique set of service complementarities. By this we
mean how key factors like types of services each organization provided, capacity to provide those
services, and the geography and client demographics to which they targeted services added value for

organizations and clients to refer clients across partners.

Early in implementation, even in cases where organizations served similar populations, they often
offered duplicative services, which meant they did not necessarily need to refer across organizations.
This was especially the case for organizations that expanded internal service capacity with Promise
funds, diminishing their need to refer out. However, at times service providers found the coalition
model useful when a particular organization’s services were oversubscribed because they were able to

more easily identify where to refer clients.

That said, a few staff members noted that the usefulness of referrals depended on the receiving
organization’s ability to accommodate them. This was a concern when a larger organization attempted
to refer to a smaller one. Organizations typically did not know whether their partners had capacity to
serve their clients. This was a significant concern to service providers considering making referrals
because making a referral to an organization that was not able to provide the intended service could

adversely affect the referring provider’s relationship with their client.

And there were examples in each coalition where a partner offered a unique service, which
created an opportunity to leverage referrals across the partnership to those services. These services

were generally most useful to the coalitions that shared a strong geographic focus and had shared
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cultural competencies among partners to serve a client community. However, partners mentioned that
in some cases a unique program that a partner in a different area of the city offered would be

important enough to clients to motivate them to travel.

Learning and Impact

The Family Stability Challenge was designed and rolled out quickly to respond to acute emergency
conditions in the City of Philadelphia that exacerbated existing poverty and hardship in local
communities. The Promise mobilized the four coalitions on a short timeline to serve their communities
and simultaneously pulled together a framework for beginning to document and learn from this
unprecedented local effort. This section describes how The Knowledge Center, in partnership with a
team of consultants and with the grantees, set up a common approach to reporting and factors

shaping data quality and use in the first 18 months of the initiative.

Designing a Common Approach to Reporting

The Promise needed to move quickly to put reporting mechanisms in place to capture the work of the
grantees. It went through an iterative process in collaboration with grantees to design and implement

strategies for telling the story of the Promise:

=  First, The Promise’s consultants reached out to all organizations across the coalitions and
fielded a data-capacity assessment survey, asking how many staff were working on data
collection, what systems they used, and how they gathered data. Consultants also engaged in
follow-up conversations with coalition partners to understand the survey results. The goal of
the capacity assessment was to design reporting that could fit into existing processes to the
extent possible. The capacity assessment highlighted the diverse array of data systems used
by the grantees—in fact, several organizations were already using more than one funder-
mandated system. This fact, coupled with a desire to reduce grantee burden, the nascent
status of the initiative, the nature of year-by-year funding, and a desire to be a partner to its
grantees, the Promise chose not to impose an additional tailored data system on the
organizations. The Promise determined that the simplest way to structure reporting would be

for all organizations to export a set of common indicators into an Excel file.

®  |n parallel, The Promise met weekly with grantees, while many of them were still working on

putting their contracts in place. At the outset of FSC, The Promise explored the possibility of
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having grantees share individual-level data. However, they decided to opt for aggregate
reporting because many of the smaller organizations did not have the systems in place to
properly protect and share these sensitive data. The process of establishing the first reporting
template took about three months, in parallel to grantees setting up their contracts with The
Promise. In June, a consultant offered two training sessions open to all grantee organizations

to kick off quarterly reporting.

=  During the first year, The Promise staff compiled feedback on the reporting template after
each quarterly reporting period and made changes to the template to accommodate needs as
they arose. Most of these template changes were communicated to the lead organization of
each coalition. The Promise maintained contact with grantees through regular meetings and
talked through emerging issues as they came up. Before kicking off year two, the consultants
made formal recommendations for a final set of revisions and held another set of formal
training sessions for the data point people at all organizations. The consultants also put

together frequently asked questions for the grantees.

=  The revised reporting template included measures aligned with the first three domains in the
conceptual framework (figure 1)—enhanced outreach and referrals, people served, and

benefits and service connection.

®=  The Promise aimed to support a culture of ongoing learning among grantees and structured
engagements to facilitate this process. Toward that end, they planned a series of events and
meetings for engagement around data. In October 2021, they held a webinar to capture
grantee feedback on and interpretation of trends. Starting in January 2022, the Promise began
quarterly reflections on the data with each coalition, as part of regular check-ins. Toward the
end of 2022, The Promise also held a small convening to look at data with coalition leads and
then a Data Walk open to all of the grantee organizations to reflect on the data. Attendees
generally found these sessions helpful. One example of this sentiment was a comment from
one grantee who stated, “I think the convening was huge—probably just for the morale. | think

there was a lot of excitement but also getting them excited about the city-wide effort.”

Factors Shaping the Quality and Use of FSC Reporting

Assembling the data to tell the story of FSC was no small task. In their reflections on the experience,

interviews with staff at The Promise as well as coalition partners revealed a number of factors that
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shaped the quality of the data assembled, the incentives that coalitions had in place, and the ways that

partners and the initiative as a whole could use and learn from the data in the first 18 months.

28

The seriousness of pandemic conditions and the size of the investment drove a high level of
public interest in The Promise, and funders wanted to see its results as soon as possible—an

acute challenge for a brand new initiative.

Concerns about being able to show results prompted The Promise to embed target service
numbers that were linked to payments in all grantees contracts. For the organizations that
were largely doing the same work under the grant as before, these targets were easier to set
and were based on past data on benefits enrollment and service delivery. Target setting was
harder for organizations embarking on new benefits enrollment efforts. In year two, grantees

were asked to exceed the number of people served and services provided in year one.

The Promise initially defined a set of benefits and services, but this list evolved in response

to grantees.

Worried about hitting their service targets, coalitions wanted to report data on as many
benefits and services as possible. Many grantees discussed wanting to “get credit” for
services or make sure that they could “count” all their services provided and wanting to “hit
their targets.” This caused the number of benefits and services—and the scope and burden of

FSC reporting to grow over time.

The incentive to maximize the scope of possible benefits and services to hit targets made the
task of setting up a uniform reporting system complex. Because this broad set of benefits and
services had different intake processes that required different data to assess eligibility and

report back to the original funders, it was difficult to report in a unified way for the FSC.

Grantees had a quick, often unfunded start-up period to put reporting infrastructure in place.
FSC funded many small organizations that did not all have existing data and analysis capacity.
Many needed to hire staff or build systems to support reporting. However, the funding

opportunity was not structured with a planning period for this setup work.1?

Even after start-up, grantees had difficulty responding to evolving reporting requirements.
The Promise worked to respond to grantee feedback and adapt reporting to reflect what
coalitions were learning and doing in the field. Evolving reporting requirements and templates
meant organizations had to continuously update their systems for reporting. Not all of them

had the staff capacity or data systems to do this easily. Moreover, reporting updates and
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support provided to lead agencies did not always reach other coalition partners in a timely

manner.

=  As aresult, the quality of reporting data in year one was inconsistent within organizations
and across coalitions. Organizations had difficulty using the same unit of analysis. For
example, some programs required reporting on persons and others in households. In addition,
the intake processes of existing programs did not always capture the standard demographic
data defined for the FSC or did not define elements in the same way. As a result, these data

were often incomplete.

= Basic reporting on a large set of benefits and services left little capacity to develop ways of
understanding outcomes. The FSC experimented early on with different ways to capture
actual benefit receipt, value, or duration. However, grantees were already struggling with
more basic reporting, and trying to follow-up with clients individually for the wide array of
benefits and services was burdensome. Moreover, coalitions did not have the bandwidth to
set up relationships with vendors and data systems to automate data collection on benefit
receipt after application or experiment with how they could use existing tax data to tell the
story of poverty alleviation. And yet grantees and other stakeholders were hungry to
understand the difference that their work made. For example, one service provider explained,
“We’'re asking, like...How many people did you serve? How many referrals? But none of that

tells you...who's better off.”

=  Worries about hitting service targets may have driven organizations to focus on more one-
time services. Grantees pointed out that the need to maximize service numbers incentivized
them to provide and count more one-time, low-intensity benefits and services (e.g.,
distributing food boxes or meals at pantries, preparing taxes) over more long-term, intensive
case management relationships (e.g., legal aid, housing counseling, financial counseling). Some
organizations offering more of these intensive services also worried about their work not

being as valued as other organizations that could show higher numbers.

= Having a backbone organization may help facilitate and support quality data collection and
reporting. Coalitions all had lead agencies that put together collective data for their member
organizations. In most coalitions, this lead partner was one of the core service organizations,
while one coalition had a designated administrative backbone organization playing this role
that was not involved in service delivery. This intermediary had the capacity to manage data

reporting for service organizations in the coalition and hired an independent technical
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consultant and facilitated the setup of a common data platform to share of individual-level

data across all member organizations.

Future Forecasts

Staff across FSC coalitions shared common aspirations for the future. Most staff we spoke with
expressed an expectation and desire to continue working with their coalition partners in some
capacity in the years to come, regardless of how long a formal grant partnership continues.
Predictions for what this future collaboration would look like varied. Where staff had been able to
form personal relationships with people in similar roles at partner organizations, they felt that those
relationships would sustain a culture of collaboration. Confidence that active collaboration would
continue tended to be higher among staff at organizations that had more collaborative history, served
more similar populations, and had more complimentary services. Even in cases where these factors
were less present, staff felt that, at a minimum, they would sustain an improved relationship and more
familiarity with partners’ services that would allow them to refer out to their coalition partners more

effectively moving forward than they could have without the FSC experience.

With that said, everyone’s top priority was providing quality services to as many clients as
possible—through individual organizations or collaboration—and some expressed concerns that
sustaining current levels of staffing and services would be hard without Promise funding. Maintaining
current service capacity was a particular concern of smaller organizations for whom the grant was a
larger share of funding and for organizations that funded new services with the grant. Staff noted that
relatively short funding guarantees like that of FSC pose challenges for nonprofit service providers
because they must invest time and resources in finding, hiring, and training staff they may be unable
to retain if funding lapses. This aligns with significant existing research evidence on how stable
funding can support effective nonprofit operations (Hung and Berrett 2021; Jaramillo et al. 2019).14
Some staff also shared concerns about the organization’s ability to maintain new services funded with
the grant and explained that it is hard on organizations when they are forced to stop offering services
that community members have come to rely on them for because of insufficient funds. Staff

emphasized that client relationships are built in part on the ability to offer those services.

Some staff also thought that maintaining and strengthening service collaboration would be
difficult without funds from the grant. Coalition partners who reported less confidence in active
collaboration continuing tended to express more concern about their ability to sustain collaboration

without the support of the current grant. Some staff members noted that collaboration involves staff
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time for meetings, training, and coordination and that when staff turnover, new staff need to be
trained on collaborative practices. All of this costs organizations money, and it is hard for organizations
without dedicated funding for collaboration to justify allocating it away from service provision to meet

clients’ immediate needs.

Continuous Improvement Opportunities

Given the desire of FSC stakeholders to see the effort endure and improve, we focus this section on
highlighting opportunities The Promise, the coalitions, and funders might consider to strengthen
collaboration moving forward. We identified these recommendations through our evaluation activities

and existing research evidence:

= Coalitions should aim for a structure that maximizes impact. Part of this is aiming to enter
partnerships with organizations that share a common target population in terms of geography,
demographics, and organizational capacity. Another key part is ensuring that activities of
partners are mutually reinforcing. Coalitions would benefit from considering how to develop
activities to make sure they build on one another and make the whole partnership stronger
than the sum of its parts. Research shows that organizations with duplicate services may not
refer to one another or otherwise collaborate as closely. It would be helpful for partnerships
to clearly define roles for each organization and ensure that the services are complementary.
This would then allow the four coalitions to map their services and develop referral

infrastructure to support complementary services (Kania and Kramer 2011).

= Coalition partners should focus on maintaining continuous communication. Maintaining
communication with external partners can be difficult for organizations facing limited capacity
and a focus on direct services. However, evidence suggests that continuous communication is
a core pillar of strong service collaboration. Grantees should maintain this focus moving
forward, communicating about shared goals, roles, services, and reporting (Kania and Kramer
2011).

= Coalitions should consider the pros and cons of assigning a backbone organization. FSC
coalitions that lack a backbone organization that does not have a direct service role might
consider adding such an organization to their coalition. Backbone organizations can take
pressure off of organizations whose priority is directing their limited capacity toward serving
clients. Backbone organizations can relieve a substantial portion of grant administration

responsibilities by taking the lead on data reporting and capacity building. They can also
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coordinate cross-organizational collaboration by planning meetings and ensuring ongoing and
smooth communication (Turner et al. 2012; Walker, Torres Rodriguez, and O'Brien 2021). The
Promise could work with backbone organizations to meet all grantees’ training and technical
assistance needs. That said, it is worth thinking carefully about the role of the backbone
organization to ensure it adds value and does not take a top-down approach to

decisionmaking.®

Coalitions should consider designing and piloting a common intake process. The Promise
team could work with interested coalitions to design and pilot a common intake form or
process that would include all these critical data across participating organizations. The
process could also explicitly ask clients about whether they were referred from a partner
organization, as well as incorporate screening for interest or need for unique services

provided by a partner to more clearly identify opportunities for collaboration.

The Promise and the coalitions should leverage learning from early implementation to
systematize referrals. Staff at all the coalitions felt that the potential to refer across
organizations to meet client needs for services they did not provide was an important resource
gained from participating in coalitions. However, coalitions did not all have referral platforms
that would allow for streamlined and systematized referrals, and even when such a platform
existed, many staff continued to use informal referral channels. This made it difficult to capture
the full scope of referrals—a collaborative output all coalitions reported wanting to expand and
track. It would be useful for coalitions lacking such a platform to consider investing in one. And
it would be useful for all coalitions to consider consistently using a formal, agreed-upon referral

pathway.

The Promise and coalitions should focus on a smaller set of benefits and investing in
enrollment and data systems that can track what happens after application and better
capture impact. FSC might start with tax preparation services, where it is clear what the size
of clients’ federal and state refunds will be and that this will be a one-time disbursement.
Gathering these data—in conjunction with systematic intake data on household size and
income—allows grantees to calculate and communicate how receipt of benefits or services

lifts people out of poverty.

The Promise should produce formal documentation for FSC reporting as it evolves. Grantees
need documentation to refer to that clearly defines all the fields for which they are assembling
data. Having written documentation ensures a minimum degree of consistency in the

messaging about what fields mean and what data go into them. In addition, The Knowledge
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Center could maintain an ongoing list of frequently asked questions to respond to common

questions from the grantees.

= Policymakers and administrators should prioritize developing an online application platform
that supports easy and streamlined benefit application experiences. Because many people with
low incomes are eligible for multiple refundable tax credits and public benefits, public agencies
have opportunities to work together to use technology—like online application platforms and
shared data systems—that can help to cross-enroll people in multiple benefits. (Ambegaokar,
Neuberger, and Rosendbaum 2017). Because the benefits application process and guidelines
may confuse or deter some applicants, cross-enrollment can help reduce this administrative
burden. Though nonprofit service providers like the FSC coalition partners can play important
roles in facilitating access to benefits and credits, they are typically dependent on government at

the federal, state, and local levels to set policies around how enrollment processes work.

To get the most out of an integrated online application, a well-designed web platform is
essential. Unfortunately, Pennsylvania’s existing integrated online benefit application portal
for major benefits (Medicaid, SNAP, TANF, and child care assistance), COMPASS, has
significant room for improvement in multiple areas that evidence suggests are important to
drive benefits access. Code for America’s Benefits Enrollment Field Guide assigned
COMPASS the lowest accessibility score of all online enroliment platforms it assessed. They
noted that the platform has several design elements that detract from user experience,
including low mobile responsiveness, onerous registration requirements, and long completion
time. Using Code for America’s evidence-based best practices to guide improvements to
COMPASS is among the most important steps to take to support benefits access for

Pennsylvanians.t¢

=  Funders should consider more comprehensive and longer-term funding commitments. The
early experience of FSC suggest that funders, grantees, and clients alike may derive value
from offering more comprehensive and longer-term funding commitments in future grants.
The short time window that The Promise and the grantees had to establish service targets for
performance monitoring and grant-reporting templates and procedures meant grantees were
unable to develop their partnership and activities before establishing data and reporting
requirements, which limited the utility of much of the data reported early on and necessitated
midstream changes. Further, much of this intensive early work was unfunded, as it took place

before grantees had contracts in place. A planning grant could have helped relieve the burden
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of working without a funding guarantee and without having to simultaneously begin

implementing coordinated services and activities.

A longer funding time horizon would allow partners to establish a working relationship and
troubleshoot areas of friction while still having a grant supporting their work together. It
would allow them to set long-term shared goals. It would also allow coalitions and
organizations within them to make hiring, training, and programming decisions and to invest in
solidifying and refining new activities secure in the knowledge that they will continue to be
funded. It would reduce the burden on funders and grantees alike of learning new reporting
requirements. It would provide more opportunity for continuous improvement and evaluation
that could further strengthen grantee performance and drive sustainability. And perhaps most
importantly, long-term funding would allow direct service providers to provide dependable

supports to clients (Hung and Berrett 2021; Jaramillo et al. 2019).

Meeting the Goals of The Promise

As a future focus, a few staff members noted a desire to move toward more intentionally supporting
mobility and other positive long-term economic outcomes for families. However, because many of
their clients face immediate crises, they by necessity are compelled to focus their limited resources on
meeting these crises instead of the bigger picture of changing a families' economic situations in a
durable way. This points to the limitations of public benefits in reducing poverty that we noted in our
contextual analysis report of the initiative (Coffey, Payne, and Sonoda 2023). Namely, benefits alone
are not a solution to poverty. They often are designed to meet acute short-term needs and offer low
levels of support and limited eligibility. Further, people often cycle onto and off of benefits as the
attain low-quality, low-wage jobs. Given the depth and complexity of the challenge of poverty in
Philadelphia, stakeholders we spoke to largely understood that durably reducing poverty for individual
families requires comprehensive supports. As noted earlier in this report, The Promise’s overarching
vision accounts for these limitations by acknowledging the need for other efforts running in parallel to
the FSC. That said, moving forward it will be important for The Promise, its partners, and funders to
think critically about how to set achievable and concrete goals for what outcomes coalitions and
individual service organizations are expected to achieve, establish data collection procedures, and

make plans for measuring outcomes so that everyone involved can know if they are on track.

FSC organizations have realized substantial achievements in early implementation of the FSC—

above all in increasing their internal and collaborative capacities to meet clients in immediate need.
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Continuing to work on strengthening collaboration and engaging in continuous learning to improve

processes will help them to serve clients even better in the future.
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