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What is CWU? 

An innovative Boston-based 
action tank delivering: 
 Programs (1,272

participants a year)

 Applied research

 Public policy

designed to help very low-
income women and families 
reach economic 
independence. 
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CWU Families Have Experienced 
Significant Poverty and Trauma 

• Approx. 75% are currently
homeless or have recent
history of homelessness;

• 40%  report a major MH
diagnosis;

• 43% report a history of abuse,
violence, and/or trauma;

• 35% report a physical,
cognitive, and/or MH disability
that serves as a barrier to
work or school;

• 50% have a least one child
with diagnosed special needs.
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Childhood and Current Life Stresses Negatively 
Impact Decision-making Skills:   

Executive Functioning 

Scientists now know that people living 
with, or with histories of, significant 
stress are more likely to have 
challenges with: 
 Pausing before reacting to things;
 Surfacing and weighing options

before taking next steps;
 Organizing and juggling tasks;
 Persisting on a chosen course in the

face of worry or despair;
 Setting and attaining longer term

goals;
 Maintaining equanimity in the face of

authority.
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What can programs do to mitigate  
stress–related challenges and  

help low-income families get ahead?  
How am I ever going to pay  
all these bills? 

How am I going to get to the benefits office 
without being 

 late for work? 

Why did that 
check just 
bounce? 

What does my 
son’s  
teacher want   
now? 

Where did I put the kids’ permission slip? 

 
 

How am I ever getting out of this mess? 
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First- implement easy-to-use brain-science 
informed program design improvements to: 
 • Environments- noise and 

distraction reduction, 
friendly photos on walls; 

• Approaches- serve and 
return content delivery, non-
authoritarian affect; 

• Program materials- limit 
tables, charts, jargon; 

• Program access- 
readmission, bundled 
services; 

• Staff training- about stress-
related impacts & solutions 
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Second- Provide participants with brain-science 
informed tools to improve program outcomes: 
 

• Personal organization 
strategies and tools 

• Reminders/prompts 
• Goals contracts 
• Incentives 
• Impulse/distraction control 

strategies 
• Automatic goal-attainment 

strategies  
• Strong problem-solving and 

goal-setting frameworks 
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Finally- Coach for permanent improvements in  
EF-related decision-making skills: 

• Problem solving 
 
• Surfacing and weighing options; 
 
• Resistance against swamping, 

impulse control, and weighing 
current actions against future 
ramifications; 
 

• Improved social skills and 
anticipation of others’ point of 
view; 
 

• Leadership and organization of 
groups and tasks. 
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CWU Coaching Framework:   
Mobility Mentoring 

Bridge 
Assessment 

Client-
directed goal 

setting 

Regular 
coaching and 

outcomes 
measurement 

Celebrate and 
reward 

progress 
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Useful Publicly Available Resources 
 • Using Brain Science to 

Create New Pathways 
Out of Poverty brief; 

• Bridge to Self-
Sufficiency® 
Assessment and Goal-
setting framework; 

• Mobility Mentoring® 
guide; 

• Economic Independence 
Exchange (shared 
learning group) 

All available at: 
www.liveworkthrive.org 
(Resources and Tools Tab) 
 

Elisabeth Babcock, MCRP, Ph.D. 
ebabcock@liveworkthrive.org 

http://www.liveworkthrive.org/
mailto:rliberman@liveworkthrive.org
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