
Working with the 
Hard to Serve

Developing Executive Skills with 
TANF Participants to Set and 
Achieve Goals

TANF Directors Meeting 

July 14, 2016



www.pcghumanservices.com | Working with the Hard to Serve 2

Agenda

How do you define the Hard to Serve? 

What are Executive Skills? 

Can understanding Executive Skills improve 
TANF Programs?  

Ramsey County Case Study 

Discussion 

Contacts

http://www.pcghumanservices.com


How do you define the Hard to Serve? 



Many definitions, even more challenges 
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“…Parents with lack of work 

experience or needed life skills 

development.” 

— RFP on the street in Norfolk, VA 



Many definitions, even more challenges 
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Who should be considered hard to place? … It should 

include a history of alcohol, drug abuse, criminal record or 

ongoing (criminal or civil) legal entanglements, domestic 

violence or involvement with the child welfare system, physical 

or mental disabilities or chronic health problems, developmental 

or learning disabilities, language barriers, protracted caretaker 

responsibilities both for chronic health problems (asthma is 

particularly prevalent in low income populations), or behavioral 

problems of children, or other incapacities of family members.

— Welfare Information Network, 1998 

http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED445205.pdf

http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED445205.pdf


How do you define Hard to Serve? 
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Or do you focus on the strengths? 



What are Executive Skills? 
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What is Executive Function? 
Air Traffic Controller of the Brain

• The frontal lobe of the brain organizes 

other brain functions. It acts as the 

“executive” to the overall brain 

functioning. 

• Executive function impacts people’s 

ability to succeed in the workforce, in 

educational attainment and in 

personal relationships.
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Components of Executive Function

Attention Shifting/Flexibility 

“capacity to nimbly switch gears and adjust to changed 

demands, priorities or perspectives.”

Working Memory 

“capacity to hold and manipulate information in our heads 
over short periods of time”

Inhibitory Control 

the ability to “filter our thoughts and impulses so we can resist 
temptations, distractions and habits and to pause and think 
before we act”

*National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, National Forum on Early Childhood 
Policy and Programs – Building the Brain’s “Air Traffic Control” System: How Early 
Experiences Shape the Development of Executive Function”



Executive Function Skills and Capacities

“Executive functions underlie complex 

behaviors such as making decisions to 

attain pre-determined goals, applying 

past learning to novel contexts, 

regulating behavior, solving novel 

problems, interacting in social 

environments, and orienting to the 

future”. (Carlock, 2011)
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Components of Executive Function

Attention Shifting

Many thanks to for permission to use these next few slides. Stephen Chen, a researcher 

from University of California, San Francisco and now Wellesley College 
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Components of Executive Function

Attention Shifting Working Memory
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Components of Executive Function

Attention Shifting Working Memory Inhibitory Control
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Brain Development: 
Executive Function
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It’s Not Too Late



Why Might EF be Impacted? 
The Science of Toxic Stress and Trauma

Healthy brain development can be 

derailed by excessive or prolonged 

activation of stress response systems 

in the brain. This can impact:

• Behavior:  How individuals understand 

and respond to the environment

• Development of successful relationships
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Understanding Executive Skills 
We all have strengths and weaknesses
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Response Inhibition

Working Memory

Emotional Control

Task Initiation

Sustained Attention

Planning/Prioritization

Organization

Time Management

Goal-Direct Persistence

Flexibility

Metacognition

Stress Tolerance

From Dick Guare (May 2014)



Discussion: 
Why do executive skills matter when talking about the Hard to Serve? 



Can understanding Executive Skills 
improve TANF Programs? 



YES 



Aesthetics Matter
Focusing on the Environment, Processes and Communication
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Focusing on customer environment, processes 
and communication

Photo of RI DHS office design by (Add)ventures from the 

In-Office Observation Report & Concept Test Plan, July 3, 2014



Ramsey County Case Study 
Integrating Coaching and Lifelong Learning into TANF Case 

Management 



Ramsey County Workforce Services Vision:

27

Greg S Reid 
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Life Long Learning Initiative, 
Enhanced Coaching 

• Create family centered system that helps families engage and stay engage to  get 
education, find and sustain employment, reduce isolation and create prosperous 
communities 

• Shift power from the system to the family, participant has power to create own 
plans and goals, system providers supports and incentives to do so. Family and 
Counselor became partners and share accountability 

• Service delivery at home, community sites and in the offices

• Have 2-4 major evidence based or evidence informed interventions that work for 
multiple families 

• Invest funds based on a need of families and level of intervention 
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Building upon the foundation 
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Enhanced Coaching Fundamental Principles
• Guiding self-determination: Steering toward participant’s dreams 

using coaching language and assessments
• Participant unleashing power: The “can do” translated into 

SMART goals
• Encouraging persistence: Support and recognize attempt, progress 

and outcome

Coaching Mindset
• Partnership of Equals: A partnership that honors a 

person’s expertise and experience
• Ownership: Progress is made when individuals are in 

the driver’s seat
• Choice: The participant is resourceful and can choose 

how he/she responds to life

MI Spirit
• Collaboration: A partnership that 

honors the client’s perspective
• Evocation: Resources for change lie 

within the client
• Autonomy: Affirmation of the client’s 

right to self-determination
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Mindset Shift
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From: Case Management Model To: Coaching Model

Conducting an ES Overview to describe policy,
procedure, and rules/regulations

Utilizing ES Orientation to build relationship, 
understand the client’s past/present/future, and 
set the stage for a more supportive and 
collaborative relationship

Developing employment plans based on a 
pre-chosen menu of options and tools dictated 
by system outcomes (Work Participation Rate) 
not client outcomes

Developing SMART goals based on our client’s 
own self-identified, relevant goals and current 
situation

Utilizing a “one size fits all” approach to a 
family’s self-sufficiency

Identifying each individual’s strengths and 
challenges by utilizing My Bridge of Strength, 
Executive Skills Questionnaire (and other tools) to 
encourage small steps/progress and considering 
a “whole family” approach

Maintaining a minimum of monthly contact to 
collect required documentation

Engaging our families with meaningful, supportive 
appointments that encourage and foster the 
established partnership; mutual accountability in 
the partnership; looking  at the relationship 
differently; the relationship matters as much as 
the policies; counselor must understand where 
the client has been, where they are, and where 
they want to go; the role/skills/approach of the 
counselor matters
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PCG Human Services Coaching Framework™

adapted for Ramsey
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Tony Stoltzfus
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Motivational Interviewing and Coaching 
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These two similar yet different techniques can be used together to 
compliment one another 
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Ramsey County Service Model 
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Coaching helps participants cope with stress by introducing tools 
that build the essential skills needed to manage crisis and 
succeed in the workplace.
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Why Ramsey County Selected Coaching

System wide

assessment
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Experience with SSI
advocacy services

Long reach of earlier 
childhood poverty

Growing numbers 
of FSS families

Families profiles

Experience with
transitional

work and FSS



Why Ramsey County Selected Coaching
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Life Long Learning in practice
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• Setting overall System Goal and 

Vision

• Training full System 

• Personalized Services and 

Intervention 

• Leading and intervening

• Intervention aligned with the 

functional level

• Creating of new tool, Goal Action 

Plan and My Bridge of Strength

• Use of Motivational Interviewing

• MI coaching circles

• Investing in staff development

• Investing in participants, 

education

• Incentives

• Redesign of services in Resource 

Centers

• Placement and Retention units

• Right to choose
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Outcomes: What does Ramsey measure?
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Major message: 
Please work with your families, put them into actives that matter to them based on 

their motivation and need, enter information into WF1, enter hours.

Key Outcomes:
Engagement, Education, Employment, and Employment Retention

All drives towards Self Support Index, outcome based measure.

WPR is being watched but not a driver of the results based/outcome based system.

Belief: 
If you do what participants wants and needs, have solid Employment Plans, update 

WF1 with activities that matter, track hours, then WPR and SSI follow. 
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PCG and Ramsey County WFS Partnership

• Created based on the system need

• Based on listening and hearing each other

• Communication and ongoing phone calls

• Detail project management

• Includes feedback from staff and families, focus groups

• Working towards Ramsey County WFS vision and goals

• Keep interests of the families in the center

• Not top down heavy, level approach

• Everything is based on the RC WFS needs

• Site visits to conduct assessment
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Coaching Curriculum 

Introductory

Coaching Series

• All 130 Employees trained

• 25 employees in each session

• Five three hour sessions

Intermediate

Coaching Training

• 90 Employment Services staff and managers, 25 

employees in each session

• Four cohorts, three sessions each, 

each session 2-3 hours
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The Results 

Introductory Training: 
I feel more inspired to help 

participants succeed. 

78%

20%

2%

Agree Neutral Disagree

Intermediate Training: 
I know how I will apply concepts 

from this training to my job.

95%

5%

0%

Agree Neutral Disagree



Changing Mindsets 
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Impact of Coaching Trainings on Mindset Survey Scores

78%

82%
84%

80%

92%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

55%

60%

65%

70%

75%

80%

85%

90%

95%

100%

Front Line Staff Pilot Leadership

Pre- Training Results Post- Training Results
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Changes in Directive Mindsets due to Coaching Training

49% 51%

62%
58% 58%

67%

61%
57%

64%

17%

21%
10%

28%

8%

10%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

55%

60%

65%

70%

75%

80%

85%

90%

95%

100%

Front Line
Staff

Pilot Leadership Front Line
Staff

Pilot Leadership Front Line
Staff

Pilot Leadership

"I give my participants as much advice as I can" "If a participant has a problem and I can solve it, I
should do so as quickly as possible"

"I tell participants when their goals are
unrealistic"

Pre- Training Post-Training

66% 

72% 

67% 
68% 

86% 

69% 

66% 

67% 
66% 

www.pcghumanservices.com | Working with the Hard to Serve © copyright Public Consulting Group 2016



44www.pcghumanservices.com | Working with the Hard to Serve © copyright Public Consulting Group 2016

Training isn’t enough 

Sustainability

• Ongoing Monthly Coaching Session

• Monthly Coaching Tips for Staff and Supervisors

• Combined Motivational Interview and Coaching

• Supports goal setting framework
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Monthly Tips keep Coaching alive 



Discussion 
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Designing EF informed programs 

• What are your common touch points with clients? 

• What positions could have the most impact if they infused EF concepts into their 
work? 

• Does your physical space support the concepts of EF? 

• What changes to your workflow could reduce cognitive load and improve 
outcomes? 



Contact us
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Deborah Joffe 

Associate Manager, PCG 

djoffe@pcgus.com
(617) 426-2026

Kate Probert Fagundes

MFIP/DWP/SNAP Employment Services Division Manager, 
Ramsey County Workforce Solutions

Kate.Probert@CO.RAMSEY.MN.US
651-779-5655
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