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What is CWU? 
An Economic Mobility “Action Tank” 

Public 
Education 
Advocacy 

Direct 
Services 

Research 

New Pathways Out 
of Poverty 
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Being in Poverty Creates Stress Which 
Compromises Executive Functioning 

Developmentally: 
Affecting development of pre-
frontal cortex and limbic 
systems-  decreasing inhibitory 
control, working memory, and 
mental flexibility. 
Situationally:   
Creating “bandwidth tax” 
temporarily “hijacking” 
executive functioning 
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Common Stress-Related Challenges  
Challenges Managing Thoughts, Organization, 
and Learning: 

  
• Maintaining focus and attention; increased distractibility; 

  • Memory retention, including general retention of information and  
following multi-step instructions;  

• Organizational skills, including keeping track of belongings or tasks; 

  
• Following plans or goals through to completion; 

  
• Thinking of logical alternatives to a particular course of action, 

surfacing choices/options;  
  

• Juggling competing priorities and multi-tasking; 
  

• Time management; organizing tasks to meet deadlines; 
  

• Weighing future implications of current decisions; 
  • Taking tools or information learned in one setting and applying them 

in another;  
  • Spatial awareness and spatial memory; navigating to new locations 

using maps or written directions; reading tables or diagrams; 
  

• Managing life changes and changes in rules or expectations. 
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Common Stress-Related Challenges (cont’d.) 
 Challenges Managing Behavior, Emotions, 
and Interpersonal Relationships: 

  • Developing and maintaining self-confidence, self-esteem, or 
agency; 

  • Controlling impulsive behaviors and regulating risk-taking; 
  • Delaying gratification; 
  • Controlling  responses to perceived threats or anger; 
  • Calming down after dealing with stressful events or perceived 

threats; 
  • Maintaining a course of action in the face of new stimuli; 

persisting in the face of worry or despair; 
  • Understanding the behavior and motivations of self and/or 

others; 
  • Effectively working in partnerships, teams, or groups; 
  • Building, navigating, and using social networks; 
  • Internalizing recommendations; accepting and using feedback  

or advice; 
  • Maintaining equanimity when dealing with authority. 
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Common Stress-Related Challenges (cont’d.) 
  

 Challenges Managing Health and 
Well-being: 

  • Higher rates of major illnesses, such as heart disease, high 
blood pressure, atherosclerosis, diabetes, cancer, and 
obesity; 

  • Higher rates of anxiety, depression, addiction disorders, 
and other mental illnesses; 

  • Compromised immunity to diseases and elevated rates of 
auto-immune diseases; 

  • Higher rates of diagnosed disabilities; 

  • Slower rates of post-illness recovery. 
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CWU Families Have Histories Indicative of 
Significant Life Stress 

 • 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. 

Avg. monthly earned 
income is $592/month at 
program start. 
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Today, Getting Out of Poverty Is a  
Multi-tasking Process on Steroids= 

Caring for family + Staying out of Debt + Maintaining 
Public Benefits + Going to school + Working full time   

 
  

Over half of births are to single 
mothers; 

Wage Gap Increasing:  lowest 
quintile of earnings<1/6th of 
median earnings and min. 
wage<1/3 of self-sufficiency; 

Less than ½ of poor have more 
than HS education; virtually all 
family sustaining jobs now 
require post-secondary 
education; 

Public safety net inadequate for need- 85% of eligible childcare recipients on 
wait lists and waits for public housing years long. 
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Challenge for TAFDC 
recipients and other low-
income parents: 
 Complex and strategic decision 
making required to develop and maintain 
a course toward economic security.  
Simultaneously: 
• How to stretch limited resources to cover 

rent, transportation and other daily needs 
• Keeping up with the paperwork and 

appointments necessary to remain in 
compliance with critical benefit programs  

• Sort through conflicting information about 
training and education programs that will 
lead to family sustaining wages  

• And take care of their family needs and 
themselves 



 
 
Copyright ©Crittenton Women’s Union. All rights reserved. 2013. 

What can organizations do to help mitigate 
stress–related challenges?   
First- implement easy-to-use brain-science informed 
program design improvements:
• 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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What can organizations do to help mitigate stress–
related challenges?  
Second- Provide participants with brain-science informed 
tools to help with program success:

• Personal organization 
strategies and tools 

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

strategies 
• Automatic goal-attainment 

strategies  
• Problem-solving, goal-setting 

frameworks 
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What can organizations do to help mitigate 
stress–related challenges?  

Finally- Coach for permanent improvements: 
• 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’s Recommendations for Massachusetts TANF —and 
Others 

• Create comprehensive career 
pathway programs for TAFDC.  

• Develop an integrated and 
well-coordinated package of 
support services for TAFDC 
participants. The package of 
supports should include 
collaboration with and 
resources from other state 
agencies serving low-income 
families 

• Set short- and long-term 
economic mobility goals with 
participants. All vendors and 
DTA local office staff should be 
trained in motivational 
interviewing and executive 
function coaching practices 
and be encouraged to use 
incentives to promote 
executive function skill building 
and goal attainment. (The 
State of Washington has!) 
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Cont’d Recommendations 

• Minimize complexity of TANF 
program requirements so they 
are easier to understand, 
require fewer steps for 
completion, and require less 
frequent verification. Improve 
coordination between the 
TANF program and other 
supporting systems. 
 
 
 

• Create opportunities for 
TAFDC recipients to develop 
social networks both among 
participants and between 
participants and professionals 
and volunteers who can offer 
them career and education 
advice, guidance, and support.  
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Additional Helpful Resources 
• CWU’s Using Brain Science to Create New Pathways 

Out of Poverty and Mobility Mentoring research briefs 
and the Economic Independence Exchange at 
www.liveworkthrive.org website; 

 
• Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University- 

research brief #11, Building the Brain’s “Air Traffic 
Control System  and Building Adult Capabilities video at 
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/; 

 
• CBPP- EF Shared Learning Group at 

www.buildingbetterprograms.org/category/executive-
function/. 

 

http://www.liveworkthrive.org/
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/
http://www.buildingbetterprograms.org/category/executive-function/


Better Lives Through Science 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Questions? 
 

 
Judith Parks 
Vice President Mobility Mentoring 
Crittenton Women’s Union 
One Washington Mall, 3rd Fl. 
Boston, MA  02108 

 
Phone: 857-401-2219 
jparks@liveworkthrive.org 
 
www.liveworkthrive.org 
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