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• Nationally, the safety 

net reduced the 

poverty rate from 29.1 

to 13.8 percent and 

lifted 48 million 

people above the 

poverty line, including 

12 million children.  

 

• In 2009/2012, 

housing assistance 

lifted 4 million 

individuals and 1.5 

million children out of 

poverty.   

The Safety Net Plays an Important Role in Reducing Poverty 
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But Programs of Opportunity Often Disappoint 

• Programs of opportunity rarely perform as well as we hope they will 

• Modest success, even in the most effective employment programs  

• Declining employment opportunities for individuals with limited 

education 

 

• Increased focus on reducing poverty and inequality 

• Changing landscape of training and workforce programs 

• Increasing importance of skills for labor market success 

• Two-generation concerns:  need to invest in adults to see big 

improvements in outcomes for kids 

• Explosion in brain science has increased our knowledge of the 
importance of “executive function skills”  

• Evidence that if we teach “life skills” we might be able to do better 

 

 

Impetus for Thinking Outside the Box 
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Executive Function Skills:  A New Frontier for Human 

Service Programs  

 
• Executive functions are a set of processes that all have 

to do with managing oneself and one's resources in 
order to achieve a goal (Source:  Joyce Cooper-Kahn and 
Laurie Dietzel) 

• It is an umbrella term for skills we use to organize and 
plan, control how we react to situations, and get things 
done 

• Executive skills are critical for success in school, work 
and life – poor executive function leads to poor 
productivity and difficulty finding and keeping a job 
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Factors That Influence Individuals’ Ability to Get and Keep a Job 

Job-specific skills 
 

(Examples) 

• Customer service 

• Computer skills 

• Operate a forklift 

• CDL 

• Writing  

• Personal care 

• Child development 

• Food service prep 

• Safety procedures 

• Medical billing 

• Clerical skills 

Work/Life 

Management Skills 
 

• Time management 

• Planning/prioritization 

• Task Initiation (getting 

started) 

• Stress tolerance 

• Organization 

• Flexibility 

• Emotional control 

• Sustained attention 

• Working memory 

• Goal-directed persistence 

Job-search skills 
 

• Resume 

• Cover letter 

• Master application 

• Interviewing 

• Networking 

• Completing online 

applications 
 

Labor Market Factors:  Availability of jobs; employers’ willingness to hire;  

         skills match 

Environmental Factors:  Transportation infrastructure; availability of work 

      supports such as child care; community support for  

      work; benefit structures that support work 
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Evidence that moving in new directions could yield positive 

results:  BNF produced much better results than other 

programs  
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What was Different?  

• Focused on helping individuals to set and achieve 

individual goals 

• Taught “life skills”– time management, budgeting,  

making good decisions, building self-esteem, stress 

management  

• Services contextualized – delivered in people’s 

homes  

• Well-trained staff 

• Achieved significant improvement in employment 

stability, wages and jobs with benefits without 

focusing directly on job search skills 
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Goal Achievement and Executive 

Function Skills 

Set 

Plan 

Act 

Review/ 
Revise 

Establish meaningful, 

achievable goals 

Develop a plan for meeting 

goals   

Put the plan into action 

Review the plan to assess what 

worked and revise it as 

necessary 

Metacognition, working 
memory 

Planning/prioritization, time 
management, working memory, 
task initiation 

Task initiation, response inhibition, 
time management, sustained 
attention, working memory 

Metacognition, flexibility, working 
memory 

Executive 

Function  

Skills   

Goal 

Achievement 

Process 

Purpose 
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Implications for Human Service and Work Programs 

 

• More explicit emphasis on goal setting and achievement – how 
goals are set matters  

• More intentional and specific approach to planning – break goals 
down into manageable steps with explicit plans for achieving them 
(down to the day and time something will get done)  

• “Living” plans that are regularly reviewed and revised 

• Different approach to providing support – creating “scaffolds” that 
break tasks into small steps; provide as much support as is needed 
to successfully complete the task 

• Important role for using incentives to engage participants and build 
skills 

• Explicit attention to the role of executive skill strengths and 
weaknesses and integration of processes that intentionally support 
the development of executive function skills or compensate for 
weaknesses that get in the way of success  
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A Scaffolding Model for Goal-Setting for Individuals and Organizations 
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For more Information  

buildingbetterprograms.org  

• Webinar Series 

• Practitioner materials 

• Links to useful resources 

http://www.buildingbetterprograms.org/

