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Executive Summary 

This is the final evaluation report for the Housing Works (HW) program, which was 
funded through the Workforce Innovation Fund (WIF) by the U.S. Department of Labor 
and ran from 2012 to 2016.  HW operated in a four-county region that included 
Portland, Oregon and Vancouver, Washington.  Led by Worksystems, Inc., the deeply 
engaged partnership consisted of three workforce investment boards (WIBs) and four 
public housing authorities (PHAs).  

Overview of Project and Study 
Housing Works was a collaborative program that combined the resources of workforce 
investment boards and public housing authorities to provide public housing residents 
with intensive training and support to help them obtain the work credentials and 
experience needed to enter high-demand industries (construction, health care, 
manufacturing, and office work).  This combination of training, experience, and support 
was intended to lead to higher income and reduced or eliminated dependency on 
housing authority rental assistance.  The core components of Housing Works included 
vocational case management, career and resource planning, career pathways trainings, 
job preparation, and job-attachment services.  

The HW program had four overarching goals: 

 Increase the collaboration between the HW region’s WIBs and PHAs through the
execution of formal agreements that dedicate ongoing resources to coordinate co-
funded services and through purposeful policy alignment that reduces barriers to
partnership over time.

 Increase the efficiency of the region’s WIB and PHA services by co-investing
resources in the public housing resident population with the shared goal of
eliminating program redundancies and increasing resident employment.

 Increase the earning potential of public housing authority residents by improving
their access to and retention in training services linked to high-demand occupations.

 Accelerate a path to self-sufficiency for public housing authority residents
through the attainment and retention of employment in high-demand occupations
with pathways for advancement.
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A central purpose of the evaluation was to determine the extent to which these goals 
were achieved.  It was also intended to provide feedback to the program leaders and 
staff that could be used to improve the effectiveness of their efforts.  Finally, the 
evaluation aimed to provide insight to those who might consider replicating the HW 
model that would inform their decisions and increase their likelihood of success.  
 

Research Approach  
The evaluation was multi-pronged, addressing the implementation, impact, and costs of 
the program.  The research findings were crafted to support decision-making about 
program improvement, sustainability, and replication, and to yield insights into 
participant outcomes.  The evaluation relied on diverse research methods that included 
gathering primary data from site visits, key stakeholder interviews, participant focus 
groups, a series of participant surveys, employer surveys, and comparison group 
surveys.  Program and administrative data sources included multiple management 
information systems and wage record data from two states.   
 
The research questions addressed in this report fit within three general categories: 
 
 Implementation study: program activities.  These questions addressed the extent to 

which the program was carried out as planned, the systemic changes that occurred 
across the partners as a result of the program, and the use of data to guide decision 
making.  Additional questions addressed the following: 

 Efforts to identify and address systemic policy and process barriers or 
unintended consequences 

 The nature of and reasons for deviations from the model 

 Lessons learned from program implementation  

 Sustainability, including the elimination of program redundancies and the 
identification and use of leveraged resources 

 Impact study: program outputs and outcomes.  These questions addressed the 
extent to which the program achieved expected rates of participation and provided 
value to participants.  Relevant impact study research questions dealt with the 
following: 

 The extent of participation in HW job services, training, and job attachment 

 Participation in WorkSource workshops and services 

 The value, effectiveness, and benefits of the services to participants 
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 Cost study: efficiency, allocation, effectiveness.  The research questions regarding 
cost were largely focused on efficiency, assessing:  

 System costs relative to successful outcomes 

 Reductions in PHA subsidy for participants and use of savings 

 Redundancies and changes in service delivery 

 PHA’s leveraging of other resources to implement HW  
 
The actual research questions are included by category at the beginning of each chapter 
and in their entirety in Appendix A. 
 
 

Key Findings 
Service Model  
The HW program’s strong fidelity to the HW model and findings that the process was 
highly effective provide evidence that the model is highly functional.   
 
 A strong collaborative structure with organizational buy-in at the frontline staff level 

is an essential factor in program fidelity and ultimate success. 

 Engaged in data-driven decision-making, the HW partners shifted away from 
occupational coaching1 and long-term basic skills as mandatory or core model 
elements.  This may or may not be fruitful for other regions that implement 
programs similar to HW.  These types of training could be more important in 
regions with larger populations in need of it.   

 Over the course of the HW program, the partners improved their initial participant 
communications to ensure that participants clearly understood what the program 
required of them and were a good fit for the program.  This resulted in improved 
participant satisfaction regarding the enrollment and orientation.  

 
 
                                                 

1 Occupational coaching was intended as a bi-monthly workshop to be delivered during training 
and job search phases to improve life skills and job readiness.  This was different from vocational case 
management services conducted by the PHAs with support from WorkSource liaisons.  VCM included 
frequent contact with participants to track progress, address concerns, and keep participants motivated 
for the entire duration of their program.  This included career and resource plan development and 
monitoring, and provision of and referral to support services.  
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Core services in the model—career mapping, resource planning, and Career Link 
exercises—were affirmed as valuable by participants and staff alike.   
 
 The career-mapping sessions helped participants identify their strengths and career 

goals and to learn what careers they were ready for.  The resource plans helped 
them understand how to complete a training program that would propel them 
towards a higher-paying career.  Finally, the Career Link courses helped them 
envision the real-world employment prospects of their target industries.   

 The HW model of vocational case management was also highly effective.  Small 
caseloads allowed vocational case managers (VCMs) to tailor the amount of 
vocational contact to meet the needs of program participants, many of whom 
required very intensive support to stay on track and overcome multiple and 
significant barriers to program completion and employment.  Frequent contacts with 
WorkSource liaisons helped the VCMs navigate the WorkSource system on behalf of 
their participants.   

 

Systems Change 
The systems-change and sustainability components of HW were largely successful, 
validating the theory of change that formed the basis of the HW model.   
 
 The initiative had built strong connections between WIBs and PHAs, both within 

individual counties and across the four-county region; eliminated barriers to 
collaboration; and provided participants with invaluable training, guidance, and 
support.   

 This success can be attributed to a strong leadership and communications structure, 
effective vocational case managers and WorkSource liaisons, and coordination with 
outside agencies for the leverage of critically important support services, as well as 
the initial impetus provided by the Columbia-Willamette Workforce Collaborative 
and the Aligned Partner Network. 

 
The collaboration is likely to be sustained substantively and to engage a growing pool 
of human service providers into the future. 
 
 The region is expected to continue meaningful cross-sector engagement and 

collaboration using vehicles such as county level memoranda of understanding 
(MOUs), the Aligned Partner Network, and the Columbia-Willamette Workforce 
Collaborative.  
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 Communication features of the partnership that will not continue are the quarterly 
implementation—which were grant specific—and the county alliance meetings 
which are no longer needed.  The regional alliance has been postponed.  

 The partners have actively continued to invest in the core model elements, to co-
invest resources, and to seek out new initiatives.  Specifically, two counties have 
signed MOUs and two others are engaged in the Aligned Partner Network.  
Funding has been allocated for WorkSource liaison positions.  Three counties have 
obtained new grants with former HW partners, and three counties have funding or 
staff allocated for partnership programs.   

 

Cost and Efficiency 
The HW partnership was highly effective in leveraging resources to increase efficiency 
or provide additional support to participants.   
 
 This included successful leveraging of in-house resources such as combined 

quarterly case reviews with Family Self-Sufficiency program staff, and leveraging of 
outside resources such as child care and transportation.  Leveraged resources were 
vital supports to the success of participants.  

 The program team used data effectively to identify policy and process 
improvements.  The changes that were enacted affected operations, enhanced 
opportunities for participants, and allowed for sustaining both the collaboration and 
many programs post-grant.   

 The redundancy that proved to be the most challenging was eligibility 
determination and registration for customers in HW.  Efforts were made, to good 
effect, to de-duplicate the process and streamline it as much as feasible.  One of the 
best examples was a site that managed to conduct orientation and readiness 
interviews on the same day.   

 
The cost study identified several positive outcomes for the HW program, including that 
the net public investment was lower for participants than for the comparison group.   
 
 The cost allocation analysis findings were consistent with the expectation that there 

would be more training costs and less spent on subsidies: The average program cost 
per participant calculations showed that WIBs spent more for their HW participants 
than for their typical customer, while PHAs spent less on their participants in HW 
compared to their typical customer.   
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The program appears to be cost effective and successful in increasing the employment 
and earnings potential for participants, which is an important step toward self-
sufficiency.  
 
 The cost effectiveness was based on the number of participants who were 

successfully employed in the quarter after their exit: The program costs were on 
average $1,125.59 per month per successful employment outcome.  The average six-
month increase in earnings for each successful employment outcome for participants 
($5,023.22), however, was more than four times the average monthly investment.   

 
The participant housing subsidy costs were reduced for two of the PHAs over the 
course of the HW program.   
 
 Exploratory analysis suggests that the change in subsidy is due to employment 

earnings, based on a subset of the data that showed that the participant group had a 
greater increase in earnings over time than the comparison group.  

 The subsidy analysis is not definitive of the potential subsidy savings, however, 
given the amount of missing data from the analysis.   

 

Outcomes 
The program has met most of its service-delivery goals, as indicated below.   
 
 The service-delivery goal that 80 percent of participants would agree that services 

were effective in creating their successful outcomes was met.  Feedback from 
participants indicated notable barrier reduction and positive assessments of the 
accessibility, utility, and overall satisfaction with services.  Overall satisfaction did 
vary by one’s employment status; those who were employed at one-year post-exit 
were much more likely to report satisfaction with their vocational case manager 
overall and the program overall.  

 The target number of people earning credentials was met.  A total of 308 individuals 
earned on average 1.7 credentials, including 309 industry certifications.  

 One of the service-delivery goals in the program was that 65 percent of participants 
would report the removal of barriers to employment.  The most direct measure of 
this—stating at exit that the program helped them “get past barriers to 
employment”—did not meet the threshold (63 percent), but a similar measure was 
at 67 percent: that the vocational case manager helped them to “overcome barriers to 
employment.”  Nonetheless, a majority of participants at every stage cited barrier 
reductions in gaining employment—and in being work ready.  More than 7 in 10 
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participants at exit reported that the program helped them to navigate workforce 
services, prepare for employment, and overcome challenges to enrolling in as well 
as completing occupational training.  Among those unemployed at one-year post-
exit, nearly half still perceived a reduction in the barrier to employment due to the 
program, and more than half cited barrier reductions to employment readiness.  

 Another service-delivery target that was met was that 80 percent of employers 
would be satisfied with the performance of interns and on-the-job training (OJT) 
hires.  According to employers, participants were adequately prepared, met 
standards during training, and employers intended to continue the employment for 
at least six months.  Employers cited benefits that accrued to their own firms as well, 
most commonly the opportunity to be altruistic, added capacity, and the ease of the 
hiring process.  

 The service-delivery goal was that 80 percent of employers would be more positive 
about the ability of the workforce system to deliver qualified candidates.  This was 
met; more than half of employers said their direct experience as placement hosts 
influenced their view of WorkSource and more than 90 percent would consider 
using the hiring program again.   

 
The program was unable to meet its goals for the number of individuals placed in 
internships and OJTs.  Occupational training, internships, and OJTs provided 
participants with a variety of benefits, key among them development of job skills, 
useful experience, and experiences that were a good fit with their career plans.   
 
Participants Significantly Outperformed the Comparison Group in Terms of 
Credentials and Training but Had Mixed Results in Employment and Earnings 
Outcomes  
The impact research questions related to participant outcomes—relative to the 
comparison group outcomes—were in the areas of credentials earned, training 
obtained, employment, and wages.  The hypothesis testing results were as follows:   
 
 Not surprisingly, given the thrust of the program, significantly more participants 

were found to have credentials earned and training opportunities accessed relative 
to the comparison group members.   

 The results also indicate that participants were significantly more likely to be 
employed in the first quarter after exit than the comparison group, regardless of 
employment status at enrollment.   

 Other employment and earnings hypotheses were not confirmed, however.  There 
was no evidence that participants were more likely to be retained in employment, or 
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more likely to be employed in the focus industries than members of the comparison 
group.  There was no significant difference found in the earnings or the change in 
earnings between the two groups.   

 
Many of the employment-related performance goals were not met.   
 
 Among participants, 55 percent had been engaged in one or more training 

opportunities and 52 percent had earned one or more credentials.  This met the 
performance goals for credentials and training opportunities, and vastly outstripped 
the comparison group in these areas.  

 As measured by wage record data 59 percent of participants were unemployed at 
enrollment and, of these, 46 percent entered employment by exit. However, this did 
not meet the grant performance goal of 65 percent Entered Employment. 

 A total of 60 percent of participants were employed the first quarter past the exit 
quarter irrespective of employment status at enrollment.  This was significantly 
higher than the comparison group at 38%.   

 Participants did well in retention, and met the performance goal of 70%,2 however, 
this was not significantly different from the rate for the comparison group.  Of 
participants who earned wages during the first quarter, 82% retained employment 
in the second and third quarter, and 69% were employed in one of the four focus 
industries.   

 Participants did not meet the performance target for employment in their chosen 
focus industry—at 42 percent—and they were less likely to be in a focus industry 
than the control group, although the proportions were descriptively similar.  

 The six-month earnings for participants on average was $8,092.59, based on a 
summation of wage record earnings in the second and third quarters after the exit 
quarter, among those employed in the first, second, or third quarter and regardless 
of status at enrollment.  This did not meet the performance goal of $12,000.   

 However, the earnings increase exceeded the performance goal of 20%; those 
employed at enrollment experienced a 53% increase in wage earnings in the 
second and third quarters after exit, from the two quarters prior to registration.  

  
 
                                                 

2 This is slightly different from the initial calculations by WSI which included those employed at 
registration and are employed during Q2 and Q3, as well as those not employed at registration and 
entered any employment by exit and retain that in Q2 and Q3.  Our calculations are for first quarter, not 
exit quarter.   
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In summary, while employment after one quarter was positive and statistically 
significant, there was no evidence that participation positively influenced other key 
employment outcomes—retention in employment and employment in a focus industry.  
There is strong evidence that participation increased the likelihood of earning 
credentials and accessing training opportunities.  There was no evidence that 
participation increased earnings on average, yet did increase notably earnings after the 
program for those who were employed before the program. 
 
In contrast to the employment-related outcomes, the program did better in meeting 
service delivery goals.  The model was widely praised by participants, and employers 
were satisfied with their placements—so much so that the view of WorkSource was 
elevated.  The evaluation team determined that the service delivery was largely efficient 
and the staffing particularly effective in helping those with barriers navigate and access 
workforces services, and to help participants persist in their program.   
 
This combination of evidence suggests that the program did exceedingly well in 
preparing individuals for employment, building skills and experience (albeit with fewer 
placements than intended), and supporting and resourcing people for career path 
employment.  The fruition of this was seen in the employment in the first quarter.  
Further, for those unemployed at enrollment, 27% were employed at exit, and 46% were 
employed in the first quarter after exit, suggesting that the outcomes were still 
unfolding for the participants, and perhaps need more time to be fully manifest, beyond 
the second and third quarters.   
 
Another consideration is that the comparison group may have been likely to perform 
than the participants; they had higher education levels at entry and were more likely to 
be single head of household than participants.   
 
 

Recommendations 
Service Model 
The service delivery model as implemented has sufficient power to positively impact 
the job readiness of a highly-barriered population.  Core features of the program model 
(e.g., Career Link, career mapping, and low caseload VCM) offer significant value and 
should be adopted widely to improve opportunities for disadvantaged clients. 
 
 Although a cohort approach may not make sense for all participants or career paths, 

many participants greatly valued it.  The evaluation data indicate that cohorts or 
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other peer-support approaches should be considered for future initiatives that make 
use of the HW model. 

 The HW partners were able to not only fulfill but to exceed their recruitment goals; 
however, they required a grant extension and a more judicious selection of training 
programs to do so.  Programs emulating the HW model would be well advised to 
select industry-driven training programs that can be realistically completed by their 
participants within the time allotted. 

 In general, and always when recruiting for health care occupations, initiatives 
should proactively identify and address the issue of completion of eligibility 
requirements.  Additionally, participants with past criminal backgrounds need 
specific case management for accessing health care occupations.  Initiatives should 
plan for and obtain resources to conduct formal criminal background checks at 
intake (or before) because these match what state-certifying boards use to screen 
applicants.  

 Given their level of familiarity and trust with participants, soft-skill training should 
be provided by the VCMs, rather than in a classroom setting. 

 

Systems Change 
The HW initiative has strong potential for replication in other locations as well as 
application at a larger scale in Oregon and Washington states.   
 
 A variety of funding opportunities should be aggressively pursued to supplement 

the budgets of workforce and housing agencies.  All efforts to maintain the focus on 
cross-sector systems change is another brick in the foundation of normalizing 
alignment and co-investment.  Funding should be used to both ensure effective 
leadership and coordination and provide for liaison positions that bridge systems at 
the level that reaches VCMs directly. 

 The dedicated application of regular programming dollars is needed to ensure 
successful coordination of regional efforts across sectors.  This level of time and 
resource investment is essential for co-resourced and aligned policy and practice to 
become self-sustaining over time.   

 WorkSource should continue to field the employer satisfaction survey.  Results 
should be closely monitored and the results leveraged to engage additional 
employers as potential placement hosts based on the positive feedback.  

 Replication efforts should be attempted in regions with the right foundation: a 
history of collaboration, a visible and trusted convening agency, and a partner group 
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that understands the mutual benefits of systems change and is fully committed—
from leadership to front-line staff—to bringing it to fruition. 

 Initiatives seeking to increase the employability and employment of disadvantaged 
populations will need to have significant and effective job development capacity in 
place prior to startup of the initiative.  

 For either replication or expansion initiatives, significant effort will be needed to 
engage state Departments of Health and Human Service at multiple levels, i.e., 
executive, management, and frontline staff.  DHS is a significant body in terms of 
both its resources and its caseload, in addressing poverty and barriers to self-
sufficiency.  Alignment of DHS policy and practice with other service providers 
offers the greatest potential for impacting vast numbers of individuals.  

 Ongoing evaluation of new or expanded efforts is recommended with a focus on 
both implementation and outcomes.  This will help maintain a focus on data-driven 
decision-making for ongoing improvement of the quality of the process.  It will 
provide the opportunity for additional rigor to clarify insights into the participant 
characteristics and model elements that are most strongly associated with positive 
outcomes. 

 

Cost and Efficiency 
Effective alignment and coordination of resources will require creative approaches and 
a commitment to building and keeping relationships across a network of service 
providers to access complementary services and supports for participants.   
 
 Key resources to leverage include support services, especially child care and 

transportation, to facilitate access to occupational training opportunities.   

 Referrals of participants to outside organizations should be directed to specific 
individuals at those organizations wherever possible to minimize the possibility of 
disconnects.   

 For future cross-sector coordination, significant advance efforts would be needed to 
assess from the perspective of the customer the logistical end of enrollment and 
eligibility determination and related documentation needs.  

 Cost studies are a recommended element for any future initiatives in cross-sector 
collaboratives.   

  




