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Working Against Time

Unlike most populations, socid assstance recipients experience multiple
barriers to re-entering the workforce and face numerous challenges to meeting
employers needsfor reliable workers (Brown, Ganzglass, Golonka, Hyland & Martin,
1998). In the trangition to re-employment, many variables impede the process for
assigting these individuas towards re-entry into the labour market. Variables such aslow
sdf-esteem, psychosocid issues and systemic discrimination (Friedman, 1999, Burman,
1988) represent afew of the chalenges welfare recipientsface. If these variables are not
overcome, the likelihood of becoming re-employed isdiminished. Caseworkers and
employment counsdors working with this population face many chalenges. This paper
will explore the notion of *activity’ and ‘time’ as they relate to working with asocid
asssgtance recipient population. The movement towards re-employment is affected by the
length of time a participant is on socid assistance (Hatala, 2003). Thelonger an
individud is recelving assstance, the more difficult it becomesto leave welfare. Those
individuals working with socid assistance recipients must work quickly to adminigter the
right intervention because the longer a person is on welfare the more difficult it becomes
to move them off welfare.

Identifying training opportunities, participating in re-training and promating a
srong sHf-efficacy have aso been identified asimportant variables in predicting re-
employment for this population (e.g., Eden & Aviram, 1993, Darkenwad & Vaentine,

1985, van Ryn & Vinokur, 1993). Dedling with these issues as quickly as possible after



joblossiscritica to increasing the likelihood of becoming employed. Barriersto re-
employment require interventions that are timely and address specific job related skills.

If diversfying and expanding a socid assistance recipient’s socid network increases the
likelihood for finding work, then it is important that the individua is confident and has a
solid plan of action. Therefore, building a participant’s confidence to obtain employment

can be accomplished through reinforcement of a strong sdlf-efficacy.

Strategies to Working with Social Assistance Recipients

When dedling with the welfare population, many variables must be considered.

These considerations were observed by Borgen and Amundson, (1987) as they described
the stages of unemployment. Thefirg Sage istrangtiond in that an individud must
accept their job loss or remain immobilized. Once an individua accepts job loss and
redlizes they need to acquire a new one, re-employment begins. If an individud is
unsuccessful at this stage, adownward spiral becomes evident asthe individud triesto
cope with rgjection and the stress associated with job search. When the individua has
exhausted their ability to find employment, they start to fed worthless, isolated and
drifting; at thistime they may seek out guidance. Support, training or educationd
opportunities are introduced and the individua starts to fed hopeful, understood and
encouraged and works towards re-employment. If retraining or re-education becomesthe
main focus for job re-entry, it isat this point in time thet the individua must ded with
any deterrents associated with returning to atraining program.

Socid assstance recipients have a high need when dedling with career related

issues and are demographicaly highly varied. Rapid changesin technology and in



busi ness economics mean that these would- be workers must upgrade their existing skills
and acquire new ones throughout their working lives. Asindividuas seek career-related
information they must be ready to receive it or they will be incgpable of retaining
relevant information (Robbins & Tucker, 1986). The need to examine these
psychological issues more closdly isimperative to moving these individuals towards re-
employment. The longer these individuas are unemployed, the more difficult it becomes
to ded with certain issues and move them towards employment (Forrester & Ward,
1991). What makes it even more difficult isthat the socid worker’s casdoad is typicaly
large and thereis limited time to work with clients to determine the gppropriate
intervention. If the dient is deemed ‘job-ready’ they are usudly referred to a community
agency where employment-training is offered. If an ingppropriate intervention is
administered or the participant isnot ‘job ready’, any attempt at providing re-
employment related information isusdess. Theindividua becomes further entrenched in
the wdlfare system and it becomes that much more difficult for them to make the
trangtion towards re-employment.

Socid cognitive theories, such as Cognitive Information Processing (CIP) and
Socia Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) attempt to understand the dynamics of an
individud’ s quest to identify a career direction. More specificdly, the theory of sdlf-
efficacy can serve as aframework to assst this population. The importance of socia
assistance recipients fedling a sense of competence and being effective is key to making
the trangtion to employment. Therefore, identifying the stage of a participant, as
described by Borgen and Amundson (1987), can serve as a starting point for developing

an action plan, deding with sdf-esteem, confidence and career exploration.



Eden and Aviram (1993) identified a correlation between an individua who
perceives sdf-efficacy to be the key to actudly obtaining employment and represents a
key indicator for expediting re-employment. Sdlf-efficacy dso determinesthe intensity

of anindividud’s effort, as explained by Bandura (1989):

Those who have a high sense of efficacy visualize success scenarios that provide
positive guides for performance and they cognitively rehearse good solutions to
potentid problems. Those who judge themsdlves as inefficacious are more
inclined to visudize failure scenarios and to dwell on how things will go wrong.

Such inefficacious thinking weakens motivation and undermines performance (p.

729).

If asocid assstance recipient’s efficacy is negative, promoting socid network
growth becomes a difficult task. The importance of improving a participant’s slf-
efficacy is critica to expanding and diversifying their network. In order to increase
contacts for potentid employment opportunities, an individud must work from a pogtive
frame of mind. If they are not able to remain pogtive and fed like they can contribute to
society, the chance for recipients to grow their network is decreased. Those who work
with this population must consider the socid assistance recipient’ s state-of-mind in order
to administer an gppropriate intervention.

A study conducted by Kanfer and Hulin (1985) tested individuals for their
perceived efficacy in carrying out different aspects of job search activities. A number of
factors were identified that could contribute to successful employment including age,

marital Satus, depression and perceived obstacles to re-employment. Among the factors

identified, percaived efficacy was the only sgnificant predictor of subsequent re-



employment. The higher the percelved efficacy, the more extensive job search behaviour
and the higher the rate of re-employment (Kanfer & Hulin, 1985).

Employment-training offered by socid assistance programs needs to integrate the
notion of promoting strong self-efficacy into ther curriculum. Thiswill alow
participants to evauate their socid network and implement coping strategies to ded with
any issues that may affect their chances for employment. Monitoring and encouraging
positive changesin ‘sdf’ will dlow individuds to receive assstance with their job
search, and process career related information more effectively (Robbins & Tucker,
1986).

The ability for socid assistance recipients to regain the confidence to pursue
employment involves many persond chdlenges. Unemployed individuas who have
some sense of efficacy have ahigher propengty for becoming re-employed (Van Ryn &
Vinokur, 1992). The introduction of work-to-welfare programs needs to address the
issues related to a participant’ s attempt to become re-employed by promoting the
importance of socid networks. Issues such as age, sex, family income and education
play an important role in determining whether a socia assistance recipient will become
re-employed within ashort period of time (Van Ryn & Vinokur, 1992). These types of
issues can be classified asinternd locus of control and the more a participant fedsin
control of these forces, the greater the likelihood for re-employment. Externd locus of
control, such as job market pressures and economic conditions, are more difficult to deal
with and may leave a sense of helplessness that is sometimes difficult to overcome. The
cregtion of a‘plan of action’ is one means for participants to create a bridge for the

trangtion to re-employment. Being able to monitor a participant’s plan of action



becomes critical. However, monitoring becomes difficult sometimes due to the large
caseload of client’s socid workers and employment counsdors have.

Referring a participant to employment-training can be devadating if the
individua is not prepared to make the trangtion to re-employment. A study conducted in
1985 by Darkenwad and Vaentine identified a deterrent construct that affected
participation in re-training. One of the mgor findings in the study was that even though
re-training represented a definite advantage to re-employment, the forces deterring
individuas from seeking retraning are so greet that they are unable to overcome them
without some form of further intervention. For those identified as being out of work for a
shorter period of time, it was found that these participants were at the stage of evauating
their present Situation and basing their future actions on previous experiences (employer
contacts, prior job search practices, updated resume, etc.). Their morae was postive and
upbeat. Their immediate need was to develop aplan of action for their job search.
Retraining or re-education represented an option but was not as important as finding
immediate employmen.

Individuas who had been unemployed for alonger period of time were less
positive and were searching out different means for re-entering the workforce.

Retraining and re-education became even more important options due to the deterioration
of working skillsas aresult of being unemployed for along period of time. Dueto their
inability to dedl with persona issues, retraining does not represent a viable option at that
time. The need to ded with those persona issuesis critica prior to providing re-training

that will bridge the gap to re-employment.



Prior negative educationd experiences are mgjor reasons for not effectively
participating in employment-training (Eden & Aviram, 1993). A wdfare-to-work
program that discusses persona obstacles and barriers associated with prior educational
experiences provides an opportunity for individuas to interact and discuss similar issues

with others.

Designing Welfare-to-Work Programs

The need to address persona issues with socid assistance recipientsis crucia to
their re-employment. Developing Strategies that are in kegping with an individud’s
gtuation will increase the likelihood that they will make the trangtion to employment
more efficiently. Increasing the perception of their sense of efficacy will promote the
acquisition of job search kills, diversfy their socid network and ultimately increases job
search activities (Eden & Aviram, 1993). Welfare-to-work programs should focus on
building confidence by exploring sdf and its reation to the participant’ s current Stuation.
Incorporating exercises that ded with self-concept, problem solving, network building
and god setting will asss participants in deding with specific issues deterring them
from re-employment.

Interventions that assst socia assistance recipientsin the trangtion to re-
employment must be carefully planned and digned with the needs of the participants. A
supportive environment is a key factor for the trangition to re-employment, alowing
participants to share their experiences with othersin smilar circumstances (Borgen &
Amundson, 1987). Conversdly, diversfying and expanding their socid network to

include individuals who have different socia, economica and psychologica



circumstances will provide greater opportunities for making contacts. Creeting an
environment that promotes awareness and encourages sdlf-discovery of specific issues
that disrupt their perception of a strong efficacy is one way of dealing with these types of
issues.  Cognitive reframing is an approach that provides an dternative way of deding
with their present Stuation by alowing the individud to view their present Stuation in a
different light (Borgen & Amundson, 1987). Reframing encourages individuasto view
themsalves much more positively and facilitates the process of building a better
perception of their sdif-efficacy.

The overdl god of employment programs for socia assistance recipients should
address the notion of salf-concept. The stronger the self-concept the grester likelihood of
diversfying and expanding their socia network. Many researchers have studied sdif-
efficacy and its rdaion to re-employment and have concluded that the more positive an
individud’s efficacy the grester likelihood for re-employment (e.g., Eden & Aviarm,
1993; Kanfer & Hulin, 1985). Employment counselors can facilitate the promotion of a
strong sHf-efficacy by usng approaches that stimulate self-discovery, such as group
counsdling, career exploration, socia network mapping and reframing. Through
interventions identified in this chapter, the trandtion to re-employment can be
accomplished in an efficient manner.  The stronger the perception of saf-efficacy, the
more activity generated, which increases the likelihood for re-employment. Increased or
maintained activity can be coupled with the learned skills necessary to find work.

Maintaining an individud’s job search activity is crudid to their re-employment.
A grong sef-efficacy, as identified in numerous studies highlighted in this chapter,

increases the likelihood of re-entering the labour market. Employment-training for socid



ass stance recipients needs to dedl with any psychosocid issues they may be experiencing
before offering assstance for their job search. When working with this populetion, it is
imperdtive that the issues of employment barriers and awesk salf-efficacy be uncovered,

otherwise any attempt of diversfying and expanding their socid network will not work.

Welfare-to-Work Programs

Whdfare-to-work programs across Canada have changed significantly over the last
decade. Although they have continued to keep socid assstance costs to a minimum and
provide assstance only to those individuas who have exhausted every other means of
support, the interpretation of the link between socid assistance and employment varies
greatly (Gorlick & Brethour, 1998). For example, in Ontario, the Ontario Works
program has mandated that all able bodied socid assstant recipients are required to
participate in an employment stream. Which stream thisis depends on the participant’s
gtuation and is based on employment history, length of time on assstance and career
path. Inthe Atlantic Provinces, participation in Smilar programsis not required. The
differences in gpproach of these programs reflect the labour market conditions in their
respective aress.

A commondity among al provincesis that none of the socid services
depatments ddiver training directly. Through community agencies, employment-
training programs, ranging from career exploration to job search clubs are delivered to
socid assstance recipients. Funding structures for community agencies vary across
provinces, ranging from annua funding in Nova Scotia to performance-based funding in

Ontario. Labour market conditions are considered in dl of the provinces to determine the



design and implementation of programs that will increase the likelihood of participants
becoming re-employed. New mandates have shifted from didtributing benefits to
developing ways for socid assstance recipientsto re-enter the labour market (Gorlick &
Brethour, 1998). As a consequence of this new mandates, benefit delivery and
employment services have been typicaly ama gamated into one department. The core
focus for welfare departmentsis to move socia assistance recipients from welfare to
work.

The programs developed by socid services have been designed to assist recipients
in the trangition towards re-employment. These programs facilitate the acquisition of
employment skillsthat are required to compete in a competitive labour market. Program
curriculamay include career exploration, skill assessments, resume and cover letter
writing, and job search skills. The god isto reemploy participants as quickly as possible.
The reason for the necessity of aquick trandtion iseconomicd. Politicd mandates have
cdled for the reduction of welfare cases and as aresult program delivery has focused on
“quick fix” training solutions that minimize government spending. For example, in
Ontario, no common education or training programs have been devel oped specificaly for
Ontario Works, and to be igible, training programs must be job-specific and lead to a
quick return to employment (Gorlick & Brethour, 1998). Other provinces have adopted
smilar requirements to those of Ontario.

As a consequence of this gpproach by provincia governments, making the
trangition to re-employment becomes much more difficult for welfare recipients. As
found in an evauation conducted by Toronto Socia Services for Ontario Works (2001),

family and friend referras were cited as the number one source for obtaining



employment (44%). It is recognized that socia networks play acritica role in re-entry
into the labour market. By alowing the types of training support that include only socid
assgtant recipients, participants are unable to diversfy and expand the individuas within
their networks. These participants become further margindized and are isolated from the
rest of the population. In contrast, participating in programs that are mainstream can
provide exposure to people with different socia, economic, educational, and
psychologica circumstances, which will usudly lead to expanding and diversfying their
socid network.

Whdfare-to-work programs have generally been evauated from an economic
impact versus program delivery perspective. Cost analysis and savings have been
assessed in the mgjority of the provinces in determining the return on investment. The
provinces have adopted a ‘business gpproach in an atempt to move recipients off
welfare casdoads. Through a combination of politica pressure and fiscd responghility,
governments have made consderable strides in reducing the number of individuas who
areon socid assgtance. For example, in 1997 at the beginning of welfare reform, there
were 1,494,700 welfare cases nationdly. In 1998 this number decreased by 7% to
1,401,600 welfare cases (CCSD, 1998).

Although the level of welfare participation has decreased across the provinces, an
increase in poverty has occurred over the same period of time (Picot, Morissette &
Myles, 2003) . The implementation of program delivery evauation has been limited and
atrue understanding of how community agencies are ddivering employment
interventions has yet to be conducted to any great degree. Ontario Works conducted a

survey (2001) to determine what was happening to individuals after they |eft the program.



A random telephone survey was conducted of 3,335 people who had |eft socia
assstance. A response rate of 24% was achieved and 804 people were interviewed to
gather further information. Fifty-six percent of the respondents indicated that they had
left Ontario Works for employment-related reasons (e.g., beginning or returning to ajob,
getting a better job), 40% of those who left OW for employment had found work through
afriend, relative or co-worker and 44% of respondents exited the caseload for non-
employment related reasons (e.g., got another government benefit, started schoal).
Although socid networks were identified as the number one job referra source, statistics
were not collected identifying how long these individuas were on assistance.
Conversdly, those participants who had limited or no socia networks were not identified.
The importance of developing eva uation methods to determine program impact
goes far beyond the number of people leaving welfare. What happens to individuds after
they leave wdfare is criticd to underganding the nature of thelr trangtion to self-
aufficiency. Recidivism as high as 20% has been documented for clients who leave
programs and return in one year (Toronto Social Services, 2001). Feedback from surveys
conducted by socid service departments on welfare-to-work programs indicate that socia
networks play an important role in getting people re-employed. However, understanding
the nature of social assstance recipients networks requires further research in order to be
ableto assg in the expansion and diversfication of their networks, with the am of

increasing the likelihood of their becoming re-employed.



Conclusion

Scholarly and professiona research has demonstrated some promise for asssting
socia assgtance recipients in the trangtion to re-employment. However, at least three
gapsin our knowledge perast. Firg, intervention studies are limited with respect to
measuring the diversfication and expangon of the socid networks for socia assistance
recipients. Second, published studies have not taken into account the length of time an
individua is on socid assstance and the strength of their socid network, and third,

gudies have not examined the impact sirengthened networks have on job acquisition.



