Welfare Reform Liaison Project (WRLP) Strategic Plan Concept Draft

Overview

Any organizational plan must flow from the organizational mission.  The mission of Welfare Reform Liaison Project, Inc. OIC – Community Action Agency is:

It shall be the mission of Welfare Reform Liaison Project, Inc. to provide services that enable economically disadvantaged individuals and families to move toward self-sufficiency through collaboration with federal and state agencies, the faith community, corporations, other agencies from both the public and private sector, as well as the local citizenry.

For purposes of this plan, the key concepts emphasized from the mission are self-sufficiency and collaboration.

Organizational plans must also be based on basic principles.  For WRLP, these principles include:

· Recognition that WRLP is a faith-based institution and an understanding of the special relationships that result from this base.

· Understanding that the focus of activities is about self-sufficiency – not only for individuals and families, but also for the agency.

· Utilization of measurable results as the basis for determining the achievements of the organization.

· Commitment to the concept that WRLP provides “a hand up, not a hand out” and the relationship with those served derives from a social contract rather than entitlement.

· Maintenance of organizational strength.  These strengths includes:

1. Responsible & Diverse Board

2. Financial Accountability

3. Close relationships with the Faith Community

4. Networks throughout the community

5. Ability of measure accomplishments through data

While these strengths are not unique, it is the combination of these factors that is important to WRLP’s success.  This Concept Paper is designed to describe the current strategic directions and identify issues that may require additional attention to better achieve these directions.  The Concept Paper does not attempt to specifically address these issues, however.

Program Overview

Many of WRLP’s programs focus on the same objective – Self-Sufficiency.  However, the focus of self-sufficiency efforts varies.  It may relate to self-sufficiency for individuals and families due to an increase in income.  It also relates to organizational self-sufficiency for WRLP, due to increasingly diverse funding sources and increased stable sources of income.  Self-sufficiency efforts may also relate to community, by providing assistance to faith institutions and nonprofit organizations that increase their capacity to serve the community. 

Individual and Family Self-Sufficiency

WRLP’s individual and family self-sufficiency activities consist of two phases.  The first is a preparatory phase in which individuals learn or better understand new or different skills and behaviors that can lead to greater self-sufficiency.  The second phase provides individuals with opportunities to practice these skills and behaviors.  For those who have demonstrated their commitment to achievement and are able to develop specific skills and have an interest, a track related to entrepreneurial opportunities has been developed.  

WRLP provides several services directed at students who are in the preparatory phase.  

1. Personal Development Training Courses provides personal and job related skill training through formal coursework.  The personal skill courses focus on employability skills, personal development and financial literacy.  Academic and technical skill courses include academic upgrade, such as GED, Introduction to Computer, Microsoft Word/Excel and management-related courses.  These courses are primarily provided through arrangements with collaborative partners, such as GTCC.

2. Courses that provide training in skills related to jobs with specific employers or job skills for specific positions.  The Retail Assistant Manager training (related to Family Dollar), computer repair, graphic design and video production classes are examples of this training. 

3. Case Management Services provides guidance and support through a one-on-one relationship with a case manager.  Transitional assistance, specific to the situation, may be offered when necessary.

While providing the services offered during the preparatory phase “in house” is not a requirement of successfully implementing self-sufficiency training, it does have advantages.  It ensures that specific cultural norms and expectations, such as reinforcement of the concept of a “hand up, not a hand out”, are ingrained in program participants.  It is easier to determine whether participants can work to solve their own problems rather than expect outside assistance.  It also provides a testing ground that routine expectations, such as regular attendance, are met.  A partner that provides quality preparatory services and maintains a high standard of expectations and compliance is an alternative approach.

Skills and behaviors are practiced through simulated job training placements, co-op arrangements and opportunities to practice specialized training through such activities as repairing computers for distribution to those who cannot afford one, photographing meetings for outside clients and performing tasks in Family Dollar stores after studying these tasks on-line and observing them in stores.

A “package” of services has been developed to support an individual who is interested in developing a business.  This alternative is very important to a number of WRLP program participants.  A number of participants come to the program with a past that generally limits their ability to secure employment.  This background may include a poor record of academic achievement, a period of incarceration or an unsatisfactory work history.  While it is difficult to overcome past mistakes, an entrepreneurial alternative provides some hope that current performance can mitigate past history.  Business people develop their own record, based on their own performance.   

The package of services developed to address entrepreneurial interests have several elements.  These elements include:

· Skill related classes that lend itself to small business enterprises.  These classes, conducted or planned, include personal computer repair, graphic design and skills related to videography.   

· Management courses through an American Management Association Certification program.

· Small Business Training and Technical Assistance in partnership with the Greensboro Chamber of Commerce.  

While a number of WRLP activities directly address self-sufficiency, there are also activities that are focused on prevention of future problems or support for the efforts of other agencies.  YouthReach provides support for students enrolled in the Guilford County Schools SCALE program through works-study opportunities and summer courses.  WRLP staff members participate in a number of local, state and national efforts that focus on assisting people achieve self-sufficiency.

One additional important constituency related to prevention efforts are the community’s senior population.  The opportunities to receive basic needs items through the Distribution Center, as well as take advantage of the socialization opportunities offered through volunteer work in the Center, enable seniors to better maintain an independent lifestyle.

Organizational Self-Sufficiency
With the corporate mission, WRLP has moved to increasing its financial independence through successful performance of activities that also provide revenue.  

WRLP’s traditional model has used Community Service Block Grant revenues to provide the core funding for self-sufficiency activities.  These funds are continuing rather than episodic.  WRLP has also received support from several foundation grant sources that have enabled it to test program expansion in several areas or provide supplemental services.  WRLP is now taking steps to generate income from other sources in order to diversify its funding.  For example, WRLP is part of the City/County Combined Campaign for the first time in 2004.  This enables Greensboro City and Guilford County employees to designate their payroll deduction charitable gifts to WRLP.  Next year, state employees, such as those at state universities, and federal employees should have the same opportunity. 

The Distribution Training Center provides an additional model to generate revenue.  While product distributions benefits the entire community (next section), it also offers an opportunity for students to practice what is being learned in the classroom.  It pays a portion of the organization's fixed costs and, when revenues exceed expenses, enables the agency to cover costs not specifically covered by other funding resources.

The entrepreneurial initiatives, specifically the graphic design and video production efforts, have a similar capacity to generate revenue while, at the same time, enabling students to practice what has been learned and refine their skills before venturing into the business world.  The cost model for each effort includes the ability to generate revenue that could offset the direct cost and a share of the agency's fixed cost.

Services to Strengthen the Capacity of Community Organizations and Faith Community Institutions to Achieve Self-Sufficiency

WRLP began working with small, medium and large religious congregations and nonprofits through a product distribution center from the early days of its existence.  These efforts have been successful in assisting those organizations help their members by reducing the cost of new and essential goods like clothes and toiletries, thereby increasing financial independence for individuals.  This work has been successful due to WRLP's expertise in warehouse operations, including receiving, maintaining and distributing items.  Its success is also due to the relationships that have enabled it to receive products that can benefit the community 

WRLP’s strong ties to the African American community, particularly its faith community, enable it to play a unique role in promoting African American philanthropy.  WRLP offers the African American community an opportunity to exhibit its philanthropy by providing an opportunity to volunteer with a primarily African American organization, provide leadership to the organization and within the broader community.  It also promotes the philanthropic work of other African American institutions, primarily churches, in their efforts to outreach and assist the community.  The Faith Summit, held every two years, provides an opportunity for faith community to come together and strengthen its efforts at addressing community problems.

WRLP also helps strengthen the capacity of the community to achieve self-sufficiency through the utilization of skills and relationships of its staff members within community settings.  WRLP is an active participant in collaborative efforts that parallel its mission.  Its support should be one of sharing skills and information within other structures.  While in some cases WRLP staff may take a leadership role, in other cases it efforts are designed to play a supportive role.  However, it is important that these efforts be shared so that there can be alignment between internal and external efforts.

This effort aligns with the work of policymakers at the national and local levels who have pushed increasingly to involve religiously-related social services into mainline community services.  There is a realization that there are more problems at the community level than there are effective services to solve, manage or prevent them.  It is a belief that the faith-based organizations and community-based efforts can fill the gaps in services.

Future Issues
As WRLP moves forward within the strategic directions described above, several issues that may require further efforts can be identified.  These include, in no specific order:

1. Maintaining a strong administrative infrastructure, focusing both on human resources and systems.  As the organization has become more complex, the need to continue to focus on organizational capacity cannot be taken for granted.  Over the past year, there has been major upgrades of technology capacity, financial administrative capacity and human resource capacity.  As expansion continues to occur, organizational capacity must continue to be monitored.  Board member and volunteer efforts may need to be better utilized to provide this support.

2. Strengthening of organizational marketing efforts.  Marketing has been primarily “word of mouth” at this point.  The need to clearly develop and market the WRLP “brand” as organizational self-sufficiency efforts increase is vital.  This effort addresses both the message and the vehicles for the message.  

3. Redefining staff roles so that they do not tie to specific features of the organization, such as CSBG or product distribution, but rather to integrated efforts.  For example, utilizing case management staff to provide client human resource services to efforts outside of the traditional CSBG service system may be needed.

4. Developing, on a proactive basis, a broader networking system.  As statewide, regional and national networking and international opportunities become available, a system needs to be in place to insure that these efforts support WRLP’s strategic direction rather than divert attention from strategic efforts. 

5. Responding to the increasing diversity of the community by ensuring that the work of WRLP is inclusive of all segments of the community.  Maintaining diversity requires a consistent focus in order to be successful.

6. Identifying new opportunities for generation of revenue within the mission.  For example, opportunities may be available in fields such as in piecework outsourcing and repackaging and training model consultation. 
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