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What is CWU?
An Economic Mobility “Action Tank”

New Pathways Out 
of Poverty

Public 
Education 
Advocacy

Direct 
Services

Research
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CWU Families Have Histories Indicative of 
Significant Life Stress

Avg. participant family 
monthly income is $664

• 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.
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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;

Waitlists for subsidized housing and childcare are often years’ long.
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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

• Challenges Managing Behavior, 
Emotions, and Interpersonal 
Relationships

• Challenges Managing Health and 
Well-being
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What can organizations do to help mitigate 
stress–related challenges?  

• Environments
• Staff Approaches
• Program materials
• Program access
• Staff training

First- adopt easy 
brain-science based 
program design 
improvements to:



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

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

• Personal organization 
strategies and tools

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

strategies
• Automatic goal-attainment 

strategies 
• Problem-solving, goal-

setting frameworks

Second- Provide participants with 
brain-science based tools for 
success:
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• 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.

What can organizations do to help mitigate 
stress–related challenges? 
Third- Coach for permanent skill gains:
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IMPACT!!
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Impact of Brain Science on Outcomes: 
MGH  Think:Kids NYC Schools

In Fall, 2013:
5,200 NYPD school safety officers received 
introductory exposure to Collaborative Problem 
Solving (CPS)

2013-2014 school year (compared to 2012-2013):
58% decline in arrests made in school
67% decline in summonses issued in school
20% decrease in reports of major crimes
39% decrease in reports of violent crimes

CPS in New York City Public Schools

Stuart Ablon, PhD.  Think:Kids, MGH 2014
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Impact of Brain Science on Outcomes: 
PCG San Diego Live Well TANF Project

Jill Reynolds presentation, Disrupting Poverty Conference  4/14
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Overall
Successful 
Goals 
Completion 
Rates 
(N=730)

85% 
Dependent 

75% 
Housing 

88% Social
Supports

75% Health

77% 
Education 
and Training

71% Asset 
Building

56% Debt 
Reduction

73% 
Employment

Examples
of Goals

Obtain child 
IEP;  move
into  
permanent
housing

Stop
smoking; 
obtain
therapy; 
lose weight

Complete a 
semester;
receive GED 
or college 
degree

Pay bills on 
time; save $; 
improve 
credit score 

Get a new 
job; get a 
family 
sustaining 
job

Statistical 
Significance
Shelter Prog.
(498 Control: 98 Tx)

P< .001 P< .01-.05

FY’14 CWU 
Mobility 
Mentoring 
Outcomes
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FY’14 CFO Program Outcomes
(CWU’s Most Intensive Mobility Mentoring Program 

with Average Length of Participation=3 years)

• 95% enrolled in school or
employed; 58% enrolled in school 
and employed;

• 29% graduated during the current 
year (72% with college degrees; 
28% with trade certificates);

• 38% are now in a family 
sustaining job (avg. wage 
$28.03/hr.- approx. double 
starting wages);

• Avg. total new participant savings  
$2,085.00/pp since program start.



Better Lives Through Science
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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 (shared 
learning group)  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/
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Elisabeth D. Babcock, MCRP, PhD
President and CEO
Crittenton Women’s Union
One Washington Mall, 3rd Fl.
Boston, MA  02108

Phone: 617-259-2950
ebabcock@liveworkthrive.org

www.liveworkthrive.org

Questions?

mailto:ebabcock@liveworkthrive.org
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