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Primary issue:

The Atlanta Fed’s CLIFF tools provide greater transparency to workers about potential public assistance
losses when their earnings increase. The tools estimate eligibility for public assistance programs and the
dollar amount of benefits, both in the current year and for future years along a career path. These features are
intended to help a worker estimate the financial impact of a proposed earnings increase, reducing uncertainty
and allowing the worker to plan for potential losses in public assistance. The CLIFF Tools National Pilot
Implementation Evaluation was conducted to get feedback on tool functionality and to identify challenges that
organizations face when adopting benefit cliff calculators like CLIFF.

Key findings:

We find three broad themes in organization-level implementation of the CLIFF tools: identifying the tar-
get population of users; integrating the tool into existing operations; and integrating the tool into coaching
sessions. Pilot participants reported that CLIFF is most useful for individuals who are financially stable and
ready to plan for the longer-term, rather than for individuals who are in financial crisis or “survival mode.”
Challenges with integrating CLIFF into organization operations were mainly twofold: staffing constraints
and coaches not having sufficient time to use CLIFF with clients. For some organizations, high turnover, and
the associated need to retrain staff to use CLIFF, disrupted the implementation. Lastly, some coaches were
ill-equipped to discuss public assistance loss with clients, particularly when losses presented severe finan-
cial challenges.

Takeaways for practice:

Enhanced training can equip coaches to discuss public assistance losses, particularly in cases where the losses are
severe. More guidance and support on tool adoption can help organizations embed CLIFF into existing processes,
identify target clients who will likely benefit from the tools, and more efficiently collect and enter client data into the
tools.

The Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta’s Community & Economic Development (CED) Discussion Paper
Series addresses emerging and critical issues in community development. Our goal is to provide information
on topics that will be useful to the many actors involved in community development—governments, nonprofits,
financial institutions, and beneficiaries. Find more research, use data tools, and sign up for email updates at
atlantafed.org/commdev.



https://www.atlantafed.org/community-development.aspx

Atlanta Fed Community & Economic Development Discussion Paper Series « No. 01-24

No. 01 « 24 May 2024

Benefits Cliffs Coaching with

the Atlanta Fed’s CLIFF Tools:
Implementation Evaluation of
the National Pilot

Abstract:

For some workers, career advancement and higher pay can trigger a loss of means-tested
public assistance. Workers may struggle to plan for that loss due to the complexity of public
assistance rules and a lack of projections about their income and expenses. The Atlanta Fed
designed the Career Ladder Identifier and Financial Forecaster (CLIFF) tools to help workers
make more informed financial decisions about job training and employment in the context of
public assistance loss and paying for basic expenses such as housing, childcare, and health
care. This discussion paper presents the findings from a two-year study of CLIFF
implementation by 23 organizations in 13 states. Through the analysis of interview and focus
group transcripts, we find three overarching themes related to implementation: 1) identifying
the appropriate population of users for CLIFF; 2) integrating CLIFF into existing organization
operations; and 3) integrating CLIFF into coaching sessions. These themes along with the
associated subthemes suggest ways that organizations can more effectively incorporate public
assistance calculators into existing financial and career coaching contexts.
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Section 1: Introduction

The Career Ladder Identifier and Financial Forecaster (CLIFF) was designed around a
fundamental premise in workforce development—workers should experience a positive
financial gain when advancing up a career pathway. According to this premise, a worker’s
advancement from an entry-level position to a higher-skilled occupation within an industry is
accompanied by a higher salary. With a higher salary, the worker has a greater capacity to pay
basic expenses, save, or reduce debt. The increased financial stability from this higher salary
may lead the worker to invest in additional education, creating the possibility of securing an
even higher-paying job.

However, the financial promise of career pathway advancement may not be a reality for
all workers. For example, Altig et al. (2020) show that for some workers on public assistance,
the higher-paying occupations along a career path may not offer a compelling financial gain.
The higher pay associated with the more advanced occupations may result in benefits cliffs
(when an income increase triggers means-tested public assistance losses that make a worker
worse off financially), or benefits plateaus (when an income increase triggers public assistance
losses that make a worker no better off financially), both of which reflect high effective
marginal tax rates on earnings. These public assistance losses can impact worker
advancement up a career path by reducing the financial incentive to advance or by
destabilizing the worker’s finances once taking a higher-paying job, which may lead to greater
financial stress and jeopardize success in the new job.

CLIFF is a suite of two novel tools that embeds public assistance rules into a workforce
development and career planning framework, enabling workers and career coaches to view a
more comprehensive financial picture of their career path.* CLIFF accounts for changes in
employment income, household expenses, taxes, and public assistance receipt over time,
allowing workers to forecast their future gains from career advancement and losses in public
assistance. Theintent is to improve planning around training and career choice by identifying
jobs with a high enough salary to meet a worker’s financial goals and to identify public
assistance losses in advance so that the worker and coach can plan to manage those losses.

Throughout 2020, the CLIFF development team recruited organizations to participate in
a national pilot of the tools. Beginning in early 2021 and lasting approximately 16 months, the
CLIFF pilot had several purposes. First, the pilot would inform best practices on how to
incorporate tools like CLIFF into the workforce coaching process. Second, the pilot would offer
opportunities for pilot organizations to provide feedback on the tool’s features and
performance. Third, the pilot would provide evidence about the tool’s impact on informing

! Throughout the paper, we refer to both tools as “CLIFF” or “CLIFF tools” for brevity.
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workers’ career decision-making. In total, 23 organizations located in 13 different states
participated in the pilot. The organizations represent diverse institutional types, including job
centers in the public workforce system, human services agencies delivering job coaching to
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) clients, nonprofits offering funding and
placement in short-term training programs, and nonprofits offering longer-term (over months,
not weeks) financial and employment counseling together with supports such as transitional
housing to stabilize families’ short-term needs.

We designed the 16-month CLIFF pilot to be followed by an implementation and
short- term outcomes evaluation. This discussion paper presents the findings from the
implementation evaluation. The implementation evaluation is structured around three primary
research questions:

* Howdid pilot organizations implement CLIFF?

« Inwhat ways does implementation deviate from the CLIFF logic model, which
describes the causal pathway between CLIFF usage and our expected outcomes?

» What are the lessons from the implementation process that future CLIFF implementers
can use?

The research team conducted semi-structured interviews with site administrators,
coaches, and job seekers at all the participating organizations. The interviews were conducted
in the summer of 2022. All but one of the interviews were conducted through video conference
and recorded; one interview was conducted in person and recorded. All interviews were then
transcribed by a third-party company. The resulting dataset includes 405 pages of transcribed
semi-structured interviews that were then coded by a research team of two analysts and the
authors.

We identified three overarching themes in the data related to the implementation of
CLIFF. The themes represent various types of difficulties that organizations face when
implementing the tools: 1) identifying the appropriate population of users for CLIFF; 2)
integrating CLIFF into existing site operations; and 3) integrating CLIFF into coaching sessions.
This discussion paper presents each of these themes along with the associated subthemes
that illuminate effective practices and challenges associated with implementing CLIFF in this
pilot.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. We first discuss the relevant
literature that informed the development of CLIFF and its logic model. Second, we describe the
two CLIFF tools used in the pilot—the CLIFF Dashboard and CLIFF Planner. Third, we explain
the logic model, methodology, and data collection. Fourth, we present the implementation
evaluation themes and subthemes. We then conclude with a general discussion and directions
for future work on CLIFF.
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Section 2: Motivation for the CLIFF Tools

CLIFF aims to help families make more informed financial decisions about job training and
employment in the context of public assistance loss and paying for basic needs such as
housing, childcare, and health care. The theoretical motivation for the CLIFF design and
functionality—the reasons why we expect it to have an impact on worker decision-making—is
based on four distinct literatures: 1) the complexity of public assistance rules and the
associated understanding of the impact of earnings gains on public assistance losses; 2) the
impact of education and career earnings information on education and career choice; 3) the
career coaching needs of low-income individuals; and 4) strategies to encourage individuals to
focus on longer-term financial outcomes instead of shorter-term financial outcomes alone.

2.1 Navigating Rule Complexity and Predicting Public Assistance Losses

Families face complex financial decisions when balancing employment with public assistance
and meeting basic needs such as childcare (Albelda and Shea 2010). The complexity is
magnified when families cannot easily understand how earnings gains will impact the amount
of public assistance they receive. Romich (2006) finds that families have limited awareness of
the rules for specific public assistance programs they receive, mainly due to the complexity of
the programs’ design. Furthermore, Romich (2006) also documents that families react to
sudden losses in public assistance with a sense of disbelief and frustration that the system is
designed to disincentive higher earnings.

More recent scholarship finds a similar reaction of uncertainty and confusion among
families on public assistance. Anderson et al. (2022) interviewed 43 parents on public
assistance and found that many did not fully understand how earnings increases affected
public assistance. In another recent focus group study, Winston et al. (2021, 1) found that
families feel that program rules are “unclear, intrusive, and often illogical or arbitrary.” Further,
in other focus groups with the coaches who serve families on public assistance, Ruder et al.
(2020) found that families struggle to understand benefits loss because they (and the coaches
who serve them) lack clarity on program rules. In addition, they found that families find it
difficult to find jobs that pay enough to outweigh the loss of benefits.

The CLIFF tools are designed to provide greater transparency to workers over potential
public assistance losses when their earnings increase. Before a worker on public assistance
accepts a raise or promotion or enrolls in training, the tools will estimate eligibility for public
assistance programs and the dollar amount of benefits, both in the current year and for future
years along a career path. These features allow a worker to estimate the impact of a proposed
earnings increase, reducing uncertainty and confusion, and allowing the worker to plan for
potential losses.
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2.2 Informing Economic Decision-Making and Career Choice

A career advancement decision—whether it is choosing a particular training program over
another, choosing to enter training at all, choosing a higher-paying job, or something else—is
influenced by a complex set of factors. In economics, these decisions are often understood as
shaped by three factors: preferences, constraints, and beliefs (see, for example, Haaland,
Roth, and Wohlfart 2023). For instance, when choosing between two occupations, workers
may prefer occupation 1 over occupation 2 if they enjoy the work more, feel safer, or will earn
more in occupation 1. However, even if workers prefer occupation 1, they may face constraints
(such as financial constraints like lack of savings or ability to borrow) that restrict them from
pursuing the training necessary for occupation 1. In addition, a worker may choose occupation
1 over occupation 2 because of beliefs about some features of the occupation, such as salary.

With respect to beliefs, an assumption in a stylized model of economic decision-making
is that individuals have complete and perfect information that informs their decisions about
what occupation to pursue. Researchers have explored many ways this assumption fails and
tested interventions that aim to update worker beliefs to correspond to reality more closely.
Consider individuals who have incorrect beliefs about the financial returns to various
educational or employment choices. Providing these individuals with accurate information may
cause them to update their beliefs to be more consistent with the accurate information.
Moreover, if beliefs affect educational choice, then these revised beliefs may lead to a revised
educational choice for a student (relative to a counterfactual choice made under incorrect
information).

This literature is large (see a recent review in Halland, Roth, and Wohlfart 2023), but we
highlight a few key studies that illustrate the issue in diverse educational settings. Jensen
(2010) surveyed eighth-grade students in the Dominican Republic and found that they
underestimated perceived financial returns to attending secondary schools. When provided
with correct information about the higher financial returns, students were more likely to attend
secondary school. Wiswall and Zafar (2015) found that private university students in the U.S.
have biased beliefs about the earnings associated with particular college majors; correct
information causes students to update these beliefs to be more consistent with the actual
earnings. Moreover, these beliefs are a significant determinant of major choice. In the
community college setting, Baker et. al. (2018) found that students overestimate the salaries
associated with four broad categories of majors and that these beliefs influence major choice.
In the public workforce development setting, Ruder and Sopher (2015) surveyed adults visiting
a career services center in one state and found that they, on average, overestimated the
earnings and employment probability in different training program areas compared to the
state’s own employment outcomes data.
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To inform occupational choice, the CLIFF tools provide occupational wage data and
estimates of public assistance eligibility changes associated with an earnings increase. The
tools provide occupation-specific wage data at the metropolitan- and nonmetropolitan area-
level provided by the Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational Employment Statistics.? These
statistics allow workers to base their subjective employment expectations on local wage data
estimates. In addition, workers may have inaccurate expectations about the severity of public
assistance changes. They may overestimate losses, or underestimate gains, in public
assistance when earnings rise. The tools provide estimates of these complex changes so that
workers can better estimate the financial outcome of a career choice.

2.3 Career Coaching in the Context of Financial Scarcity

The career counseling methods that originate in the vocational psychology field typically focus
on relating self-knowledge to information about career options. This “trait-factor” approach,
initially introduced by Parsons (1909), assumes that people have different traits, that
occupations require a particular combination of worker traits, and that effective vocational
counseling matches a person’s traits with job requirements and labor market opportunity
(Parsons, 1909). For example, Holland’s (1997) typology based on six attributes—Realistic,
Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, and Conventional (RIASEC)—is a commonly used
and well-studied information schema for assisting in the trait-factor approach (Kosciulek,
Phillips, and Lizotte 2015; Rogers 2023). RIASEC helps individuals to filter an extensive list of
occupations based on their interests, values, personality, and natural strengths. Holland’s
broader theory of career interests, which focuses on finding a fit between personality
characteristics and occupation environment, has influenced how many computer-assisted
career guidance systems (CACGS) classify interests and occupations for users ( Leung 2022).
Further, RIASEC is used widely in information tools developed by federal and state agencies,
such as the Department of Labor’s O*NET system (Rounds et al. 2013), Washington State’s
Career Bridge, and California’s California Career Zone.

One criticism of these counseling approaches is the assumption that all individuals, in
particular economically disadvantaged individuals and women, have the autonomy and

privilege to make their occupational choices based on characteristics such as personal
interests, values, personality, and fit (Gibson and Taylor 2016; Walsh and Heppner 2006).
Individuals with limited economic resources may be primarily concerned with economic
survival rather than vocational self-actualization. Heppner and O’Brien (2006, 84) write that
“[For] millions of people in the United States today, the basic tenets advanced by vocational

2 See www.bls.gov/oes/current/oessrcma.htm. Last accessed April 2, 2024.



https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/onet
https://www.careerbridge.wa.gov/
https://www.cacareerzone.org/
http://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oessrcma.htm

Atlanta Fed Community & Economic Development Discussion Paper Series « No. 01-24

psychology have little or no relevance. The goal of economic survival becomes more
salient...than actualization through work.” Since economic survivalis the individual's focus
early in the coaching process, coaches working with economically disadvantaged clients
should initially focus on addressing the client’s available resources and barriers to career
advancement (Gibson and Taylor 2016).

The vocational psychology literature illustrates two key motivations of the CLIFF tools.
One motivation for the CLIFF tools is to provide career counseling tools that are more attuned
to the coaching needs of low-income populations, a need highlighted by Blustein (2011).
Indeed, losing public assistance early in an individual’s career can lead to a loss of financial
resources, making it more difficult to pay for basic needs such as housing and food. Coaches
serving individuals in resource-constrained contexts would likely benefit from more
information on the barriers to advancement caused by public assistance loss. With this
information, coaches could guide individuals into the initial stages of a career path with a plan
to manage public assistance loss. Another motivation concerns the matching of individuals to
jobs in the trait-factor approach. The CLIFF tools may improve the career match by identifying
jobs that may generate positive net financial resources, defined as having a salary high enough
to cover a family’s basic living expenses, including government assistance.

2.4 Focusing on the Worker’s Long-Term Outcomes

Behavioral economists and psychologists have argued that a consequence of poverty can be a
focus on short-term payoffs and high time discounting. The scarcity of economic resources can
also shift attention to what is scarce, which leads to attentional neglect of other needs or
longer-term costs (such as loan repayment) (Shah, Mullainathan, and Shafir 2012).
Interventions—such as tools that facilitate visualization of the future—may help workers
overcome the limited focus on the present and plan for the longer term (Haushofer and
Salicath 2023). For example, Hershfield et al. (2011) use a virtual reality environment that
allows study participants (undergraduates and community members) to visualize aged
versions of themselves. They find that this intervention reduces time discounting and increases
contributions to savings accounts. Another type of intervention shown to promote long-term
planning is a retirement calculator. These calculators,® which help people visualize their future
retirement income compared to their expenses, can improve the adequacy of savings plans
(VanDerhei and Nevin 2013) and increase retirement savings (Mayer, Zick, and Marsden
2011).

¥ See Boone (2000) and Schard (2001) for a comparison of various retirement calculators.
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However, information about future income alone may not affect decision-making in the
presence of high time discounting. Fryer (2016), for example, studies the effect of an
information treatment about earnings on the educational outcomes of American public school
middle school students. He notes that such information treatments about future earnings may
not affect student effort or achievement if the students heavily discount the future.

The CLIFF tools project a worker’s financial outcomes up to 25 years into the future.
The motivation for this projection is to encourage longer-term thinking when an individual is
making career decisions, rather than focusing on short-term financial concerns alone ( such as
taking a job with little or no advancement potential) or short-term costs (paying for
occupational training or higher education, for example).

Section 3: The CLIFF Tools

The idea for the CLIFF tools emerged from research conducted jointly by economists and
community development researchers (Altig et al. 2020). Focus groups with coaches and
workers, together with numerous presentations to business leaders, community development
professionals, and elected officials, informed the development of the pilot version of the tools.

At the time of this publication, CLIFF includes three tools that provide information to
help individuals determine what careers may generate positive net financial resources
accounting for public assistance losses.* During the pilot program, however, CLIFF only
included two tools: the CLIFF Dashboard and CLIFF Planner (see figure 3.1).° The CLIFF tools
are hosted on a web server and accessed by users through a public web address. Both CLIFF
tools require users to input demographic characteristics, select what public assistance
programs to include in calculations, and choose up to two occupations to plan for. Given the
inputs provided, the tools return information about income, public assistance, and expenses
over time.®

The CLIFF Dashboard allows users to explore the long-term (up to age 65) financial
returns of up to two occupations at a time. The tool requires only a few inputs from the user:
location, the number of individuals in a household and their age, the public assistance
programs the user receives, and the user’s occupational choices. The tool offers a more
hypothetical estimate of the user’s financial return since it does not customize the output to
the user’s finances. The benefit of this approach is speed and simplicity of use, which fits use
cases where the goal is to explore hypothetical situations, identify potential financial barriers

4We define net financial resources as after-tax income, plus public assistance, minus basic expenses.
5The third tool, CLIFF Snapshot, does not have longer-term career planning functionality. It estimates
immediate changes in public assistance eligibility given a one-time increase in earnings.

¢The methodology for projecting income over time is explained in Ilin & Terry (2022).

10
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and opportunities, and more generally start a discussion about public assistance loss. The
downside of this approach is that the results are not individualized to a user’s unique financial
situation.

In some use cases, such as financial coaching and budgetary planning, users may need
individualized results. The CLIFF Planner is a more intensive version of the CLIFF Dashboard
because it allows for more personalized results for the user, such as an individual budget,
training costs, and customized starting occupational wage. Refer to figure 3.1 for the features
of the Dashboard and the Planner, and to compare the differences between the two tools.

Training videos on how to use the tools, quizzes, and a final exam are provided online at
no cost at the Advancing Careers Academy. Demo versions of the tools with limited geographic
and career choice functionality are available on the Atlanta Fed’s Advancing Careers website.
Additional illustrations of the tools are featured in appendix 2.

Figure 3.1: Basic Features of the CLIFF Tools

Dashhoard' 8] Planner

ntial financial Create a detailed budget in

lifferent career: Ipport of a career move

Client is interested in long-term career Client is interested in detailed career
planning AND wants a general idea planning AND wants to create a custom
about potential financial barriers to budget to help navigate potential financial
career advancement. barriers to career advancement.
Time to Complete L X Ne Time to Complete L N N
Customized Work Hours + Wages No Customized Work Hours + Wages Yes
Career Selection Component Yes Career Selection Component Yes
Occupational Wage Information Yes Occupational Wage Information Yes
Custom Expenses No Custom Expenses Yes

Source: authors.
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Section 4: Logic Model, Methodology, and Data Collection

Our evaluation of the implementation of CLIFF at pilot organizations is structured around these
primary research questions:

* How did pilot organizations implement CLIFF?

« Inwhat ways does implementation deviate from the CLIFF logic model?

« What are the lessons from the implementation process that future CLIFF implementers
can use?

4.1 Logic Model

The logic model has two primary purposes in an evaluation. First, it connects the inputs,
activities, and outputs of a program to the expected outcomes (Gertler et al. 2016). Second, it
reveals assumptions implicit in an intervention that are necessary for the intervention to work
as intended (Gertler et al. 2016). Thus, the CLIFF logic model identifies how the CLIFF
intervention can improve outcomes for low- and moderate-income workers and reveals
implicit assumptions that underlie the successful use of the tools in coaching settings.

The actors in the logic model are divided into two groupings: the organization (site
administrators and coaches) and the clients (the individuals seeking career advancement). Site
administrators are individuals overseeing the CLIFF implementation at each organization and
typically also manage the general operations of the site. “Coaches” is a general term we use to
refer to the trained staff who are using CLIFF with clients of the organization. Coaches serve a
variety of roles. For example, coaches may help stabilize clients’ finances by assisting in their
search for a higher-paying job, or they may focus on financial counseling. Coaches may also
advise clients on the education or training steps required to obtain a new job, on where they
might be able to find funding for such training, or on enrolling in introductory job prep courses
such as resume writing or soft skill workshops. Coaches’ responsibilities may include one or
many of these activities, and their roles vary across and within organizations.

Each of these actors has a different responsibility in the pilot. The site administrator’s
jobistointegrate CLIFF into site operations. This activity will involve developing guidance for
coaches about how to integrate CLIFF and creating a plan to train staff. The coaches
participate in CLIFF training, counsel clients with CLIFF, and integrate CLIFF into client
sessions. Clients attend counseling sessions using CLIFF.

The top section of figure 4.1 shows the logic model for clients. The inputs box shows
that clients are intended to be individuals on public assistance seeking career advancement.
These individuals then undertake the activities in the activities box, which include using the
CLIFF tool with a trained coach. The measurable outputs from this process would be the

12
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number of total minutes clients typically use CLIFF, as well as the number of hardcopy reports
clients take away from the coach. The short-term outcomes include increased knowledge of
the impact of career advancement on personal finances and the long-term outcomes, which
are not assessed in this implementation evaluation, include improved economic mobility
through career advancement.

Figure 4.1: The CLIFF Logic Model

Outcomes Outcomes
Inputs Activities Outputs (short-term) (long-term)
N a A a4 B 4 A 4 N\ ¥\
* Individuals on * Attend coaching * Number of * Improved * Obtain higher-
public assistance sessions using minutes that understanding of paying job
seeking career CLIFF CLIFF is used with how wage gains » Reduced financial
advancement » Obtain CLIFF clients affect public insecurity
printed output * Number of clients assistance loss « Make continued
from coach that receive * Improved progress toward

printouts of CLIFF understanding of economic self-
Clients output wage growth and sufficiency
economic self-
sufficiency
* Increased focus
on longer-term
outcomes
* Increased
confidence to be
self-sufficient

\ / D o - > D > A\ / \ /

Outcomes

(short- and
Activities long-term)

* Orgs offering career * Participate in CLIFF * Number of coaches * Improved
and/or financial training and complete that complete training understanding of how
Organizations (site coaching assessments on tool » Flow charts or changes wage gains affect public
administrators and * CLIFF tools knowledge to admin policy assistance loss
coaches) « Coaches * Integrate CLIFF into documenting CLIFF * Improved
org workflow integration understanding of wage
» Coach clients with * Number of clients that growth and economic
CLIFF use CLIFF self-sufficiency

« Training materials

Source: authors. We follow the definitions of Gertler et al. (2016) for inputs, activities, outputs,
and outcomes.

The bottom section of figure 4.1 shows the logic model for organizations. For the inputs
box, we include organizations that offer career and/or financial coaching advice, the CLIFF
tools themselves, and access to CLIFF training materials. The activities include completing
CLIFF training, integrating CLIFF into the organization’s workflow (with a flow chart, for
example), and ultimately using CLIFF with clients. The measurable outputs from this process
include the number of coaches who complete training, documentation showing the integration
of CLIFF into the organization’s workflow, and the number of clients who use CLIFF. We have
only specified two outcomes at the organizational level: improved understanding

13
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among coaches and site administrators of the impact of wage gains on public assistance loss
and improved understanding of what jobs might generate positive net financial resources.

Several assumptions are implicit in the logic model. It assumes that site administrators
can effectively integrate CLIFF into site operations. Organizations will determine when and
how to use CLIFF during the pilot and should be able to answer questions such as: How will
clients learn about CLIFF? Will CLIFF be required or optional for the coach to use with the
client? and, will CLIFF be used in the initial coaching session with a client, subsequent
sessions, or all sessions?

Integrating CLIFF into the organization’s workflow also includes the determination of
which clients CLIFF can help. For example, some clients may not be seeking services to
advance in their careers and would likely not get significant value from CLIFF.

The logic model also assumes site administrators can determine how best to train their
staff on CLIFF. For example, coaches might train using the online Advancing Careers Academy
curriculum, and then practice collaboratively using case studies; others may only use the
online curriculum without the additional practice.

For coaches, the logic model assumes that they can effectively incorporate CLIFF into
their client sessions. It assumes coaches see value in the tool; that is, CLIFF provides
information they do not already have and is relevant and helpful for their clients. The model
assumes coaches can obtain the client information (such as public assistance income) that
CLIFF requires for accurate calculations. The model also assumes coaches have sufficient time
to use CLIFF in client sessions. Lastly, the model assumes the CLIFF training fully prepares
coaches to explain CLIFF reports clearly to the client and to be able to translate the
information into essential takeaways and next steps.

For clients, the logic model also makes several assumptions. For example, it assumes
clients can obtain the information needed to use the CLIFF tools and are comfortable sharing
that (likely) personal information with a coach. It also assumes that clients use all the tools’
main functionalities: information about employment income, public assistance, expenses, and,
when using the CLIFF Planner, budget over time. This assumption has important implications
for the outputs in the logic model. If clients do not use all the functionalities, perhaps because
they only see one functionality as relevant to their employment situation, then they may spend
fewer total minutes (an output in the logic model) using the tool than if they used all the tools’
functionalities. This assumption also has implications for the expected short-term outcomes.
For example, if clients only use the employment income and expenses functionality, then they

14
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will not gain an improved understanding of how wage gains affect public assistance eligibility
(a short-term outcome in the logic model).

4.2 Methodology

Study sample

The CLIFF team recruited organizations to participate by presenting the tool and describing the
pilot at workforce conferences, human services conferences, specialized webinars arranged
through local non-profit organizations (such as a workforce development board), and by direct
outreach to non-profit contacts of the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta and other district
Federal Reserve Banks. If an organization expressed interest in the pilot, the CLIFF research
team scheduled an initial orientation call. Interested organizations had to complete a pilot site
guestionnaire that asked for a brief description of the organization’s mission and core activities
and services, a general description of the clients they serve (poverty status or public
assistance enrollment status, for example), an explanation of how benefits cliffs or public
assistance losses affect their clients, as well as details about how they planned to structure
the pilot (timeline, recruitment of clients, data collection).

The CLIFF team used this information to validate that the organization was an
appropriate site for the CLIFF pilot. The criteria for inclusion were that the organization
conducted career or financial coaching in a workforce development context, served clients that
may experience public assistance losses as their earnings increase, committed to an
implementation timeline and process, agreed to participate in tool training, follow-up surveys
and focus groups, and signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) that documented the
agreements for the pilot. We had no further criteria about implementation capacity, the
timeline, recruitment of clients, or data collection. All organizations were encouraged to use a
flow chart to plot how they would integrate the CLIFF tools into existing site operations and
client services.

Our inclusion criteria were deliberately broad. We wanted to recruit a diverse set of
organizations in terms of the clients they serve, the services they provide, and geography. We
also did not want to turn away organizations that wanted to use the tool even at this early pilot
stage. The risk of this approach is that we included some organizations that did not have the
capacity to implement the CLIFF pilot or may turn out not to be appropriate organizational fits
for CLIFF; the benefit is we recruited a diverse sample of organizations that allow us to
examine CLIFF implementation in numerous contexts, which can inform recommendations for
future organizations that adopt CLIFF.

We recruited our evaluation study sample from a sample frame of 70 organizations that
originally agreed to participate in the CLIFF pilot. Out of these 70 organizations, 29
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organizations implemented the pilot and agreed to participate in the implementation
evaluation study. Of the organizations that did not participate in the evaluation study, two
conducted their own independent evaluations. We excluded these two organizations to avoid
putting the excess burden of an additional evaluation on staff.® Three organizations ceased
operations during the pilot and were no longer available for the evaluation. Two organizations
initially agreed to the pilot but then decided against participation for undisclosed reasons. At
the time of this evaluation, seven additional organizations cited unexpected delays and had not
yet started the pilot but planned to start in the future; these organizations were not included in
this study. Twenty-seven organizations never responded to our request to participate in the
study.® We omitted six organizations whose pilots were not involved in using the tool with job
seekers and were instead focused on policy analysis research. Our final sample is 23
organizations that used CLIFF to coach job seekers. No monetary incentives were offered to
organizations for pilot participation or study participation.

The 23 organizations in the pilot are in 13 different states, and while most organizations
serve both rural and urban counties, some organizations report primarily serving one or the
other. In our interviews, organizations describe their typical clients as low-income (that is,
below 200 percent of the FPL), without post-secondary education, receiving public assistance
(especially if the person has children), and as single mothers. The organizations primarily serve
working-age adults. Some organizations serve older adults who had officially retired but still
needed to work part-time in retirement to make ends meet. Several organizations report
having youth programs that target high school students and young adults. The organizations
represent diverse institutional types, including job centers in the public workforce system,
human services agencies delivering jobs coaching to Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF) clients, nonprofits offering funding and placement in short-term training programs, and
nonprofits offering more in-depth, longer-term (over months, not weeks) financial and
employment counseling together with supports, such as transitional housing, to stabilize
family’s short-term needs.

One limitation of our study is the potential for sample selection bias in at least two
ways: selecting into the set of 23 organizations that implemented the tool and agreed to

81n advance of the pilot, we informed organizations that if they conducted their own evaluations our
team would not ask them to participate in an additional evaluation. Sites often expressed concern about
using too much staff time for evaluations, which led to our decision to ask only for one study.

9 Informal conversations with leaders at some of these organizations suggests that the reason for non-
response is that the organizations never began the pilot and were uncertain about starting in the future.
Competing demands for time, limited resources, and staffing were common explanations for the
decisions. For organizations we were unable to contact, we cannot know the reason for non-response.
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participate in the evaluation or selecting into the set of 70 organizations that agreed to
participate (but not necessarily implement) the pilot. Only 23 organizations implemented the
pilot and participated in the evaluation from an original pool of 70 organizations that had
agreed to participate. Systematic differences may exist between implementing organizations
and those that chose not to implement the pilot. Sample selection bias may also be presentin
the decision to agree to participate in (but not necessarily implement) the pilot. A total of 70
organizations originally agreed to participate in the study and signed MOUs. These
organizations that agreed to participate in the CLIFF pilot are not a random sample of all
workforce-focused coaching organizations that serve individuals on public assistance, which
may limit the generalizability of findings.

Another limitation to generalizability is that both the pilot and implementation
evaluation occurred during the first two years of economic recovery from the Coronavirus
(COVID-19) pandemic-induced economic disruption. The pandemic affected study participants
in numerous ways. Some organizations eliminated in-person coaching sessions and others
struggled to retain and hire workers. This period also included expanded access to public
assistance support to help stabilize families affected by the economic crisis, particularly
through the 2020 CARES Act and the 2021 American Rescue Plan. These laws expanded
access to and the value of multiple public assistance programs, including unemployment
insurance, food assistance, and tax credits.

Training and procedures

Once we had recruited the organizations to participate in the evaluation, the next steps
involved explaining the pilot procedures to site administrators and training coaches. We
conducted an orientation meeting for the site administrators. In the orientation, we
emphasized that site administrators were responsible for creating procedures to integrate the
tools into their organization’s operations for the duration of the pilot. We encouraged site
administrators to use a flow chart to pre-specify how they would integrate the CLIFF tools into
existing site operations and client services (see appendix 3 for an example). We also
emphasized the importance of tracking how frequently coaches used the tool, what
functionalities they typically used, and the public assistance programs the clients typically
received. Finally, we scheduled bi-weekly or monthly check-in calls with each pilot
organization, during which we reviewed any available tool usage data and discussed feedback
from coaches on both coaching sessions and tool performance.

The CLIFF team provided two to three separate training sessions to coaches. The first
session was a two-hour introduction to the issue of the benefits cliff. We reviewed the concept
of benefits cliffs and described some possible ways it affects individuals enrolling or
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enrolled in workforce development programs. We also covered associated concepts that
coaches need to know to use the tools, such as the expenses included in the cost-of-living
measure. The additional courses were detailed training sessions on the CLIFF Dashboard or
the CLIFF Planner. Some coaches completed both the Dashboard and Planner courses. These
classes, about five hours in total duration, focused on the functionality of the tools. Each
course included multiple quizzes and a final exam to assess student learning. Coaches
received a certificate after completing each course. Initially, these trainings were conducted
virtually. However, early in the pilot, we moved the training courses to an online course
platform. The online courses, which we named the Advancing Careers Academy, allowed our
team to scale training. With the Advancing Careers Academy, our team could train more
coaches and coaches could take each course at their own pace.

Overall, we required pilot organizations to follow a short list of procedures: a) attend
site administrator orientation and create site-specific procedures to integrate CLIFF; b)
complete training for coaches; and c) participate in regular check-in meetings and the
evaluation study. We had no additional required procedures for site administrators or coaches
to follow. The reason that the CLIFF tools pilot does not have more procedures is that we
consider this a formative study. We created the pilot to learn how the tools are used by diverse
organizations and by different types of coaches (for example, career coaches or financial
coaches). We had no pre-specified guide to integrate the tools across different types of
organizations, collect data, or integrate the tools into different types of coaching sessions. One
of the broad goals of the study was to learn what procedures need to be in a more specific
implementation manual for site administrators and coaches.

Data collection

We conducted semi-structured interviews with site administrators, coaches, and clients. We
chose the semi-structured format to balance the need to cover consistent topics across all
interviews but allow for unique follow-up questions and probing depending on the context and
engagement of the interviewees. Some interviews were conducted with only one interviewee,
while others involved small groups ranging from two to four individuals. To recruit clients for
the interviews, we asked the site administrators and coaches that we interviewed to provide us
with a list of names of clients who had used CLIFF and who they thought would be willing to
talk to us. We reached out to all names provided.

We planned to interview each of the three groups separately. However, in some smaller
organizations, the site administrator also served as a coach, so the site administrator and
coaches were part of the same interview. We also planned to interview each organization
separately. However, in one case we allowed three organizations’ site leaders to interview
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together because they worked together closely throughout the pilot and felt they could best
answer our questions as a group. We also allowed these three organizations’ coaches to
interview together.

The interviews were conducted in the summer of 2022. All but one of the interviews
were conducted through video conference and recorded; one interview was conducted in
person and recorded. All interviews were then transcribed using a third-party service. The
resulting dataset included 405 pages of transcribed semi-structured interviews. The
questionnaires used in each of these interviews can be found in appendix 1.

Ethical considerations

The research team obtained written consent to participate in the study from each interview
subject before conducting the interviews. Clients, who were not paid employees of the
participating organizations, were compensated with $20 prepaid gift cards for the
approximately one hour required for the semi-structured interview. The recordings and
transcripts were stored on a secure drive hosted by the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta and
were only accessible to team members actively working on the evaluation. We deidentified
transcripts before analysis.

Data analysis

After the interview recordings were transcribed, we used a qualitative data analysis software
useful for organizing and analyzing unstructured data to facilitate the content analysis. We
then used a thematic coding approach to analyze the data, which involves developing an initial
set of codes, refining them through an iterative process, and then grouping codes to develop
themes (Ravitch and Carl 2021). We follow Gibson and Brown (2009, 131) as “defining a
theme as a generalized feature of the dataset.”

Our coding approach consisted of the several steps. We used a deductive approach by
starting with an initial codebook of categories and subcategories (various levels of codes)
stemming from our research questions and knowledge of prior research and theory. For
example, one of the broad categories in the initial codebook was Challenges with implementing
CLIFF. As we analyzed and coded the data, we used inductive methods to add, remove, or
combine codes from the original codebook to create a revised codebook. For example, the
subcode Leadership or staffing turnover was added as we read transcripts. After coding the
data, we organized the categorized codes into several subthemes and overarching themes
similar to the approach described in Graneheim et al. (2017). More details on creating the
revised codebook, applying it to the text, and creating themes are included in appendix 4.
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Section 5: Implementation Evaluation Themes and their Associated
Subthemes

The implementation evaluation seeks to understand to what extent pilot sites implemented
the tool as described in the logic model, what barriers to implementation emerged, and how
participating organizations faced these barriers. Our thematic analysis of the coded text
revealed rich insights, which we divided into three themes: identifying the target population,
integrating CLIFF into site operations, and integrating CLIFF into counseling sessions.

5.1 Identifying the Target Population

Identifying the target population was an initial challenge for most of the site administrators
and coaches that we interviewed. Throughout the pilot, as organizations used the tools more
with clients, they learned more about which clients benefit from the tools and those who
reported little perceived value from using the tools.

Subtheme 1: Readiness

Most coaches we interviewed noted that CLIFF is useful for people who are financially stable
and mentally “ready” to advance in their careers. Most coaches described readiness as having
a certain mindset—clients seeking positive change in their lives and ready to think longer-term
about their careers and finances. Such clients were frequently described as financially stable,
motivated, not in a crisis (such as lacking housing or being food insecure), and interested in
exploring higher-paying careers, getting off public assistance, or both. One coach, for
example, noted the connection between longer-term planning and general motivation:
“Someone who is future-minded and motivated are the people we will sit down with the CLIFF
tools.”

Many coaches identified career readiness, along with interest in career advancement,
as important indicators when deciding to use CLIFF: “It's an incredibly useful tool for anyone
who is considering a job change...weighing the options between two separate career paths.”
Another coach offered a similar response:

I think it's useful for individuals going through the program because they're
unemployed or underemployed individuals. And so they're kind of at a crossroads in
their life...wanting like the best career choice moving forward.

Clients who met these definitions of readiness were frequently reported as a small share of the
organization’s client base. For example, one organization that primarily uses CLIFF with people
seeking employment or training said that most clients come in with an attitude
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focused only on the present: “I don't care what my future looks like. I just need a job.” This
organization chose not to use CLIFF with this group of clients. A smaller share of clients is
interested in longer-term development:

[Tlhere's others that do come in that want that whole career development kind of piece
and understanding what their future holds. And that would be a lower percent. So much
lower, and I wouldn't even know where to guess on that.

Coaches often mentioned two distinct subpopulations of clients that benefited from the CLIFF
tools: young adults and youths approximately between ages 16 and 24: “I'm thinking those
who are at the community college level, those who are seeking higher education and they're
not sure which career path to go.” Similarly, “I think it's been much more beneficial to our
youth program participants because of that, because now is telling them the pitfalls to avoid.”
One coach reported that clients were not pursuing career advancement opportunities
because locally available entry-level jobs did not pay enough to incentivize leaving public
assistance: “It's very, very difficult for us to get have a conversation with someone [on public
assistance] and talking to them about a starting job that may pay $10 or $12 an hour.”

Subtheme 2: Survival

While survival, which identifies clients in a “survival mode” as some coaches phrased it, is
related to readiness, it is distinct in that it specifically denotes the challenging life
circumstances preventing clients them from being ready for the longer-term thinking identified
in Subtheme 1.

Most coaches thought that CLIFF was not relevant for clients focused on immediate
needs. Clients typically visit coaches seeking resources to help with paying unexpected bills,
securing reliable and affordable housing, or even finding mental health resources. These
clients were described as in “crisis” situations, and career exploration and advancement were
not their first concern. As one coach explained, the tool did not interest clients in these
situations because it seemed irrelevant to their situation, “We have to get folks to some level
of stability before they’re really capable of doing this sort of planning and long-term thinking.”

One coach characterized longer-term employment planning as an abstract exercise for
those facing immediate challenging circumstances:

When you're working with folks that are in survival mode...they're not interested in
things that may seem abstract, like, you know, using the question of the jump into
different job types to project how much you're going to make and that they're
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interested in. ‘I need a better way to keep food on the table today and I need to keep
my lights on.’

Another coach described the difficulty of using CLIFF with in-crisis clients.

Most if not all of our clients are coming to us with some kind of precipitating crisis,
which is I’'m about to lose my house, my rent is doubling, or I'm going into collections.
There are very few who are acting proactively for long-term planning. We tend to have
to do a lot of work to get folks stabilized to the point where they can think about long-
term budgeting or any kind of financial management.

A different organization piloted the CLIFF tools with public assistance recipient families in a
transitional housing program, which provides temporary housing as families move from
homelessness to permanent housing. The coaches reported that this population “[J]ust has
too many external factors going on that they couldn't [try to gain employment]. This was the
farthest thing from their minds.”

5.2 Integrating CLIFF into Organization Operations

Several organizations faced initial challenges integrating CLIFF into organization operations,
and others had not used CLIFF at all as of the time of the interviews. Participants spoke about
several issues that limited their ability to integrate CLIFF into their operations.

Subtheme 1: Staffing constraints

To use the CLIFF successfully, staff needed to complete a training session and gain experience
using the tools. Organizations reported that staff capacity was difficult to maintain because of
staff turnover, delays hiring new staff, and COVID-19 disruptions. Many of the organizations
that implemented CLIFF operate with relatively few staff or had only trained one staff member
to use CLIFF; in these small organizations, if that staff member left the organization, CLIFF use
either stopped entirely or was paused until a new coach was hired and trained:

We started out with a small, small number of staff people. We lost those individuals and
so it's kind of just regenerating that knowledge base and getting people trained to really
understand the why and then actually understand the tool.

Subtheme 2: Organizations adopted different approaches to integrate CLIFF

Before the pilot began, the CLIFF research team encouraged all pilot organizations to develop
a flow chart and embed CLIFF formally into their workflow for the duration of the pilot. We
reasoned that a formal process offered coaches more structure in using CLIFF with clients and
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would reduce uncertainty on when and how to use CLIFF. During the interviews, we found that
most organizations had not created a formal structure to use CLIFF. CLIFF requirements
varied from exposing all clients to the tools at an initial orientation (and leaving it up to the
client to request to use it) to making it mandatory for all clients. The most common approach,
however, was to make no requirements whatsoever. Organizations that had formal processes
typically had a higher uptake of the CLIFF tools.

The process for integrating CLIFF was most often up to the coach. Coaches decide
when in the counseling process to use CLIFF, with which clients to use CLIFF, and how to use
the different features of CLIFF. In these situations, CLIFF take-up was low. For example, one
organization decided only to use CLIFF when a client requested it. Since no clients requested
it, the organization ended up not using CLIFF at all. No clients requesting the tool can be
explained by minimal advertising, awareness, or lack of interest: “We were ready, but people
just didn't take it and we couldn't get people to really walk through it the way we hoped.”

Another site administrator reported that uptake among coaches was low, but also
highlighted the importance of providing incentives for coaches to use a new tool. This
organization, like all in the pilot, offered no monetary or performance incentive to use the
tools: “I think the CLIFF Tool is a wonderful tool. [B]ut...I think I would have had a better
experience in getting our forces to utilize this tool if I could have offered some type of incentive
for them to use it.”

Other organizations provided detailed guidance to coaches about the CLIFF tools. For
example, one administrator overseeing the statewide implementation of CLIFF initially piloted
the tools at only one site. The administrator asked staff to take detailed notes, including client
reactions. The administrator then reviewed the data with the site, developed detailed guidance
for the other site locations in the state, provided custom training, and identified a point person
for future questions about the tools. Once expanded to other site locations within the state,
clients could see the CLIFF tools on personalized online dashboards. The site administrator
encouraged coaches to use it with all clients participating in one of the state’s employment
programs. The site administrator also recommended that the coaches use the tools with
clients at the intake phase and during any reassessment of the client’s goals.

Subtheme 3: Time constraints

When speaking to organizations with low CLIFF usage, we found that coaches had conflicting
responsibilities that left limited time for CLIFF implementation. This time constraint appeared
in two ways. First, coaches had limited time to work with a client in a typical counseling
session. CLIFF, they reported, was too time-consuming to fit into these short sessions that
were already full of programmatic and administrative requirements such as data entry,
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eligibility screenings, and case management. For example, one coach noted that “Workloads
are very high,” and another, “It [CLIFF] takes a while to go through everything.”

Second, and distinct from lacking the time to go through all the information, coaches
reported frustration about duplicate data entry. Coaches are required to enter demographic,
economic, case notes, and other information about clients into administrative data systems.
CLIFF was viewed as a computer program that required inputting much of the same
information. A site administrator explained, “They [coaches] saw the CLIFF tool as yet another
tool that they would need to populate and...duplicate the same information.”

Subtheme 4: Lack of training and information

As discussed in Subtheme 2, some organizations chose to use CLIFF only when a client
requested it and, perhaps as a result, these organizations all had low take-up of the CLIFF
tools. When asked to explain the low uptake, respondents reported challenges with advertising
and explaining the tools’ value. If clients were neither aware of the tools nor confident CLIFF
was worth their time to use, then it is unsurprising that they did not choose to use CLIFF.

Some coaches felt poorly equipped to explain the full value of the tools to clients. For
example, one coach said, “I would like to be better at pitching.” One administrator suggested
that better marketing materials would have increased uptake:

There needs to be like an exciting elevator pitch. ‘So it's like, what's in it for me?’ Maybe
some stories about how other participants have benefited, I think that can be very
beneficial.

Coaches at organizations with higher uptake did use participant stories to interest new clients,
as suggested in the quote above. As one administrator explained, “The more we do it, the
easier it is for our workforce specialist to share good feedback from other participants.”

5.3 Integrating CLIFF into Counseling Sessions

Subtheme 1: Dedicating time and contextualizing usage

One key aspect of CLIFF implementation was integrating CLIFF into an existing process for
coaching clients. Some coaches dedicated the session entirely to CLIFF, while others
dedicated only a part of a session to CLIFF. Organizational focus explains most of this
difference in approaches—organizations in which the coaches meet with clients multiple times
over a longer period have more opportunities to schedule a session dedicated entirely to
CLIFF. Some coaches reported using CLIFF multiple times with the same client over a longer
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period. Organizations in which the coaches only meet with a client only once or twice had
limited time to fit CLIFF into already busy coaching sessions.

Usage time for CLIFF within these sessions varied by organization. Most coaches
reported using CLIFF for at least 30 minutes per session. Only two organizations reported tool
usage time of less than 30 minutes. Coaches who used CLIFF with clients for one hour or more
tended to use CLIFF as a springboard for other conversations or to compare multiple career or
budget scenarios for the client:

I think it's a good tool to use to really think about their finances as well in addition to
looking at education and training and getting into a position, maybe moving up into a
higher-level position in, in their own field or in a different field. And that really sets it up
for a conversation, as you mentioned, around financial, education, financial counseling,
financial skills, management skills.

Coaches presented the CLIFF tools to clients in multiple ways. The sessions were typically
one-on-one with a coach and client, although one organization reported using it with a group
of clients. The group session aimed to generate interest in using the tool one-on-one. Coaches
used CLIFF in person, over the phone, or online by sharing their screens.

One coach preferred to use CLIFF in person because “It's a little bit easier to have an
honest and genuine conversation that way.” Sessions not conducted in person, however, faced
challenges. Screen sharing may not work because clients do not always have access to
computers, and cell phone screens are too small to see the CLIFF information displayed
clearly. To avoid these issues, some coaches entered the client’s information into CLIFF ahead
of time using a paper worksheet the client completed. Then, the coach sent a PDF of CLIFF
output to clients and discussed the results over the phone.

Subtheme 2: Collecting client information

To provide accurate and individually tailored information to the client, the CLIFF Dashboard
and especially the CLIFF Planner require the user to input detailed household information,
including the number of people in a household, the age of each household member, the total
income of all household members, and the public assistance programs that the user is
currently receiving. The CLIFF tools also require the user to select two jobs, typically the job
the person is currently in and the job the person is aspiring to be in. Users have the option to
enter the duration of occupational training. In the CLIFF Planner, users can also enter the
number of hours that they intend to work while they are in training and add the cost of training
to their calculations by inputting tuition costs, student loan costs, and grants. The CLIFF
Planner also requests users to input assets, which the tool uses to run asset tests for various
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public assistance programs. Users of the CLIFF Planner can customize their budget by entering
monthly housing, childcare, food, transportation, repayment of credit card and other debt, and
other expenses for up to a five-year planning horizon.

Most of this information is optional in the CLIFF Planner. Users can keep the default
value of zero dollars for assets and select default estimates of typical basic expenses.
However, the training encourages users to provide the client’s actual assets and expenses so
that the output more accurately reflects the client’s actual financial situation.

In the interviews, coaches said that inputting all the client information sometimes
requires pre-work: “A big learning was that it’s important to collect all information needed
before sitting down.” Coaches also struggled when the information was not available. For
example, the occupation in a particular county that they were looking for would not appear in
the dropdown menu list.?° In these situations, the coaches sometimes improvised by choosing
a similarly paying occupation that was in the dropdown list.

Coaches using the CLIFF Planner also reported that clients were hesitant to provide
coaches with information about their actual expenses:

So budget and numbers is a big conversation, you know, and for some people, they're
just more hesitant. Some people have, you know, missing money that they don't want
to explain.

Subtheme 3: Interpreting CLIFF output

The CLIFF tools include several charts and tables. One possible barrier to effective usage is if
either coaches or clients do not understand these figures. When asked about reading the
CLIFF output, most coaches said it was easy to understand. However, some coaches reported
that they used only one or two charts rather than going through all the charts with a client.
According to the coaches, they focused on the one or two charts that made the most impact on
clients.

Two people (one coach and one client) mentioned liking the net expenses chart that
shows out-of-pocket expenses after public assistance has been considered. The coach
mentioned that the concept of benefits cliffs itself was difficult for clients to understand. This
coach avoided the benefits cliffs chart and instead focused on the client’s budget:

10 Occupations may not be in the dropdown selection list if local data for that occupation is not available
from the Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics. Estimates are not
released for a number of reasons, including data quality concerns and the need to protect confidentiality
of respondents.
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When I'm trying to explain the cliff effect to someone who may not have had that
language for what they're experiencing ... it feels like it's difficult for them to digest. So I
find myself drawn to just showing, like basically, you know, here's your [net] expenses.

Some coaches found the calculations in the tool difficult to explain to clients. One client asked
a coach to explain the health care expense assumptions in one of the charts, and the coach
was unable to answer. This coach felt that the tool makes so many assumptions about
expenses and earnings that it is just “analytical guessing.”

Subtheme 4: Counseling strategies

The CLIFF research team provided extensive training on how to use the tools but not on
counseling strategies to navigate difficult financial situations.** Most coaches praised the
technical training. However, several coaches requested more training and example scenarios
to practice.

Some coaches said that they had hoped the training would include lessons on how to
coach through difficult financial situations. The results of the CLIFF tools are not always
positive, and coaches felt that they needed training to walk clients through potentially difficult
financial decisions. In some cases, the client’s chosen career and training option does not
allow them to meet their financial goals:

What you're finding when you go through the CLIFF Planner is that really the cost of
getting trained to do that will not really give you much more income [in the new job]. So
I think that's helpful. But I think it's been a little disappointing to people.

In some of these difficult cases, the CLIFF tools can show that a chosen career move will
result in a benefit cliff in which the client is financially worse off for one or even several
years. In these cases, coaches expressed difficulty explaining the results to their clients and
counseling them on what they should do:

Some people find it a little bit, I think, discouraging, you know, because they're looking
at the big picture and they know they're going to make more money. And if you getto a
certain point, you're like, hey, at this point it's going to be really bad for you. But it kind
of even though they know they're going to lose benefits at some point, that that gap
there, that cliff, it's kind of like seeing it is different.

11 The CLIFF training focused on the technical aspects of using the tools; counseling was recognized the
purview and expertise of the organizations and best left to them.
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5.4 Implementing CLIFF across Different Organizational Types

As described in section 4. Logic Model, Methodology, and Data Collection, the 23
organizations that participated in this study represent different institutional types. The
important variation for this pilot concerns the services that they offer to clients and the type of
clients they serve. We define these institutional types in the following way:

1. Job centers operating in the public workforce system.

2. Statewide human services agency serving families in the Temporary Assistance for
Needy Family program.

3. Nonprofits offering funding and placement for short-term training programs.

4. Nonprofits offering in-depth, longer-term (over months not weeks) financial, public
assistance, and employment counseling together with supports such as transitional
housing to stabilize family’s short-term needs.

We observed implementation varying across these different institutional types in a few
ways. In the public workforce system job centers and at nonprofits offering primarily funding
and placement in short-term training programs, site administrators and coaches discussed
challenges identifying clients for whom the tool adds value—that is, clients who were “ready”
as discussed in section 5.1. CLIFF functionality focuses mostly on long-term planning;
however, the coaches at these organizations reported that most clients were not interested in
longer-term career planning; they cared about short-term outcomes and just wanted a job
immediately. In contrast, the human services agencies and the nonprofits with more in-depth
counseling models reported that the tools typically helped clients focus on their long-term
career and financial goals.

Further, job center coaches were more likely than coaches at other types of institutions to
report that clients lacked the technical training and computer literacy to understand the charts
in the tools. In these situations, coaches would avoid using the tools out of fear of making
clients uncomfortable or feel intimidated. These constraints led coaches to use the CLIFF tools
less frequently, focusing only on a small subset of clients who were interested in longer-term
career exploration.

Job center coaches were also more likely than coaches at other types of institutions to
report administrative barriers to adoption. They reported less time to use the tools. Their
counseling sessions were less frequent, shorter, and involved multiple administrative tasks in
addition to the CLIFF tools. Coaches at job centers reported that they did not use the public
assistance functionalities of CLIFF tools because they had neither time nor expertise to talk
about public assistance losses. When job center coaches used the tools with clients, they
tended to focus only on the career exploration functionality.
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Section 6: Discussion

The implementation evaluation of the CLIFF Tools National Pilot revealed that organizations
had varying degrees of success in implementing the program. Many of the implementation
challenges we find can be put into a broader context by returning to the assumptions of the
logic model. In section 4, we described several assumptions implicit in the logic model. In
general, it assumes that organizations can effectively integrate the CLIFF tools into their
organizations, that staff enroll and complete training, that trained coaches effectively
incorporate CLIFF into their coaching sessions, and that clients are comfortable sharing
information and using the tool. Our implementation evaluation reveals assumptions that were
hard to meet in practice. For example, it revealed that organizations often struggled to
integrate CLIFF due to challenges in identifying the target population and training coaches
given high staff turnover. Coaches received training, as assumed by the model, but sometimes
lacked the additional training on public assistance rules and eligibility needed to explain the
tool output to clients. Clients were not always comfortable sharing the personal information
needed to use the CLIFF tools, and they were not always interested in all the tools’ features.
With this broader context in mind, we turn now to reflect on the specific findings of the
evaluation and to suggest processes for improved implementation going forward.

6.1 Summary of Findings

Identifying the target population

We found that CLIFF is most useful for individuals who are financially stable and ready to plan
for the longer term. Some coaches reported that CLIFF was not helpful for clients who were in
“survival” situations and focused only on short-term goals such as securing housing, paying off
debt, or just getting any job no matter the pay. The finding that such clients did not express
interest in the wage or benefits projections provided by CLIFF is consistent with the literature
cited in Section 2, which offers good reasons to believe that these CLIFF clients in survival
mode would heavily discount the future or focus their attention on paying their immediate
expenses. Inour literature review, we also gave examples of interventions designed to help
individuals overcome the limited focus on the present and plan for the longer term (Haushofer
and Salicath 2023). Such interventions, either existing or newly created, may help future
adopters of CLIFF more effectively use the tools with clients in survival mode.

Integrating CLIFF into organization operations

The most common challenges with integrating CLIFF into organization operations were staffing
constraints and the lack of sufficient time to use CLIFF. High turnover, which interview and
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focus group subjects attributed mostly to the COVID-19 pandemic, and the associated need to
retrain staff to use CLIFF, disrupted the implementation. Major public health and economic
shocks such as COVID-19 are unpredictable and will always be a potential barrier to the
implementation of a tool such as CLIFF. We may gain more understanding of the usefulness
CLIFF as organizations continue to employ it in different economic and public health contexts.

Many of these integration challenges that we identified reflect broader challenges in
the human services fields. High turnover in social services organizations is a documented
challenge (see Kim and Stoner 2008; Gaffney, Glosser, and Agoncilllo 2018; Haffield 2022)
that COVID-19 exacerbated. Lushin et al. (2023) finds that work-related burnout is strongly
associated with job turnover intentions and low job satisfaction during the pandemic. The
authors propose that minimizing administrative burdens, such as paperwork requirements, can
help reduce levels of work-related burnout. Successful future implementations of CLIFF likely
depend on the approaches that organizations take to manage burnout, administrative burden,
and turnover.

Integrating CLIFF into counseling sessions

We identified two main issues related to counseling in our evaluation. First, coaches
sometimes struggled to collect all the client information necessary to use the CLIFF tools.
Second, some coaches felt unprepared to discuss benefits loss, particularly when those losses
presented severe financial challenges.

We also learned that it was frequently up to the coaches to decide how and when to
incorporate CLIFF into their sessions. As a result, many coaches used CLIFF with clients who
were unlikely to benefit from the tool (for example, people facing a financial crisis) or did not
use it at all. Many coaches reported they lacked the time to use CLIFF with clients. Other
responsibilities, along with uncertain or low client interest in CLIFF, reduced usage in some
organizations. This same issue was identified in a 2007 study of a tool, with a model and
rationale similar to the CLIFF tools, called the Work Advancement and Support Center (WASC)
Work Advancement Calculator. When integrating the WASC calculator into operations at
several workforce centers, one of the centers noted that coaches had difficulty fitting the
calculator into client sessions due to heavy client loads and because coaches did not see using
the tool as a priority. They reported, "With more [clients] to see, there is less time to spend
with each one, and using the calculator does not always remain a priority for the appointment"
(Tessler and Seith 2007, 75).
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6.2 Future Directions

The CLIFF Tools National Pilot and Implementation Evaluation were designed to inform
improvements of the tools (for example, usability), to identify best practices for successful
implementation (for example, identifying the right target population), and to research the
impact of public assistance calculators on economic mobility. Based on feedback, the CLIFF
development team has already made several usability improvements, such as modifying the
output chart design so that charts are readable even if printed in black-and-white. The CLIFF
development team has also made improvements to facilitate adoption and use, such as a
single portal where users can access all CLIFF tools in one place. We also released a new tool,
called CLIFF Snapshot, designed for workers in “survival mode”; CLIFF Snapshot models
immediate employment changes more suited to workers trying only to stabilize their finances
rather than to develop a long-term career plan.

Future research with the CLIFF tools will take several directions. The CLIFF research
team will continue to identify best practices for the use of CLIFF and to develop more specific
implementation guidance. In section 4.2 Training and procedures, we explained the CLIFF
tools pilot included only minimal procedures for organizations to follow. The pilot was
structured as a formative study that provided us with the opportunity to learn more about best
practices for organization and coach implementation. The results presented in this study
suggest revisions to the training protocols, such as providing more guidance to organizations
for identifying the target population at a screening stage and providing dedicated time to
coaches to use CLIFF.

The evaluation also suggests that more training and tool improvements may help
coaches take steps earlier on to collect client information or be able to use the tool effectively
with only partial client data. Issues of time management and data gathering could be
addressed by developing clearer, more detailed guidance for site administrators and coaches
onintegrating CLIFF into organizational operations, screening procedures to target clients,
and appropriate phases in the counseling process for CLIFF utilization. Furthermore, if
organizations want coaches to discuss public assistance loss in the context of career
advancement our findings suggest that coaches will need more training—and a tool is not
enough. Coaches should know the basic details of all major public assistance programs and be
prepared with a set of coaching strategies to help workers manage public assistance loss. To
our best knowledge, no such coaching curriculum exists. Training, like the Advancing Careers
Academy, could become more helpful by including case studies and scenarios that depict
general strategies to coach clients around public assistance losses in the context of career
advancement.

More work needs to be done before a more complete version of CLIFF implementation
procedures is developed, particularly on benefit cliff-specific coaching procedures and using
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the full functionality of the CLIFF tool. We also plan to study the implementation of CLIFF in
new organizational types, such as employers.

Additional research will seek to study the outcomes of using CLIFF, both short-term
outcomes such as training enrollment and choice and longer-term outcomes such as achieving
financial self-sufficiency. This research can be conducted using different methodological
approaches. One promising approach would be a randomized controlled trial, where
organizations and clients are randomly assigned to use CLIFF. This research design would
facilitate causal identification of the impact of CLIFF on the outcomes of interest.
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Appendix 1: Interview and Focus Group Instruments

Appendix 1.1 Instrument: One-On-One Interview with the Site Administrator

Interviewer script: Now I'd like to understand how you are implementing CLIFF within the

organization.

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)
6)

7)

8)

Tell me a little about how CLIFF got started at your organization. How did you learn
about CLIFF? Who in your organization first suggested it be adopted?

Who at your organization is responsible for the pilot’s successful implementation?
What processes are in place to support the implementation?

a) Follow up: How are you tracking training and usage of CLIFF?

b) Follow up: What challenges have you faced in adopting CLIFF? How have these
challenges been overcome? Do you feel the implementation has been
successful?

Have you implemented any programmatic changes intended to make CLIFF a part of
your process (such as system codes added, curriculum changes, internal manual
changes, etc.)?

How do Job Seekers find out about CLIFF? Is it advertised anywhere?

Did your organization make any programmatic changes (such as system codes added,
curriculum changes, internal manual changes, etc.) to facilitate the CLIFF
implementation?

I have a few questions about the staff that use CLIFF with clients.

a) How was it decided which coaches would use CLIFF for the pilot?

b) Whatis the training and background of staff that use CLIFF?

c¢) How were staff trained on CLIFF? (e.g., Advancing Careers Academy, virtually,
peer-to-peer)

i)  What share of staff were trained through each method?

ii)  What share of staff using CLIFF have not received any training?
Have you made any changes in communication, coordination, and collaboration across
systems (e.g., postsecondary educational institutions, workforce development
agencies, social services agencies, and health care employers) when implementing
CLIFF?

Interviewer script: Now let's talk about how your staff are using CLIFF.

9)

Can you describe how staff have integrated CLIFF into their work?
a) Note to interviewer: collect detailed feedback here. If there are multiple
meetings with the client, we want to know at what meeting they use CLIFF,
etc.
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10) Is CLIFF required or optional?
a) If optional, how do people opt-in and schedule a session (e.g., is there a form)? For
what purpose are coaches supposed to be using CLIFF? (e.g., Financial coaching?
Career coaching? Benefits eligibility determinations? Other?)
i)  Potential follow-up: What do you mean by financial coaching/career
coaching/eligibility determinations?
11) Can you describe the types of clients whom you think CLIFF is useful for?
a) What share of your total clients is that?
b) What types of clients do you think CLIFF is not useful for?
Potential follow-ups—is the target population:
i)  Those seeking to make a career plan.
i)  Those looking for an immediate job placement.
iii)  Those interested in benefits eligibility.
iv)  Those worried about benefits cliffs.
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Appendix 1.2 Instrument: Focus Groups with Coaches

1) Canyou describe the types of clients whom you think CLIFF is useful for? What types of
clients do you think CLIFF is not useful for?
a) Potential follow-ups.—is the target population:
i)  Those seeking to make a career plan.
i)  Those looking for an immediate job placement.
iii)  Those interested in benefits eligibility.
iv)  Those worried about benefits cliffs.
2) Do you use CLIFF with all your clients?
a) Ifno, how do you decide which clients use CLIFF?

Interviewer script: Let’s talk a little about how you have integrated CLIFF into your work.

3) What difficulties have you encountered in integrating CLIFF into your work? Have you
overcome these difficulties?
4) For what purpose are you using CLIFF?
a) E.g., Financial coaching? Career coaching? Benefits eligibility determinations?
Other?
i)  Potential follow-up: what do you mean by financial coaching/career
coaching/eligibility determinations?
5) What parts of the output do you find most useful?
6) Please describe the setting of a typical CLIFF session.
a) Potential follow-ups:
i)  Isthetoolusedinagroup session? Is it used virtually?
ii)  How long does it typically take to go through the CLIFF tool?
iii)  Isthe session dedicated to using CLIFF or does it include other
activities?
7) How is CLIFF output shared with clients (e.g., only during the session, email pdf follow-
up, printout, etc.)?

8) How many clients have you used CLIFF with so far? (Ask each individual coach.)
a) Isthere any reason why you have not used CLIFF more?
i)  Potential follow-ups: are there issues with functionality or lack of
features?
i)  Potential follow-ups: did you increase or decrease usage over the course
of the pilot?
9) Based on your experience so far, would you recommend the continued use of CLIFF?
Why or why not?
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Appendix 1.3 Instrument: Focus Group with Job Seekers

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)

9)

Why did you come to the <organization name>?
a) Potential follow-up: Were you looking for a job, career coaching and
advancement, benefits coaching, or something else?
How was CLIFF described to you and why did you use CLIFF?
Did the coach/case worker/coach help you understand the information produced by
CLIFF?
How many minutes did you spend discussing the output?
Was there any information from CLIFF that was difficult to understand?
a) Note to interviewer: After allowing the participant to answer based on memory
alone, show an example report to prompt further discussion.
Did CLIFF offer you any new information to aid your decision, or have you seen this
information elsewhere?
Do you think the information provided by CLIFF is accurate? Did you trust the
information?
a) Note to interviewer: Follow up about each of the charts in the example report:
income paths? Public assistance estimates? Cost of living estimates?
[If using CLIFF Planner] Were you asked to complete the information checklist prior to
using CLIFF?
a) Was there any information requested that you did not know the answer to?
[If using CLIFF Planner] Did you use the ‘self-sufficiency target’ expenses or enter your
own?
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Appendix 2: The CLIFF Tools

The following images are screens of the CLIFF Dashboard and Planner, chosen to highlight the
main functionality of the tools used in the pilot. The displays reflect the version of the tools
used in the pilot. Changes have been made since. For the most current version of the tools, see
the Atlanta Fed’s Advancing Careers website.

Appendix 2.1 CLIFF Dashboard

Figure 2.1A CLIFF Dashboard Homepage

¥ Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta

Select state Weicome esults For Policymakers Methodology

North Carolina v
Select county < . - 2 e % G

This dashboard gives you information about which in-demand careers are likely to help you overcome a
v loss of public assistance and leave you in a better position financially. The dashboard also shows how long
it will take to achieve self-sufficiency on a career path.

Select family type

Please select an option below

Select public assistance

Please select an option below

CLIFF

Specify Target Occupation Carcer Ladder Identifier and Financial Forecaster
Select broad occupation group
Plisse ealactantiotioat Step 1: Use the navigation pane on the left to select a family type most similar to your own and to identify
ease select an tion below v

careers of interest to you.
Specify duration of education or training program
Please select an option below v Step 2: Hit 'Calculate Results' button.

Step 3: Switch to the 'Results' tab at the top of this page to see how much a typical worker in a career you
choose in the left pane can expect to earn locally and to pay in taxes, and how much the worker's family
can expect to receive in public assistance over time.

Specify Occupation for Comparsion

©® Near-minimum wage job

O Other . - ] y
- Step 4: Use dropdown menus in the navigation pane to customize your results further. Hit 'Recalculate'
to update your results.

Fill in all inputs to continue

Source: authors. Image is of the 2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.
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Figure 2.1B: Income and Self-Sufficiency Target Chart
Annual Family Take-Home Pay and Self-Sufficiency Target
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2039 1
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2045

=0=LPN
=®= Near-Minimum Wage Job

Self-Sufficiency Target

Source: authors. Image is of the 2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.

Figure 2.1C: Expenses Over Time Chart

Expenses Included in the Self-Sufficiency Target

Expense:
40,000
35,000 1 B Childcare
30,000 B Food
@25,000_ B Healthcare
g 20,000 1 ¥ Housing
g 15,000 ] B Transportation
5,000 B Utilities
o | 1NN N e e o o o o

TONMNTNDONONDO—NM
NANNANNNANNODOOO®
CO00000O0O0O000CO
NANNANNNNNNNNNN
Year

2035
2036
2037
2038
2039
2040
2041
2042
2043
2044
2045

Source: authors. Image is of the 2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.
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Figure 2.1D: Public Assistance by Year for Two Careers

Public Assistance on Chosen Career Path

Licensed Practical and Licensed Vocational Nurses Near-Minimum Wage Job

20,000

15,000 ||||
10,000 4 |||
SJOOO | II |||II||IIII ‘

|

$ per year

Mecklenburg County, NC
I Medicaid for Children/CHIP B SNAP CDCTC ™ CTC m EITC

Source: authors. Image is of the 2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.
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Figure 2.1E: Annual Net Financial Resources Over Time Chart
Annual Net Financial Resources on Chosen Career Path
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Source: authors. Image is of the 2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.
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Appendix 2.2 CLIFF Planner

Figure 2.2A: CLIFF Planner Homepage

% CLIFF

Career Ladder Identifier and Financial Forecaster

CLIFF gives you information about income and public assistance along a career path. With CLIFF, you can compare
the financial tradeoffs to different careers and visualize a path to financial stability.

Send this Information Checklist to Your Client

1 2 3

TELL US CHOOSE YOUR BUDGET FOR
ABOUT YOURSELF FUTURE CAREER YOUR CAREER MOVE

Get Started

Source: authors. Image is of the 2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.
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Figure 2.2B: Client Information Entry Page

What state do you live in?
What parish do you live in?

Do you live with your spouse or partner?

Do any other family members live with you?

Include adults and children

How many?

Monthly earnings of your spouse/partner and
other family members

Income before taxes

Your age
Age of first other family member

Age of second other family member

Louisiana

Orleans Parish

® No
O Yes

O No
® Yes

25

Source: authors. Image is of the 2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.
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Figure 2.2C: Client Career Entry Page
CAREER OPTION 2

Select Industry

Healthcare b
Select Occupation Type
Opportunity Occupations v

Select Occupation

LPN v

Will this job provide health insurance?

No v

Do you know the starting hourly wage?

O Yes ® No

Create career path

Do you need training or education to get this job?

O No
@® Yes - enter custom training duration, cost,
and grant value

Duration of schooling 1 I8 year(s)

o |S month(s)
Total Tuition and Fees o A
Total Grants o s
Total Student Loans o A

Is this a paid training or will you work during your
studies?

O No @ Yes
20 v hours per week
8 3 S per hour

Source: authors. Image is of the 2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.
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Figure 2.2D: Client Income and Assets Entry Page

INCOME

Monthly income from child support o

Monthly income from investments °

For example, from stocks or bonds

ASSETS

Bank accounts (checking and savings) °

® No

Do you have any retirement savings? &
es

For example, IRA or 401K

Source: authors. Image is of the 2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.
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Figure 2.2E: Client Public Assistance Selection Page
Medicaid for Adults

Medicaid for Children/Children’s Health
Insurance (CHIP)

Health Insurance Marketplace Subsidies

[] TANF

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families

SNAP

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program

[ wiC

Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children

[7] Free or Reduced Price School Meals

School Breakfast and National School Lunch Programs

Source: authors. Some programs were omitted from this screenshot for brevity. Image is of the
2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.
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Figure 2.2F: Client Budget Entry Page
Tell us your typical monthly expenses for each of the items below.

How many years do you want to plan for? 5

We recommend 3-5 years.

What expenses do you want to use?

WRAPAROUND OR OTHER SUPPORT

Total Monthly
Assistance

Source: authors. Image is of the 2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.
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Figure 2.2G: Client Budget Results

Annual Budget

2,500
o+ — = --
-2,500
-
e
[
& -5,000
°
(=]
-7,500
-10,000
-12,500
25 26 27 28 29
Age
Year 2 Year3 Year 4 Years
+ Take-Home Pay 7382 25567 27754 20419 30803
+ Public Assistance 28854 17785 15554 14381 13400
+ Wraparound Support o 0 o o o
- Living Expenses 46901 42338 43683 43957 44116
- Student Loan Repayments o [o] o o o
- Repayment of Other Loans o o (o] o o
- Out-of-Pocket Tuition o o o] o o
= Annual Budget -10755 1014 -375 -157 87

Source: authors. Image is of the 2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.
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Figure 2.2H: Client Public Assistance Results

Expenses after Public Assistance

50,000
45,000
40,000
o
S 35,000
- 30,000
I
[ y
o.
& 25,000
£ 20,000
©
& 15,000
10,000
5,000
0
25 26 27 28 29
Age
Bribenss: B childcare [l Health Insurance [ Utilities Other
PENSe. B Food [ Housing [l Transportation
S e T
Rent or Mortgage 6395 7232 7870 8399
Utilities 2397 2397 2397 2397 2397
Child Care 11379 6726 6726 6726 6726
Health Insurance Premium (o} o] 1311 155G 1780
Food (not including EBT purchases) 0 7278 808g 8179 8179
Transportation 4074 4074 4074 4074 4074
Other 3063 3063 3063 3063 3063
Student Loan Repayments a] [} [} (e} o
Repayment of Other Loans (o} [s] [} o o
Out-of-Pocket Tuition o} o o o o

Source: authors. Image is of the 2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.
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Figure 2.21: Client Expenses after Public Assistance Results
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Medicaid for Children/CHIP
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Housing Voucher
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Source: authors. Image is of the 2021 version of tool used in CLIFF pilot.
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Appendix 3: CLIFF Pilot Flow Chart Example

CLIFF Pilot Process

Resume Additional
PR Completion Support

& Review (Optional)

Resume

g Assistance
**Follow up

CAREER
EXPLORATION &

LMI RESEARCH
Path A *Follow up

Job Search
Review Career Assistance

— Choice
**Follow up
Continued Job Additional

Search ¢ :
Assistance upport
(Optional)

Or Interview Prep

Path B

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week5
Follow-Up Activities *Follow-Up Activities **Follow-Up Activities Follow-Up Activities (optional)
Case manager will schedule «Group A: Complete Career Exploration  *Group A: Attend resume workshop +Group A and B: Continue to
11 and provide and LMI worksheet & complete resume worksheets work toward training/job search
MSK, summary of customer situation, Complete TRP (if applicable); Complete goals; schedule follow-up with
Goal 41T Plan «Group B: Attend resume workshop CLIFF again if new career was chosen if additional support with
Complete resume worksheets resume, interviewing, job search
«Group B: Continue to tailor resume and/or career exploration is desired
and apply for jobs;

Attend interviewing workshop

Source: authors and anonymous pilot partner. Individual names were redacted to preserve
anonymity.

Appendix 4: Creating the Final Codebook and Discerning Themes

We developed an initial codebook that consisted of higher-order code categories, subcodes,
and definitions and examples of each code. To refine this codebook and code the data, we
used the three-stage method recommended by Campbell et al. (2013): 1) developing a coding
scheme based on a high level of intercoder reliability on a sample of transcripts; 2)
adjudicating the remaining coding disagreements through negotiation among the coders to
establish high levels of intercoder agreement; and 3) using the coding scheme developed in
the sample on the full set of transcripts.
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Two analysts used this initial codebook to separately code a 30 percent subset of the
interview data. After coding the subset, the analysts discussed the codebook amongst
themselves and with one of the lead researchers to identify and resolve disagreements about
the meaning of codes. Similar codes were combined and codes that were not used were
dropped. The codebook was also expanded to capture higher-order categories. Disagreements
between the coders over the codes applied to specific units of text were discussed and either
resolved or noted as disagreement.’? We repeated this process for several iterations of coding
and discussion until the researchers felt that intercoder reliability (selecting the same codes
for the same unit of text) was high and the codebook could be consistently applied to the
remainder of the interview data.

To assess the reliability of the coding technique, we estimate a quantitative intercoder
reliability (ICR) score that measures how much researchers agree when coding the same
dataset. Using the quantitative approach, we compute an intercoder reliability Kappa value of
0.45, which indicates moderate agreement between the coders (Altman 1990). In addition to
reporting a quantitative ICR score, we also followed process-based guidelines to improve
intercoder reliability, as recommended by Cofie, Braund, and Dalgarno (2022). They
recommend eight process-based guidelines: 1) include a minimum of two coders; 2) at least
one coder should be more removed from the data collection;!® 3) at least one coder should
have previous experience coding qualitative data; 4) a minimum of two researchers should
code all interview transcripts; 5) coders should use the same inductive/deductive framework
for analysis; 6) coders should focus on shared meaning of codes through dialogue and
consensus; 7) another coder with qualitative expertise was consulted to resolve conflicts; 8)
coder consensus should result in a codebook that can be applied to all remaining transcripts.#

We use this alternative approach in addition to the ICR for two reasons. First, there are
known methodological challenges with using ICR scores on semi-structured interview data,
particularly with the unitization of long blocks of text.!® Second, some scholars have criticized
the application of ICR scores because the practice applies a positivist research method to

12 As we refined the codebook, all coding disagreements were eventually resolved.

13 All coders, however, attended at least one interview. No coder or researcher attended all interviews.
14 See Table 1 of Cofie, Braund, and Dalgarno (2022) for all eight process-based guidelines.

15 Determining intercoder reliability in semi-structured interviews is difficult to do. According to
Campbell et al. (2013), one reason for the difficulty is due to unitization. Unitization is determining the
precise portions of the text that should be coded. Coders may choose to highlight slightly different
strings of texts due to variation in what information a coder thinks is important and the conversational
nature of semi-structured interviews that tends to result in tangents, digressions, and backtracks.
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qualitative research, which inherently has an interpretivist epistemological paradigm (see
O’Connor and Joffe (2020) for a review of this argument). 16

Applying the codebook and discerning themes and their challenges

Once the coders had reached a satisfactory level of reliability and agreed on the codes applied
to specific units of text, they applied the revised codebook to the remaining 70 percent of the
data. With all the text coded, the two lead researchers independently clustered the coded text
and accompanying categories into several themes and subthemes. The lead researchers
discussed agreements and disagreements in their themes and then iteratively refined the
coded text to create the final themes and subthemes used in the evaluation report.

16 Interpretivist epistemologies commonly used in qualitative methods reject the notion of a single,
objective, external “reality” that the scientific method can reveal. Thus, with this approach, qualitative
researchers’ role is not to reveal stability of findings across time or contexts, but to interpret and
communicate the diversity of perspectives on a given topic.
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