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This Generocity.org report shares diverse community
perspective on combating poverty in Philadelphia. It is based
on hundreds of interviews and a year of reporting. Generocity
is a news site focused on the nonprofit, philanthropic and civic
sector in Philadelphia, published by Technically Media, an
independent digital media company. This work was made
possible by the generous support of United Way of Greater
Philadelphia and Southern New Jersey (UWGPSNJ). 

In Fall 2020, Generocity set out to better understand what was
and wasn't changing about poverty during the chaotic
pandemic. Over the next year, a team of Generocity journalists
worked with community leaders to hear firsthand from
neighbors experiencing hardships, and opportunities, in five
distinct Philadelphia neighborhoods confronting high rates of
poverty. Through this, we produced nearly two dozen pieces of
journalism for this series, in addition to informing much else of
our daily reporting. This report is a collection of Generocity’s
findings through our Listening Tour and the resulting editorial
series. Find the full series at generocity.org/project/poverty-
action-series/



This work was made possible by the generous support of 
 United Way of Greater Philadelphia and Southern New
Jersey. Celebrating 100 years, United Way of Greater
Philadelphia and Southern New Jersey (UWGPSNJ) is on a
mission to end poverty and expand opportunity for all by
investing in Early Learning, Community Resiliency, Financial
Empowerment, and Career Pathways. Serving Pennsylvania’s
Chester, Delaware, Montgomery and Philadelphia counties,
and New Jersey’s Atlantic, Burlington, Camden, Cape May and
Cumberland counties, United Way creates solutions that break
the cycle of poverty. As part of a network of independent local
nonprofit organizations, United Way provides countless ways
to give, advocate and volunteer. To learn more, visit
www.unitedforimpact.org.
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Maps  a re  handy  in  ge t t i ng  you  where
you  haven ’ t  been  be fo re ,  o r  where  you
haven ’ t  been  in  ages .  Bu t  a  map  i s  on l y
as  use fu l  as  the  i n f ras t ruc tu re
underg i rd ing  i t  — and  i f  t he
ne ighborhood  you  a re  t rans i t i ng  i n to
has  th ree  b r idges  bu t  none  o f  t hem i s
connec ted  to  each  o the r ,  o r  t o  the
s t ree ts  su r round ing  them,  you ’ re  no t
go ing  to  ge t  ve ry  fa r .

When  Generoc i t y  began  ou r  Pover ty
L is ten ing  Tour  se r ies ,  we  had  no  i dea
tha t  t he  f i gu ra t i ve  maps  we  had  been
fo l l ow ing  — the  ones  tha t  f o r  yea rs
p romised  to  l ead  Ph i l ade lph ia  ou t  o f  i t s
s ta tus  as  the  poores t  b ig  c i t y   — were
fu l l  o f  l one ly  b r i dges  and  d i sconnec ted
s t ree ts .  

47 -yea r -o ld  Ani  Far i  i s  an  Indones ian  immig ran t
and  res iden t  o f  Sou th  Ph i l l y .  Fa r i  had  a  m i ld  case
o f  COVID,  bu t  she  had  to  qua ran t ine  and  m issed
work ,  so  the re  i s  no  money  coming  in .

Fa r i ’ s  50 -yea r -o ld  husband  has  H IV  and  a
weakened  immune  sys tem,  and  An i  was  concerned
he  wou ld  a l so  con t rac t  COVID.  Fo r  seve ra l  weeks ,
they  s lep t  i n  d i f f e ren t  rooms  as  they  quaran t ined .  

Las t  Thursday ,  An i  t es ted  nega t i ve  fo r  COVID,  bu t
she  s t i l l  wo r r i es  abou t  he r  husband  ge t t i ng  the
v i rus .  

She  a l so  wor r i es  abou t  how to  ge t  by .  And  un t i l  a
chance  encoun te r  a t  t he  chu rch  she  a t tends ,  she
doesn ' t  even  know the re  i s  a  way  ou t  o f  he r  dead
end .  

A  yea r  o f  pandemic  and  soc ia l  un res t  am id
genera t i ons  o f  pove r t y  can  be  desc r ibed  w i th  da ta .
Th is  repo r t  i n tends  to  add  s to r i es  l i ke  An i ' s  and
Far i ' s  t o  he lp  gu ide  us  to  answer  the  ques t i on :
where  mus t  e f fo r t s  to  a l l ev ia te  pove r t y  go  now? 
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After a year of reporting and hundreds of
interviews, what we’ve discovered is not that
Philadelphia lacks the will to arrive at its
destination — but that the efforts to do so
remain fractured and disaggregated, without
the necessary overarching and underlying
connective infrastructure. 

Even as COVID-19 ravaged communities,
Generocity journalists embarked on a listening
tour of people in five of Philadelphia’s poorest
neighborhoods, to hear from them directly how
access to benefits and workforce development
could (and should) be employed in economic
mobility efforts. We met our sources through
trusted messengers and where they wanted to
meet. This was a broad-based focus group that
didn't look anything like a focus group. This is
a Generocity Listening Tour.

Many of our sources had used services from
community organizations affiliated with the
Philadelphia Poverty Action Plan, a public-
private collaboration that set a goal to lift
100,000 Philadelphians out of poverty by 2024.

This patchwork of community and social
service organizations — all of them little giants
in the work they do — appears to be both
Philadelphia's safety net, and its limitation. As
one activist put it: "We are only servicing
poverty, not solving it." 

We also took a look at successful strategies
from elsewhere — the Better Chicago
initiative, New York and San Francisco’s
poverty trackers and New York City’s disability
workforce development program — for
reducing poverty. No city has addressed
poverty comprehensively, nor have any city's
most vulnerable residents survived 2020-2021
unscathed. But there are lessons that can
inform poverty alleviation moving forward.

What follows are our takeaways from our year-
long transit through Philadelphia’s poverty
map.



You are the leader you are waiting for. It is common to call for
bold action and then criticize those bold efforts. Philadelphia
poverty remains entrenched due to uncoordinated efforts. 

Develop an air attack and a ground game. Top-level coalition
building and direct action efforts can be in conflict but both are
necessary. Consider investments in both regional/national policy
and intensive neighborhood level interaction.

Benchmark against various peer cities. Leaders should be far
more comfortable contrasting strategies and tactics from other
cities to deploy a menu of options. 

Treat internet connectivity as a utility. The digital divide is part
of every barrier to economic mobility in the city. There is need for
a new paradigm that is not dependent on corporate social
responsibility.

Incorporate economic growth priorities. Philadelphia is not just
poor, it is also not wealthy. Entrepreneurship; advanced skills
development and other market-based strategies may be effective
politically and address limited redistributive opportunities.
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KEY FINDINGS
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A long history of
effort, a short
history of success
As  ou t l i ned  i n  a  March  2020  repo r t
fea tu r ing  an  i n t roduc t i on  by  Ph i l ade lph ia
C i t y  Counc i l  P res iden t  Dar re l l  C la rke ,
the  cen t ra l  goa l  o f  t h i s  c i t y ' ’ s  cu r ren t
an t i -pove r t y  s t ra tegy ,  t he  Pover t y  Ac t i on
P lan ,  i s  t o  reduce  the  number  o f
Ph i l ade lph ians  l i v i ng  be low the  pove r t y
l i ne  by  100 ,000  peop le  w i th in  4  yea rs .

Tha t  v i s ion  i s  cons ide rab ly  more
aggress i ve  than  the  l as t  comprehens ive
pover t y  a l l ev ia t i on  p lan ,  ca l l ed  the
Shared  Prosper i t y  P lan  f rom 2013 .

Tha t  p lan  used  da ta  f rom 2011  tha t  se t
Ph i l ade lph ia ' s  pove r t y  ra te  a t  28 .4%,
mean ing  437 ,492  Ph i l ade lph ians  were
es t ima ted  to  be  l i v i ng  i n  pove r t y .  I n
2018 ,  the  ra te  had  modera te l y  dec l i ned
to  24 .5%,  o r  387 ,980  res iden ts .  Pu t
ano the r  way ,  du r ing  the  l onges t
sus ta ined  pe r iod  o f  economic  g rowth  i n
pos t -war  Amer i can  h i s to ry ,  a  seven-
year ,  concen t ra ted  e f fo r t  t o  reduce
pover t y  i n  Ph i l ade lph ia  b rough t  fewer
than  50 ,000  peop le  ou t  o f  pove r t y .

As  Un ive rs i t y  o f  Pennsy lvan ia ' s
Assoc ia te  D i rec to r  o f  F inance  Bryan
Wi l k inson  wro te  fo r  t he  Soc ia l
I nnova t ion  Jou rna l :  "Fo r  the  Pover t y
Ac t ion  P lan  to  succeed ,  a  commi tmen t  to
the  p rog ramming  and  po l i cy  changes
recommended  by  the  P lan  mus t  be
adop ted  ac ross  a l l  o rgan iza t i ons
opera t i ng  i n  the  reg ion . "

T roub l i ng l y  a  pa tchwork  o f  we l l -
i n ten t i oned  by  d i spa ra te  e f fo r t s  may  fa l l
sho r t  un less  c lea r  l eadersh ip  emerges .
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The  Pover t y  L i s ten ing  Tour  was
in tended  to  be  as  rep resen ta t i ve

o f  Ph i l ade lph ia  was  poss ib le .
 

A  p lu ra l i t y  o f  sou rces  were
Ph i l ade lph ians  l i v i ng  i n  pove r t y .
Mos t  engaged  d i rec t l y  on  these

issues .  S t i l l ,  r eg iona l
po l i cymaker ,  researchers  and

economic  deve lopmen t  exper t s
were  i nc luded .  We met i cu lous l y
t racked  where  ou r  sou rces  l i ved

and  how they  i den t i f i ed  to
re f l ec t  t h i s  c i t y  as  a  who le .



Looking back at Generocity’s  l istening tour
The  in te r tw ined  c r i ses  o f  2020-2021  were  i ncons is ten t  i n  the i r  des t ruc t i on .  Even  w i th
the  s t ress  o f  i so la t i on ,  p ro fess iona ls  w i th  remote - f l ex ib le  j obs  saved  more ,  l ea rned  to
bake  and  red i scove red  themse lves .  Meanwh i le  l ow-pa id  f ron t l i ne  worke rs  and  a t - r i sk
commun i t i es  l os t  many  o f  t he i r  l i f e l i nes .

Ph i l ade lph ians  know we l l  t ha t  t h i s  c i t y  i s  t he  poores t  b ig  c i t y  i n  the  coun t ry .  Less
we l l  known  i s  tha t  Ph i l ade lph ia  i s  no t  j us t  poo r  bu t  i t  i s  a l so  no t  wea l thy .  I n  ana lys i s
o f  a  dozen  b ig  c i t i es ,  Generoc i t y  found  Ph i l ade lph ia  has  fewer  i ncome ea rne rs ,  j us t
as  i t  has  more  res iden ts  l i v i ng  i n  pove r t y .

COVID-19  b rough t  on  a  b i t  more  o f  bo th .  I n  2020 ,  Ph i l ade lph ia  had  one  o f  t he
coun t ry ’ s  h ighes t  i nc reased  yea r  ove r  yea r  ra tes  i n  a t t rac t i ng  we l l -pa id  tech  worke rs
as  pandemic - remote  l i f e  pushed  re loca t i ons  to  l ower -cos t  cen te rs  w i th  o the r
amen i t i es .  A t  t he  same t ime  the  c i t y ’ s  poo res t  res iden ts  were  ravaged .

I t  shou ld  be  no ted  tha t  t he  U .S .  fede ra l  gove rnmen t  d id  d i spense  one  o f  t he  wor ld ' s
mos t  generous  pe r  cap i ta  f i sca l  s t imu lus  p rog rams  du r ing  the  pandemic .  No tab ly ,
pove r t y  dec reased  na t i onw ide  in  2020  — exceed ing ly  ra re  fo r  a  ma jo r  recess ion  and
shu t te red  economy.  Meanwh i le ,  t he  pe rcen tage  o f  Ph i l ade lph ians  l i v i ng  i n  pove r t y
has  been  dec l i n ing  s ince  2011 ;  2019  had  the  l owes t  pe rcen tage  o f  Ph i l ade lph ians
l i v i ng  i n  pove r t y  s ince  2005 .  The  con tex t  o f  t h i s  tou r  was  no t  t ha t  Ph i l ade lph ia  was  a t
the  dep ths  o f  i t s  pove r t y  ra te ,  no r  tha t  t he  pandemic  was  as  damag ing  as  i t  l i ke l y
cou ld  have  been .  Ins tead ,  Ph i l ade lph ia ' s  p rog ress  on  comba t ing  pove r t y  has  been
s lower  than  o the r  b ig  c i t i es  and  the  w ickedness  o f  genera t i ona l  pove r t y  means  fu tu re
ga ins  w i l l  be  i nc reas ing l y  more  d i f f i cu l t .
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Throughou t  2020 ,  B lack ,  La t i nx ,  and
o the r  Ph i l ade lph ians  o f  co lo r  f rom low-
income commun i t i es  accoun ted  fo r  a
d i sp ropor t i ona te  number  o f  t hose
a f fec ted  by  COVID-19  — bo th  phys i ca l l y
and  economica l l y  — d isp rov ing ,  once -
and- fo r -a l l ,  t he  adage  tha t  d i sease
doesn ’ t  d i sc r im ina te .

In  a  c i t y  o f  ne ighborhoods  d i v ided  by
red l i n ing  maps  a lmos t  a  cen tu ry  ago ,  t he
pandemic  made  eve ry th ing  worse .  

Sou th  Ph i l ade lph ia  commun i t i es  a long
Passyunk ,  Po in t  B reeze ,  and  Snyder
Avenues  los t  v i t a l  ea r l y  ch i l dhood  and
a f te rschoo l  p rog rams  as  the  gove rnmen t
i ssued  quaran t ines  and  s tay -a t -home
orde rs .  Many  peop le  i n  Ch ina town  were
la id  o f f  as  bus inesses  s ta r ted  to  c lose .
A  Wes t  Ph i l ade lph ia  d i v ided  by  c lass
saw a  g row ing  need  fo r  j ob  and  ca ree r
t ra in ing .

And  ac ross  the  c i t y ,  sma l l  bus iness
owners  and  en t rep reneurs  wa tched  the i r
d reams  d ie  as  they  were  unab le  to  keep
up  w i th  the  pandemic  and  ine l i g ib le  fo r
fede ra l  s t imu lus .

“ I  know a  fam i l y  tha t  had  two  ch i l d ren ;
the  husband  and  the  w i fe  and  they  had  a
bus iness  on  Sou th  S t ree t , ”  Cher i
Honka la  to ld  Generoc i t y .  Honka la  i s  an
an t i -pove r t y  advoca te  who  co - founded
the  Kens ing ton  We l fa re  R igh ts  Un ion ,  an
ac t i v i s t  o rgan iza t i on  now known as  the
Poor  Peop le ’ s  Economic  Human R igh ts
Campa ign .  
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https://generocity.org/philly/2020/12/15/what-has-covid-19-shown-us-about-gaps-in-poverty-alleviation-a-look-at-south-philly/
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https://generocity.org/person/cheri-honkala/
https://generocity.org/philly/2020/12/08/a-look-inside-the-stubborn-problem-of-access-to-benefits-and-relief-in-kensington/
https://shelterforce.org/2004/05/01/economic-rights-are-human-rights/
https://poorpeoplesarmy.com/


She  spoke  o f  t he  devas ta t i on  tha t  COVID-19  b rough t  to  the  c i t y .  “They  had  a
res tau ran t  and  they  a l l  wo rked  a t  t he  res tau ran t  and  tha t  was  the i r  p lan  fo r  l i f e .  And
they  cou ldn ' t  make  the  t rans i t i on  to  hav ing  peop le  ea t  ou ts ide ,  o r  do ing  the  de l i ve ry
p iece ,  o r  compe t ing  by  hav ing  the  mos t  s l i ck  webs i te  fo r  de l i ve ry . ”

 “So  they  l os t  eve ry th ing , ”  she  con t inued .

Bu t  as  Ph i l ade lph ia  to i l s  under  the  bu rden  o f  a  25% pover t y  ra te  amid  a  g loba l
p lague ,  a l l  wh i l e  the  coun t ry ’ s  b roken  economic  sys tem fu r the rs  the  gap  be tween
r i ch  and  poor ,  t he re  i s  a  g l immer  o f  hope .  

The  c i t y ’ s  mos t  p rominen t  academics ,  ac t i v i s t s ,  nonpro f i t  o rgan iza t i ons ,  po l i t i c i ans ,
and  a l l - a round  fo rward  th inke rs  came toge the r  th i s  yea r  to  tack le  Ph i l ade lph ia ’ s  top -
t i e r  p rob lem — pover t y  — no t  back ing  down ,  even  in  the  face  o f  COVID-19 .  When
the  wor ld  came toge the r  to  face  a  pandemic ,  and  the  coun t ry  found  i t se l f  reckon ing
w i th  sys temic  rac i sm,  the  Ph i l ade lph ia  reg ion ,  t oo ,  p repared  to  pu t  i n  the  work  to
bend  back  the  mora l  a rc  o f  h i s to ry .

Las t  yea r ,  C i t y  Counc i l  es tab l i shed  the  Pover t y  Ac t i on  Fund  in  pa r tne rsh ip  w i th  the
Un i ted  Way  o f  Grea te r  Ph i l ade lph ia  and  Sou the rn  New Je rsey ,  us ing  research  f rom
the  ap t l y - t i t l ed  Pover t y  Ac t i on  P lan  deve loped  th roughou t  2019 .  

Two  b i l l s  sponsored  by  Counc i lmember  Mar ía  Qu iñones -Sánchez  and  passed
unan imous ly  es tab l i shed  the  fund  in  con junc t i on  w i th  UWGPSNJ and  seeded  i t  w i th
$10  m i l l i on ,  mak ing  i t  one  o f  Ph i l ade lph ia ’ s  mos t  s ign i f i can t  e f fo r t s  to  tack le  pove r t y
in  recen t  yea rs .
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https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/2018/09/26/philadelphias-poor-experiences-from-below-the-poverty-line
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http://phlcouncil.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/PhilaPovertyActionPlan_March2020_2.pdf
https://phlcouncil.com/mariaqsanchez/


Wi th  fund ing  f rom UWGPSNJ — one
tha t  i nc luded  no  ed i to r i a l  i n f l uence  o r
ove rs igh t  — Generoc i t y ’ s  t eam o f
repo r te rs  documen ted  the  c i t y ’ s  push
to  b r ing  equ i t y  to  the  economic
landscape  amid  a  chao t i c  pe r iod  o f
change .

N ine  j ou rna l i s t s  worked  on  the
Pover t y  L i s ten ing  Tour ,  go ing  f rom
ne ighborhood  to  ne ighborhood  to  no t
on ly  uncover  the  roo t  causes  o f
economic  ha rdsh ip  such  as  rac i sm,
gender  i nequa l i t y ,  and  the  War  on
Drugs  bu t  t o  documen t  the  rea l
so lu t i ons  be ing  pu t  f o r th  by
nonpro f i t s  eve ry  day .  

F rom Po in t  B reeze  to  Man tua ,  Fa i rh i l l
t o  Kens ing ton ,  and  eve rywhere  i n
be tween ,  Generoc i t y  spoke  w i th  the
peop le  l i v i ng  i n ,  l ea rn ing  f rom,  and
work ing  aga ins t  pove r t y  i n  the  age  o f
COVID-19 .

The  resu l t  i s  one  o f  t he  mos t
comprehens ive  and  in -dep th  rev iews
o f  the  pove r t y  ques t i on  i n  the  c i t y
ove r  the  pas t  f ew  yea rs ,  reco rded  by
a  g roup  o f  a rea  j ou rna l i s t s  w i th  f i r s t -
hand  know ledge  o f  t he  l oca les  and
top ic -a t -hand .

“We don ’ t  measure  pove r t y  r i gh t , ”
Omar  Woodard ,  t he  fo rmer  Execu t i ve
D i rec to r  o f  Green l i gh t  Fund
Ph i lade lph ia ,  t o ld  Generoc i t y  repo r te r
Hanae  Mason  fo r  he r  s to ry  on
t rack ing  pove r t y  i n  the  c i t y  t h i s  pas t
Februa ry .  “The  fede ra l  pove r t y  l eve l
doesn ’ t  make  much  sense  and  hasn ’ t
been  upda ted  i n  a  l ong  t ime .  So  I ’m
no t  en t i re l y  su re  tha t  even  i f  g i ven
the  way  and  how we  s t ruc tu re  da ta
and  how we  de f ine  wha t ’ s  poo r ,  I ’m
no t  su re  we ’ re  so l v ing  fo r  t he  r i gh t
p rob lems .  And  so  tha t ’ s  an
under l y ing  i ssue . ”
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While decent journalism can’t supplant the much-needed data
points and statistics required to tackle the poverty issue, it can
provide a counterbalance and broaden viewpoints, which is what
Generocity sought to do with the Poverty Listening Tour. 

The work began in earnest with two pieces by Northeast
Philadelphia native and journalist Brandon A. Dorfman. He dug
deep with an overview of the Poverty Action Fund itself and
followed up with an article on the problem of benefits access in the
Kensington neighborhood of Philadelphia.

Dorfman spoke with a cross-section of Philadelphia’s nonprofit and
political leaders for his first piece, establishing a foundational
basepoint from which the listening tour could understand the city’s
poverty issue.  

In conversations with City Councilmembers María Quiñones-
Sánchez and Allan Domb, North 10 Philadelphia’s Latesha Sims,
University of Pennsylvania Professor Dr. Roberta Rehner Iversen,
and others, Dorfman learned that while poverty is endemic to the
area, it’s segmented by geography. Center City and its surrounding
neighborhoods have flourished in recent years; five others in the
region have poverty rates above 40 percent.

There are racial boundaries, too, noted Dorfman last December.
Latinx communities have a poverty rate that hovers around 40%,
with the city’s Black population coming in second at 30%. Such deep
poverty is a question of moral concern and economic prosperity for
the city as a whole, according to United Way President and CEO Bill
Golderer, who dubs the Poverty Action Fund his Marshall Plan for
the city. 

"We don’t measure
poverty right.  I ’m not
sure we’re solving for
the right problems. And
so that’s an underlying
issue."
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Omar Woodard
Greenlight Fund

https://generocity.org/philly/author/bdorfman
https://generocity.org/philly/2020/12/01/this-is-philadelphias-largest-newest-coalition-combating-poverty/
https://generocity.org/philly/2020/12/08/a-look-inside-the-stubborn-problem-of-access-to-benefits-and-relief-in-kensington/
https://phlcouncil.com/allandomb/
https://north10phl.org/
https://www.sp2.upenn.edu/people/view/roberta-iversen/


As he told Generocity, the goal is to bring 100,000 Philadelphians
out of poverty over the next several years.

“It took us a long time to get here,” Golderer said last December,
referring to the city’s decades-long increase in the poverty rate. “It’s
going to take us a little bit of time, realistically, to move out and it’s
going to be a sacrificial investment.”

"It  is  going to take us a
little bit  of time,
realistically,  to move
out [of the high poverty
rate] and it 's  going to be
a sacrificial
investment."
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Bill  Golderer
United Way

First stops
Generocity’s first stop on the listening tour was Kensington,
a neighborhood too often propagandized as on the verge of
dying by anyone with a soapbox and an audience. But the
truth is more complicated. Kensington is a proud but
struggling neighborhood, a mix of Latinx and white
communities, with a small African American population and
a poverty rate above 40%. The area was once buoyed by
Schmidt’s Brewery and filled with manufacturing jobs, but
now the average annual income is around $12,000, making
it Philadelphia’s most impoverished neighborhood.
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And  when  peop le  speak  o f  Kens ing ton ,
they ’ re  mos t  l i ke l y  us ing  i t  as  a
metaphor  fo r  t he  op io id  o r  ove rdose
ep idemic ,  t hough  many  w i l l  f a i l  t o  no te
the  swarms  o f  suburban i tes  f rom
Bensa lem and  Bucks  Coun ty  and  o the r
such  p laces  now t ransp lan ted  to  the
a rea .

Las t  December ,  Dor fman  spoke  to
seve ra l  ac t i v i s t s  and  nonpro f i t  l eaders
to  f i nd  ou t  how the  d i sman t l i ng  o f  t he
soc ia l  sa fe ty  ne t  con t r i bu ted  to  the
ongo ing  despa i r  i n  the  reg ion .  

I n  h i s  p iece  on  the  s tubborn  p rob lem o f
bene f i t s  access  i n  Kens ing ton ,  Dor fman
spoke  to  P reven t ion  Po in t ’ s  Jose
Ben i tez ,  t he  a fo remen t ioned  Cher i
Honka la ,  Commun i t y  Lega l  Se rv i ces ’
Mar ia  Pu lze t t i ,  and  o the rs ,  and  lea rned
tha t  t he  des t ruc t i on  o f  t he  we l fa re  s ta te
tha t  begun  under  P res iden ts  Rona ld
Reagan  and  B i l l  C l i n ton  changed
Kens ing ton  f rom a  v ib ran t  commun i t y  to
wha t  i t  i s  t oday .  Under  the  fo rmer
leadersh ip  o f  Mayor  John  S t ree t  and
Po l i ce  Commiss ione r  John  F .  T imoney ,
the  a rea  became a  m i l i t a r i zed  zone ,
mak ing  th ings  worse .

As  Bene f i t s  Da ta  T rus t  CEO Trooper
Sanders  to ld  Generoc i t y ,  t he  sys tem
makes  i t  d i f f i cu l t  f o r  peop le  to  ob ta in
bene f i t s ,  espec ia l l y  f o r  peop le  o f  co lo r .  

Po l i t i c i ans  l ed  a  sus ta ined  f ron ta l
assau l t  on  the  soc ia l  sa fe ty  ne t ,  s ta r t i ng
w i th  C l i n ton ’ s  We l fa re  Re fo rm Ac t  i n
1996  to  the  d i sso lu t i on  o f  cash
ass i s tance  to  the  dec l i ne  o f  t he  number
o f  f am i l i es  on  TANF.  Today ,  Kens ing ton
res iden ts  a re  pa r t  o f  a  l a rge r  g roup  o f
Pennsy lvan ians  tha t  l eave  upward  o f
$450  m i l l i on  wor th  o f  bene f i t s
unc la imed .  

https://ppponline.org/
https://ppponline.org/
https://generocity.org/person/jose-benitez/
https://clsphila.org/
https://bdtrust.org/
https://bdtrust.org/trooper-sanders/
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Ph i lade lph ia  j ou rna l i s t  E r in  F l ynn  Jay
wen t  to  Sou th  Ph i l ade lph ia  nex t  t o
exp lo re  the  e f fec ts  o f  COVID-19  on
pover t y  a l l ev ia t i on  e f fo r t s .  A rea
nonpro f i t s  such  as  D ive rs i f i ed
Commun i t y  Se rv i ces ,  t he  Sou theas t
As ian  Mu tua l  Ass i s tance  Assoc ia t i on
Coa l i t i on ,  and  Un i ted  Commun i t i es
Sou theas t  Ph i l ade lph ia  re l i ed  on  wa lk - i n
t ra f f i c  t o  mee t  the  needs  o f  t he i r
respec t i ve  commun i t i es  p re -pandemic .
Quaran t ines  and  s tay -a t -home o rde rs
exposed  some gaps  in  the i r  p lans  and
le f t  t hem sc ramb l ing  to  mee t  the i r
needs .

“How do  we  p rov ide  se rv i ces  v i r t ua l l y
and  remote l y  and  make  up  fo r  t he
techno logy  gap  tha t  ex i s t s  i n  ou r
commun i t y?  We ’ re  s t i l l  wo rk ing  on  tha t
now, ”  DCS execu t i ve  d i rec to r  O t i s
Bu l l ock  to ld  F l ynn .  

Th roughou t  January ,  F l ynn  took  a
wh is t l e -s top  tou r  to  some o f  t he  c i t y ’ s
mos t  impover i shed  ne ighborhoods ,
d igg ing  deeper  i n to  the  i ssue  o f  bene f i t s
and  the  soc ia l  sa fe ty  ne t .  

She  engaged  w i th  commun i t i es  i n
Fa i rh i l l ,  Man tua ,  and  Sou thwes t
Ph i l ade lph ia  — commun i t i es  o f ten
over looked  by  a rea  repo r te rs  ou ts ide  o f
c r ime  and  homic ide  bea ts  — and  no t
on ly  examined  the  roo t  causes  o f
pove r t y  bu t  a l so  p roduced  s t rong
so lu t i ons - f i r s t  j ou rna l i sm.

https://generocity.org/philly/author/eflynnjay
https://generocity.org/philly/2020/12/15/what-has-covid-19-shown-us-about-gaps-in-poverty-alleviation-a-look-at-south-philly/
https://www.dcsphila.org/
https://seamaac.org/
http://ucsep.org/
https://www.dcsphila.org/about-dcs/otisbullockesq/
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In the Fairhill section of eastern North Philadelphia, Flynn
spoke with Ceiba’s executive director Will Gonzalez. He
chronicled the organization’s efforts to join with Asociación
Puertorriqueños en Marcha, Congreso, Esperanza, HACE,
and the Norris Square Community Alliance to bring free tax
preparation services to the area. The Earned Income Tax
Credit is a tool for building wealth and lifting people out of
poverty, she wrote. 

Later that month, Flynn went to Mantua, where she learned
that upward of 50% of households access SNAP benefits
and are eligible for others such as TANF, WIC, and LIHEAP.
But according to Kathy Desmond, president of People’s
Emergency Center, there’s no coordinating strategy for
enrolling people in benefits and connecting them to the
proper resources in the area. Like many other communities,
people in Mantua have to worry about “Benefits Cliffs,” an
increase in income that tapers off benefits before economic
self-sufficiency is possible.

Flynn also went to Southwest Philadelphia, where
organizations like the Coalition of African and Caribbean
Communities, or AFRICOM, help residents with health and
social services, economic development, conflict resolution,
and more. Chief operating officer Dr. Eric Edi told
Generocity that a simplified, holistic benefits application
would encourage more people to apply, eliminating
hesitancy.

“How do we
provide services
virtually and
remotely and
make up for the
technology gap
that exists in our
community?"

— Otis Bullock
Diversified

Community
Services
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“The clients would be happier because many who went to
the welfare office reported that the current application
process could be stressful and frustrating,” Edi told Flynn
this past January. “The ‘Pennsylvania Application for
Benefits’ needs an overhaul. Not everyone has the digital
capacity to complete an online application and upload
required documents. Those who walk in the welfare office do
complain about the hours they must wait before being
served.”

“Many who went
to the welfare
office reported
that the current
[benefits]
application
process could be
stressful and
frustrating."

— Dr.  Eric Edi
AFRICOM

Looking for sustainable
solutions
In early February, a trio of Generocity’s reporters into
Philadelphia’s outsized poverty issue through the lens of
often overlooked and marginalized groups and the nonprofits
working on sustainable solutions to the problem. 

Temple University alum Jaya Montague told readers that
Philadelphia has one of the highest populations of people
with disabilities in the country, and that of those dealing with
poverty in the city, 22% are persons with a disability. 
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Three  yea rs  ago ,  Mayor  J im  Kenney
c rea ted  the  Mayor ’ s  O f f i ce  fo r  Peop le
w i th  D isab i l i t i es  and  c i t y -w ide  d i sab i l i t y
work fo rce  p rog rams  run  th rough  p r i va te
nonpro f i t s  such  as  the  S ie r ra  Group  and
JEVS,  bu t  New York  C i t y  m igh t  have  a
mode l  t ha t  works  be t te r .

Nor th  Ph i l ade lph ia  j ou rna l i s t  Peak
Johnson  spen t  t ime  in  Ch ina town ,  where
he  spoke  w i th  the  Ph i l ade lph ia
Ch ina town  Deve lopmen t  Corpo ra t i on ’ s
P ingho  Lee  and  Yue  Wu.  Many  Ch inese
immig ran ts  work  i n  the  se rv i ce  and
hosp i ta l i t y  i ndus t r i es  tha t  were  h i t  ha rd
dur ing  the  pandemic .  Now,  the re ’ s  a
g rea t  need  fo r  bene f i t s  access ,  i nc lud ing
unemp loymen t  and  ren ta l  ass i s tance .  

Bu t  l anguage  ba r r i e rs  and
mis in fo rma t ion  d i scou raged  many
emp loyees  f rom app ly ing .  As  Johnson
lea rned ,  many  Ch inese  immig ran ts  d idn ’ t
know the i r  r i gh ts .

Temp le  News  a lum Wi l l i am B le ie r  wen t
to  Wes t  Ph i l ade lph ia  to  l ea rn  more
abou t  sho r t - t e rm c reden t ia l i ng  and  i t s
impac t  on  economic  mob i l i t y .  The  Wes t
Ph i l ade lph ia  Sk i l l s  I n i t i a t i ve ,  t he
Beache l l  Fami l y  Lea rn ing  Cen te r ,
Commun i t y  Co l l ege  o f  Ph i l ade lph ia ,  and
Pub l i c  Hea l th  Management  Corpo ra t i on
o f fe r  commun i t y  members  sho r t - te rm job
t ra in ing  and  c reden t ia l i ng  p rog rams  to
he lp  i nc rease  the i r  ca ree r  oppor tun i t i es .

“We have  an  i s land  o f  concen t ra ted
wea l th  i n  Un ive rs i t y  C i t y ,  and  we  have
ne ighborhoods  tha t  l ack  access  to  the
economic  oppor tun i t i es  tha t  a re  be ing
genera ted  by  the  anchors , ”  Sa rah  S te l t z ,
WPSI ’ s  execu t i ve  d i rec to r ,  t o ld  B le ie r  i n
Februa ry .



Generocity’s listening tour took a left turn at the end of
February by seeking solutions to the poverty question with a
series of articles that asked readers, “What if?”. Across the
country, countless organizations work day-in and day-out on
solutions-first tactics that lift people out of poverty, and they
do so without the want of or need for recognition. What if
Philadelphia applied some of these methodologies to their
fight against economic hardship? Would it allow people to
rise up?

"We have an island of
concentrated wealth in
University City,  and we have
neighborhoods that lack
access to the economic
opportunities that are being
generated by the anchors.”
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Sarah Steltz
West Philadelphia Skills  Initiative

West Philadelphia journalist Hanae Mason, who formerly
served as the community programs manager the Mt. Airy
CDC,  asked how a poverty tracker would work in
Philadelphia and what it would accomplish. The city’s Office
of Community Empowerment and Opportunity uses recent
census SPM data and outside groups such as The Pew
Charitable Trusts and The Economy League help to fill in the
gaps. But, as Greenlight Fund’s Omar Woodard argued
above, Philadelphia doesn’t measure poverty correctly.

https://economyleague.org/


Mason explored two poverty trackers in New York and San
Francisco. Robin Hood is part of a New York City-based
foundation that partners with Columbia University. Tipping
Point is a Bay Area foundation that developed its tracker,
Taking Count, in partnership with U.C. Berkeley. She then
detailed how the project could work here in Philadelphia. 

“Collecting and understanding the data is not enough,” wrote
Mason. “Knowledge must then be aligned with plans for
action, advocacy, and accountability.”
 

As February wore on, Brandon A. Dorfman looked at
education, asking if what the Windy City’s A Better Chicago
program does could work in the City of Brotherly Love. A
Better Chicago is a venture philanthropy program that
incorporates accountability, measurement, and transparency
into its model, with a goal of closing both the education and
economic gap for disadvantaged students. They have over
2,200 donor partners helping around 32,000 students in
poverty, and it’s all valued at about $40 million.

"Collecting and
understanding the data is  not
enough. Knowledge must
then be aligned with plans
for action,  advocacy and
accountability.”
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Hanae Mason
Generocity.org

https://economyleague.org/
https://economyleague.org/
https://economyleague.org/
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Dorfman dove deep into A Better Chicago’s
success, speaking to the organization’s
partner programs, such as Chicago
Scholars, but also found comparable groups
in the Philadelphia area innovating in the
fight against poverty. Nonprofits like
Greenlight Fund Philadelphia, Pew’s Health
and Human Services Fund, and the Fund for
the School District of Philadelphia all follow
A Better Chicago’s blueprint in one way or
another. 

“We do try to look at a combination of
outputs and outcomes, understanding that
some of the outcomes may not be as well-
defined as an approach that’s been around
for decades,” Pew’s Kristin Romens told
Generocity, explaining that, like A Better
Chicago, accountability looms large in their
grant programs.

City Council’s poverty
“moonshot”

As February led to March, City Council bet
big on its self-proclaimed poverty
“moonshot,” committing $10 million to its
now historic public-private partnership with
UWGPSNJ. The initial $5.5 million
investment, dubbed the Family Stability
Community Challenge — the first of several
Community Challenges — funded
neighborhood organizations offering
financial services during tax season. 

Four area nonprofits received awards,
including Campaign for Working Families,
Local Initiatives Support Corporation,
African Cultural Alliance of North America,
Inc., and Diversified Community Services.

https://chicagoscholars.org/
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/projects/supporting-the-greater-philadelphia-area/health-and-human-services
http://thefundsdp.org/
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/about/experts/kristin-romens
https://www.unitedforimpact.org/news/city-council-united-way-to-set-poverty-action-plan-in-motion-with-announcement-of-10-million-in-funding-for-partnerships-with-key-neighborhood-service-providers-other-initiatives/
https://cwfphilly.org/
https://www.lisc.org/
https://www.immigrationadvocates.org/nonprofit/legaldirectory/organization.393267-Africa_Cultural_Alliance_of_North_America_Inc
https://www.dcsphila.org/


Generocity chronicled each recipient, along with the team
that oversees the funding itself. In March, Erin Flynn Jay
spoke with Denise Gomez DelSignore, the woman with
direct oversight of the Family Stability Community Challenge
issued by the Poverty Action Fund. DelSignore hopes that
the challenge will help more people access benefits and
erase some of the stigmas surrounding the process.

“It’s important for these trusted organizations to deliver
benefits and tax in a way that’s digestible for families and
that encourages them in the fact that they’re there to
support them through the process (and) making this easier
or more feasible for them,” 

DelSignore told Generocity.

The Generocity team then split up and spoke to each
winning organization to better understand how they would
use the grant money. 

Brandon A. Dorfman spoke with Anna Stormer of the Local
Initiatives Support Corporation and Ceiba’s Will Gonzalez,
who also heads the Latino Equitable Development
Collective. Both groups partnered together, receiving $1
million from the Poverty Action Fund’s Family Stability
Challenge to foster economic mobility in the city’s Latinx
community. As Gonzalez told Generocity, the goal is to
improve the way both organizations provide 

"It ’s  important for these
trusted organizations to
deliver benefits and tax in a
way that’s digestible for
families and that encourages
them in the fact that they’re
there to support them through
the process.”
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Denise Gomez DelSignore
Family Stability Community Challenge

https://generocity.org/philly/2021/03/10/denise-gomez-delsignore-is-part-of-a-team-focused-on-fostering-economic-stability-in-philly/
https://generocity.org/philly/2021/03/17/poverty-action-fund-grants-1-million-to-lisc-and-ledc-to-assist-phillys-latinx-communities/
https://www.lisc.org/philly/where-we-work/eastern-north-philadelphia/ledc/


multiple services at one point of contact while bringing what
he called “economies of scale” to their partnership.

Journalist Alyssa Biederman did a deep dive into the African
Cultural Alliance of North America for Generocity. ACANA
received $1 million for outreach within African, Asian
immigrant, and low-income communities, all of which is a
part of the No One Left Behind coalition. CEO Voffee
Jabateh told Biederman that ACANA is a small organization
that runs on a shoestring budget and struggles to be taken
seriously. But with more than 20,000 African 

immigrants in the region and a growing poverty rate among
them, the work they do continues to grow in importance.
“This grant will bring the community the idea that you don’t
have to struggle too much,” Jabateh told Generocity in
March.

Writer Krystine Sipple, who has deep expertise in the
management of small nonprofits,  went to Point Breeze to
look at Diversified Community Services. 

The organization's $1.5 million grant award will allow them
to expand outreach in the areas of housing support, benefits
access, and tax services. Point Breeze is a low-income,
predominantly minority community, DCS executive director
Otis L. 

"We’ve been here for 20 years.
We should not be struggling to
get known. We’ve proven
ourselves.  We are prepared to
keep shouting and making
noise until  government
officials realize that we are
equally important.”
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Voffee Jabateh
No One Left Behind coalition

https://generocity.org/philly/author/abiederman
https://generocity.org/philly/2021/03/23/with-new-funding-acana-expects-to-aid-more-than-800-african-and-caribbean-immigrants/
https://generocity.org/philly/author/ksipple
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Bullock told Sipple, and unlike other nonprofits, DCS takes a
multigenerational approach, helping both adults and
children.

Rounding out the poverty listening tour was Temple alum
Jenny Roberts, who sat down with grant recipients
Campaign for Working Families. CWF received $1 million
from the Poverty Action Fund to not only continue their work
helping families file their taxes throughout central North
Philadelphia but also to strengthen community partnerships
with groups such as Clarifi, Benefits Data Trust, and
Community Legal Services.

“We’re really excited about being able to refer someone and
know that they’re going to get the services,” Mary Arthur,
president, and CEO of Campaign for Working Families, told
Roberts in April. “Then those opportunities really help the
family achieve financial stability, and that’s the goal.”

Not too long ago, it was common for the city’s papers of
record to report on poverty from a tourist’s perspective and
to play up the darker, seedier aspects of a problem many
still think belongs to someone else. Just six years ago, The
Inquirer called Kensington Avenue “the street of tortured
souls lost in heroin's handgrip,” a description that dismisses
the lives of all peoples living in the neighborhood today. 

"Those
opportunities
really help the
family achieve
financial  stability,
and that's the
goal."

— Mary Arthur

https://www.inquirer.com/philly/news/20150206_On_Kensington_Avenue__parents_try_to_pull_their_children_from_the_drug_world.html
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Still, as society demands better of those who write about
poverty, there’s apathy toward those living in poverty. As the
United Way’s Bill Golderer said, when he quoted Greenlight
Fund’s Omar Woodard in the first piece in the listening tour
series, everyone has to do better.

“We have this group of folks called air traffic controllers, and
if one plane goes down in the United States … the entire
world is like ‘what happened?’” Golderer said last
December. “And yet, at a 25 percent — frankly — societal
failure rate, we’re like ‘that’s where we are.’”

“What I believe is one of the leading attributes of this effort
is a deep commitment to measurement, evaluation, and
learning,” he added.

"What I  believe is
one of the leading
attributes of this
effort is  a deep
commitment to
measurement,
evaluation and
learning."

— Bill  Golderer
United Way

https://generocity.org/philly/2020/12/01/this-is-philadelphias-largest-newest-coalition-combating-poverty/


Finding the map's key

Canada  decreased  pover ty
by  20% over  3  years

Canada 's  pove r t y  l eve l  has
dec reased  by  a t  l eas t  20% be tween
2015  and  2017 ,  he lped  in  pa r t  due
to  a  new methodo logy  i n  so l v ing
pover t y .  Ra the r  than
d is incen t i v i z ing  co l l abo ra t i on ,
advoca tes  go t  t oge the r  to  c rea te
commun i t y  w ide  s t ruc tu res  tha t
s tud ied  the  roo t  causes  o f  pove r t y
in  the i r  reg ions  and  then  came up
w i th  so lu t i ons  i n  pa r tne rsh ip  w i th
peop le  i n  pove r t y ,  bus iness ,
nonpro f i t s ,  and  the  governmen t ;
wha t  began  w i th  s i x  c i t i es  now
encompasses  344  towns .  O f  the
changes  tha t  have  come f rom th i s ,
some no tab le  i ssues  i nc lude  ra is ing
the  min imum wage  and  expanding
the  nat iona l  ch i ld  benef i t .  
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Read the  s tor i e s  in  Generoc i ty ' s  year  o f  coverage  a t   
generoc i ty .org/pro j ec t /pover ty-ac t ion-ser i e s /

I f  t he  l as t  yea r  o f  repo r t i ng  was
abou t  reassess ing  Ph i l ade lph ia ' s
pove r t y  map ,  an  es tab l i shed
method  fo r  eva lua t i ng  tha t  map  i s
to  eva lua te  p rog rams  tha t  have
been  t r i ed  e l sewhere .  Cons ide r
tha t  t he  map 's  key .  

The  loca l  e f fo r t s  we  repo r ted  on
th i s  pas t  yea r  cen te red  a lmos t
exc lus i ve l y  on  benef i ts  as  a
pover t y  reduc t i on  too l .  Bu t  o the r
c i t i es  and  mun ic ipa l i t i es ,  have
inc luded  o the r  too l s  to  e f fec t
change .  Here  a re  a  few  examp les .
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"Cash is a better
way to cure some
forms of
depression and
anxiety than
Prozac."

— Michael Tubbs.
former mayor of

Stockton

Peru  decreased  i ts  pover ty
ra te  by  50% over  10  years

Between  2005  and  2015 ,  Pe ru  cu t  i t s
pover t y  ra te  i n  ha l f .  Though  the re  i s  s t i l l
more  work  to  be  done ,  Pe ru  can
a t t r i bu te  i t s  success  to  seve ra l  reasons .
The  comb ina t ion  o f  i nc lus i ve  economic
g rowth  and  ta rge ted ,  h igh - impac t  soc ia l
p rog rams  showed  c lea r  resu l t s .  By
g iv ing  month ly  cash  s t ipends  t o  fema le
heads  o f  househo ld  and  he lp ing  you th
as  we l l  as  the  e lde r l y ,  Pe ru  has  seen  a
s i zab le  dec rease  in  economic  i nequa l i t y .

Stockton 's  two-year
exper iment  

A p i l o t  p ro jec t  p rov ided  res iden ts  who
made  less  than  the  med ian  i ncome in
S tock ton ,  Ca l i f o rn ia ,  w i th  mon th l y  cash
payments .  The  ex t ra  money  he lped
rec ip ien ts  secu re  emp loymen t ,  avo id
hous ing  i ns tab i l i t y ,  hand le  unexpec ted
expenses  tha t  wou ld  o the rw ise  de ra i l
t he i r  budge ts ,  reduce  deb t ,  improve
menta l  hea l th ,  and  he lp  f r i ends  and
fami l y  when  necessary .  A  na t i onw ide
in i t i a t i ve  i s  expand ing  the  p rog ram to
o the r  c i t i es  as  we l l .
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"Two-Genera t ion"  approaches
in  At lanta  and  Aust in

Two-genera t i on  p rog rams ,  l i ke  Home o f
Hope  in  A t l an ta  Georg ia ,  he lp  fam i l i es
tack le  the  many  in t r i ca te  i ssues  tha t ,
espec ia l l y  when  comb ined ,  l ead  to
pover t y  o r  keep  a  fam i l y  i n  pove r t y .
These  p rog rams  a l so  he lp  fam i l i es  w i th
bas ic  needs  l ike  in ternet ,  room and
board ,  f ree  mea ls ,  and  f inanc ia l
p lann ing .  I n  Aus t i n ,  Texas ,  t he
Je remiah  Prog ram opera tes  w i th  the
same two-genera t i on  approach  fam i l i es
fac ing  pover t y  by  address ing  the  roo t
causes ,  wh ich  o f ten  i nc ludes  menta l
hea l th  suppor t ,  h igher  educat ion
c lasses  and  more .

New York  C i ty 's  pover ty  ra te
dec l ine  f rom 2000-2013  

New York  C i t y  was  the  on ly  one  o f
Amer i ca ' s  20  l a rges t  c i t i es  to  ach ieve  a
dec rease  in  pove r t y  ra tes  f rom 2000-
2013 .  The  c i t y  used  Fami l y  Rewards ,  a
p rog ram tha t  p rov ided  cash  payments ,
and  Paycheck  P lus ,  a  bonus  for  work
prog ram,  among  o the r  too l s .

"Child poverty in
the United States
is persistent,  it ’s
structural.  But it ’s
also really
solvable."

— Areeba Haider,
Center for
American

Progress



13  count r ies  use  some sor t  o f
uncondi t iona l  cash  t ransfer

Wi th  a  few  excep t ions  — Kenya ,  where  a
b ig  exper imen t  i n  un i ve rsa l  bas i c  i ncome
(UBI )  i s  underway ;  I ran ,  wh ich  has  a
na t ionw ide  uncond i t i ona l  cash  t rans fe r
p rog ram;  and  A laska ,  wh ich  g i ves  an
annua l  d i v idend  to  eve ryone  in  the  s ta te
— uncondi t iona l  cash  t ransfer /bas ic
income  i n i t i a t i ves  a re  s t i l l  i n  sma l l -
sca le  t r i a l  s tages .  
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Biden  Admin is t ra t ion 's
expans ion  o f  E ITC and  ch i ld
tax  cred i ts  

The  Amer i can  Rescue  P lan  i s  t r i p l i ng
the  E ITC fo r  worke rs  w i thou t  ch i l d ren
and  expand ing  e l i g ib i l i t y .  The  CTC i s
pay ing  $250-$300  month ly  d iv idends  t o
fami l i es  w i th  ch i l d ren  up  to  age  17 .  

A  s ign i f i can t  number  o f  peop le  l i v i ng  i n
pover t y  a ren ' t  requ i red  to  f i l e  t axes  so
they  w i l l  have  to  use  a  spec ia l  t oo l  t o
rece ive  the  CTC.  Th is  and  o the r  ba r r i e rs
may  impac t  t h i s  expans ion ' s  ac tua l
reach .

https://www.unitedforimpact.org/
https://www.unitedforimpact.org/
https://www.unitedforimpact.org/
https://www.unitedforimpact.org/
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In talking to members of the Philadelphia Chinatown
Development Corporation, reporter Peak Johnson
discovered that a significant barrier to benefits and
assistance acquisition was language. 

In speaking about rental assistance from the City, for
example, "no explanation on the timeline and process were
published on the website, said Pingho Lee, PCDC program
manager, "no application status unless homeowners called.
But homeowners were hesitant to call due to the language
barrier."

The immigrant community cannot access first-hand
information. Most information and updates are in English
and not accessible to non-English speakers, Lee added.
PCDC spent time translating these materials to make them
available to their community as quickly as possible. 

It isn't only PCDC. At one of Generocity's Power Breakfasts,
a number of nonprofits serving non-Anglophone communities
indicated if they had not taken on translation duties, the city
would not have been able to get information out to the
communities.

One in five Asian
households in the
U.S.  is  considered
“linguistically
isolated."

— Talk Poverty

Addendum: Confronting language barriers

https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/AAPI-LanguageAccess.pdf
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/AAPI-LanguageAccess.pdf


Help l ines

Af te r  a  con tac t  t rac ing  e f fo r t  spu r red  by
an  ou tb reak  o f  COVID-19  cases  i n
L inco ln  Coun ty ,  Oregon  resu l ted  i n  the
rea l i za t i on  tha t  resources  weren ' t  be ing
o f fe red  i n  Ind igenous  Mayan  languages ,
the  Oregon  Hea l th  Au tho r i t y  c rea ted  a
he lp l i ne  to  be t te r  connec t  commun i t y
members  w i th  t rans la to rs .   

Mobi le  app

A new mob i le  app  ca l l ed  Ta r j im ly
connec ts  re fugees  w i th  much  needed
t rans la t i on  se rv i ces ,  espec ia l l y  i n  t imes
o f  emergency .  W i th  ove r  8 ,000  vo lun tee r
t rans la to rs  who  speak  ove r  90
languages ,  t he  adap tab le  app  can  b reak
down language  ba r r i e rs  i n  any  s i t ua t i on
in  wh ich  a  re fugee  has  access  to  a
mob i le  phone .  

P O V E R T Y  A C T I O N  P R O J E C T  R E P O R T P A G E  3 3

Wrap-around language
serv ices  

Orange  Coun ty  i s  a  go ld  s tandard  fo r
suppor t i ng  vo te rs  who  a ren ’ t  f l uen t  i n
Eng l i sh .  A l l  vo t i ng  ma te r ia l s  come in
mu l t i p le  l anguages  and  on l i ne  da tabases
and  vo t i ng  equ ipmen t  a re  compa t ib le
w i th  the  mu l t i l i ngua l  sys tem.  The  coun ty
works  w i th  commun i t y  g roups  and  h i res
na t i ve  speakers  to  t rans la te  ma te r ia l s
fo r  i nc reased  accu racy .  The  coun ty ' s
b i l i ngua l  work fo rce  has  s tead i l y
inc reased ,  w i th  30% o f  e lec t i on  worke rs
now speak ing  the  na t i ve  l anguage  o f  t he
vo te rs  need ing  suppor t .

More  than  jus t  t rans la t ion  

Elde rs ’  C i r c le  p rov ides  t ranspor ta t i on
and  se rv i ces  to  immig ran t  sen io rs ,
l a rge ly  f rom A f r i ca  and  the  Car ibbean .
The  sen io rs  come f rom d i ve rse
backgrounds  and  speak  many
languages ,  so  commun ica t i on  can  be
d i f f i cu l t ,  bu t  t he  p rog rams  he lp  sen io rs
ove rcome ba r r i e rs  to  make  soc ia l
connec t ions .

It is not a problem isolated to efforts in
Philadelphia, of course. Other cities, even
countries have tried to address the issue of
language barriers with a variety of strategies in
a variety of contexts. 

https://www.unitedforimpact.org/
https://www.unitedforimpact.org/


Philadelphia Poverty Action Plan: March 2020 (Philadelphia City Council)
https://phlcouncil.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/PhilaPovertyActionPlan_March2020_2.pdf
Will Philadelphia's Poverty Action Plan succeed in raising 100,000 residents out of poverty by
2024? (Social Innovations Journal) https://socialinnovationsjournal.com/index.php/sij/article/view/
Winning the War on Poverty The Canadians are doing it; we’re not. (New York Times)
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/04/opinion/canada-poverty-record.html
Reducing Poverty Together: Canada case study (The Philadelphia Citizen)
https://thephiladelphiacitizen.org/ideas-we-should-steal-reducing-poverty-together/
Stockton California's Basic Income Experiment Pays off (The Atlantic)
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2021/03/stocktons-basic-income-experiment-pays-
off/618174/
A Multi-Generational Solution to the Cycle of Poverty (Hechinger Report)
https://hechingerreport.org/a-solution-to-the-cycle-of-poverty/
New York City's Turnaround on Poverty (Washington Monthly)
https://washingtonmonthly.com/2016/06/19/new-york-citys-turnaround-on-poverty/
A Map of Universal Basic Income Experiments (Vox)
Child Tax Credit Expansion in the American Rescue Plan is Transformational (Des Moines
Register) https://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/opinion/columnists/iowa-view/2021/07/05/child-
tax-credit-american-rescue-plan-transformational-keep-around/7819545002/
American families benefit (American Progress) https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/lgbtq-
rights/news/2021/06/28/500971/american-families-plan-benefit-lgbtqi-households/
Biden's Child Tax Credit (Vox) https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/22543868/biden-child-tax-credit-
july-15-monthly-payment
Child Tax Credit could help slash the country's poverty rate. How have similar programs worked?
https://www.telegram.com/story/regional/massachusetts/2021/03/24/magnolia-mothers-trust-ms-ak-
permanent-fund-dividend-offer-glimpse-into-guaranteed-income/4764331001/
A helpline connects Indigenous immigrants to crucial COVID-19 information (High Country News)
https://www.hcn.org/issues/52.12/indigenous-affairs-what-works-a-helpline-connects-Indigenous-
immigrants-to-crucial-covid-19-information
When refugees need emergency help with a language barrier, this app connects them to a
translator (FastCompany) https://www.fastcompany.com/90302322/when-refugees-need-
emergency-help-with-a-language-barrier-this-app-connects-them-to-a-translator
Beyond language: How to enfranchise voters who don’t speak English (Groundtruth Project)
https://thegroundtruthproject.org/beyond-language-how-to-enfranchise-voters-who-dont-speak-
english/
Civic Engagement Through Language and Transportation Access For Elderly Immigrants
(FunTimes) https://www.funtimesmagazine.com/2020/05/03/322493/civic-engagement-through-
language-and-transportation-access-for-elderly-immigrants
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