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The lingering impacts of the Great Recession continue to adversely 
affect employment and family incomes worldwide. The recessionary 
period began in late 2007 (Ireland was one of the fi rst countries to enter 
the recession) and continued through 2009; the number of months of 
offi cial national recession varied by country from a few months to three 
years. Many countries, particularly in Europe, experienced a second 
national recession between 2010 and 2013. Despite investments and 
policy measures aimed at improving economic conditions, persistent 
unemployment and decreased opportunity continue to characterize 
economies around the world and the daily reality of many families. 

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT AND UNEMPLOYMENT

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s 
(OECD) Education at a Glance 2013 “offers a snapshot of how educa-
tion—and the people who participate in and benefi t from it—fared dur-
ing the fi rst years of the worst economic crisis in decades” (Lalancette 
2013, p. 1). While the share of younger workers (aged 25–34) with a 
tertiary degree is substantial across OECD, in most countries the major-
ity of adults have lower levels of educational attainment. The share of 
25- to 64-year-olds with less than a secondary education ranged from 
11 percent in Canada and the United States to an average of 25 percent 
in the European Union and 27 percent in Ireland (Lalancette 2013). A 
closer look at the unemployment numbers shows that those with the 
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least education experienced much higher unemployment than those 
with a tertiary degree (see Figure 31.1). 

During the recession and sluggish recovery, unemployment for 
those without a high school credential in the United States reached 16.2 
percent compared to 4.9 percent for those with a college degree. Across 
the European Union (EU21), the unemployment rate for those with 
the least education climbed to an average of 15.6 percent compared 
to an average of 5.2 percent for those with a tertiary degree (Heck-
mann 2013). In Ireland, unemployment reached 21.7 percent for those 
without an upper secondary education compared with 7.1 percent for 
those with a tertiary education. Ireland is one of fi ve countries where 
the average earnings of those with tertiary degrees are more than double 
the earnings of those with a secondary or subbaccalaureate credential 
(Castaneda Valle and Heckmann 2013). 

Young Adults Not Employed and Not in Education or Training

Of particular concern to policymakers worldwide is the growing 
share of young adults (aged 15–29) who are neither employed nor par-
ticipating in education or training (often referred to as NEETs, or dis-
connected youth). “During recessionary periods, high general unem-
ployment makes the transition from school to work substantially more 
diffi cult for young people, as those with more work experience are 
favored over new entrants into the labor market” (Lalancette 2013, p. 
1). Between 2008 and 2011, the share of youth aged 15–29 who were 
classifi ed as NEETs grew in most OECD countries. In 2011, more than 
one-fi fth (22 percent) of 15- to 29-year-olds in Ireland were classifi ed 
as NEETs compared with 13.3 percent in Canada, 15.3 percent in the 
EU21, 15.8 percent across OECD, and 15.9 percent in the United States 
(OECD 2013). “On average, young people in Ireland will spend more 
than three years either unemployed or out of the labor force altogether” 
(Castaneda Valle and Heckmann, pp. 1–2). Given that a signifi cant por-
tion of the NEET population group around the world is also parenting, 
this lack of connection with education or the labor market is particularly 
troubling. 
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Figure 31.1  Share of 25–64-Year-Olds Unemployed in 2011, by 
Educational Attainment
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Consequences of Economic Insecurity 

The economic challenges documented above underscore the need 
for action. Research has shown that economic insecurity can have long-
term negative impacts on human development. In a study to identify 
lessons for antipoverty policy development, Stevens (2014) examines 
the consequences of prior recessions on family outcomes. She fi nds that 
income is a critical determinant of outcomes: “The evidence that job 
loss affects the income, health, and achievement of current and future 
generations speaks to the key role of income in helping or hurting poor 
families. The simple conclusion here: the loss of income and material 
resources does cause harm and suggests that income support and stabil-
ity can play a role in reducing the long-term consequences of poverty” 
(p. 22).

Given the lingering effects on families of the Great Recession, there 
is an opportunity to rethink traditional investments in adult-only or 
child-only programs and develop two-generation approaches that rec-
ognize that families face challenges, grow, and prosper together. This 
chapter is intended to promote discussion of opportunities for devel-
oping two-generation strategies that help families around the world 
contribute to their own fi nancial stability and their country’s economic 
well-being. The section below describes the evidence base for two-
generation strategies and related components and highlights model pro-
grams and innovative initiatives in the United States and Ireland. We 
conclude with a set of recommendations for developing opportunities 
to build and test two-generation strategies across a range of economic, 
political, and cultural contexts. 

THE CASE FOR TWO-GENERATION STRATEGIES

Policy and program approaches that treat multiple generations of a 
family as the unit of service, also known as two-generation strategies, 
are a growing interest in the United States and other countries around 
the world. These efforts are intended to move whole families ahead on 
the path to middle-class economic security. By serving children and 
parents in the same family, two-generation programs are able to rein-

Van Horn et al.indb   594Van Horn et al.indb   594 7/30/2015   2:43:35 PM7/30/2015   2:43:35 PM



Two-Generation Strategies for Expanding the Middle Class   595

force and expand on the value of individual educational achievements 
as a pathway for obtaining family economic security and stability over 
time. 

Historically, education, workforce development, and social welfare 
policies have been established for a specifi c population (such as low-
income children, low-skilled adults, or disconnected youth). There is 
often no expectation, support, or encouragement for programs to pro-
vide services to, or consider the needs of, other family members who 
may be affected by a family member’s participation. In contrast, two-
generation strategies share an explicit focus on families, bridging the 
needs of children and their parents with a combination of supports and 
an emphasis on human capital development to improve family eco-
nomic security. 

Two-generation approaches encompass a wide range of coordinated 
education, human, health, and other services. The conceptual frame-
work for the type of two-generation model presented here was devel-
oped by Chase-Lansdale and Lindsay (2011) and further supported in 
a paper for the 2011 Association for Public Policy Analysis and Man-
agement (APPAM) conference (King, Smith, and Glover 2011). As 
shown in Figure 31.2, the conceptual framework for two-generation 
approaches posits that the thoughtful combination of services for mul-
tiple generations within a family leads to improved, even synergistic, 
outcomes over time. 

 Core Components of Two-Generation Approaches 

The research literature at the foundation of each of the framework’s 
inputs—high-quality early childhood education, family and wraparound 
support services, and adult/postsecondary (or tertiary) education/sec-
ond-language literacy services—is reasonably well established (Chase-
Lansdale and Brooks-Gunn 2014; Haskins, Garfi nkel, and McLanahan 
2014; King 2014; King et al. 2009; Smith and King 2011). As research-
ers and policymakers have explored ways to improve long-term out-
comes and impacts, interest has grown in understanding the way these 
components interact and what works for families. The following section 
highlights current research on what works for parents and children and 
details why this matters for two-generation approaches. 
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Adult postsecondary education and workforce 
training components

Many parents in two-generation programs lack the educational and/
or language requirements to succeed in the modern economy. Educa-
tional attainment has been demonstrated to have a strong association 
with family economic status and family outcomes over time. For par-
ents, the goal of two-generation programs is to help them build creden-
tials for the high-demand, middle-skill labor market, which provides 
family-supporting wages and benefi ts (in the United States, health 
insurance and paid sick leave are particularly important benefi ts pro-
vided by some employers). 

The educational attainment of mothers in particular is highly cor-
related to child outcomes. In a recent study published by the Foundation 
for Child Development, Hernandez and Napierala (2014) examine 13 
economic, education, and health indicators for children in the United 
States based on their mother’s level of educational attainment. In the 
United States, 12 percent of children have mothers who have not earned 
a high school credential, while one-third of children have mothers who 
earned a bachelor’s degree or higher. Hernandez and Napierala fi nd 

Figure 31.2  Conceptual Framework for Two-Generation Strategies
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that, compared to children whose mothers have a bachelor’s degree, 
children whose mothers have not completed high school are much more 
likely to live in poverty and are signifi cantly less likely to perform at 
grade level in reading or mathematics, to be enrolled in preschool edu-
cation, to graduate from high school on time, or to be covered by health 
insurance. 

Given the importance of adult education, U.S. Vice President Joe 
Biden recently led a governmentwide review of federally funded work-
force development and training programs to identify what works for 
adults and youth and to develop recommendations for further invest-
ments and research. What Works in Job Training (U.S. Department of 
Labor et al. 2014) presents a synthesis of fi ndings across the Depart-
ments of Labor, Commerce, Education, and Health and Human Ser-
vices, along with other input. The review identifi es six key features of 
effective adult programs: 

 1) Postsecondary education leading to industry-recognized 
credentials 

 2) Flexible and innovative skill building strategies
 3) Work-based training and educational opportunities
 4) Active employer and industry engagement
 5) Guidance based on current, local labor market information
 6) Cross-system coordination and integrated support services 
The review outlines a plan for building additional evidence for 

what works in job training by expanding labor market information and 
research investments, investing in pilot and demonstration programs, 
and improving dissemination strategies. 

Sectoral workforce development and workforce intermediaries 

One approach to workforce development that has grown over the 
last decade is sector-based workforce development programs, often 
facilitated by workforce intermediaries. These programs seek to address 
the workforce needs of employers in identifi ed industries important to 
the regional economy while helping low-income and disadvantaged 
populations build the skills they need to succeed in the labor market. 
King (2014) synthesizes recent research on sectoral programs and fi nds 
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that sectoral education and training programs exhibit higher rates of 
participation, completion, and credential attainment than other types of 
programs. Further, programs based on a sectoral approach were esti-
mated to lead to higher rates of employment and earnings.  

Finally, review of the literature by Coffey and Smith (2011) fi nds 
that programs with coordinated and team-teaching approaches and 
those that invest in staff professional development show better out-
comes for adult learners. Higher program intensity (more hours per day 
and/or more days per week) is also shown to be associated with better 
outcomes for adult and English-language learners. Finally, programs 
that are contextualized to a target industry or that align with subsequent 
education/training requirements are more likely to prepare participants 
for success. 

Early childhood education components 

Abbie Lieberman with the New America Foundation recently 
wrote, “Increased access to child care is an especially promising anti-
poverty policy because it is intergenerational: it gives parents the time 
to work, and kids the educational opportunities they need to succeed. . . . 
For parents to take advantage of other anti-poverty programs, like 
apprenticeship schools and vocational programs, and eventually lift 
themselves out of poverty by participating in the labor market, they fi rst 
need access to childcare” (Lieberman 2014, pp. 2–3). 

The 2013 Education at a Glance fi nds that approximately two-thirds 
of three-year-olds in OECD countries were enrolled in an early educa-
tion program in 2011. By comparison, approximately half of three-year-
olds in the United States and Ireland were enrolled. The share enrolled 
in early education rises with age: by age four, 78 percent of Ameri-
can children, an average of 85 percent of children across OECD, and 
95 percent of Irish children participate in an early education program 
(Lalancette 2013, p. 5). Figure 31.3 summarizes enrollment rates in 
early education programs.

Research shows that parents are more engaged and committed to 
training and employment when they are not worried about the quality 
of their child care arrangement, leading to stronger outcomes for both 
generations. For children, the benefi ts of high-quality early childhood 
education are well established in the research literature. A 2013 report 
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released by the Society for Research in Child Development and the 
Foundation for Child Development synthesizes current research and 
fi nds that “higher-quality preschool programs have larger impacts in 
children’s development while children are enrolled in the program and 
are more likely to create gains that are sustained after the child leaves 
preschool” (Yoshikawa et al. 2013, p. 6). Among these benefi ts, a recent 
study fi nds that children who participated in quality early education 
programs went on to have better adult health outcomes (Campbell et al. 
2014). A meta-analysis by Camilli et al. (2010) fi nds signifi cant long-
term benefi ts from participation in early childhood education programs 
for the development of children’s socioemotional and noncognitive 
skills. These interpersonal and life skills are important assets that help 
individuals at all ages reach their academic, career, and personal goals. 

Figure 31.3  Enrollment Rates in Early Childhood, Preschool, or 
Primary Education 

NOTE: Rates for Canada based on 2010 data; all others based on 2011 data. 
SOURCE: OECD (2013).
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Family and wraparound support services

Two-generation models share a common operating principle as 
identifi ed in a survey of current U.S. frameworks by Gruendel (2014): 
“Support and services are delivered simultaneously to the child and 
parent (as well as individually when needed) and are integrated across 
service domains and sectors to decrease cognitive load on the con-
sumer, increase service effectiveness, and maximize resource effi ciency 
and effectiveness” (p. 25). Wraparound support services are the benefi ts 
that remove barriers to participation and completion and provide impor-
tant resources for family stability. These benefi ts include transportation 
assistance, out-of-school care, housing, schedule coordination, coun-
seling, case management, fi nancial supports, and performance-based 
incentives. 

Job search assistance and developing the skills necessary to navigate 
the labor market are especially important for improving employment 
outcomes. Wendi Copeland, a vice president with Goodwill Industries 
International, has stated the following about these support services: 
“It’s multigenerational. Once someone in that household knows how to 
navigate a career, how to access resources, how to make connections, 
everybody in that household learns, and then you start hearing from the 
neighbors and the people down the street and the people in their faith 
community. [The information] is viral when someone learns the secret 
rules of how to get a job and how to move up” (Ascend 2012, p. 29). 

Other support services in two-generation models might include 
fi nancial incentives, subsidized employment, individual development 
accounts, and other strategies aimed at encouraging and helping families 
afford to participate in education and training opportunities. Research 
has shown that improving family incomes by as little as $3,000 (U.S. 
dollars) per year can make an important difference for child outcomes 
(Chase-Lansdale and Brooks-Gunn 2014; Duncan, Magnuson, and 
Votruba-Drzal 2014; Kaushal 2014). Financial incentives can also 
smooth the transition from benefi t income (i.e., unemployment) to 
earned income, thus helping families avoid the “benefi t trap,” where 
they are fi nancially penalized for returning to work (Richardson and 
Bradshaw 2014).

Two-generation strategies may have other important benefi ts as 
well. From a provider or funder’s perspective, colocating family ser-
vices can reduce the service delivery cost and “facilitate the best pos-
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sible outcomes for families” (Richardson and Bradshaw 2014, p. 33). 
Given the need for services documented in the next section, such effec-
tive effi ciencies should be an important consideration. 

Shifting Focus from Adults or Children to Families 

The conceptual framework presented in Figure 31.2 shares its 
emphasis on the combination and coordination of services for families 
with other two-generation models. As identifi ed by Gruendel (2014), a 
second common operating principle in two-generation models is that 
“[c]ommunity supports and services are wrapped around the family as 
a whole. They encourage and are supportive of family decision-making, 
and are committed to family engagement over a period that may extend 
for one or two years, or longer” (p. 24). 

Despite differences in goals for education, fi nancial security, health, 
or other outcomes, two-generation models are fi rmly focused on help-
ing families prosper and thrive. The continuum presented in Figure 31.4 
demonstrates how adult-only or child-only programs can move toward 
more family-focused strategies to improve both services and outcomes. 

The spring 2014 issue of The Future of Children Helping Parents, 
Helping Children: Two-Generation Mechanisms features analyses by 
leading researchers on the current state of two-generation programs by 
examining key developmental infl uences in families, such as stress, edu-
cation, health, income, employment, and assets. In one article, Kaushal 

Figure 31.4  The Two-Generation Continuum

SOURCE: Ascend (n.d.).
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(2014) fi nds that “education infl uences not only economic and noneco-
nomic opportunities, but also lifestyle choices, for example, decisions 
about marriage, sex, and fertility” (p. 62). Parents with higher levels of 
education are more likely to invest in their child’s development across a 
range of health, wellness, enrichment, and tutoring activities. 

In another article, Heinrich (2014) cautions that the conditions 
around a parent’s employment can greatly alter the impact on chil-
dren. While income from employment can have a signifi cantly posi-
tive impact on a child’s basic well-being, there can be a downside to 
parental employment. Parents in employment arrangements with access 
to benefi ts, such as paid time off and fl exible schedules, may face less 
stress than parents who work in infl exible positions with no access to 
paid time off or nonstandard hours. 

The impact of stress on child development is further documented 
in the article by Duncan, Magnuson, and Votruba-Drzal (2014). The 
authors fi nd that “environmental conditions create physiological and 
emotional stress in the lives of low-income children that may impair 
their socio-emotional, physical, cognitive, and academic development” 
(p. 103). Similarly, Chase-Lansdale and Brooks-Gunn (2014) highlight 
the risk and resilience theory that “posits that children can bounce back 
and even thrive in the face of short-term adversity, but their develop-
ment is likely to be seriously hampered by chronic and cumulative 
stress” (p. 17). 

The third core operating principle identifi ed by Gruendel (2014) 
addresses the importance of building resilience in families: “In two-
generation models, supports and services quickly focus on individual 
and family strengths and assets, including within the extended family, 
and seek to build on family and community protective factors with the 
goal of helping children and families become resilient, that is, strong in 
the face of adversity and chronic challenges” (p. 25).

Essentially, two-generation approaches are antipoverty strategies 
with investments in multiple members of the family unit. It is the mul-
tiple, coordinated investments that offer families the best opportunity 
for gaining and holding on to middle-class economic security. The next 
section highlights innovative and promising two-generation/family 
practices in the United States and Ireland. 
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INNOVATIVE PROGRAMS AND PROMISING 
TWO-GENERATION STRATEGIES 

Two-generation strategies provide an opportunity for policymak-
ers and program developers to address current economic challenges 
and the potential for negative long-term consequences for families. By 
building onto existing policies and programs that are family-oriented 
and that support high-quality, evidence-based components for parents 
and children, with wraparound services, communities around the world 
are making the shift toward a two-generation perspective. A review of 
recent reports from the United Nations, OECD, the Ascend Program 
at the Aspen Institute, and others confi rms that policies and programs 
targeting a range of human and social capital development needs have 
been implemented worldwide in the last decade to address growing 
inequality, often framed as antipoverty initiatives. 

The following examples are intended to spur conversation about 
similar efforts and opportunities for collaboration and extension that 
may lead to additional evidence on the effectiveness of two-generation 
approaches. While the evidence base on most of these efforts is still 
emerging, connections to the two-generation conceptual framework and 
early fi ndings suggest that these approaches may make a positive differ-
ence in persistence or completion of workforce development programs. 
The focus in this section is on two-generation approaches in the United 
States and Ireland, the countries with which we are most familiar. 

Two-Generation Strategies in the United States

In the Two-Generation Playbook, Ascend (n.d.) identifi es several 
basic factors favoring a two-generation approach for addressing societal 
and economic conditions in the United States. The core components of 
Ascend’s framework for two-generation programs include social capi-
tal, early childhood education, postsecondary and employment path-
ways, economic supports, and supports for health and well-being. 

In Making Economic Security a Family Tradition, Ascend (2012) 
summarizes the 2012 Aspen ThinkXChange, which brought together 
leaders from multiple domains “to discuss and debate opportunities and 
solutions for moving children and their parents toward economic mobil-
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ity and opportunity” (p. 1). The ThinkXChange highlighted a number of 
programs and policies across the United States that exemplify the core 
tenets of its “Two-Generations, One Future” vision and demonstrate the 
variety of approaches that have been developed to meet the needs of 
specifi c political and economic contexts. 

Colorado’s two-generation perspective 

The state of Colorado has made a deliberate shift toward coordi-
nated two-generation approaches to address poverty and build family 
economic security. Lieutenant Governor Joseph Garcia describes how 
Colorado policymakers fi rst expanded their unit of focus from individ-
ual adults or children to families: “In Colorado, we started by asking 
how we could improve third grade literacy. Teachers told us that it’s . . . 
about those critical fi rst three years. We can’t talk about early literacy 
without talking about adult and family literacy. . . . It’s a shared issue at 
the local, state, and national level” (Ascend 2012, p. 5). 

Reggie Bicha, executive director of the Colorado Department of 
Human Services and an Ascend (Two-Generation) Fellow, describes an 
important distinction in the state’s new approach. “At the state level, we 
already were doing the two-generation work, but we weren’t thinking 
of it from a two-generation lens. We weren’t connecting state agencies 
with different levels of support to help families be more independent. 
So now we’re asking, how can we better realign and connect supports 
and services and eliminate the silo approach?” (Ascend 2012, p. 13). 
Key policy changes in Colorado have helped to emphasize the two-
generation perspective, as indicated by Bicha: “Low-income parents 
need help fi nding not only a job, but a job that pays well, provides 
advancement, and provides stability for families. Changing the focus 
from work participation rates to outcomes has been critical, as has delv-
ing into untraditional areas of support like assisting, rather than penal-
izing, noncustodial parents” (p. 41). One change has been an increased 
collaboration across state and local agencies to improve kindergarten 
readiness, partly through a new emphasis on quality early childhood 
education programs over child care as simply a work support. Other 
changes in Colorado include “streamlined services through better tech-
nology, simplifi ed application processes, and the elimination of over 
800 rules that hamper the process of aiding families” (p. 41). 
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At the local level, Jefferson County, Colorado, has embraced the 
new two-generation policy approach, emphasizing wraparound family 
support services for families in the Head Start program and building 
accountability for children’s educational attainment from early child-
hood on through to a high school diploma. 

Tulsa, Oklahoma’s CareerAdvance® Program

CareerAdvance® is a sectoral workforce development program tar-
geting jobs in the health care industry with a ladder of education, train-
ing, and certifi cations in selected occupations offering opportunities 
for advancement and family-supporting earnings with fringe benefi ts.1 
Training is structured through a career pathways approach and provided 
at Tulsa Community College and the Tulsa Technology Center. The pro-
gram began in mid-2009 as a pilot for the parents of children in Head 
Start/Early Head Start programs operated by the Community Action 
Project of Tulsa County (CAP-Tulsa). The program design initially fea-
tured a stackable series of training courses in nursing, from certifi ed 
nurse aide through registered nurse. In 2011, a career path in health 
information technology was added, and later stand-alone programs for 
medical assistant and pharmacy technician training were added. Partici-
pants may “stop-out” (either temporarily or permanently) at each level 
with an industry-recognized credential that provides participants with 
opportunities for higher wages and advancement opportunities.

CareerAdvance® is designed to support and motivate participation 
through several key elements: a cohort training model; peer mentor-
ing and support through regular (initially weekly) meetings of partici-
pants; tuition payments and other education/training expenses; incen-
tive bonuses for good performance; adult basic education and tutoring 
services; and wraparound services such as before- and aftercare for 
children, and transportation assistance. 

CareerAdvance® is currently the subject of a multimodal evalu-
ation, including implementation, outcomes, and impact studies. The 
implementation study conducted by the Ray Marshall Center at the Uni-
versity of Texas at Austin has documented the project at multiple phases 
from design and testing to implementation and expansion (Glover et 
al. 2010; King et al. 2009; Smith et al. 2013). Throughout this process, 
focus groups of CAP-Tulsa parents and CareerAdvance® participants 
have provided critical perspective and context to the administrative 
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data collected by the program for measuring outcomes and informing 
continuous improvement efforts. Challenges and opportunities 
identifi ed by parents have been incorporated into successive program 
modifi cations targeted at helping more parents reach their career and 
family goals (Smith 2014). Recent analysis on program persistence led 
by researchers at Northwestern University found that three-fourths of 
participants earned a credential within one year, and approximately two-
thirds of participants were still enrolled at the one-year mark. Of those 
who had exited the program within 12 months of enrollment, almost 
half had earned a credential (Sabol et al. 2014). Of those participants 
who did not advance in year one, most indicated that psychological dis-
tress rather than fi nancial diffi culty was a primary reason for not persist-
ing. Participants who completed certifi cation, despite worrying about 
their potential to succeed at subsequent stages, often described plans for 
the anticipated fi nancial impact of the program. These results indicate 
that those participants who are thinking about the future (whether posi-
tively or negatively) are the ones more likely to persist in the program.

The ASPIRE Program with Communities in Schools–
Central Texas

ASPIRE (Achieving Success through Parental Involvement, Read-
ing, and Education) is an intensive family literacy program that has 
been operated by Communities in Schools in Austin, Texas, for two 
decades. The program is built around evidence-based practices in fam-
ily development and adult and early childhood education. ASPIRE 
parents participate in adult education, early childhood education, par-
enting education, and their children’s classrooms. The preschool chil-
dren attend literacy-rich, developmentally appropriate early childhood 
education classes, and parent educators visit with the families in their 
homes once a month (Third Coast 2007, p. 1). 

Using a matched comparison group evaluation, researchers found 
that ASPIRE students passed school-administered assessments and 
exams at higher rates than comparison students in each year examined 
from kindergarten through 4th grade. Importantly, evaluators found that 
for ASPIRE students, “any amount of home improvement, any parent 
involvement in children’s classrooms, and any participation in adult 
education resulted in school performance higher than that of compari-
son children” (Third Coast 2007, p. 10). 
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The Jeremiah Program 

Launched in the Twin Cities area of Minnesota and currently 
expanding to sites across the country, including Massachusetts, North 
Dakota, and Texas, the Jeremiah Program is a place-based “approach 
to transform families from poverty to prosperity two generations at a 
time” (Jeremiah 2014).2 The program provides single-parent families 
with stable, subsidized housing and other on-site services, including 
a high-quality child development center; access to a library, computer 
labs, classrooms, and life coaches; and job placement assistance. Par-
ticipants attend personal empowerment training to develop important 
personal characteristics that contribute to their success in workplace 
settings as well as participating in life skills education classes during 
their time as residents. The average family spends approximately 2.5 
years with the Jeremiah Program. 

A recent return on investment (ROI) study (Diaz and Piñá 2013) 
calculated both fi rst- and second-generation outcomes in estimat-
ing benefi ts and costs for the mothers and children who participate in 
the Jeremiah Program. Second-generation benefi ts include projected 
increased lifetime earnings and tax revenues for child participants, as 
well as societal savings realized through reduced spending on special 
education services and future savings from crime reduction. With total 
costs at $112,057, the ROI for the Jeremiah Program was estimated 
at $2.47 per dollar invested for society as a whole, $1.66 per dollar 
invested by taxpayers, and $34.16 per dollar invested by participants. 
Because the contributions of private funders are critical to supporting 
the Jeremiah Program, costs to funders are included in the total cost cal-
culations for society as a whole, but funder benefi ts are not included in 
societal ROI calculations. Diaz and Piñá calculated philanthropic (non-
material) benefi ts for private funders separately and estimated an ROI 
of $3.93 per private dollar invested (p. 15). 

The MOMS Partnership in New Haven, Connecticut 

This program was designed in 2010 to serve the needs of mothers 
with young children living in poor urban neighborhoods. After identify-
ing multiple factors related with poor family outcomes, including pov-
erty, unstable housing, social isolation, and maternal stress (including 
depression, addiction, and anxiety disorders), a collaboration of Yale 
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University, New Haven community partners, and other stakeholders 
developed the partnership. The program model includes neighborhood 
hub locations where mothers and their children obtain services and par-
ticipate in a variety of interventions. Another component of the MOMS 
Partnership trains mothers in the community to serve as Community 
Mental Health Ambassadors at the neighborhood hub, providing “brief 
mental health intervention and intergenerational health promotion” 
(Gruendel 2014, p. 20).

 The mental health intervention is intended to help mothers develop 
executive functioning skills and is further supported by an individual-
ized smart phone application that allows mothers to earn rewards in 
a token economy to reinforce targeted behaviors. The program helps 
mothers prepare for the workforce by linking executive functioning 
skills with tiered skill development. Researchers gather data from the 
smart-phone application and track outcomes over time for both moth-
ers and children. Early fi ndings show that participating families have 
demonstrated increased executive functioning skills and reduced stress 
on the part of parents and children, improved parenting quality, and 
improved health, academic, and developmental outcomes for children 
(Gruendel 2014).

Family and Related Programs in Ireland

Workforce development and social welfare programs in Ireland 
traditionally have operated quite separately, with different funding 
streams, personnel, and chains of command. The tremendous economic 
challenges that Ireland has faced since 2007 have prompted a review 
and subsequent reform of the employment, vocational education, and 
training services. Ireland is moving to a system of “One Stop” centers 
to coordinate delivery of services, and to align needs of the labor mar-
ket with the training programs being offered (OECD 2014, pp. 51–52). 
Although these reforms do not address the needs of the entire family 
unit, they are a step in the right direction, toward more coordinated, 
employment-focused workforce development. 

Ireland is beginning to recognize the need for antipoverty strategies 
that encompass more than just the unemployed. The report Work and 
Poverty in Ireland states, “Addressing household joblessness through 
labor market activation [workforce development] policies is likely to be 
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more complex and require a broader range of responses than addressing 
unemployment [alone]. . . . Training and assistance in job search, child-
care and services or supports specifi c to people with a disability will 
need to be included” (Watson, Maitre, and Whelan 2012, p. v). 

The examples listed below incorporate several of the ideals embod-
ied in two-generation programs, such as a focus on supporting the fam-
ily unit, or providing programs targeted to one area or need.

Ballymun Whitehall Area Partnership, Dublin, Ireland 

The Ballymun Whitehall Area Partnership was established to sup-
port children and families and address social exclusion in Ballymun, an 
economically distressed area in Dublin. Funded primarily by the Irish 
government, the partnership was established in 1991 as a local commu-
nity development program that addresses education, employment, child 
care, and enterprise and community development within the Ballymun 
area.

The partnership runs both the North West Dublin Childcare Resource 
Centre and the Local Employment Services, and provides a variety of 
wraparound services. Owing to the reorganization of the workforce 
development and training department, the partnership is currently in a 
state of fl ux. It is actively involved with the Innovate Ballymun organi-
zation, and with the Dublin City University Social Enterprise organiza-
tion. Together, these programs are designed to facilitate jobs growth 
and economic stability within the Ballymun area.

youngballymun, Dublin 

youngballymun is a 10-year strategy targeting prevention and early 
intervention services for children, young people, and families in the 
Ballymun area. The program started in 2007 with an aim to reduce child 
poverty and promote better outcomes for those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. youngballymun is jointly funded through the Depart-
ment of Children and Youth Affairs and the Atlantic Philanthropies. At 
the core of youngballymun’s mission is the desire for systems change 
around how services for disadvantaged children and families are orga-
nized and delivered. As stated on the program’s Web site,

[f]or too long the development of services to children and families 
in Ireland’s most disadvantaged communities has relied on avail-
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able funding lines, together with local knowledge, and available 
energy, interests and skills to develop services. They have often 
been developed in response to crises such as early school leav-
ing, anti-social behaviour and child risk and protection and most 
frequently without access or reference to the national and interna-
tional evidence of what works. They are usually developed piece-
meal without the cohesion of an overarching vision and an inte-
grated cross-sectoral community service strategy.3 

youngballymun is designed to be evidence based, focusing on what 
works rather than what has been done in the past, with a focus on what 
can be translated into success at the national policy level. youngbally-
mun follows a life cycle strategy, including the following:

• Ready Steady Grow: Encompasses zero- to three-year-olds, their 
parents, and services associated with this age group;

• 3>4>5 Learning Years: Aimed at children aged three to fi ve, their 
parents, and early childhood education providers;

• The Incredible Years: Primary-school children, their parents, and 
teachers; and

• Write Minded: Literacy program for all parents, students, and 
community workers

Through these programs, youngballymun delivers coordinated 
services to parents and children. Services are provided through the 
Health Service Executive (similar to the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services), schools, and community workers. The program 
has served over 1,300 infants, 400 preschoolers, and over 400 primary 
school students, in addition to parents, teachers, and other individuals 
working with children and families in the Ballymun area. In the 2012 
report, An Economic Appraisal of youngballymun, the return on invest-
ment was calculated to be €4.5 of savings for every euro invested in 
youngballymun (Lawlor and Gilloway 2012, p. 8).

Solas Project, Dublin 

Solas is a nonprofi t organization that helps young people overcome 
social and educational disadvantages. Solas works in an area of Dublin 
that is affected by high crime, high rates of intergenerational poverty, 
and low educational attainment. It has several different programs aimed 
at supporting children from primary school through university.
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School-based programs:
• Y Not? College Awareness for 6th class children (12- to 13-

year-olds)
• Dragon’s Den—Business development/entrepreneurship pro-

gram for 5th class children (11- to 12-year-olds). This is modeled 
after a very popular Irish television program by the same name.

• School sports program
Targeted programs:
• Primary after-school program—provides a safe, homelike 

environment after school for children living in “challenging 
circumstances”

• Step Up—Teen mentoring program for young people in second-
ary school 

• Compass—Prison program aimed at reducing recidivism/reof-
fending. Inmates are mentored and participate in group activities 
to build motivation, self-worth, and self-discipline.

• The Yard—Skills-development program with the ultimate goal 
of increasing opportunity for employment for young people. The 
program is currently in the pilot stage, with three different activi-
ties: bike repair, woodworking, and car valeting (cleaning).

Although Solas is not specifi cally designed as a two-generation pro-
gram, their targeted programs have many of the same attributes. The 
after-school program for primary school children aims to replicate a 
“home away from home” environment, where children are supported 
and cared for. The Yard is a pilot program to help young people develop 
the skills they need for employment. By providing a safe, reliable place 
for young people to go after school, their parents can focus on employ-
ment or furthering their education.

St. Andrews Resource Centre, Dublin

The St. Andrews Resource Centre provides support services and 
development activities to both individuals and families, with a particu-
lar focus on serving the residents of the surrounding neighborhoods. St. 
Andrews is unique in that it provides resources and wraparound ser-
vices for the entire life-cycle needs of its clients, specifi cally,
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• child care;
• youth programs—academic/homework programs, after school 

clubs, and outreach programs;
• adult education—basic English course, Irish language course, 

individual literacy training, and arts and crafts courses;
• employment preparation and placement services;
• training opportunities for the long-term unemployed;
• elderly services—home help, day center, meals on wheels; and
• welfare rights and advice services.
The center encompasses the needs of a full age range, from infants 

to elderly, thus strengthening the family unit. In addition to traditional 
employment assistance, St. Andrews Resource Centre provides direct 
employment assistance in the form of the Community Employment 
program. The program is designed for the long-term unemployed (in 
other words, those out of the labor market for one year or longer) and 
provides both basic adult education and job training for specifi c posi-
tions, including catering, bus driving, and receptionist, among others. 
The center currently has a capacity for 95 participants in this program.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Economically secure families are the foundation of a strong middle 
class. By helping parents build the educational and occupational cre-
dentials they need to obtain employment with family-sustaining wages 
and benefi ts, two-generation strategies help to increase family economic 
stability. This chapter has defi ned a two-generation framework based on 
high-quality educational opportunities for parents and children, coordi-
nated with wraparound and family support services that remove barriers 
to participation and completion. 

Examining the economic environment and existing initiatives in the 
United States and Ireland, the authors identifi ed ongoing needs as well 
as opportunities for helping families escape poverty. Existing initia-
tives highlight the breadth of two-generation interventions and under-
score the common issues facing families all over the world. As two-
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generation strategies gain traction, more research is needed to under-
stand the long-term effectiveness of the programs. Evidence is needed 
to establish that two-generation strategies do, in fact, lead to multipli-
cative, lasting impacts for families. By defi nition, it will take years to 
build the database needed for that assessment. In the meantime, there is 
much work to be done. 

Summary Recommendations

Policymakers at all levels should identify opportunities to improve 
services and supports to families, particularly through improved coor-
dination and collaboration across systems. 

• Invest in programs that provide career ladders with modular-
ized programs and support services for adult participants. The 
European Union is studying several pilot programs in its Sector 
Skills Alliances (SSA). The goals of the SSA are to align the 
vocational education system with the needs of the labor mar-
ket, and to increase portability of labor qualifi cations throughout 
the EU (SSA 2014). Similarly, in the United States, the Trade 
Adjustment Assistance Community College and Career Train-
ing (TAACCCT) grants are a $2 billion investment over four 
years through the U.S. Department of Labor’s Employment 
and Training Administration to improve coordination between 
growth sectors in the economy and workforce training programs 
(U.S. Department of Labor 2014). The recently passed Work-
force Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014 (WIOA) provides 
new encouragement for states and localities to develop sector-
based and career pathway training programs, as well as bridge 
programs to help low-skilled adults. Importantly, the law pro-
vides state governors with a reserve of 15 percent of the state’s 
allocation to test new and innovative strategies, such as more 
explicit two-generation approaches. 

• Two-generation initiatives can begin as small pilot programs or 
large-scale statewide programs, or at any point in between. Colo-
rado began with a whole-scale shift in priority from serving indi-
viduals to serving families throughout its human services system 
at the state and local level. This new priority has resonated at 
the local level and helped to spread two-generation approaches 
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across the state. Another option is to begin with a pilot project 
before launching a full-scale change. Many successful two-gen-
eration programs began as small pilot projects before expand-
ing. The CareerAdvance® program in Tulsa is one example of 
a small program that has grown over time. Greater fl exibility 
should be granted for employment, education, and family ser-
vices to adapt programs to changing social, economic, and labor 
market conditions. This recommendation was also highlighted 
in the OECD report, Employment and Skills Strategies in Ireland 
(2014), which recommended utilizing pilot programs to test new 
organizational models, similar to youngballymun, before imple-
menting systems change throughout a large organization. 

• Even in countries with the strongest social welfare policies, pro-
grams tend to serve one population (young children, adults, or the 
unemployed) without considering the larger family unit. Effec-
tive two-generation programs shift the focus from individuals to 
families in order to address barriers and maximize the benefi ts 
of participation. While programs like the SSA and TAACCCT 
provide an opportunity to help unemployed parents reconnect 
with the labor market, this connection could be counterproduc-
tive if the labor market opportunities or work schedule do not 
coincide with a child’s early childhood care or school schedule. 
Both matter. 

• Establish a tapered or “step-down” policy for social welfare pro-
grams to help families avoid the “benefi ts trap,” where individu-
als and families incur an economic cost of returning to training 
and employment, rather than remaining on social welfare sub-
sidies. Income supports should be offered during training, to 
encourage families to seek out sustainable forms of employment 
(Richardson and Bradshaw 2014, p. 33). As earnings increase 
and families become stronger fi nancially, benefi ts can slowly 
be tapered off. Given the growing share of women in the work-
force around the world, efforts to close the gender pay gap are 
also important to helping families build middle-class economic 
security. 

• Communities, policymakers, and other stakeholders interested 
in testing a two-generation strategy need to bring a broad lens to 
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their development efforts and consider how families are affected 
by a combination of investments, including economic and work-
force development, education across the lifespan, health and 
social services, and public benefi ts (King, Coffey, and Smith 
2013). Gathering data along the way from idea through imple-
mentation and from family enrollment through completion and 
beyond is essential to understanding how two-generation strate-
gies work. As Shonkoff and Fisher (2013) state, “[there] is a crit-
ical need to expand the defi nition of evidence to include broadly 
accepted scientifi c principles from the biological and social sci-
ences rather than restrict the defi nition to results of experimen-
tal evaluations and benefi t-cost studies. . . . The most important 
question is not whether randomized control trials are important, 
but rather how can we strengthen the evidence base for policy and 
practice by including other sources of knowledge” (pp. 1646–
1647). For example, periodic focus groups with participants and 
program staff, as well as interviews with partner organizations, 
local employers, and other stakeholders, provide key data for 
the ongoing implementation evaluation of the CareerAdvance® 
program. These early indicators are essential for understanding 
how it works in order to inform program development and sus-
tainability over time. This early evidence is particularly impor-
tant for assessing short- and midterm outcomes, given that it will 
take years to measure the real long-term outcomes and impacts 
of a two-generation approach. 

Around the world, families face a similar economic challenge: 
security. Two-generation strategies expand the middle class by helping 
families earn economic and related benefi ts from investments in educa-
tion and training. Through coordinated schedules, wraparound support 
services, and a new perspective on the family as the unit of service, 
two-generation approaches currently in use are showing promise in the 
United States, Ireland, and other countries. These efforts should inform 
the next wave of pilot and demonstration projects and policy initia-
tives needed to understand issues with scaling, replicability, and expan-
sion of two-generation strategies across a range of economic, political, 
social, and cultural contexts. Based on current evidence, it will be worth 
the effort. 

Van Horn et al.indb   615Van Horn et al.indb   615 7/30/2015   2:43:45 PM7/30/2015   2:43:45 PM



616   Smith and Coffey

Notes

This chapter was prepared with generous support from the Foundation for Child Devel-
opment through a grant to the LBJ School of Public Affairs’ Ray Marshall Center at the 
University of Texas at Austin. The views expressed here are those of the authors and do 
not represent those of the Foundation for Child Development or the University of Texas 
at Austin. The authors are particularly grateful for the review and comments by Donald 
J. Hernandez and Christopher T. King in shaping the current draft. 

 1.  The authors, along with Dr. Christopher King, a senior researcher at the Ray Mar-
shall Center and an Ascend Fellow, worked with CAP-Tulsa to design the program 
and have been carrying out the implementation and outcomes analysis of it.

 2. Jeremiah’s executive director, Gloria Perez, is also an Ascend Fellow.
 3. “Real Needs, Clear Evidence.” www.youngballymun.org/our_model/our_prevention

_and_early_intervention_model/real_needs_clear_evidence (accessed February 18, 
2015).
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