
— 

FORMULATING WORKFORCE  SOLUTIONS 

VOICES FROM THE 
COMMUNITY:

STRATEGIES FOR 
RETURNING CITIZENS

Published by the LNPWI

Temple University's Lenfest North Philadelphia Workforce 

Initiative (LNPWI) strengthens the earning potential of local 

communities by providing programs and training that result in 

outcomes that lead to sustainable employment.

Through the support of a grant from the Lenfest Foundation, 

Temple's LNPWI focuses on identifying opportunities for 

youth and adult employment, professional and workforce 

development. In addition, LNPWI works to increase 

collaboration between Temple University, local employers and 

the North Philadelphia community. 

This collaborative and community-informed initiative focus on 

providing resources to residents who reside in the ZIP codes 

immediately surrounding Temple's Main Campus and the 

Health Sciences Center.



FORMULATING WORKFORCE SOLUTIONS: 

     A FOCUS ON NORTH PHILADELPHIA
      There was a total of 16 attendees from various social service agencies at 

this breakout session. 

     The co-facilitators used the following facilitation questions to guide the 

conversation: 

1. What does sustainable employment mean and look like to you?

2. How much and what kinds of opportunities exist for the returning citizen 

population of North Philadelphia? Are these opportunities taking full 

advantage of the talent, skills, and passion that exists in North Philadelphia?

3. How many employers hire returning citizens? Why or why don't they hire?

4. For employers that can hire returning citizens, but currently do not, what 

can be done to influence their decision?

5. Are employers offering job for returning citizens that meet the standard for 

sustainable employment? Why or why not?

6. Do most returning citizens have skills and/or experiences necessary to fill 

sustainable employment opportunities? Why or Why not?

7. How much focus should be placed on working with employers to improve 

and expand sustainable employment opportunities for North 

Philadelphians? How much focus should be placed preparing North 

Philadelphians for sustainable employment and connecting them with 

employers?

8. What changes need to be made to prepare employers to hire and maintain 

returning citizens in sustainable positions (policy, educational, cultural)?

9. What are other barriers that returning citizens face that can prevent them 

from finding and maintaining employment (housing, food, education, 

transportation)?

10. What might returning citizens struggle with in finding and maintaining 

work? What can be done to minimize these challenges?

11. What are indicators that programs or interventions are successfully 

reducing the number of returning citizens who are unemployed, 

underemployed, and underpaid in North Philadelphia

GUIDING QUESTIONS

     On January 16, 2019, Temple University sponsored an event, "Formulating 

Workforce Solutions: A Focus on North Philadelphia."  This event was an 

opportunity for individuals to come together to learn, discuss and shape 

workforce development opportunities for North Philadelphia residents.  Over 

200 people attended the event, which was open to community residents and 

leaders, volunteers and staff of community, faith and non-profit organizations 

and Temple University, as well as representatives of government agencies and 

employers.  

      The agenda included an overview of the Lenfest North Philadelphia 

Workforce Initiative at Temple University, a presentation from Meg Shope-

Koppel, Ph.D., Chief Research Officer for Philadelphia Works, Inc., and a panel 

presentation facilitated by Nick Frontino, Managing Director with the 

Economy League of Greater Philadelphia, and with representation from 

Philadelphia Youth Network, Office of Workforce Development, Office of 

Adult Education, Philadelphia Department of Prison, Philadelphia Housing 

Authority and Congreso de Latinos Unidos.   

     Following the presentation, participants broke into small groups to reflect 

on the previous presentations and to discuss workforce development 

strategies and employment-related issues facing specific populations, such as 

youth, adults, ESL and immigrants, returning citizens, veterans and individuals 

with a disability.  There was also two additional small groups, that discussed 

community and employer engagement.  Each group was co-facilitatedby a 

representative from Temple University and a representative from an external 

organization.    

     A Temple University social work student was assigned to each group.  The 

student was responsible for taking notes at the event. and wrote a draft report 

on themes that emerged from the discussion.  The report was shared with the 

co-facilitators, who provided input and feedback.  In order to share the key 

points from the small group discussion, Temple University's LNPWI has 

published a series of reports, based on each small group.  This report is based 

on the discussion on Returning Citizens.  The small group was co-facilitated 

by Jeffrey Abramowitz, Executive Director of Reentry Services at JEVS Human 

Services and Nicole Westrick, Associate Vice Provost at University College at 

Temple University.  

FORMULATING WORKFORCE SOLUTIONS:
   Focus on Returning Citizens



4. Why employers might not hire returning citizens.
      There was a general consensus amongst the group that, although not 

always founded, returning citizens can present some challenges for employers. 

The transition back into the community and the other barriers returning citizens 

may face could make being a productive employee difficult. Investing in training 

a new employee is expensive and returning citizens are inherently a greater risk 

to the employer. Unfortunately, every returning citizen is a representative of the 

population as a whole and one bad experience can damage the prospect of 

future hires by that company.      

5. Why employers should hire returning citizens.
     There was a general consensus amongst the group that although returning 

citizens are a risk for employers there is a huge upside to them as well. Employers 

receive tax deductions for hiring returning citizens. Fair chance hires have already 

been vetted, thus saving the employer time and effort. Returning citizens meet 

the employers need and have high levels of retention. With the employment rate 

so low, returning citizens represent an untapped reserve workforce.  

6. Where social service organizations/providers are falling 
short.

     There was an agreement in the room that, although as social service providers 

we have not failed, we could be more effective in addressing the issue. The 

concept of "silos" was brought up on numerous occasions. As providers, there is a 

heavy focus placed on employment and less on addressing the other needs the 

client might have. Other barriers or life problems could lead to a lack of job 

retention or inability to be a productive employee. There needs to be a greater 

focus on the totality of issues returning citizens have rather than solely the 

employment aspect. 

As mentioned prior, every returning citizen is a representative of the 

population as a whole, and it only takes one bad experience to damage a 

relationship with an employer. Implementing a business approach, focusing on 

employers needs rather than a social services approach could alter this outcome.   

Finally, social service providers/organizations tend to work separately 

and independently of each other. There needs to a concerted effort to 

coordinate services and implement plans for a shared vision.   

MAIN THEMES

1. Definition and scope of the problem.

     For the purpose of this discussion the term “Returning Citizens” describes 

anyone who has touched the criminal justice system at any point in their lives. The 

impediments to reentry are a major issue in Philadelphia but more specifically North 

Philadelphia as it has the largest concentration of returning citizens in the 

Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and the third largest in the nation. 

2. Barriers to reentry into the community.

     There are far too many barriers to identify them all in the time allotment. The 

following were the most significant and pervasive barriers cited by group members: 

• Basic Needs: Housing/Shelter, clothing, food, transportation, proper forms of

identification (birth certificate, SSN Card, Photo I.D.).

• Mental Health: General“demons," substance misuse/abuse, emotional stability,

mental health issues in general, institutionalization (retaining the mindset of a

penitentiary resident rather than a community member).

• Decades have past: while incarcerated time stands still while the outside world

evolves and advances. Understanding and uses of new technology, ill-equipped

educationally or skills wise for the current job market, simply navigating the

changing landscape, driving, social integration.

• Finances: Obtaining income and sustainable careers, restitution/legal fees, financial

literacy and management, childcare, obtaining occupational licenses

• Intangibles: Family and personal relationships, support network, understanding

one's charges, the relationship between the community and the police, general

stability

3. Defining what sustainable employment looks like for
returning citizens.
     At present, we do not possess the capability of changing the stigma or the 

policies limiting job opportunities for returning citizens. This discussion revolved 

around what we, as a group, can do to circumvent and navigate those limitations. 

Given the limitations/restrictions placed on returning citizens, their employment 

opportunities are going to look different from the average citizen. The health care 

system is one of the largest employers in the nation, but one that is almost 

completely off limits for returning citizens. Instead, we have to look at other markets 

like the trade or construction industry. Apprenticeships and on the job training can 

eliminate the need for the immediacy of employment while developing individual 

skill sets.  



performance at work. Employers must be aware of each individual youth’s 

situation and recognize when and if their basic needs aren’t being met and how 

this in turn effects workplace performance.

c. Thinking short-term. There was a general consensus among the group 

that too many of the initiatives targeting opportunity youth intentionally and 

unintentionally focus on youth’s short-term goals, with minimal to no attention 

to their long-term goals. In doing so, youth are taught to think short-term and 

this may severely limit their potential for undertaking certain career paths. Youth 

employers and youth workforce initiatives must begin to encourage youth to 

think beyond their short-term goals and aid them in the process  of achieving 

their long-term goals (personally and professional).    

5. Supports to Help Youth Find and Maintain Employment and Support 

Them Throughout the Process. There was a general consensus among the group 

about what types of supports have been demonstrated to help youth throughout 

the employment process and further, aid them in finding and maintaining 

employment. Follow-up with youth for at least one year was named as an effective 

supportive strategy. Included in the group’s definition of follow-up was frequent 

one on one “check-ins” with the youth. The group also stated that consistent 

meetings with individual youth throughout the process is a necessary support to 

increase youth’s probability of finding and maintaining sustainable employment. 

In the event that youth need fare for transportation or for interview/job clothing, 

it was argued that whenever possible, providers, educators, or employers should 

pay these expenses. The group also agreed that a web-of support, i.e. mentorship 

and having more than one mentor (e.g. a workplace mentor and a mentor at a 

community organization) is helpful in supporting youth throughout the process 

of employment or attainment of post-secondary education/training. Finally, 

financial planning was named as a necessary and critical support for youth 

seeking sustainable employment. 

6. Indicators of Success. The group discussed and listed several indicators 

that they believed were indicative of program or intervention success at reducing 

the number of people who are unemployed, underemployed, and underpaid in 

North Philadelphia. The indicators included: youth sustaining long-term 

employment, youth obtaining jobs that turn into careers, increase in attendance 

rates at schools or workforce programs, youth locating jobs that they will actually 

prosper from, and youth expressing that they have had a positive experience. Each 

of these indicators were discussed in varying detail, but the group, nonetheless all 

agreed that these were some of the strongest indicators of success.  

3. Working with Employers to Improve and Expand Sustainable 

Employment Opportunities for Youth. According to the group, not only is there a 

need to train and prepare youth for sustainable career pathways, but there is a 

simultaneous need to prepare employers for working with opportunity youth. 

This discussion focused on the need to prepare employers and train management 

to interact with people who never had an interview, do not know what proper 

interview/work attire is, and those whom have never held a job before. However, 

an important and somewhat complex question arose as result of this discussion: 

how do employers balance running a business and hold all team members to equal 

standards? It was suggested that partnerships between career development and 

employers and/or partnerships between providers and educators be built. In 

addition, the group agreed that employers need to visually show youth that they 

want everyone to have a chance at any given job and succeeding in it to help 

overcome this barrier. When employers, providers, and educators fail to be 

properly trained to understand and respond to the challenges specific to this 

population barriers are created, and rejection becomes the only consistency for 

these youths. 

7. What needs to change in Philadelphia.
     With the sheer number of barriers returning citizens face, significant change needs 

to occur. Starting on a policy level with the creation of new and effective legislation, 

along with the proper enforcement of what currently exists. Buy-in from stakeholders 

is essential to the success of any intuitive, policy, or program. Prior to being released 

from incarceration, proper preparations need to occur, including education and career 

assessment/advisement. Skills can be gained while incarcerated, rehabilitation needs 

to start within a prison. There needs to be a sustainable living wage for low 

educational jobs. Although there was some disagreement in the group about whether 

manufacturing jobs will return to the city, one thing is clear, we need to adapt to 

whatever the job market looks like or will look like in future.   

8. What are the existing opportunities that social service 
providers can capitalize on currently? 

     Although a number of things need to change to fully address sustainable 

employment for returning citizens, there are current opportunities to take advantage 

of.

• Detainer Alternative Program (DAP) is returning to offer prep for the trade industry

• Unions have qualifying exams that returning citizens are not barred from taking.

• SMART program grants exist.

• The fair chance hire initiative and tax incentives exist to promote the hire of 
returning citizens.

• There is an opportunity to create pipelines to anchor institutions like SEPTA or the 
Public-School System.

• There is an opportunity for more involvement in the city and state levels.

• Leverage current resources to improve outcomes. 

• Implore Temple University and its ventures to hire North Philadelphia residents.

• Distribute information to target populations; create resource centers.

• Continue to advocate our clients and the community as a whole.

• Formulate solutions that target and clearly define the community we are dealing 
with.

• Create collaborations with employers and the city government.

• VOTE! Part of the challenge is ensuring proper representation for community 
members.

9. What we, as social service providers, need to change.

Despite the limited resources and funding dedicated to assisting returning 

citizens, the problem is not insurmountable. Actionable steps can be taken to 

address and eliminate barriers to sustainable employment for returning citizens. 

• Starting with creating a collaborative effort with other agencies to address 

the problem and work towards implementing a shared vision. There needs 

to be a concerted effort to share resources and knowledge.

• There needs to continuous and sustained effort to manufacture 

opportunities for employment, partnerships, education, and more. More 

training programs and educational opportunities need to be created.

• There needs to be a concerted effort to educate employers and the general 

population to reduce/eliminate the stigma surrounding the formerly 

incarcerated.

• Understating that there is no "one size fits all" solution, treatment plans 

need to be individualized. There needs to be treatment plans that consider 

the totality of the issue, not simply the employment aspect, i.e. wrap-around 

services. Additionally, efforts need to be made to address the issue at all 

levels starting with youth, including education, peer mentoring, and altering 

mindsets.

• Preparations for reentry need to start within the confines of prisons/jails. 

Legal challenges to Second Chance equal opportunity legislation need to 

occur ensuring fair and equal treatment.

• A level of personal responsibility needs to be instilled in every returning 
citizen.

• Finally, there needs to be proper/deliberate coordination with other 

agencies to produce meaningful and lasting change.
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Dennis Miller, Wheel Dog Industries
Lydia Parigi, Aramark
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