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Results and Progress Report MARCH 2017
Circles USA exists to identify and eliminate the causes of poverty
and support those wishing to lift themselves out of poverty. We
use a relational strategy to support people out of poverty while
inspiring and equipping communities to reduce their poverty rates
by at least 10% in 10 years.
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ABOUT THIS REPORT
THIS REPORT MEASURES OUR SUCCESS IN KEY
STRATEGIC AREAS RELATED TO ACHIEVING A MAJOR
REDUCTION IN POVERTY. THE DATA IS COLLECTED
FROM CHAPTERS ACROSS NORTH AMERICA AND IS
COMPILED BY CIRCLES USA.

THERE ARE FOUR VARIABLES THAT INFLUENCE THE
RESULTS OF CIRCLES, INCLUDING:

1. The level of employability of Circle Leaders
CUSA tracks whether people are in situational
poverty or have been raised in poverty. We
also note whether they are entering an
educational or career track. The level of work
experience usually determines the level of
soft skills people possess prior to Circles that
assists them in earning more income.
2. Availability of Jobs
The availability of good-paying jobs in a
community dictates how easy it is for people
to find economically secure jobs. The trends of
automation, globalization, and artificial
intelligence are rapidly changing the
economy. People must have higher-level skills
to be qualified for jobs that provide enough
income to reach at least 200% of the Federal
Poverty Guidelines and become economically
stable. Circles provides long-term support so
that people can achieve the education and
training necessary to secure good jobs.

3. The impact of the Cliff Effect
The most challenging Cliff Effects are in
childcare and healthcare insurance. For many,
there is a real hardship from shifting from
stable benefits to unstable earned income.
This is especially true if that income does not
cover all the expenses the benefits covered.
People raised with food stamps, housing
assistance vouchers, and/or TANF subsidies
often find it psychologically difficult to
exchange secured benefits for new earned
income opportunities. If they cannot predict
changes, it becomes a potential crisis to
accept more earned income. Therefore,
Circles USA created its own online Cliff Effect
Planning Tool.
4. Social Capital
Circles boosts the social capital of each
participant to have more peer relationships as
well as “Allies” who provide new networks of
connections. Circles is co-designed with a
variety of education, employment, and human
services programs to provide volunteer-driven
community supports that produce better
results.

DATA REGARDING SPECIFIC CHAPTERS OR
COMMUNITIES IS AVAILABLE UPON REQUEST.
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WHAT IS CIRCLES?
The cornerstone of our process is to inspire and
equip families out of poverty. This is accomplished
by providing ongoing, peer-to-peer, weekly
support meetings and creating individual Circles
that match families moving out of poverty with the
support of middle and upper income volunteers.

“I set the goals, but they were there to support me,” Wilson says of her
Circles allies. “They kept telling me, ‘You can do this.’ It changed the way
I thought about my future.” Heidi Wilson, Circle Leader, excerpt from
Personal Attention Reduce Poverty, Stanford Social Innovation Review

To achieve significant reductions in poverty, we have
learned that in addition to working with families we
must also inspire and equip communities. The
foundation of our community-wide program is a
feature called the Big View. Every month, Circles
Chapters across North America invite business,
government, education, faith, civic, and/or
philanthropic leaders in the community to hear
directly from people working their way out of
poverty. Circle

Leaders speak about the barriers they
face and ask community members to join
us in removing or mitigating those
barriers.
The Big View process has resulted in more
childcare assistance, donated cars for those
ready to work, caps on predatory lenders,
more affordable housing, and better policies
by schools and police in how they address
poverty-related problems.

March 21, 2017

3

CirclesUSA.org

Impact Report March 2017

888-232-9285

STRATEGY ONE
Bring Circles to 10% of all Counties and Major Cities
To make our contribution to a
national tipping point that can
eventually eradicate poverty in
the US and Canada, we have set
a goal of bringing Circles to 300
US counties and 30 major cities.
We also have 5 locations in the
Ontario province of Canada.

We welcomed 11 new
communities into the CUSA
network in the past year:
•
•
•
•

Baltimore, MD
Columbia, SC
Fremont, MI
Grants, NM

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Olathe, KS
Green Bay, WI
Ogden, UT
Price, UT
St Petersburg, FL
Uniontown, PA
Ypsilanti, MI

1. There are currently 75 locations in 21 states serving people in 57 counties, and in 25 cities with
populations over 100,000.
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STRATEGY TWO
Gain Commitment from Communities to Reduce Pover ty by 10%
“O UR F EASIBILITY STUDY GROUP SPOKE TO C IRCLES USA
PERSONNEL , LEADERS OF C IRCLES AFFILIATES THROUGHOUT
THE COUNTRY , AND REPRESENTATIVES OF OTHER SELF SUFFICIENCY AND COMMUNITY - BUILDING PROGRAMS . T HE
DECISION TO CHOOSE THE C IRCLES MODEL CAME DOWN TO
THIS : C IRCLES IS AN ESTABLISHED PROGRAM WITH A
PROVEN TRACK RECORD OF SUCCESS AND PROVIDES BOTH A
PROGRAM FRAMEWORK AND MODEL , AND FLEXIBILITY FOR
CUSTOMIZING THE PROGRAM TO OUR COMMUNITY .”

- SARAH THORNBURG ,

E XECUTIVE D IRECTOR , FRIENDS IN DEED YPSILANTI, MI

Sarah is one of 22 Circles USA members of the Circles
Design Team that is working together across the
country to scale Circles so that we can contribute to
reducing poverty rates by 10%. We are developing
new models that create efficiencies at the Chapter
level so that new locations can be set up more easily.
This is being done with more detailed planning on the
front end to build stronger collaborations that support
the expansion of Circles.
Educational Testing Services, ETS, the world’s largest
private nonprofit testing and assessment organization,
is working with CUSA to develop an evidence-based
research program funding proposal to test several
assumptions about scaling Circles.

A team in Albuquerque, NM is designing a scaling
approach through a collaboration of churches.
Mt Horeb United Methodist Church in Columbia, SC is
developing plans with CUSA and the Bishop’s office to
scale Circles throughout the state’s UMC network.
St Petersburg, FL has placed Circles in an economic
plan to reduce the poverty rate in specific
neighborhoods by 30% by 2020.
Arrive Utah has been established to spread Circles
and related services across Utah with funding from a
large foundation and state funds from Workforce
Development targeting two-generational families on
public assistance.
Pittsburgh, PA now has 5 groups under one Chapter
with plans to bring Circles to 12 locations by 2018.

“W HEN THE NUMBER OF COMMITTED OPINION HOLDERS IS
BELOW 10 PERCENT , THERE IS NO VISIBLE PROGRESS IN THE
SPREAD OF IDEAS . IT WOULD LITERALLY TAKE THE AMOUNT
OF TIME COMPARABLE TO THE AGE OF THE UNIVERSE FOR
THIS SIZE GROUP TO REACH THE MAJORITY .
NUMBER GROWS ABOVE

O NCE THAT
10 PERCENT , THE IDEA SPREADS

LIKE FLAME .”

- BOLESLAW SZYMANSKI , D ISTINGUISHED PROFESSOR AT

R ENSSELAER
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STRATEGY THREE
CONTRIBUTE TO THE MITIGATION OF THE CLIFF EFFECT
“ONE STATED GOAL OF THE WELFARE REFORMS OF 1996
WAS TO ENCOURAGE PEOPLE TO ENTER THE WORKFORCE .
O NCE THERE , NEW WORK SUPPORT PROGRAMS WOULD
ENABLE LOW - INCOME FAMILIES TO RISE TOWARD SELF SUFFICIENCY . BUT IN MANY INSTANCES , THOSE PROGRAMS
HAVE AN UNINTENDED IMPACT , AN I-NEWS AT ROCKY
M OUNTAIN PBS INQUIRY HAS FOUND . WORKING FAMILIES
CAN FALL PREY TO THE “C LIFF EFFECT ,” IN WHICH EVEN A

bring recommendations back to the legislature in next
year’s session. The bill was passed unanimously by
both sides of the aisle and houses of legislature as
elected officials were made aware of the enormous
negative effect of Cliff Effect policy. Scott Miller
joined New Mexico First staff in testifying at
committee meetings and preparing materials with
CUSA Board member, Vince Gonzales.

MODEST RISE IN FAMILY INCOME CAN LEAD TO
TERMINATION OF A GOVERNMENT BENEFIT , INCLUDING
SUBSIDIZED CHILD - CARE , WORTH THOUSANDS OF DOLLARS
A YEAR .”

Through the generous time and talent donated by
David Priemer from Connellsville, PA, and Vince
Gonzales from Albuquerque, NM, we now have an
on-line version of the Cliff Effect Planning Tool.
This tool can estimate reductions in Medicaid,
childcare, housing, food stamps, and cash
assistance as someone earns more income. The
planner provides people with a forecast of
estimated benefit loss so they can work within their
Circles to find alternatives. Until Cliff Effects are
eliminated with pro-rated benefit schedules, it may
be better, for example, to wait until children no
longer need childcare before accepting new jobs,
more hours, or raises.
Most importantly, the planner is a powerful tool to
educate government and business leaders about
the Cliff Effects that can lead to change in policies
and programs for a more robust workforce.
New Mexico First worked with Circles USA to prepare
a “memorial bill” to research the Cliff Effect and

Vince has built a volunteer team of coders to support
refining the tool to serve other states. We are
opening the back office for collective wisdom from
other organizations and individuals who want to
improve the tool. There are currently planning tools
for 9 states:
Utah
Colorado
New Mexico
Kansas
Missouri
Michigan
Ohio
Pennsylvania
Georgia
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STRATEGY FOUR
SUPPORT FAMILIES TO EARN 200% OF THE FEDERAL POVERTY GUIDELINES
Circle Leaders are individuals who initially
earn less than 150% of the Federal Poverty
Level when they enroll in Circles. They have
made a commitment to build social capital
with middle and upper-income Allies, attend
community meetings, and work toward
greater economic stability for their family and
community.
Circles USA provides Chapters with an online
data system to track progress of Circle
Leaders as they move toward economic
stability. Baseline data is collected at
enrollment, and progress results are collected
at graduation from the Circle Leader Class,
and every six months thereafter.

SUCCESS IN ENROLLING CHAPTERS
Circles USA rolled out its data system last
year. We hired a full-time system analyst to
provide training and technical assistance to
our Chapters on how to properly use the new
data system. We also review entered data to
ensure it is accurate and complete before
publishing reports.

T HE IMPACT AND SUCCESS OF THE C IRCLES PROGRAM SINCE
2000 HAS BEEN RESEARCHED NUMEROUS TIMES OVER THE
PAST TEN YEARS BY PROFESSORS AND STUDENTS AT IOWA
S TATE UNIVERSITY , THE W ILDER I NSTITUTE, U NIVERSITY OF
OREGON , U NIVERSITY OF N EW MEXICO AND U NIVERSITY
OF M ICHIGAN . THESE STUDIES HAVE CONFIRMED THAT
C IRCLES IS A COMPREHENSIVE, LONG -TERM, HOLISTIC
APPROACH THAT USES COMPONENTS THAT ARE ESSENTIAL
FOR SUPPORTING LOW - INCOME WOMEN AND MEN IN
BECOMING ECONOMICALLY STABLE .

M ARY JANE COLLIER , P H.D. U NIVERSITY OF N EW MEXICO

“At Circles they don’t categorize
you by your financial state, but as
the person you are…They are
always giving a helping hand. They
give you tough love and the push
you need.” Excerpt from Nonprofit
Spotlight, Philanthropy Magazine,
Winter 2017

We now have data on 4,567 adults and
children from 1,551 Circle Leaders’ households.
Our data system analyst has reviewed the
data to verify accuracy and eliminate errors
that may have caused initial outlier input. We
have provided coaching and webinars to
Chapters to complete their data input and
produce local reports.
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NATIONAL REPORTS
Please note when reviewing graphs that the change in number of households from six to 12 and 18 months reflects
the fact that Circles groups start at different times. Although there is some attrition, the decrease in numbers reflects
that each group is at a different stage in Circles.

DEMOGRAPHICS
The composition of households enrolled in Circles and entered into the data system is as follows:

Women are four times more likely to enroll in Circles. An analysis of earned income gains between situational
and generational poverty showed small differences in results for the first six months (45% increase for
situational poverty and 37% for generational poverty). There was a large difference after one year in
Circles (75% for situational and 42% for generational) and less of a difference by 18 months (93%
situational and 81% generational). Clearly, if people work the program, they can increase their earned
income, regardless of being in situational or generational poverty.
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EARNED INCOME
The primary indicator of progress in Circles is an increase in earned income. Circle Leaders earned:

41% more income after six months,
60% more after one year, and
88% more in 18 months

Data from 1551 heads of households who have enrolled in Circles has now been gathered in our data system.
744 heads of households who have been enrolled in Circles for at least six months have increased their income by 41%.
479 heads of households who have been enrolled in Circles for at least 12 months have increased their income by 60%.
311 heads of households have been enrolled in Circles for at least 18 months have increased their income by 88%.
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EMPLOYMENT STATUS
Circles supports people in becoming employed to earn enough income to achieve economic stability. There
are significant gains for Circle Leaders in moving from unemployment to part-time or full-time jobs. At 12
months, Circle Leaders make these gains:

39% decrease in unemployment
14% increase in part-time employment
44% increase in full-time employment
60% increase in self-employment

While the self-employed numbers are statistically insignificant now, we are collecting this data and reinforcing the strategy to support people into self-employment given economic forecasts for decreased
traditional jobs and increased demand for entrepreneurial skills.
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EDUCATION
Circles supports people to increase their education to earn more income. Results show increases in certifications
and Circle Leaders entering college.

HOUSING
Most Circles Chapters require stable housing before enrolling in Circles. People who are temporarily staying
in friends or family’s homes and those who are in Chapters that serve people in homeless shelters, are
represented in the category called “Other.” Our goal is to help people maintain stable housing and to
support those who want to become homeowners.
During the initial Circles class, there was a 16% decrease of households who were either living with friends
and family members or homeless. Within 18 months, there was a 43% decrease. Home ownership
increased by 38% within 18 months.
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TRANSPORTATION
Reliable transportation is a major barrier to increasing earned income. Circles shows substantial gains in
reliable transportation. People are asked at their Circles intake interview and every six months thereafter if
they have reliable transportation. The number of people who reported reliable transportation increased by:

18% in 6 months
26% in 12 months
37% in 18 months
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