
The lack of money creates challenges for individuals and families and may be a source of conflict and 

tension that can have adverse effects on their ability to receive services.1 The Deep Poverty Initiative 

sees the opportunity to make services more accessible to those experiencing income insecurity through 

bolstering organizations’ capacities. This document offers a step-by-step guide to improving the 

accessibility of organizations and their capacities to serve individuals experiencing income insecurity.  

Capacity Building 

Organizational capacity refers to an organization’s “ability to make a difference over time and across 

different issues.”2 Capacity building refers to a “process to increase the skills, infrastructure, and 

resources of individuals, organizations.”3 In other words, capacity building is a process that promotes 

the development of capacity and enables change to occur so that the organization can better serve the 

community. Not all capacity building will look the same. The initial capacity of organizations, their 

support for change, and the amount of resources available to them to enable change will vary.4 It is also 

possible for an organization to have capacity in one area, but not in another. To enable change, capacity 

building should be a collaborative process between the psychologist and the organization.  

Organizational Culture and Climate 

Every setting (e.g., organizations, schools, and hospitals) has its own culture and climate that can 

impact how individuals feel and interact within that space.5 An organization’s culture and climate can 

benefit employees, the outcomes of individuals they work with,6 and even help build the social capital of 

the organization.7 The attitudes of and interactions between workers, individuals receiving services, and 

other stakeholders within an organization shape that organization’s culture and climate8 – this means 

that culture and climate can be impacted by unconscious biases9 about those living in deep poverty. Yet, 

psychologists can work with organizations to reduce biases and promote a positive, trusting culture and 

climate. 

Lending Your Expertise 

Because of their knowledge and skills, psychologists are uniquely situated to helping organizations 

address biases and build their capacity to better serve individuals living in deep poverty. Listed below 
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are a few ways psychologists can support organizations, which can help to guide your collaborative 

efforts: 

• Cultural Competence10

o Orient staff to consider their power and privilege, as well as the power dynamic between

them and the individuals they serve.

o Offer to conduct a multicultural organizational consultation.11

o Share the components of cultural competence12 with staff and work with them to develop

those competencies.

• Problem Identification

o Offer to conduct a needs assessment13 and assist with asset mapping. See the checklist at the

end of this document for ideas on what to include in your needs assessment.

o Work with stakeholders to update or create theory of change or logic models for the

organization.

o Create a community profile.14

o Identify organizational practices that could prevent individuals living in deep poverty from

receiving services. For instance, whether an organization has stipulations1 in place that must

be met before services can be rendered.

• Strategy Development and Implementation

o Create a capacity building logic model.

o Update or create training manuals and other organizational documents to be more inclusive

toward individuals living in deep poverty.

o Provide skill training sessions for staff and assess staffs’ skills before and after the training 
occurs. Examples of training topics could include the use of simple, clear language when 
communicating with individuals who receive services,1 how to check document readability,15 

and the importance of using person-first language.16,17

o Identify variables for data collection and suggest how deep poverty and related variables

could be meaningfully used in analyses.

o Review and optimize data collection and storage methods.

• Monitoring, Evaluation, and Quality Assurance

o Evaluate18, 19 the organization or one of their programs.

o Provide statistical support by analyzing data and interpreting results.

o Assist with grant proposals.

o Act as an ongoing consultant to help monitor and sustain the organization’s capacity.



3 

Needs Assessment Checklist 
Improveme

nt needed? 

Policy 

exists? 

Staff Training and Behavior 

Staff are discouraged from using deficit-based language when speaking 

with or about individuals receiving services 
Y / N Y / N 

Individuals are treated as experts (e.g., organization makes decisions with 

clients rather than for them) 
Y / N Y / N 

Intentional language is used to refer to individuals receiving services (e.g., 

clients, members, customers) and staff (e.g., family advocates) 
Y / N Y / N 

Staff are educated about the unique and nuanced experiences of living 

without employment, experiencing homelessness, or lacking a living wage 
Y / N Y / N 

Staff have received cultural competency training Y / N Y / N 

Staff are aware of local programs/services that individuals would benefit 

from 
Y / N Y / N 

Organizational Practices 

Data on individuals’ income and employment are collected and used Y / N Y / N 

• Organization criteria (e.g., program eligibility) are objective Y / N Y / N 

• The application/onboarding process is streamlined to reduce the

collection of duplicate and unnecessary information
Y / N Y / N 

• Individuals are assisted when completing the entry

application/onboarding process
Y / N Y / N 

• Individuals are able to receive services without any stipulations

placed on them (e.g., no forced bundling)
Y / N Y / N 

• Appointments outside of the typical 9-5, Monday through Friday

work week are offered to individuals
Y / N Y / N 

• Walk-ins are accepted Y / N Y / N 

• Individuals have the option to meet with staff at a location most

convenient for them
Y / N Y / N 

• Penalties for late arrivals or missed deadlines are not harsh Y / N Y / N 

• Individuals are not charged for program services OR payment for

services is based on financial need (e.g., sliding scale payment)
Y / N Y / N 

• Individuals can choose how they will receive communication from

staff (e.g., text, phone call, email)
Y / N Y / N 

• A grace period for program supports is provided to individuals as

they transition out of the program/organization
Y / N Y / N 

Collaboration 

Transportation is provided to individuals by the organization or through a 

partnership with another organization 
Y / N Y / N 

Wrap-around services are provided to individuals through this organization 

OR through a partnership with other organizations 
Y / N Y / N 

Staff are encouraged to let individuals know about local programs/services 

that individuals would benefit from 
Y / N Y / N 
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This document is a product of the American Psychological Association Deep Poverty Initiative Working 

Group. 
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