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executive summary  

 
CULTURE OF DETERRENCE provides an 

unobstructed view of the average customer 

experience while seeking assistance at a 

New York City Human Resources Admin-

istration (“HRA”) Job Center.  

 

In order to craft a report that ref lected the 

experiences of this populat ion, the Safety 

Net Project (SNP) surveyed a total of 130 

public assistance customers across each 

of the twenty-f ive HRA Job Centers be-

tween October 2013 and February 2014. 

For the purpose of this report, we use the term “customer” to refer to pu b-

lic assistance applicants and recipients who go to Job Centers seeking 

assistance.  

 

This report i l lustrates both the scope and pervasive nature of the problem 

as well as the concrete steps that HRA must take to begin to address it.  

The report and its recommendations also rely upon a recently formed Pu b-

lic Assistance Action Committee comprised of twenty-f ive public assis-

tance customers. This was an intentional method modeled on the belief 

that these individuals are uniquely placed to provide valuable and often 

concealed information gleaned from f irsthand experiences. These custo m-

ers offer insight and suggestions through an organic and practical a p-

proach. This process can be impossible for researchers and policy advo-

cates to undertake alone, as they often lack f irsthand experience of the 

problems on the ground. 

 

The report’s f indings are as follows:  

 

1. INTERACTIONS WITH JOB CENTER STAFF ARE OFTEN 

HOSTILE AND CONFUSING 
 

A vast majority of respondents reported that HRA workers sp oke to 

them in a hostile manner,  that responses to questions were often con-

fusing, contradictory or sometimes nonexistent and that hostile security 

personnel often escalate problems and make customers feel unsafe ra-

ther than secure.   
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2. HRA FAILS TO COMPLY WITH ITS OWN PROCEDURES FOR 

PROCESSING DOCUMENTS 
 

Almost two-thirds of respondents reported lost paperwork or other 

problems with submitting information , including failure or refusal to 

provide receipts and stories of multiple submissions of the same doc u-

ment being necessary.  

 

3. CUSTOMERS ARE UNABLE TO COMMUNICATE WITH HRA 

WITHOUT VISITING A CENTER 
 

Despite the consensus about problems in the center, respondents 

agree that  cal l ing the center is an exercise in futi l ity. Eighty -six percent 

of respondents reported that calls to their workers were rarely or never 

answered. In addit ion, submitting documents or making contact v ia fax 

or online is virtually impossible.  

 

4. WAITS AT JOB CENTERS ARE LONG AND UNPLEASANT  
 

Due in part to the inabil ity to make contact through alternative means, 

survey results found that customers waited an average of 3.5 hours b e-

fore speaking with a representative, regardless of having young chi l-

dren or disabilit ies. Long wait t imes are yet another method by which 

customers are discouraged and deterred from seeking benefits.  

 

5. CENTER STAFF OFTEN FAILS TO IMPLEMENT POLICIES 

DESIGNED TO ASSIST LIMITED ENGLISH PROFICIENCY CUS-

TOMERS, DOMESTIC VIOLENCE SURVIVORS, AND INDIVIDU-

ALS WITH DISABILITIES 
 

Many survey part icipants indicated they do not receive services in their 

preferred language. Only twenty percent of individuals who indicated a 

Domestic Violence history were properly referred to a special ized l iai-

son as mandated by HRA policy. Additionally, respondents reported 

numerous failures to provide accommodations for individuals with disa-

bil it ies.  

 

The responses here clearly demonstrate a pattern of harsh and indif ferent 

treatment with the end result of discouraging customers from accessing 

crucial assistance they are entit led to and often need to survive. A culture 

of deterrence is st i l l entrenched at HRA Job Centers and change is de s-

perately needed. 

 

With these experiences as our guide, we propose the follo wing recom-

mendations aimed at improving processes and conditions within Job Ce n-

ters for both customers and HRA staff :  
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1. PROVIDE JOB CENTER STAFF WITH TRAINING DESIGNED 

TO IMPROVE INTERACTIONS WITH CUSTOMERS 
 

Trainings should  include cultural competency, conflict prevention, and 

guidance on engaging with vulnerable populations with an aim towards 

shif t ing Job Center culture away from deterrence and towards high -

quality service to those eligible for assistance.  

 

2. INCREASE TRANSPARENCY BY DEVELOPING FEEDBACK 

AND ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEMS 
 

The result of a center visit or required next steps should not be  a mys-

tery. Center staff  should wear nametags, provide their name, tit le and 

supervisor’s contact information, and provide a “Center Visit Receipt” 

to provide staff  and customers alike with a uniform record of any visit.  

Additionally, HRA must create a more transparent and responsive co m-

plaint process that allows customers to track and follow up on their 

complaint and actively seek input from customers and advocacy organ-

izat ions through questionnaires and annual surveys to improve best 

pract ices.   

 

3. IMPROVE COMMUNICATION 
 

HRA should develop systems for customers to communicate with HRA 

without visit ing the Job Center, including creating an online portal,  

staff ing reception lines at each Job Center, and providing staff  with 

time to return voicemail messages.  

 

4. REDUCE WAIT TIMES 
 

HRA should provide the resources and guidelines necessary to ensure 

each Job Center adequately staffs their faci l i ty to standardize and min-

imize wait t imes.  

 

5. INCREASE OVERSIGHT 
 

HRA should ensure that exist ing policies are being followed in all  areas 

including receiving, scanning and indexing documents, providing r e-

ceipts for document submissions, and adequately ensuring that individ-

uals with Limited English Proficiency , Domestic Violence vict ims and 

the disabled are accommodated. We recommend that each center es-

tablish a help desk staffed by legal service organizations where cu s-

tomers can obtain information and assistance on their r ights and obl i-

gations.  
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introduction  

 
MARLENE P. spent the last three 

decades serving others by work-

ing in positions in the medical and 

social services f ields. Most re-

cently, she was a Patient Advo-

cate at a Bronx hospital earning a 

$40,000 annual salary.  

 

In June of 2009, Marlene was laid 

off  and joined the throngs of other 

unemployed Americans.  Anxious 

to f ind work to support her family 

of four, Marlene worked on her 

resume and applied for as many 

positions as possible. However, 

Marlene was unable to f ind any 

full-t ime work.  

 

Marlene’s unemployment ran out  

in Apri l of 2011, leaving her with 

no income to support herself  or 

her family. Left without any fur-

ther options, Marlene went to a 

Human Resources Administrat ion 

(“HRA”) Job Center to apply for 

public assistance i (col loquially 

known as “Welfare”).  

 

Dejected, t ired, and anxious, Mar-

lene, her two daughters, and her 

four-year old grandson waited at 

the Melrose Job Center in the 

Bronx for f ive hours to apply for 

help. When the family f inal ly met 

with a caseworker and answered 

a multitude of questions, they 

were informed that their public 

assistance application would not 

be fully processed that day due to 

a “computer system failure.” After 

spending an entire day at the Job 

Center, the family would have to 

return the next day.  Failure to re-

turn would result in a denial of 

benefits. 

 

Desperate for assistance, Marlene 

and her family returned the next 

day and waited, again, for several 

hours. After providing all relevant 

documents and attending manda-

tory follow-up appointments, Mar-

lene learned that her public assis-

tance application was denied. She 

returned to the Job Center to in-

quire as to the reason for the de-

nial and was told that she simply 

needed to apply again.  

 

She reapplied. She was denied 

again. Each time Marlene re-

turned to the Job Center to re -

apply for public assistance and 

attend subsequent mandatory ap-

pointments, her applicat ion was 

rejected. It did not help that Mar-

lene experienced unsympathetic 

and antagonistic reactions from 

HRA staff  members concerning 

her application.  At one point dur-

ing this process, an HRA Job 

Center employee asked: “What’s 

wrong with you? If  you did what 

you were supposed to do, you 

wouldn’t be here again.” After this 

experience, Marlene dreaded go-
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ing to the Job Center. “I knew that 

it was going to turn out horrible.” 

But she returned anyway, not be-

cause she wanted to—but be-

cause she had to.  

 

Marlene was el igible for public 

assistance: she was a U.S. cit izen 

with zero income.  Yet, Marlene’s 

applicat ion for public assistance 

was not properly processed until  

an Administrat ive Law Judge o r-

dered HRA to follow its own pro-

cedures.  It took eleven months 

for Marlene to f inally receive her 

benefits. During that t ime, Mar-

lene borrowed money from rela-

tives, went to food pantries and 

begged for food at a nearby gro-

cery store in order to feed herself 

and her family. Unable to pay 

rent, Marlene recalls that she 

“practical ly l ived in Bronx Housing 

Court because I was getting evic-

tion notices every month.” Mar-

lene even ended up in the hosp i-

tal on two occasions due to anxie-

ty.  

 

The story of Marlene P. is not a 

rare occurrence.  Marlene’s expe-

riences are an all -too-familiar re-

ality for New Yorkers in need of 

public assistance benefits.  This 

report examines and challenges 

the notion that the regular dehu-

manizing treatment that appl i-

cants and recipients endure at 

Job Centers is the price one must 

pay in order to acquire public 

benefits.   

 

an early history of 

public assistance 

centers in new york 

city 
 

Historically, New York led the na-

tion in the creation of programs to 

serve the poor.  Nevertheless, 

these programs were often 

plagued with poor implementation.  

In 1931, in response to the Great 

Depression, advocates from New 

York City successfully lobbied for 

the creation of Home Relief, a re-

gional program by which the gov-

ernment provided material and 

cash payments to individuals un-

able to meet their basic needs. 

Home Relief represented a histo r-

ic expansion in public assistance 

for poor families and would serve 

as an inf luential model for the 

New Deal. ii  However, the process 

of seeking Home Relief aid at dis-

tribut ion centers was often humil-

iating and Home Relief payments 

to recipients fel l far short of prom-

ised levels.  

 

Shortly after New York enacted 

laws to provide the poor with a 

safety net, the concept of gov-

ernment-funded poverty assis-

tance expanded to the federal 

level as Congress passed a series 

of laws in response to the Great 

Depression.  These laws and 

presidential executive orders (by 

then-President Franklin D. Roo-

sevelt) became known as the New 
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Deal. The Aid to Families with 

Dependent Children program (part 

of the Social Security Act of 1935) 

provided poor mothers with a 

modest stipend so that they would 

not need to work outside of the 

home.  In 1938, New York went a 

step farther by passing a Const i-

tutional Amendment to provide 

even stronger protections to the 

neediest.  

 

The Amendment protected not on-

ly poor mothers, but also any poor 

individual: “The aid, care, and 

support of the needy are public 

concerns and shall  be provided by 

the state.” iii Since these protec-

tions were now part of the State 

Constitution rather than a tempo-

rary government program, they 

placed aff irmative obligat ions on 

New York’s government to provide 

long-last ing assistance.  This pro-

vision was passed at the behest 

of New York City Mayor Fiorello 

La Guardia, who convinced the 

State Legislature that a  more ef-

fective welfare system would not 

only help the sick, old, and needy 

but would also save the govern-

ment money and help the overal l  

economy. This provision remains 

part of the State Constitution to 

this day and has served as the 

legal and statutory basis for many 

of New York’s social programs.  

 

Although New York’s constitution 

allowed for public assistance for 

more low-income families, access 

to those benefits was dif f icult to 

attain in New York City. These 

challenges were largely due to 

hurdles erected by local adminis-

trators of social services pro-

grams. In 1962, the Moreland 

Commission on Welfare, a New 

York State legislative commis-

sion, concluded in its report that 

“observations in the off ices and 

evaluation of the handling of cl i-

ents…reveal an att itude of annoy-

ance and disregard of the human 

factors, and in many cases almost 

an ‘adversary’ rather than a ‘help-

ing’ relat ionship.” iv 

 

 
 

A 1965 survey conducted by the 

Community Council of Greater 

New York found that many single 

mothers facing extreme f inancial 

hardship had not applied for as-

sistance. The reasons given by 

respondents for not applying for 

benefits included: confusion re-

garding el igibil ity criteria, concern 

that the paltry amount they’d re-

ceive in benefits  would not be 

worth the harassment, and past 

humiliat ing experiences with the 

welfare agency. v 

 

An extensive case study of the 

Lower Manhattan Welfare Center 

in 1966 further i l lustrated a de-

tailed portrait  of “ intimidation and 

 

“The aid, care, and sup-
port of the needy are pub-
lic concerns and shall be 

provided by the state” 
 

  N E W  Y O R K  S T A T E  
C O N S T I T U T I O N  
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deterrence” designed to discour-

age individuals from applying for 

assistance. vi Other studies con-

ducted during that period re-

vealed that for every New York 

City resident receiving AFDC, 

there was another person who 

was el igible but not receiving 

benefits. A 1968 New York City 

Bureau of the Budget memo pre-

pared for Mayor Lindsay recom-

mended a variety of steps meant 

to discourage welfare applicants 

and therefore save on welfare 

costs, including shrinking the 

number of welfare centers to 

make it more dif f icult for people 

to travel to them and increasing 

backlog and waiting periods for 

benefits.vii  

 

In response to these barriers, 

welfare recipients, grassroots ac-

tivists, and legal services groups 

began organizing to increase ac-

cess to cash assistance in New 

York City during the 1960s and 

early 1970s. Init ially organized by 

the Lower East Side-based non-

prof it Mobilization for Youth, 

these protests and actions 

sparked a nationwide welfare 

rights movement. Although the 

welfare rights movement had 

largely disbanded by the mid -

1970s, access to benefits in New 

York City continued to expand 

slowly in the decades that fo l-

lowed, in part, due to increased 

funding for legal services work. 

The number of eligib le New York

ers able to access public assis-

tance continued to increase 

steadily through the early 1990s.  

 

twenty years of 

deterrence: the 

giuliani and 

bloomberg years 
 

In 1995, Mayor Rudolph Giuliani 

embarked on a campaign to re-

duce the public assistance case-

load to zero, at any cost. De-

nouncing the welfare system as 

too “user friendly,” Giul iani com-

menced an effort to aggressively 

“divert” and discourage individu-

als seeking public assistance. viii  

 

This change was accelerated and 

cemented by federal welfare re-

form in 1996, which, in addition to 

adding a work requirement for re-

cipients, transformed AFDC into 

the Temporary Assistance for 

Needy Families (TANF) block 

grant. The new funding structure 

created incentives to cut the 

number of public assistance re-

cipients.  New York State would 

now receive the same annual 

block grant funding regardless of 

the number of families on public 

assistance (as opposed to the 

prior federal entit lement system 

where federal funding expanded 

and contracted based on the 
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number of families receiving as-

sistance). Welfare off ices were 

transformed from “Income Support 

Centers” to “Job Centers” and 

HRA offered these new Job Cen-

ters f inancial incentives to cut 

their caseload by 10% from the 

previous year. A 1999 report re-

counted how “the Job Center staff 

focuses its efforts at every step 

on dissuading applicants from 

submitting an applicat ion for any 

assistance.” ix 

 

This philosophy of “diversion” and 

deterrence towards public assis-

tance recipients continued under 

the Bloomberg Administration. A 

2008 report by Public Advocate 

Betsy Gotbaum’s off ice surveyed 

clients about their experiences at 

Human Resources Administrat ion 

(“HRA”) Job Centers and con-

cluded that “clients face a range 

of obstacles at Job Centers,” in-

cluding long wait t imes, docu-

ments being misplaced, miscom-

munication with HRA staff , or no 

record of a prior visit. x 

 

Despite these f indings and two 

subsequent reports by the Public 

Advocate’s off ice in 2009 docu-

menting continued systemic is-

sues with Job Centers, the 

Bloomberg administration de-

clined to take any signif icant co r-

rect ive act ion.  

 

Today, there is an increased need 

for public assistance to combat 

the Great Recession and its con-

tinuing aftermath. Unemployment 

rates in New York City remain 

stubbornly high at 8.1% (com-

pared with national average of 

6.6%)xi and an estimated 23% of 

New Yorkers live in poverty. xiixiii  

 

Public assistance is a crit ical re-

source for New Yorkers facing 

temporary hardship and poverty 

during this t ime.  Yet, during the 

height of the recession and the 

subsequent stagnant economy 

(January 2007- January 2014)  

the number of individuals receiv-

ing public assistance in New York 

City decreased by 11.4% to a  

meager 333,708 - its lowest level 

since 1964. xiv  

 

In comparison, during this same 

period, other safety net programs 

such as the Supplemental Nutr i-

t ional Assistance Program 

(“SNAP,” previously referred to as 

Food Stamps) and Medicaid re-

sponded proport ionally to the in-

creased need.  

 

The number of SNAP recipients in 

New York City rose 60% from 

January 2007 to January 2014 xv 

and the number of Medicaid recip-

ients rose by over 10%. xvi 

 

 

“We’re gong to end Wel-
fare by the end of this 
century completely…” 

 

  R U D O L P H  G I U L I A N I ,  
J U L Y  2 0 ,  1 9 9 8  
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today: a culture of 

deterrence 
 

Our research, based on surveys 

with 130 public assistance recip i-

ents, confirms that the Guiliani 

and Bloomberg administrations 

were largely successful in their 

goal of deterring New Yorkers 

from seeking public assistance. 

Survey part icipants clearly 

articulate a pattern of discourag-

ing, disorganized, and degrading 

treatment while at HRA Job Cen-

ters. This treatment impedes New 

Yorkers from accessing the cru-

cial assistance that they need to 

survive. The stories of Marlene P. 

and so many others provide a 

clear view of a culture of deter-

rence at the HRA Job Centers de-

signed to frustrate and deny New 

Yorkers in need. 
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methodology  

 
IN ORDER TO  collect data on 

HRA Job Centers, the Safety Net 

Project surveyed public assis-

tance customers across New York 

City.  For the purpose of this re-

port, we use the term “customer” 

to refer to public assistance ap-

plicants and recipients who go to 

Job Centers seeking assistance.  

 

A total of 130 surveys were co l-

lected between October 2013 and 

February 2014. All  of the twenty-

f ive HRA Job Centers in New York 

City were sampled. FIGURE I  

provides an overview of the num-

ber of respondents sampled at 

each Job Center. The survey is 

not intended to be a representa-

tive sample but instead provides a 

crit ical, up-to-date snapshot of 

those issues connected to the ap-

plicat ion and retention of public 

assistance for the 337,400 current 

recipients in New York City and 

the thousands of New Yorkers 

who apply for benefits each year. 
xvii 

  

The survey was administered to 

individuals who currently receive 

public assistance or received pub-

lic assistance within the past 

year. The survey was either oral ly 

administered by Safety Net Pro-

ject advocates or individually 

completed by recipients on paper 

or electronic form. The Safety Net 

Project col lected responses from 

three sources: 

 

1. Randomly selected HRA cus-

tomers attending or requesting 

fair hearings at the Off ice of 

Administrative Hearings at 14 

Boerum Place in Brooklyn  

 

2. Attendees of the Safety Net 

Project’s legal clinics, which 

are located in Manhattan, 

Brooklyn, Queens, and the 

Bronx  

 

3. Current and former clients of 

the Safety Net Project who 

were contacted via e-mail or 

interviewed in person  

 

the public 

assistance action 

committee 
 

This report incorporates not only 

survey data but also the input and 

recommendations of current and 

former public assistance custom-

ers. Named the Public Assistance 

Action Committee (herein “the 

Committee”), this group of twenty 

f ive public assistance customers 

was central to the development of 

the report ’s f indings and recom-

mendations. Reliance on the 



 C U L T U R E  O F  D E T E R R E N C E :  V O I C E S  O F  N Y C  P U B L I C  A S S I S T A N C E  R E C I P I E N T S  17 

 

Committee is based on the re-

search and advocacy principle 

that stakeholders (i.e. HRA cus-

tomers) are uniquely situated to 

contribute valuable and often hid-

den information due to f irst -hand 

experiences. Such organic insight 

has great potential to document  

current agency processes and 

produce strategies to improve po l-

icies and systems that currently 

do not serve the needs of 

stakeholders.  

 

In a series of meetings in March 

and Apri l of 2014, the Committee 

drew on both survey data collect-

ed and the actual experiences of 

public assistance applicants and 

recipients as it pertains to Job 

Centers. The Committee’s in-

sights and experiences are in-

cluded in the report’s discussion 

of the survey f indings.  
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F I G U R E  I :    

survey respondents 
 

B Y  H R A  J O B  C E N T E R         

 

  3 8 :  c e n t e r  r e s p o n d e n t s  

T H E  B R O N X  

 3 8 :  R I D E R  8  

 4 0 :  M E L R O S E  5  

 4 4 :  F O R D H A M  7  

 4 6 :  C R O T O N A  1 1  

B R O O K L Y N  
 

A N D  
 

S T A T E N  I S L A N D  

 6 3 :  C O N E Y  I S L A N D  1  

 6 4 :  D E K A L B  1 1  

 6 6 :  B U S H W I C K  9  

 6 7 :  C L I N T O N  H I L L  8  

 7 0 :  B A Y  R I D G E  1  

 9 9 :  R I C H M O N D  1  

M A N H A T T A N  

 1 3 :  W A V E R L Y  4  

 2 3 :  E A S T  E N D  9  

 3 5 :  D Y C K M A N  9  

Q U E E N S  

 5 3 :  Q U E E N S  1  

 5 4 :  J A M A I C A  2  

 7 9 :  R O C K A W A Y  1  

S P E C I A L  N E E D S  
 

A N D  
 

P O P U L A T I O N S  

 1 7 :  F A M I L Y  S E R V I C E S  C A L L - I N  3  

 1 8 :  S T .  N I C H O L A S  2  

 3 7 :  E A S T  R I V E R  1 4  

 3 9 :  U N I O N  S Q U A R E  3  

 4 7 :  R E F U G E E  2  

 5 2 :  R E S I D E N T I A L  T R E A T M E N T  2  

 7 1 :  I N T E N S I V E  S E R V I C E S  4  

 8 4 :  S E N I O R  W O R K S  3  

 6 2 :  V E T E R A N S  1  
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findings  

 
THE RESULTS IDENTIFY  persis-

tent problems with Job Centers 

across the city.  

 

We believe that these problems 

have an outsized effect on ind i-

viduals seeking public assistance. 

Interact ions between Job Center 

staff  and customers are crit ical 

since customers are required to 

visit Job Centers in person in o r-

der to receive benefits. 

There is no online applica-

tion for public assistance 

(unlike for SNAP), so ap-

plicants must go to the 

center to apply for benefits 

and then must return to 

provide requested docu-

ments. 

 

Recipients must also visit  

the center to fulf i l l  a host 

of requirements. For ex-

ample, they are required to report 

any changes in their circumstanc-

es immediately to their center, 

such as a move to a new apart-

ment, the birth of a child, or any 

change in income.  

 

Even when a change does not oc-

cur in the household composit ion 

or income, recipients must a ttend 

appointments at the Job Center to 

verify their continued eligibil ity for 

assistance. Additionally, recip i-

ents must report to their Job Cen-

ter to request special ized grants 

that they may be entit led to, such 

as storage fees for homeless fam-

il ies or rental arrears grants for 

families facing evict ion. In gen-

eral, recipients must travel to 

their centers if  they need to re-

solve one of the many problems 

that may arise, such as an unex-

pected reduction or discontinu-

ance of their benefits.  

 

Survey participants re-

sponded in near unanimity 

that their experiences at 

Job Centers are often up-

setting and unhelpful. For 

customers, these problems 

can cause frustration, anx-

iety, and distress, espe-

cial ly after spending 

countless unnecessary 

hours at the Job Centers. 

Furthermore, the failure by 

some Job Center staff  members 

to provide clear information to 

customers or follow correct pro-

cedures often results in appl i-

cants being unduly denied for 

necessary benefits or recipients 

losing benefits that are crit ical to 

their families. This in turn can 

lead to irreversible hardships, 

such as food insecurity, inabil ity 

to purchase basic necessities 

such as formula or d iapers, and 

evict ion and homelessness. 
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finding one: hostile and confusing interac-

tions 

 
NEGATIVE INTERACTIONS 

WITH WORKERS 

 

While HRA’s mission is to provide 

assistance to needy New Yorkers, 

survey respondents contend that  

many HRA workers are often dis-

missive and unhelpful. Seventy-nine 

percent of respondents reported that  

HRA workers always, often, or 

sometimes spoke to them in a mean, 

hostile, or nasty manner.  

 

HRA’s website indicates that recip i-

ents with complaints about service 

may send an electronic message to 

the Commissioner, contact the Of-

f ice of Constituent Services,  or the 

HRA Infoline via telephone. xviii How-

ever, members of the Committee 

noted that information about how to 

make complaints are not highly pub-

licized at Job Centers.  

 

Furthermore, those who f i led com-

plaints noted that HRA provided no 

mechanism for following up on the 

status of the complaint and that their 

complaints seemed to have no dis-

cernible impact on staff  treatment of 

customers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
F I G U R E  I I :  D O  H R A  W O R K E R S  E V -

E R  S P E A K  T O  Y O U  I N  A  M E A N ,  

H O S T I L E ,  O R  N A S T Y  M A N N E R ?  

 

 
“They treat people terribly. 
People leave there crying” 

 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  4 4  

 
“Going to the HRA Center 
for help is frustrating. The 
workers usually treat peo-

ple as worthless” 
 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  4 7  

 
“It’s a demeaning human 

experience” 
 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  6 4  

 
“The workers are rude and 

unwilling to help, do not lis-
ten to client needs and dis-

regard responsibility” 
 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  3 8  
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CONFUSING INFORMATION 

ABOUT BENEFITS 

 

Respondents noted overwhelmingly 

that they are often unable to receive 

clear information about their benefits 

when they visit the Job Center.  

 

Many members of the Committee re-

counted being confused or unsatis-

f ied by the response received from 

Job Center staff . When they asked 

for more information, they were told 

either to “request a[n administrative] 

fair hearing” or “wait for a letter in 

the mail.” These actions require a 

customer to leave the center without 

an explanation or resolution.  

 

 

 

HOSTILE SECURITY 

 

Present at all  Job Center off ices, 

security personnel include members 

of the HRA Police Force, who are 

Peace Off icers with arrest powers, 

as well as security guards inde-

pendently contracted through FJC 

Security Services, Inc. 

 

Ideally, security officers should help 

make customers feel safe in the 

centers and assist in resolving vola-

ti le situations. Some customers, 

however, do not feel safe in their 

centers, part ial ly due to problems 

with some of the security personnel .  

 

The Committee voiced concerns that security personnel at some J ob Cen-

ters escalated situations instead of resolving them. Security personnel 

 
F I G U R E  I I I :  W H E N  Y O U  H A V E  A  

Q U E S T I O N  A B O U T  Y O U R  C A S E ,  D O  

T H E  W O R K E R S  P R O V I D E  Y O U  W I T H  

A N S W E R S  T H A T  Y O U  C A N  U N D E R -

S T A N D ?  

 

 
“Mostly they are vague 

when it comes to answering 
questions” 

 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  6 4  

 

 

F I G U R E  I V :  D O  Y O U  F E E L  S A F E  A T  

Y O U R  C E N T E R ?  

 

 
“I don't feel safe in the cen-

ter because the security 
guard disrespects me” 

 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  2 3  
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have also been accused of removing customers from Job Centers before 

workers can address a customer’s problems.  
 –  See Germaine Delaney ’s  Sto ry  

 

finding two: misplaced and mishandled 

documents 
 

As detai led above, customers are required to present Job Center staff 

with a wide range of documents to first establish el igibil ity and then to 

confirm continued eligibi l ity.  A resounding majority of survey participants 

assert that documents and paper requests they provide to workers at Job 

Centers are often lost .  

 

Aside from the frustrat ion experienced by those affected, these mistakes 

also have serious consequences. For example, if  a customer moves and 

Job Center staff  does not process the change in address, HRA may con-

tinue to send correspondence to the customer’s previous address.  

 

As a result, the customer wil l not receive notice of an upcoming mandat o-

ry appointment since the information is mailed to the previous address. 

Failure to attend the meeting that the customer was unaware of would r e-

sult in the loss of benefits  

 

 

LOST DOCUMENTS 

 

HRA policy directs that documents 

“must be scanned and indexed on 

the same day” whether submitted by 

mail, fax, or in person. xix However, 

survey respondents indicate that  

this policy is not always pract iced.  

 

Almost two-thirds of respondents re-

port that HRA has lost paperwork 

that they provided. Some customers 

may have to submit documents three 

or four separate t imes before it  is 

f inally processed.  

 

 

 
F I G U R E  V :  H A S  A  W O R K E R  A T  

Y O U R  C E N T E R  E V E R  L O S T  P A P E R -

W O R K  T H A T  Y O U  P R O V I D E D  T O  

T H E M ?  
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These allegations of lost documents 

and the negative repercussions that 

they cause are widespread. Addition-

ally, survey results and subsequent 

discussion of these results with mem-

bers of the Committee denote that 

procedures for processing documenta-

tion vary widely from center to center, 

and even varied from worker to  worker 

within the same center.  

 

Committee members recounted that ,  

depending on who they talked to in the 

Job Center, customers might be told to 

drop documents off  at the Customer 

Service desk or leave copies for their 

worker. When they returned to see if  

the changes had been processed, they were told that there was no record 

of their earlier request in the system and that they should just submit the 

documents again.  

 

Survey respondents and committee members’ comments also suggest that 

these problems extend to the processing of paperwork for special allo w-

ances and grants such as those available for moving expenses, storage 

payments, or addit ional al lowances for pregnant women. Customers who 

visit the Job Centers to request these grants are asked to complete a brief 

applicat ion and submit support ing documentation. However, respondents 

commented that this paperwork is often lost, with seri ous consequences. 

 

 

LACK OF RECEIPTS  

 

As protect ion for applicants and re-

cipients, HRA requires that Job Cen-

ters provide same-day receipts 

whenever a customer submits doc-

umentation. xx Survey data shows 

that this policy is applied with vary-

ing degree. Some customers report 

that they have even been denied re-

ceipts when they explicit ly asked for 

them. 

 
F I G U R E  V I :  W H E N  Y O U  P R O V I D E  

Y O U R  C E N T E R  W I T H  P A P E R W O R K ,  

H O W  O F T E N  A R E  Y O U  G I V E N  A  

R E C E I P T ?  

 
“I had to go four or five 

times to the center to cor-
rect the rent amount” 

 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  
2 3  

 
“Storage payments keep 

on being delayed; my 
stuff was almost auc-
tioned multiple times” 

 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  
2 3  
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Receipts are crit ical for customers who 

must speak to Job Center superv isors 

or attend Fair Hearings. This occurs 

when they are accused of fail ing to pro-

vide documentation or forced to defend 

themselves if  accused of  fraudulently 

fail ing to report new in formation.  

 
“I asked for a receipt and 
the lady told me that they 

don't give receipts” 
 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  
4 6  
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germaine delaney 
 

P U B L I C  A S S I S T A N C E  A C T I O N  C O M M I T T E E    

 
“ I  f i r s t  app l i ed  f o r  pub l i c  as s i s t a nce  i n  No vember  2013 .  A t  m y  
No vember  26 ,  2 013  fo l l o w -up  a ppo in tmen t ,  t he  wo rke r  asked  
me  to  f a x  docum en ta t i on  b y  De ce mber  3 .  I  f a xed  t he  reques ted  
documen t  bu t  l a t e r  f ound  ou t  t ha t  t hey  c lo sed  m y  case  based  
on  no t  r ece i v i ng  i t .  

 
I  appea red  i n  p e rson  w i t h  t he  f ax  r ece ip t  -  p ro o f  t ha t  I  had  
faxed  the  docu men ts  r eques ted  on  December  2 .  E ve r y  Cu s -
tomer  Se r v i ce  re p resen ta t i ve  t o ld  me  to  r eapp l y .  W hy  shou ld  I  
have  to  r eapp l y  when  i t  i s  t he  ce n te r ’ s  f a u l t ?   E ven tua l l y  I  d i d  
see  a  wo rke r  a nd  she  cou l d  n o t  access  wha t  t he  p re v ious  
wo rke r  had  d one  so  she  a l so  sug ges ted  tha t  I  r ea pp l y .  A t  t ha t  
po in t ,  I  r e ques ted  to  see  a  supe r v i so r .  A f t e r  wa i t i ng  20  
m inu tes  I  wa s  to ld  b y  secu r i t y  s t a f f  t ha t  “ I  had  b een  se r v i ced ”  
and  wou ld  be  es co r ted  ou t  w i t h o u t  see ing  a  sup e rv i so r .   Th i s  
was  sa id  t o  me  w i thou t  an y  f u r t he r  e xp lana t i on  and  I  wa s  no t  
caus ing  a n y  d i s t u rbance .   

 
I  f i l ed  a  comp la i n t  w i t h  311  and  reques ted  a  Fa i r  H ea r ing .  The  
Eas t  R i ve r  Cen te r  con tac ted  me  f o r  a  Ma nda to r y  D i spu te  Res o -
l u t i on  a t  wh i ch  t i me  I  me t  w i t h  a  supe r v i so r ,  supp osed l y  t o  r e -
so l ve  m y fa i r  he a r i ng  i ssue .  The  supe rv i so r  aga i n  r e fused  to  
accep t  m y  docu men ta t i on  and  t o ld  me  to  r eapp l y .  My  con te n -
t i on  i s  t he  cen t e r s  do  no t  wan t  t o  r eso l ve  s imp le  i ssues  and  
p re fe r  t o  f o r ce  y ou  to  wa i t  mon th s  f o r  bene f i t s .  T hey  a re  wa s t -
i ng  c l i en t s ’  t ime  and  gove rnme n t  money .  The  cen te r s  shou ld  
s top  t r ea t i ng  ap p l i can t s  poo r l y .   Man y  peop l e  have  wo rked  
many  yea rs  and  w i l l  r e tu rn  t o  be ing  t a x -pa y in g  c i t i zen s  as  
soon  as  t he y  ca n .  W hy t r ea t  ap p l i can t s  l i ke  an  en igma t i c  u n -
de rc lass?  

 
Af te r  w inn ing  m y  fa i r  hea r i ng ,  I  have  had  to  en l i s t  t he  he lp  o f  
t he  Sa fe t y  Ne t  P ro jec t .  Fo r  t h e  pas t  two  mon ths  HRA has  r e -
pea ted l y  no t  p la ced  those  bene f i t s  on  my ca rd .  I n  add i t i on ,  t he  
cen te r  e ven  can ce l l ed  m y food  s tamps .  As  a  r e su l t  I  ha ve  to  
wa i t  e ve r y  mon t h  t o  f i nd  ou t  i f  be ne f i t s  a re  on .  A l l  o f  t h i s  a f t e r  
a  Judge ’ s  De c i s i on  and  Orde r .  They  a r e  cau s ing  g rea t  and  u n -
necessa r y  s t r ess  t o  t he i r  f e l l ow  c i t i zens . ”  
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finding three: dysfuntional communication 
 

Customers who call  to reschedule 

an appointment or ask questions 

about their case are often unable to 

speak with a Job Center staff  mem-

ber. 

 

Ninety-two percent of survey re-

spondents reported that they called 

their center to speak with a case-

worker, and of those respondents, 

eighty-six percent reported that their 

call  was rarely or never answered. 

 

According to survey part icipants and 

members of the Committee, not only 

are the centers’ phone lines rarely 

answered, but messages are also 

not returned. 

 

These experiences are echoed by 

HRA’s own internal audits. The an-

nual audits are conducted by the 

Family Independence Administrat ion 

(FIA) Off ice of Program Monitoring, 

which have consistently found that 

Job Centers across the City had an 

abysmal rate of answering calls and 

returning voicemails. 

 

Members of legal services organizations and other advocates are given 

special contacts within the Director’s Off ice at each Job Center where 

they are able to speak with supervisors; however, advocates are told that 

they may not share these numbers with customers. 

 

Furthermore, there is no way for customers to communicate with HRA 

online. While the SNAP program offers a mechanism for online applic a-

tions, HRA has not expanded this option to public assistance. The result 

is a system where customers with hectic schedules and/or disabilit ies 

must travel to the Job Center for any information or help, or, alternatively, 

face the loss of their benefits . 

 
F I G U R E  V I I :  W H E N  Y O U  C A L L  

Y O U R  C E N T E R ,  H O W  O F T E N  I S  

Y O U R  P H O N E  C A L L  A N S W E R E D  ( O N  

A V E R A G E ) ?  

 

 
“No one returns their calls 

ever” 
 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  6 4  

 
“When the caseworker 

sends you paperwork - they 
never put their phone num-
ber. And when you do con-
tact them, they never con-

tact you back. They tell you 
that you have no casework-

er” 
 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  7 9  
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finding four: long and unpleasant waits 
 

In 2003, HRA announced the “Model 

Off ice Init iative” in order to increase 

eff iciency and reduce wait t imes at 

Job Centers. While over half  of all 

Job Centers are now Model Off ices, 

wait t imes remain extremely high.  

 

Survey results found that customers 

waited an average of 3.5 hours be-

fore speaking with a representative. 

Long wait t imes are yet another 

mechanism HRA uses to discourage 

and deter customers from seeking 

benefits. 

 

Committee members agreed that 

some Job Center staff  seemed to 

believe that customers’ t ime was not 

valuable. To the contrary, many cus-

tomers are juggling dozens of con-

f l icting obligations and appoin t-

ments, including employment, hous-

ing court appointments, training 

programs, job interviews, doctor’s 

appointments, and child care obliga-

tions. 

 

Additionally, the waiting environ-

ment can be very unpleasant for 

those with children. Furthermore, 

customers are sometimes directed 

to a waiting area or l ine, only to be 

told later that they are in the wrong 

place and need to wait somewhere 

else. 

 

 
F I G U R E  V I I I :  H O W  W O U L D  Y O U  

R A T E  T H E  C L E A N L I N E S S  O F  Y O U R  

C E N T E R ?  

 

 
“To speak to a caseworker 

you literally have to wait all 
day. It's not clean and when 
you have kids they get im-
patient…Then the security 

gets mad because your kids 
are running around” 

 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  6 4  

 
“Sometimes you go there 

and after waiting five or six 
hours, they tell you that 

they can't see you that day, 
come another day” 

 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  6 4  
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 Less than half  of respondents 

(46%) stated that they always or o f-

ten were given clear direct ions re-

garding where to go, what to do, and 

what l ine to stand in. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

finding five: vulnerable populations ignored 
 

HRA has clear policies established 

to support and serve populat ions 

with specif ic needs, such as domes-

tic violence survivors, individuals 

with disabil it ies, and those with lim-

ited English prof iciency. Responses 

to the survey show that these pol i-

cies are not uniformly implemented 

at the Job Centers. 

 

CUSTOMERS WITH LIMITED 

ENGLISH PROFICIENCY 

 

Pursuant to NYC Local Law 73, Ex-

ecutive Order 120, and HRA’s own 

policy directives, xxi “applicants / par-

ticipants with l imited or no English-

speaking abili ty must be provided 

with communication assistance in 

their native language.” This includes 

on-site translation services at Job 

Centers as well as document trans-

lation and telephone contact.  

 

 
F I G U R E  I X :  W H E N  Y O U  G O  T O  T H E  

C E N T E R  F O R  A N  A P P O I N T M E N T ,  

H O W  O F T E N  A R E  Y O U  G I V E N  

C L E A R  D I R E C T I O N S  R E G A R D I N G  

W H E R E  T O  G O ,  W H A T  T O  D O ,  A N D  

W H A T  L I N E  T O  S T A N D  I N ?  

 
F I G U R E  X :  I F  E N G L I S H  I S  N O T  

Y O U R  P R I M A R Y  L A N G U A G E ,  D O E S  

H R A  C O M M U N I C A T E  W I T H  Y O U  I N  

A  L A N G U A G E  T H A T  Y O U  C A N  U N -

D E R S T A N D ?  

 

 
“They never provide a 

translator so I can never 
communicate with them” 

 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  8 4  
 

 
“They send you back and 

forth between floors” 
 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  
4 4  
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These policies are not fully implemented at HRA Job Centers. Thirty -

seven percent of respondents with limited English prof iciency  stated that 

HRA staff  did not communicate with them in their language . 

 

 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE SURVIVORS 

 

HRA policy mandates staff  to screen 

customers for domestic violence at 

all applicat ions or re-certif icat ions to 

establish continued eligibi l i ty. xxii Any 

time a domestic violence issue ari s-

es through this screening or in other 

circumstances, HRA workers must 

immediately recommend that the 

customer meet with a special Do-

mestic Violence Liaison (DVL)  at the 

Center.  

 

The DVL is then able to assist the 

survivor by waiving or modifying 

public assistance requirements that 

may threaten their safety, such as 

appointments near their abuser or 

mandates to apply for child support.  

Alarmingly, survey respondents who 

mentioned domestic violence issues 

to their workers were only referred 

to the DVL twenty-three percent of 

the time. 

 

 

 
F I G U R E  X I :  I F  Y O U  S P O K E  T O  A N  

H R A  W O R K E R  A B O U T  A  D O M E S T I C  

V I O L E N C E  I S S U E ,  W E R E  Y O U  R E -

F E R R E D  T O  T H E  D O M E S T I C  V I O -

L E N C E  L I A I S O N ?  
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CUSTOMERS WITH DISABILITIES 

 

Pursuant to the Americans with Disabil it ies Act, HRA is required to pr o-

vide individuals with disabili t ies equal access to al l ser vices. 

 

HRA’s writ ten policy is to provide all  customers with access to a reasona-

ble accommodation process by which individuals with disabil it ies may r e-

quest that HRA make an accommodation to meet their needs, such as 

help completing forms, priority queuing, or scheduling changes. This in-

cludes an informal process at the Job Center level as well a formal Re a-

sonable Accommodation Request that can be pursued through HRA’s O f-

f ice of Constituent Services. xxiii  

 

Survey results indicate that individuals with disabilit ies are not being ef-

fectively served by this process at Job Centers. Thirty-nine percent of 

survey respondents self -identif ied as having a disability, and of those re-

spondents, eighty-two percent answered that HRA did not provide ser-

vices in a way that was accessible to them.xxiv  

 

 

 

 

“They never answer the 
phone and if you can't travel 
because of your disability, 
you can't ever get anybody 

on the phone” 
 

  R E S P O N D E N T ,  C E N T E R  4 0  F I G U R E  X I I :  I F  Y O U  H A V E  A  D I S A -

B I L I T Y ,  D O E S  H R A  P R O V I D E  S E R -

V I C E S  I N  A  W A Y  T H A T  I S  A C C E S S I -

B L E  T O  Y O U ?  
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sabrina hawkins 
 

P U B L I C  A S S I S T A N C E  A C T I O N  C O M M I T T E E    

 
“ I  had  to  a pp l y  f o r  pub l i c  as s i s t a nce  i n  2012  bec ause  I  ha ve  a  
t empora ry  d i sab i l i t y .  I  had  been  wo rk in g  f o r  t he  C i t y  o f  New  
Yo rk  a t  t h e  De pa r tmen t  o f  E n v i r onmen ta l  P res e rva t i on  as  a  
cus tod ian .   I  wo r ked  fo r  one  yea r  and  then  had  to  qu i t  pa r t i a l l y  
because  I  was  hav ing  so  much  pa in  i n  m y  kne es .  My  doc t o r  
o rde red  an  MRI  wh ich  sho wed  th a t  I  needed  su rge ry  t o  ha ve  
bo th  knees  rep la ced .  Fo r  a  wh i l e  I  j us t  l i ved  on  th e  mone y  tha t  
I  had  sa ved ,  t h i nk ing  t ha t  t h i s  wou ld  b low  o ve r .  W e l l  I  f ound  
mys e l f  app l y i ng  f o r  Pub l i c  Ass i s ta nce  and  SN AP.  

 
At  m y Job  Cen t e r ,  you  a re  a lw ays  t he re  a l l  da y ,  e ven  i f  you  
have  an  appo in t men t .  Once  I  ha d  a  r ece r t i f i ca t i o n  appo in tmen t  
t o  show tha t  I  w as  s t i l l  e l i g i b l e  f o r  bene f i t s .  I  a r r i ved  a t  8  a .m .  
and  was  the  t h i r d  pe rson  i n  l i ne .  They  sen t  me  ups ta i r s  and  I  
wa i t ed  f o r  t hem to  ca l l  me  b u t  I  s t a yed  the re  a l l  day .  F ina l l y ,  
t he y  ca l l ed  me  a t  2 :00  p .m .  E ven  i f  I  j us t  go  t o  d rop  o f f  do c u -
men ts ,  I  wa i t  f o r  t h ree  hou rs .  S ome t imes  the re  i sn ’ t  e ven  a  
cha i r ,  wh i ch  i s  a  huge  p rob lem f o r  me  beca use  I  am  no t  su p -
posed  to  s tand  f o r  more  t han  5  m inu tes  a t  a  t im e .  They  don ’ t  
have  much  fo r  t he  d i sa b led .  No w I  b r i ng  m y  wa l ke r  becau se  I  
know tha t  I  ma y  no t  ge t  a  sea t .  Some t ime s  I  ca l l  t o  avo id  t a k -
i ng  a  t r i p  t he re  bu t  nobod y  e ve r  p i cks  up  t he  p hone  -  i t  j us t  
r i ngs  and  r i ngs .  The  vo i c ema i l  i s  a lwa ys  f u l l .  You  have  no  i dea  
whe the r  t he y  go t  t he  mes sage  o r  j us t  de le ted  t he  message  o r  
t he y  j us t  d idn ’ t  c a re .   

 
W hen  you  go  to  t he  Job  Ce n te r ,  you  a re  sen t  t o  t he  Cus tomer  
Se r v i c e  w indow  and  the y  o f t en  don ’ t  l e t  you  s e e  the  wo rke r .  
Cus tomer  S e r v i c e  usua l l y  h as  n o  i dea  wha t  i s  go ing  on  w i t h  
t he  case ,  and  w hen  yo u  ask  t he m a  ques t i on ,  t h ey  sa y ,  ‘No ,  I  
don ’ t  see  tha t  he re , ’  o r  ‘ The y ’ l l  g e t  t o  you  when  t hey  ge t  t o  i t . ’   
 
I  ha ve  a l so  no t i c ed  tha t  t he y  d on ’ t  wan t  you  to  s ee  a  su pe r v i -
so r .  They  w i l l  s ay ,  ‘The  supe r v i so r  i s  i n  a  mee t i ng .  W e  don ’ t  
know when  the y  a re  com ing  ou t . ’  I  ha ve  been  to  so  man y  fa i r  
hea r i ngs  and  me e t i ngs  a t  t he  Job  Cen te r s  t ha t  I  a m  jus t  con f i -
den t  t ha t  t he y  h ave  no  c lue  wh a t  t he y  a re  do in g .  HR A 's  a c -
comp l i shme n ts  i n  he lp ing  t he  po o r  a re  a t  an  a l l - t i me  l ow . ”  
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agency challenges  

THE SURVEY RESULTS  suggest 

that customers often receive un-

helpful and demeaning treatment 

at Job Centers. While Job Center 

front-l ine staff  are often the agen-

cy’s most visible face, this report 

places responsibil i ty for systemic 

mistreatment and disorganization 

squarely with leadership of the 

agency. Individual workers oper-

ate and respond within the pol i-

cies, systems, and organizational 

culture set by leadership, which 

for the past twenty years has fo-

cused on deterring New Yorkers 

from accessing the help that they 

need. 

 

HRA workers have long faced a 

variety of challenges such as 

faulty computer systems and in-

adequate staff ing. A March 2009 

report by Public Advocate Betsy 

Gotbaum’s off ice surveyed HRA 

Eligibi l ity Specialists charged with 

interviewing customers at Job 

Centers and found that “not 

enough staff” was the most diff i-

cult obstacle faced by eligibi l ity 

workers. Technology issues, in-

cluding “computers are not rel ia-

ble,” ‘scanners are not rel iable,” 

“unable to retrieve client ’s 

scanned electronic documents,” 

also ranked among the top f ive 

most dif f icult problems faced by 

eligibi l ity specialists. xxv  The sur-

vey results suggest that these is-

sues are sti l l present today and 

may help explain why customers 

report such persistent problems at 

Job Centers.  

 

HRA currently has 3,678 front l ine 

employees. These staff  members 

focus primarily on public assis-

tance (rather than SNAP staff  or 

HRA Administration staff).  xxvi De-

spite continued issues with wait 

t imes and customer service, the 

Mayor’s Preliminary FY 2015 

budget proposed cutting 361 full -

t ime positions from HRA Job Cen-

ter staff  including 49 fewer Case-

workers, 90 fewer Eligibi l ity Spe-

cial ists, and 52 fewer Public As-

sistance Supervisors. xxvii  

 

Nonetheless, there is reason to 

believe that the new mayoral ad-

ministration may take a dif ferent 

approach towards the purpose 

and culture of HRA’s Job Centers. 

Mayor Bill de Blasio and the new 

HRA Commissioner, Steven 

Banks, have publicly stated their 

intention to make HRA less pun i-

t ive and more responsive to 

needy New Yorkers.  

 

One additional signif icant deve l-

opment is that, beginning this 

year, HRA may face serious f i-

nancial penalt ies from the State 

of New York for fai l ing to address 

customers’ needs at Job Centers. 
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When customers are unable to re-

solve problems with their benefits 

at Job Centers, they often request 

administrative “Fair Hearings” 

whereby a State Administrat ive 

Law Judge reviews whether 

HRA’s act ion was correct. Cur-

rently, HRA loses the vast major i-

ty of hearings that are held. xxviii 

The 2014 State Budget included a 

new “Fair Hearing chargeback” 

provision which may potentially 

cost the City $10 mill ion xxix if  HRA 

continues to lose so many hear-

ings. It  is therefore in HRA’s in-

terest to resolve issues and im-

prove service at Job Centers in 

order to avoid these hearings and 

therefore avoid f inancial pena l-

t ies.
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recommendations  

 
SURVEY RESPONDENTS  over-

whelmingly characterize their ex-

periences at HRA Job Centers as 

frustrating, hosti le, and dehuman-

izing.  Using their experiences as 

our guide we propose the follow-

ing recommendations as tools 

HRA should implement to begin to 

transform Job Centers into off ices 

that effectively serve New Yorkers 

in need. These recommendations 

were developed in concert with 

members of the Public Assistance 

Action Committee, who have f irst -

hand knowledge of the hurdles 

associated with accessing ser-

vices at HRA’s Job Centers.  

 

If  implemented, we believe these 

solutions will better enable New 

Yorkers to access the benefits 

that they are entit led to and des-

perately need. Additionally, we 

hope that many of our recommen-

dations wil l  improve processes 

and conditions within Job Centers 

for both public assistance recip i-

ents as well as for HRA staff .  

 

one: training  

 

a. Provide Job Center staff 

with training designed to 

improve interactions with 

customers 

 

HRA must conduct training for 

staff with the goal of shif t ing 

Job Center culture towards 

providing high-quality service 

to its customers.  Seventy-nine 

percent of survey respondents 

reported that Job Center staff 

spoke to them in a mean, hos-

ti le, or nasty manner at least 

some of the time. Trainings 

should also incorporate a cu l-

tural competency component to 

acknowledge the diverse popu-

lation that HRA serves. The 

training should also incorpo-

rate special ized instruction on 

how to better engage those 

dealing with mental -i l lness.  

 

b. Require Job Center secu-

rity personnel to attend 

conflict prevention train-

ings that provide guid-

ance on engaging with 

vulnerable populations 

  

Security’s primary goal is to 

ensure the safety of all individ-

uals at the Job Centers. How-

ever, this goal must be ba l-

anced with HRA’s ult imate 

mission to provide services to 

needy New Yorkers. Security 

staff  should not remove cus-

tomers unless they pose a le-

git imate safety threat. Security 

staff  must be provided with 
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tools that will better prepare 

them to de-escalate dif f icult in-

teract ions while sti l l al lowing 

individuals to access services.  

 

two: transparency 
 

a. Ensure Job Center staff 

members have visible 

nametags that display 

their name and title 

 

b. Provide customers with 

the name and contact in-

formation of their desig-

nated worker and the 

worker’s supervisor 

 

This information should be in-

cluded in al l mailings as well 

as posted publicly at Job Cen-

ters. 

 

c. Create a “Center Visit 

Receipt” 

 

The receipt should include the 

Job Center staff  member’s 

name, contact info, and the 

reason for the visit. The HRA 

Staff member who issues the 

receipt should also responsible 

for ensuring that the custom-

er’s visit is appropriately 

marked in the case f i le. This 

will provide recipients with 

proof of their visit and also a l-

low HRA staff  to track visits to 

the center when there are 

questions or issues.  

 

d. Create a more transpar-

ent and responsive com-

plaint process 

 

As noted in survey responses 

and by members of the Com-

mittee, HRA’s current system 

for f i l ing and following up on 

complaints is opaque and inef-

fective. HRA should clearly 

display information in Job Cen-

ters explaining how to make a 

complaint by phone or online.  

Upon report, customers should 

be given a tracking number to 

track the status of their com-

plaint. Complaints should be 

compiled by center and worker 

(if  applicable) and provided to 

the HRA Commissioner, Center 

Directors, and the New York 

City Council Committee on 

General Welfare. General in-

formation about the number of 

complaints f i led per center and 

type of complaint should also 

be made publicly available.  

 

e. Actively seek input from 

customers 

 

This input would provide valu-

able insight to HRA on how to 

improve the environment and 

usage of Job Centers.  
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f. Post placards at Job Cen-

ters informing applicants 

and recipients of their 

basic rights  

 

These placards would inform 

all who enter the Job Centers 

of their rights and of proper 

procedures.  

 

g. Partner with advocacy 

organizations to conduct 

an annual survey to col-

lect input from Job Cen-

ter staff and customers 

 

HRA should partner with advo-

cacy organizations, such as 

the Safety Net Project, to con-

duct surveys of participants in 

each Center. Job Center staff 

members are an integral part 

of this process as they can 

provide insight on current pro-

cesses and challenges. An an-

nual survey would serve as an  

important benchmark by which 

to measure HRA’s progress.  

 

Furthermore, a larger survey 

conducted in each center 

would allow for center-specif ic 

data whereby centers could be 

compared and the strengths 

and weaknesses of each center 

identif ied. The data would then 

be used to develop recommen-

dations that incorporate input 

from both customers and staff .  

three: 

communication  

 

a. Require each Job Center 

to adequately staff their 

general reception line 

 

Ninety-two percent of respond-

ents reported that they had 

called their center to talk to a 

worker; however, eighty-six 

percent reported that their call  

was rarely or never answered. 

Job Centers should ensure that 

calls to their general reception 

line are answered or returned 

within 24 hours. This is crucial 

when customers call to re-

schedule appointments, get in-

formation about general re-

quirements, or ask questions 

about their case.  

 

b. Give Job Center staff 

dedicated time to return 

voicemails from their cl i-

ents 

 

c. Make HRA’s internal tele-

phone system audits 

available to the public  

 

d. Create an online portal 

for public assistance ap-

plicants and recipients 

 

The portal would allow recip i-

ents to submit documents, 

check upcoming appointments, 
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view any pending case chang-

es or closings, and ask basic  

questions of an online repre-

sentative. Recipients and ap-

plicants could print a receipt 

and tracking number for any 

documents submitted online. 

This wil l help reduce wait t imes 

at centers as well as the num-

ber of phone calls to be re-

turned. 

 

four: wait times  

 

a. Provide the public with 

information on the aver-

age time customers 

spend waiting before they 

are seen by an HRA 

worker 

 

HRA should publish infor-

mation on the average consti t-

uent wait t imes at each Job 

Center in order to foster ac-

countabil ity measures. 

 

b. Ensure that recipients 

who have a scheduled 

appointment are seen at 

their scheduled appoint-

ment time 

 

c. Limit wait times for walk-

ins to 60 minutes 

 

d. Ensure adequate staffing 

levels at Job Centers 

 

As noted earl ier, the Mayor’s 

Prel iminary FY 2015 Budget 

proposes cutt ing 361 Job Cen-

ter Staff . These posit ions 

should be restored. HRA can 

il l-afford to cut back on staff ing 

when wait t imes exceed three 

hours and workers cite lack of 

staff  as a primary concern.  

 

five: oversight  

 

a. Enforce current policies 

related to scanning and 

indexing of documents 

 

HRA’s current policy indicates 

that all  “documents must be 

scanned and indexed on the 

same day.”  The survey results 

indicate that current proce-

dures are inconsistently im-

plemented and often result in 

lost documentation. We rec-

ommend that documents be 

scanned and indexed while the 

recipient is present so that the 

recipient can confirm that the 

documents have been correct ly 

entered into the system. 

 

b. Enforce the current poli-

cy of providing recipients 

with a receipt for all doc-

uments 

 

As mandated by HRA, same-

day receipts must be dis-

pensed whenever recipients 

provide workers with docu-



38 C U L T U R E  O F  D E T E R R E N C E :  V O I C E S  O F  N Y C  P U B L I C  A S S I S T A N C E  R E C I P I E N T S   

 

ments.  The receipt should in-

dicate the number and type of 

documents provided, the name 

and contact information of the 

worker who wil l be processing 

the documents, and a project-

ed date by which the docu-

ments will be processed.  

 

c. Train staff in existing 

policies regarding do-

mestic violence to ensure 

that all survivors are re-

ferred to a Domestic Vio-

lence Liaison (DVL) 

 

Ensure that each center has a 

DVL and that all workers 

screen for domestic v iolence at 

applicat ion and al l face-to-face 

recertif icat ions.  

 

d. Ensure that each center 

has adequate interpreta-

tion services and that all 

Limited English Speakers 

receive interpretation 

services 

 

e. Publicize and increase 

access to reasonable ac-

commodations 

 

Advert ise the opportunity to 

request a reasonable accom-

modation clearly in each center 

wait ing room and encourage 

workers to refer customers to 

Supervisors and Americans 

with Disabil it ies Act (ADA) Li-

aisons.  

 

f. Establish a Help Desk in 

each Job Center staffed 

by legal services organi-

zations where recipients 

can get information about 

public assistance 

 

Help desks currently exist in 

many off ices, including the Fair 

Hearing Off ice, Housing Court,  

and Family Court.  Survey re-

spondents and committee 

members suggested that ac-

cess to an informed, independ-

ent, third-party at the Job Cen-

ters would provide an immeas-

urable system of support.  

 

A 2008 report by the Brennan 

Center concurred with this 

opinion, f inding that help desks 

in HRA Job Centers could sig-

nif icantly improve the benefits 

system, improve the accuracy 

of HRA determination, and help 

needy New Yorkers. These 

help desks would provide ap-

plicants and recipients with in-

formation on public assistance 

issues and may also provide 

referrals for other common le-

gal issues that recipients may 

have, such as housing court 

referrals or Supplemental Se-

curity Income (SSI) referrals . 
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conclusion  

 
OUR RESEARCH SEEKS  to draw 

attention to the treatment HRA 

Job Center customers endure. 

This report i l lustrates both the 

scope and pervasive nature of the 

problem as well as the concrete 

steps that HRA must take to begin 

to address it.  

 

For New Yorkers in need, these 

changes are urgently required. 

Low income individuals and fami-

lies face dire consequences when 

the safety net fails to properly 

function. Barriers securing and 

maintaining benefits may mean 

hunger, hospital izat ion, and 

homelessness. A strong safety 

net is not only a moral imperative 

it is also good economic policy for 

New York City, especial ly during 

a time of continued high unem-

ployment. Research shows that 

an effective safety net helps gov-

ernment avoid expensive pay-

ments such as emergency room 

services and homeless shelter 

costs.  xxx Additionally, effect ive 

safety net programs produce pos i-

t ive economic benefits by increas-

ing local spending in the commu-

nity, l if t ing families out of severe 

poverty, and helping low-income 

children to move into the middle 

class.xxxi 

 

Signif icantly, HRA has the author-

ity to make many immediate 

changes that would dramatically 

improve customer experiences at 

Job Centers. During a February 

2014 press conference, at which 

Steven Banks was announced as 

the new HRA Commissioner, Mr. 

Banks acknowledged the current 

realit ies of the agency: “It ’s there 

to be a helping hand and it should 

be a helping hand. Unfortunately, 

over the years, it  hasn’t been a 

helping hand for people that des-

perately need help…[I want] to 

make sure that the agency fulf i l ls 

the mission that i t has.” xxxii  

 

If  Mr. Banks truly wants the agen-

cy to be a helping hand, he must 

start by transforming Job Centers 

into off ices that effectively and 

compassionately serve New York-

ers in need. 
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