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executive summary
CULTURE OF DETERRENCE provides an
unobstructed view of the ave rage customer
experience while seeking assistance at a
New York City Human Resources Administration (“HRA”) Job Center.
In order to craft a report that reflected the
experiences of this population, the Safety
Net Project (SNP) surveyed a total of 130
public assistance customers across each
of the twenty-five HRA Job Centers between October 2013 and February 2014.
For the purpose of this report, we use the term “customer” to refer to pu blic assistance applicants and recipients who go to Job Centers seeking
assistance.
This report illustrates 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 blic Assistance Action Committee comprised of twenty-five public assi stance 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 firsthand experiences. These custo mers offer insight and suggestions through an organic and practical a pproach. This process can be impossible for researchers and policy adv ocates to undertake alone, as they often lack firsthand experience of the
problems on the ground .
The report’s findings 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 co nfusing, contradictory or sometimes nonexistent and that hostile security
personnel often escalate p roblems and make customers feel unsafe r ather 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 ument being necessary.

3. CUSTOMERS ARE UNABLE TO COMMUNICATE WITH HRA
WITHOUT VISITING A C ENTER
Despite the consensus about problems in the center, respondents
agree that calling the center is an exercise in futility. Eighty -six percent
of respondents reported that calls to their workers were rarely or never
answered. In addition, submitting documents or making contact v ia fax
or online is virtually impossible.

4. WAITS AT JOB CENTERS ARE LONG AND UNPLEAS ANT
Due in part to the inability to make contact through alternative means,
survey results found that customers waited an average of 3.5 hours b efore speaking with a representative, regardless of having young chi ldren or disabilities. Long wait times are yet another method by which
customers are discouraged and deterred from seeking benefits.

5. CENTER STAFF OFTEN F AILS TO IMPLEMENT POLICIES
DESIGNED TO ASSIST L IMITED ENGLISH PROFI CIENCY CUSTOMERS, DOMESTIC VIO LENCE SURVIVORS, AND INDIVID UALS WITH DISABILITIE S
Many survey participants 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 specialized liaison as mandated by HRA policy. Additionally, respondents reported
numerous failures to provide accommodations for individuals with dis abilities.
The responses here clearly demonstrate a pattern of harsh and indifferent
treatment with the end result of disc ouraging customers from accessing
crucial assistance they are entitled to and often need to survive. A culture
of deterrence is still entrenched at HRA Job Centers and change is de sperately needed.
W ith these experiences as our guide, we propose the follo wing recommendations aimed at improving processes and conditions within Job Ce nters for both customers and HRA staff:
8
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1. PROVIDE JOB CENTER STAFF WITH TRAINING DESIGNED
TO IMPROVE INTERACTI ONS WITH CUSTOMERS
Trainings should include cultural competency, conflict prevention, and
guidance on engaging with vulnerable populations with an aim towards
shifting Job Center culture away from deterrence and towards high quality service to those eligible for assistance.

2. INCREASE TRANSPARENCY BY DEVELOP ING FEEDBACK
AND ACCOUNTABILITY S YSTEMS
The result of a center visit or required next steps should not be a mystery. Center staff should wear nametags, provide their name, title and
supervisor’s contact information, and provide a “Cent er 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 mplaint process that allows customers to track and follow up on their
complaint and actively seek i nput from customers and advocacy orga nizations through questionnaires and annual surveys to improve best
practices.

3. IMPROVE COMMUNICATION
HRA should develop systems for customers to communicate with HRA
without visiting the Job Center, including creating an online portal,
staffing 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 facility to standardize and minimize wait times.

5. INCREASE OVERSIGHT
HRA should ensure that existing policies are being followed in all areas
including receiving, scanning and indexing documents, providing r eceipts for document submissions, and adequately ensuring that individuals with Limited English Proficiency , Domestic Violence victims and
the disabled are accommodated. W e recommend t hat each center e stablish a help desk staffed by legal service organizations where cu stomers can obtain information and assistance on their rights and obl igations.
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9

introduction
MARLENE P. spent the last three
decades serving others by working in positions in the medical and
social services fields. Most r ecently, she was a Patient Adv ocate at a Bronx hospital earning a
$40,000 annual salary.

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 r eturn would result in a denial of
benefits.

In June of 2009, Marlene was laid
off and joined the throngs of other
unemployed Americans. Anxious
to find 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 find any
full-time work.

Desperate for assistance, Marlene
and her family returned the next
day and waited, again, for several
hours. After providing all relevant
documents and attending mand atory follow-up appointments, Ma rlene learned that her public assi stance application was denied. She
returned to the Job Center to i nquire as to the reason for the d enial and was told that she simply
needed to apply again.

Marlene’s unemployment ran out
in April of 2011, leaving her with
no income to support herself or
her family. Left without any fu rther options, Marlene went to a
Human Resources Administration
(“HRA”) Job Center to apply for
public
assistance i (colloquially
known as “W elfare”).
Dejected, tired, and anxious, Ma rlene, her two daughters, and her
four-year old grandson waited at
the Melrose Job Center in the
Bronx for five hours to apply for
help. W hen the family finally met
with a caseworker and answered
a multitude of questions, they
were informed that their public
assistance application would not
10

She reapplied. She was den ied
again. Each time Marlene returned to the Job Center to re apply for public assistance and
attend subsequent mandatory a ppointments, her application was
rejected. It did not help that Ma rlene experienced unsympathetic
and antagonistic reactions from
HRA staff members concerning
her application. At one point du ring this process, an HRA Job
Center employee a sked: “W hat’s
wrong with you? If you did what
you were supposed to do, you
wouldn’t be here again.” After this
experience, Marlene dreaded g o-
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ing to the Job Center. “I knew that
it was going to turn out horrible.”
But she returned anyway, not b ecause she wanted to—but because she had to.
Marlene was eligible for public
assistance: she was a U.S. citizen
with zero income. Yet, Marlene’s
application for public assistance
was not properly processed until
an Administrative Law Judge o rdered HRA to follow its o wn procedures. It took eleven months
for Marlene to finally receive her
benefits. During that time, Ma rlene borrowed money from relatives, went to food pantries and
begged for food at a nearby gr ocery store in order to feed herself
and her family. Unable to pay
rent, Marlene recalls that she
“practically lived in Bronx Housing
Court because I was getting evi ction notices every month.” Ma rlene even ended up in the hosp ital on two occasions due to anxiety.
The story of Marlene P. is not a
rare occurrence. Marlene’s experiences are an all -too-familiar reality for New Yorkers in need of
public assistance benefits. This
report examines and challenges
the notion that the regular deh umanizing treatment that appl icants 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 n ation 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 r egional program by which the go vernment provided material and
cash payments to individuals u nable to meet their basic needs.
Home Relief represented a histo ric expansion in public assistance
for poor families and would serve
as an influential model for the
New Deal. ii However, the process
of seeking Home Relief aid at di stribution centers was often humiliating and Home Relief payments
to recipients fell far short of pro mised levels.
Shortly after New York enacted
laws to provide the poor with a
safety net, the concept of go vernment-funded poverty assi stance e xpanded 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. Ro osevelt) 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 Constitutional Amendment to provide
even stronger protections to the
neediest.
The Amendment protected not o nly 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 prote ctions were now part of the State
Constitution rather than a temporary government program, they
placed affirmative obligations on
New York’s government to provide
long-lasting assistance. This provision was passed at the behest
of New York City Mayor Fiorello
La Guardia, who convinced the
State Legislature that a more effective welfare system would not
only help the sick, old, and needy
but would also save the gover nment money and help the overall
economy. This provision remains
part of the State Constitution to
this day and has served as the
legal and statutory b asis 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 difficult to
attain in New York City. These
12

challenges were largely due to
hurdles erected by local administrators of social service s programs. In 1962, the Moreland
Commission on Welfare, a New
York State legislative commi ssion, concluded in its report that
“observations in the offices and
evaluation of the handling of cl ients…reveal an attitude of anno yance and disregard of the human
factors, and in many cases almost
an ‘adversary’ rather than a ‘hel ping’ relationship.” iv

“The aid, care, and support of the needy are public concerns and shall be
provided by the state”


NEW YORK STATE
CONSTITUTION

A 1965 survey conducted by the
Community Council of Greater
New York found that many single
mothers facing extreme financial
hardship had not applied for a ssistance. The reasons given by
respondents for not applying for
benefits included: c onfusion regarding eligibility criteria, concern
that the paltry amount they’d r eceive in benefits would not be
worth the harassment, and past
humiliating experiences with the
welfare agency. v
An extensive case study of the
Lower Manhattan W elfare Center
in 1966 further illustrated a d etailed portrait of “intimidation and
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deterrence” designed to discou rage individuals from applying for
assistance. vi Other studies co nducted during that period r evealed that for every New York
City resident receiving AFDC,
there was another person who
was eligible but not receiving
benefits. A 1968 New York City
Bureau of the Budget memo pr epared for Mayor Lindsay reco mmended a variety of steps meant
to discourage welfare applicants
and therefore save on welfare
costs, includin g shrinking the
number of welfare centers to
make it more difficult for people
to travel to them and increasing
backlog and waiting periods for
benefits. vii
In response to these barriers,
welfare recipients, grassroots a ctivists, and legal services groups
began organizing to increase a ccess to cash assistance in New
York City during the 1960s and
early 1970s. Initially organized by
the Lower East Side -based non profit 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 llowed, in part, due to increased
funding for legal services work.
The number of eligib le New York

ers able to access public assi stance
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 r educe the public assistance caseload to zero, at any cost. D enouncing the welfare system as
too “user friendly,” Giuliani co mmenced an effort to aggressively
“divert” and discourage individ uals seeking public assistance. viii
This change was accelerated and
cemented by federal welfare reform in 1996, which, in addition to
adding a work requirement for r ecipients, 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 r ecipients. 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 entitlement system
where federal funding expanded
and contracted based on the
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“We’re gong to end Welfare by the end of this
century completely…”


RUDOLPH GIULIANI,
JULY 20, 1998

number of families receiving a ssistance). W elfare offices were
transformed from “Income Support
Centers” to “Job Centers” and
HRA offered these new Job Ce nters financial incentives to cut
their caseload by 10% from the
previous year. A 1999 report r ecounted how “the Job Center staff
focuses its efforts at every step
on dissuading applicants from
submitting an application for any
assistance.” ix
This philosophy of “diversion” and
deterrence towards public assi stance recipients continued under
the Bloomberg Administration. A
2008 report by Public Advocate
Betsy Gotbaum’s office surveyed
clients about their experiences at
Human Resources Administration
(“HRA”) Job Cen ters and concluded that “clients face a range
of obstacles at Job Centers,” i ncluding long wait times, doc uments being misplaced, misco mmunication with HRA staff, or no
record of a prior visit. x
Despite these findings and two
subsequent reports by the Public
Advocate’s office in 2009 doc umenting continued systemic i ssues with Job Centers, the

14

Bloomberg
administration
d eclined to take any significant co rrective action.
Today, there is an increased need
for public assistance to combat
the Great Recessio n and its continuing aftermath. Unemployment
rates in New York City remain
stubbornly high at 8.1% (co mpared with national average of
6.6%) xi and an estimated 23% of
New Yorkers live in poverty. xiixiii
Public assistance is a critical r esource for New Yorkers f acing
temporary hardship and poverty
during this time. Yet, during the
height of the recession and the
subsequent
stagnant
economy
(January 2007- January 2014)
the number of individuals recei ving 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 itional
Assistance
Program
(“SNAP,” previously re ferred to as
Food Stamps) and Medicaid responded proportionall y to the increased need.
The number of SNAP recipients in
New York City rose 60% from
January 2007 to January 2014 xv
and the number of Medicaid reci pients rose by over 10%. xvi
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today: a culture of
deterrence
Our research, based on surveys
with 130 public assistance recip ients, confirms that the Guiliani
and Bloomberg administrations
were largely successful in their
goal of deterring New Yorkers
from seeking public assistance.
Survey
participants
clearly

articulate a pattern of discoura ging, disorganized, and degrading
treatment while at HRA Job Ce nters. This treatment impedes New
Yorkers from accessing the cr ucial assistance that they need to
survive. The stories of Marlene P.
and so many others provide a
clear view of a culture of dete rrence at the HRA Jo b Centers designed to frustra te and deny New
Yorkers in need.

CULTURE OF DETERRENCE: VOICES OF NYC PUBLIC ASSISTANCE RECIPIENTS
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methodology
IN ORDER TO collect data on
HRA Job Centers, the Safety Net
Project surveyed public assi stance customers across New York
City. For the purpose of this report, we use the term “customer”
to refer to public assistance a pplicants and recipients who go to
Job Centers seeking assistance.
A total of 130 surveys were co llected between October 2013 and
February 2014. All of the twentyfive HRA Job Centers in New York
City were sampled. FIGURE I
provides an overview of the nu mber of respondents sampled at
each Job Center. The survey is
not intended to be a represent ative sample but instead provides a
critical, up-to-date snapshot of
those issues connected t o the application 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 pu blic assistance within the past
year. The survey was either orally
administered by Safety Net Pr oject advocates or individually
completed by recipients on paper
or electronic form. The Safety Net
16

Project collected responses from
three sources:
1. Randoml y selected HRA cu stomers attending or requesting
fair hearings at the Office 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 custo mers. Named the Public Assistance
Action Committee (herein “the
Committee”), this group of twenty
five public assistance customers
was central to the development of
the report’s findings and reco mmendations. Reliance on the
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Committee is based on the r esearch and advocacy principle
that stakeholders (i.e. HRA cu stomers) are uniquely situated to
contribute valuable and often hi dden information due to first -hand
experiences. Such organic insight
has great potential to document
current agency processes and
produce strategies to improve po licies and systems that currently
do not serve the needs of

stakeholders.
In a series of meetings in March
and April of 2014, the Committee
drew on both survey data collected and the actual experiences of
public assistance applicants and
recipients as it pertains to Job
Centers. The Committee’s i nsights and experiences are included in the report’s discussion
of the survey findings.
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FIGURE I:

survey respondents
BY HRA JOB CENTER
38: center

respondents

38: RIDER

8

40: MELROSE

5

44: FORDHAM

7

46: CROTONA

11

THE BRONX
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BROOKLYN

1
11

66: BUSHWICK

9

67: CLINTON HILL

8

70: BAY RIDGE

1

99: RICHMOND

1

13: WAVERLY

4

23: EAST END

9

35: DYCKMAN

9
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1
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2

79: ROCKAW AY

1
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3

18: ST. NICHOLAS

2
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STATEN ISLAND

MANHATTAN

QUEENS

37: EAST RIVER

SPECIAL NEEDS
AND

POPULATIONS

18

14

39: UNION SQUARE

3

47: REFUGEE

2

52: RESIDENTIAL TREATMENT

2

71: INTENSIVE SERVICES

4

84: SENIOR WORKS

3

62: VETERANS

1
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findings
THE RESULTS IDENTIFY persistent problems with Job Centers
across the city.
W e believe that these problems
have an outsized effect on ind ividuals seeking public assistance.
Interactions between Job Center
staff and customers are critical
since customers are required to
visit Job Centers in person in o rder to receive benefits.
There is no online applic ation for public assistance
(unlike for SNAP), so a pplicants must go to the
center to apply for benefits
and then must return to
provide requested documents.
Recipients must also visit
the center to fulfill a host
of requirements. For e xample, they are re quired to report
any changes in their circumstan ces immediately to their center,
such as a move to a new apar tment, the birth of a child, or any
change in income.
Even when a change does not o ccur in the household composition
or income, recipients must a ttend
appointments at the Job Center to
verif y their continued eligibility for
assistance. Additionally, recip ients must report to their Job Ce n-

ter to request specialized grants
that they may be entitled to, such
as storage fees for homeless fa milies or rental arrears grants for
families facing eviction. In ge neral, recipients must travel to
their centers if they need to r esolve one of the many problems
that may arise, such as an une xpected reduction or discontin uance of their benefits.
Survey
participants
responded in near unanimity
that their experiences at
Job Centers are often u psetting and unhelpful. For
customers, these problems
can cause frustration, an xiety, and distress, esp ecially
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 pr ocedures often results in appl icants being unduly denied for
necessary benefits or recipients
losing benefits that are critical to
their families. This in turn can
lead to irreversible hardships,
such as food insecurity, inability
to purchase basic necessities
such as formula or d iapers, and
eviction and hom elessness.
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finding one: hostile and confusing interactions
NEGATIVE INTERACTIONS
WITH WORKERS
W hile HRA’s mission is to provide
assistance to needy New Yorkers,
survey respondents contend that
many HRA workers are often di smissive 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 ients with complaints about service
may send an electronic message to
the Commissioner, contact the O ffice of Constituent Services, or the
HRA Infoline via telephone. xviii However, members of the Committee
noted that information about how to
make complaints are not highly pu blicized at Job Centers.
Furthermore, those who filed co mplaints noted that HRA provided no
mechanism for following up on the
status of the complaint and that their
complaints seemed to have no di scernible impact on staff treatment of
customers.

20

FIGURE II: DO HRA WORKERS EVER SPEAK TO YOU IN A MEAN,
HOSTILE, OR NASTY MANNER?

“They treat people terribly.
People leave there crying”


RESPONDENT, CENTER 44

“Going to the HRA Center
for help is frustrating. The
workers usually treat people as worthless”


RESPONDENT, CENTER 47

“It’s a demeaning human
experience”


RESPONDENT, CENTER 64

“The workers are rude and
unwilling to help, do not li sten to client needs and di sregard responsibility”


RESPONDENT, CENTER 38
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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 r ecounted being confused or unsati sfied by the response received from
Job Center staff. W hen 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.

FIGURE III: WHEN YOU HAVE A
QUESTION ABOUT YOUR CASE, DO
THE WORKERS PROVIDE YOU WITH
ANSWERS THAT YOU CAN UNDERSTAND?

“Mostly they are vague
when it comes to answering
questions”


RESPONDENT, CENTER 64

HOSTILE SECURITY
Present at all Job Center offices,
security personnel include members
of the HRA Police Force, who are
Peace Officers with arrest powers,
as well as security guards ind ependently contracted through FJC
Security Services, Inc .
Ideally, security officers should help
make customers f eel safe in the
centers and assist in resolving vol atile situations. Some customers,
however, do not feel safe in their
centers, partially due to problems
with some of the security personnel .

FIGURE IV: DO YOU FEEL SAFE AT
YOUR CENTER?

“I don't feel safe in the ce nter because the security
guard disrespects me”


RESPONDENT, CENTER 23

The Committee voiced concerns that security personnel at some J ob Centers escalated situations instead of resolving them. Security personnel
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have also been accused of removing customers from Job Centers before
workers can address a customer’s problems.
– S e e G e r ma i n e D e l a n e y ’s S t o r y

finding two: misplaced and mishandled
documents
As detailed above, customers are required to present Job Center staff
with a wide range of documents to first establish eligibility and then to
confirm continued eligibility. 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 frustration 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 co ntinue to send correspondence to the customer’s previous address.
As a result, the customer will not receive notice of an upcoming mandat ory appointment since the information is mailed to the previous address.
Failure to attend the meeting that the customer was unaware of would r esult 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 Howeve r,
survey respondents indicate that
this policy is not always practiced.
Almost two -thirds of respondents r eport that HRA has lost paperwork
that they provided. Some custome rs
may have to submit documents three
or four separate times before it is
finally processed.
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FIGURE V: HAS A WORKER AT
YOUR CENTER EVER LOST PAPERWORK THAT YOU PROVIDED TO
THEM?
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These allegations of lost documents
and the negative repercussions that
they cause are widespread. Additio nally, survey results and subsequent
discussion of these results with me mbers of the Committe e denote that
procedures for processing document ation vary widely from center to ce nter,
and even varied from worker to worker
within the same center.

“I had to go four or five
times to the center to correct the rent amount”


RESPONDENT, CENTER
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“Storage payments keep
on being delayed; my
stuff was almost auctioned multiple times”

Committee members recounted that ,
depending on who they talked to in the
 RESPONDENT, CENTER
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Job Center, customers might be told to
drop documents off at the Customer
Service desk or leave copies for their
worker. W hen 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 f or special allo wances and grants such as those available for moving expenses, storage
payments, or additional allowances for pregnant women. Customers who
visit the Job Centers to request these grants are asked to complete a brief
application and submit supporting documentation. However, respondents
commented that this paperwork is often lost, with seri ous consequences.

LACK OF RECEIPTS
As protection for applicants and r ecipients, HRA requires that Job Ce nters provide same -day receipts
whenever a customer submits documentation. xx Survey data sho ws
that this policy is applied with var ying degree. Some customers report
that they have even been denied r eceipts when they explicitly asked for
them.

FIGURE VI: WHEN YOU PROVIDE
YOUR CENTER WITH PAPERWORK,
HOW OFTEN ARE YOU GIVEN A
RECEIPT?
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Receipts are critical for customers who
must speak to Job Center superv isors
or attend Fair Hearings. This occurs
when they are accused of failing to pr ovide documentation or forced to defend
themselves if accused of fraudulently
failing to report new in formation.
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“I asked for a receipt and
the lady told me that they
don't give receipts”


RESPONDENT, CENTER
46
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germaine delaney
PUBLIC ASSISTANCE ACTION COMMITTEE
“I first applied for public assistance in November 2013. At my
November 26, 2013 follow -up appointment, the worker asked
me to fax documentation by December 3. I faxed the requested
document but later found out that they closed my case based
on not receiving it.
I appeared in person with the fax receipt - proof that I had
faxed the documents requested on December 2. Every Cu stomer Service representative told me to reapply. Why should I
have to reapply when it is the center’s fault? Eventually I did
see a worker and she could not access what the previous
worker had done so she also suggested that I reapply. At that
point, I requested to see a supervisor. After waiting 20
minutes I was told by security staff that “I had been serviced”
and would be escorted out without seeing a supervisor. This
was said to me without any further explanation and I was not
causing any disturbance.
I filed a complaint with 311 and requested a Fair H earing. The
East River Center contacted me for a Mandatory Dispute Res olution at which time I met with a supervisor, supposedly to r esolve my fair hearing issue. The supervisor again refused to
accept my documentation and told me to reapply. My conte ntion is the centers do not want to resolve simple issues and
prefer to force you to wait months for benefits. They are was ting clients’ time and government money. The centers should
stop treating applicants poorly.
Many people have worked
many years and will return to being tax-paying citizens as
soon as they can. Why treat applicants like an enigmatic u nderclass?
After winning my fair hearing, I have had to enlist the help of
the Safety Net Project. For th e past two months HRA has r epeatedly not placed those benefits on my card. In addition, the
center even cancelled my food stamps. As a result I have to
wait every month to find out if benefits are on. All of this after
a Judge’s Decision and Order. They ar e causing great and unnecessary stress to their fellow citizens.”
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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 me mber.

FIGURE VII: WHEN YOU CALL
YOUR CENTER, HOW OFTEN IS
YOUR PHONE CALL ANSWERED (ON
AVERAGE)?

“No one returns their calls
ever”


RESPONDENT, CENTER 64

“When the caseworker
sends you paperwork - they
never put their phone number. And when you do contact them, they never contact you back. They tell you
that you have no caseworker”


RESPONDENT, CENTER 79

Ninety-two percent of survey r espondents reported that they called
their center to speak with a cas eworker, and of those respondents,
eighty-six percent reported that their
call was rarely or never answered .
According to survey participants 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 a nnual audits are conducted by the
Family Independence Administration
(FIA) Office 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 Office at each Job Center where
they are able to speak with supervisors; however, advocates are told that
they may not share these num bers with customers.
Furthermore, there is no way for customers to communicate with HRA
online. W hile the SNAP program offers a mechanism for online applic ations, HRA has not expanded this option to public assistance. The result
is a system where customer s with hectic schedules and/or disabilities
must travel to the Job Center for any information or help, or, alternatively,
face the loss of their benefits .
26
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finding four: long and unpleasant waits
In 2003, HRA announced the “Model
Office Initiative” in order to increase
efficiency and reduce wait times at
Job Centers. W hile over half of all
Job Centers are now Model Offices,
wait times remain extremely high.

FIGURE VIII: HOW WOULD YOU
RATE THE CLEANLINESS OF YOUR
CENTER?

“To speak to a caseworker
you literally have to wait all
day. It's not clean and when
you have kids they get impatient…Then the security
gets mad because your kids
are running around”


RESPONDENT, CENTER 64

“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”


RESPONDENT, CENTER 64

Survey results found that customers
waited an average of 3.5 hours b efore speaking with a representative.
Long wait times 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’ time was not
valuable. To the contrary, many cu stomers are juggling dozens of co nflicting obligations and appoin tments, including employment, hou sing court appointments, training
programs, job interviews, doctor’s
appointments, and child care oblig ations.
Additionally, the waiting enviro nment can be very unpleasant for
those with children . Furthermore,
customers are sometimes direct ed
to a waiting area or line, only to be
told later that they are in the wrong
place and need to wait somewhere
else.
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Less than half of respondents
(46%) stated that they always or o ften were given clear directions r egarding where to go, what to do, and
what line to stand in .

“They send you back and
forth between floors”


RESPONDENT, CENTER
44

FIGURE IX: WHEN YOU GO TO THE
CENTER FOR AN APPOINTMENT,
HOW OFTEN ARE YOU GIVEN
CLEAR DIRECTIONS REGARDING
WHERE TO GO, WHAT TO DO, AND
WHAT LINE TO STAND IN?

finding five: vulnerable populations ignored
HRA has clear policies established
to support and serve populations
with specific needs, such as dome stic violence survivors, individuals
with disabilities, and those with li mited English proficiency. Responses
to the survey show that these pol icies are not uniformly implemented
at the Job Centers.

CUSTOMERS WITH LIMITED
ENGLISH PROFICIENCY
Pursuant to NYC Local Law 73, E xecutive Order 120, and HRA’s own
policy directives, xxi “applicants / participants with limited or no English speaking ability must be provided
with communication assistance in
their native language.” This includes
on-site translation services at Job
Centers as well as document tran slation and telephone contact.
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FIGURE X: IF ENGLISH IS NOT
YOUR PRIMARY LANGUAGE, DOES
HRA COMMUNICATE WITH YOU IN
A LANGUAGE THAT YOU CAN UNDERSTAND?

“They never provide a
translator so I can never
communicate with them”


RESPONDENT, CENTER 84
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These policies are not f ully implemented at HRA Job Centers. Thirty seven percent of respondents with limited English proficiency 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 applications or re -certifications to
establish continued eligibility. xxii An y
time a domestic violence issue ari ses through this screening or in other
circumstances, HRA workers must
immediately recommend that the
customer meet with a special D omestic Violence Liaison (DVL) at the
Center.
The DVL is then able to assist the
survivor by waiving or modif ying
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 worke rs were only referred
to the DVL twenty-three percent of
the time.

FIGURE XI: IF YOU SPOKE TO AN
HRA WORKER ABOUT A DOMESTIC
VIOLENCE ISSUE, WERE YOU REFERRED TO THE DOMESTIC VIOLENCE LIAISON?
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CUSTOMERS WITH DISABILITIES
Pursuant to the Americans with Disabilities Act, HRA is required to pr ovide individuals with disabilities equal access to all ser vices.
HRA’s written policy is to provide all customers with access to a r easonable accommodation process by which individuals with disabilities may r equest that HRA make an accommodation to meet their needs, such as
help completing forms, priority queuing, or scheduling c hanges. This includes an informal process at the Job Center level as well a formal Re asonable Accommodation Request that can be pursued through HRA’s O ffice of Constituent Services. xxiii
Survey results indicate that individuals with disabilities are not being effectively served by this process at Job Centers. Thirty-nine percent of
survey respondents self -identified as having a disability, and of those r espondents, eighty-two percent answered that HRA did not provide se rvices 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”
FIGURE XII: IF YOU HAVE A DISABILITY, DOES HRA PROVIDE SERVICES IN A WAY THAT IS ACCESSIBLE TO YOU?
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sabrina hawkins
PUBLIC ASSISTANCE ACTION COMMITTEE
“I had to apply for public assistance in 2012 because I have a
temporary disability. I had been working for the City of New
York at the Department of Environmental Preservation as a
custodian. I worked for one year and then had to quit partially
because I was having so much pain in my knees. My doctor
ordered an MRI which showed that I needed surgery to have
both knees replaced. For a while I just lived on the money that
I had saved, thinking that this would blow over. Well I found
myself applying for Public Assistance and SNAP.
At my Job Center, you are always there all day, even if you
have an appointment. Once I had a recertification appointment
to show that I was still eligible for benefits. I arrived at 8 a.m.
and was the third person in line. They sent me upstairs and I
waited for them to call me but I stayed there all day. Finally,
they called me at 2:00 p.m. Even if I just go to drop off doc uments, I wait for three hours. Sometimes there isn’t even a
chair, which is a huge problem for me because I am not su pposed to stand for more than 5 minutes at a time. They don’t
have much for the disabled. Now I bring my walker because I
know that I may not get a seat. Sometimes I call to avoid ta king a trip there but nobody ever picks up the phone - it just
rings and rings. The voicemail is always full. You have no idea
whether they got the message or just deleted the message or
they just didn’t care.
When you go to the Job Center, you are sent to the Customer
Service window and they often don’t let you see the worker.
Customer Service usually has no idea what is going on with
the case, and when you ask them a question, they say, ‘No, I
don’t see that here,’ or ‘They’l l get to you when they get to it.’
I have also noticed that they don’t want you to see a superv isor. They will say, ‘The supervisor is in a meeting. W e don’t
know when they are coming out.’ I have been to so many fair
hearings and meetings at the Job Cen ters that I am just confident that they have no clue what they are doing. HRA's a ccomplishments in helping the poor are at an all -time low.”
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agency challenges
THE SURVEY RESULTS suggest
that customers often receive u nhelpful and demeaning treatment
at Job Centers. W hile Job Center
front-line staff are often the age ncy’s most visible face, this report
places responsibility for systemic
mistreatment and disorganization
squarely with leadership of the
agency. Individual workers ope rate and respond within the pol icies, systems, and organizational
culture set by leadership, which
for the past twenty years has f ocused on deterring New Yorkers
from accessing the help that they
need.
HRA workers have long faced a
variety of challenges suc h as
faulty computer systems and i nadequate staffing. A March 2009
report by Public Advocate Betsy
Gotbaum’s office surveyed HRA
Eligibility Specialists charged with
interviewing customers at Job
Centers and found that “not
enough staff” was the most diff icult obstacle faced by eligibility
workers. Technology issues, i ncluding “computers are not reli able,” ‘scanners are not reliable,”
“unable
to
retrieve
client’s
scanned electronic documents,”
also ranked among the top five
most difficult problems faced by
eligibility specialists. xxv The survey results suggest that these i s32

sues are still present today and
may help explain why customers
report such persistent problems at
Job Centers.
HRA currently has 3,678 front line
employees. These staff members
focus primarily on public assi stance (rather than SNAP staff or
HRA Administration staff). xxvi Despite continued issues with wait
times and customer service, the
Mayor’s Preliminary FY 2015
budget proposed cutting 361 full time positions from HRA Job Ce nter staff including 49 fewer Cas eworkers, 90 fewer Eligibility Sp ecialists, and 52 fewer Public A ssistance Supervisors. xxvii
Nonetheless, there is reason to
believe that the new mayoral a dministration may take a different
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 itive and more responsive to
needy New Yorkers.
One additional significant deve lopment is that, beginning this
year, HRA may face serious f inancial penalties from the State
of New York for failing to address
customers’ needs at Job Centers.
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W hen customers are unable to r esolve problems with their benefits
at Job Centers, they often request
administrative
“Fair
Hearings”
whereby a State Administrative
Law
Judge
reviews
whether
HRA’s action was correct. Cu rrently, HRA loses the vast major ity of hearings that are held. xxviii
The 2014 State Budget incl uded a

new “Fair Hearing chargeback”
provision which may po tentially
cost the City $10 million xxix if HRA
continues to lose so many hea rings. It is therefore in HRA’s i nterest to resolve issues and i mprove service at Job Centers in
order to avoid these hearings and
therefore avoid financial pena lties.
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recommendations
SURVEY RESPONDENTS overwhelmingly characterize their e xperiences at HRA Job Centers as
frustrating, hostile, and dehuma nizing. Using their experiences as
our guide we propose the follo wing recommendations as tools
HRA should implement to begin to
transform Job Centers into offices
that effectively serve New Yorkers
in need. These recommendations
were developed in concert with
members of the Public Assistance
Action Committee, who have first hand knowledge of the hurdles
associated with accessing se rvices at HRA’s Job Centers.
If implemented, we believe these
solutions will better enable New
Yorkers to access the benefits
that they are entitled to and de sperately need. Additionally, we
hope that many of our recomme ndations will improve processes
and conditions within Job Centers
for both public assistance recip ients as well as for HRA staff.

one: training
a. Provide Job Center staff
with training designed to
improve interactions with
customers
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HRA must conduct training for
staff with the goal of shifting
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, ho stile, or nasty manner at least
some of the time. Trainings
should also incorporate a cu ltural competency component to
acknowledge the diverse pop ulation that HRA serves. The
training should also incorp orate specialized instruction on
how to better engage those
dealing with mental -illness.

b. Require Job Center security personnel to attend
conflict prevention trai nings that provide gui dance on engaging with
vulnerable populations
Security’s primary goal is to
ensure the safety of all indivi duals at the Job Centers. Ho wever, this goal must be ba lanced with HRA’s ultimate
mission to provide services to
needy New Yorkers. Security
staff should not remove cu stomers unless they pose a l egitimate safety threat. Security
staff must be provided with
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tools that will better prepare
them to de-escalate difficult interactions while still allowing
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 information of their designated worker and the
worker’s supervisor
This information should be i ncluded in all mailings as well
as posted publicly at Job Ce nters.

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 custo mer’s
visit
is
appropriately
marked in the case file. This
will provide recipients with
proof of their visit and also a llow HRA staff to track visits to

the center when there
questions or issues.

are

d. Create a more transparent and responsive complaint process
As noted in survey responses
and by members of the Co mmittee, HRA’s current system
for filing and following up on
complaints is opaque and ine ffective. HRA should clearly
display information in Job Ce nters 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 co mplaint. 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 W elfare. General i nformation about the number of
complaints filed per center and
type of complaint should also
be made publicly available.

e. Actively seek input from
customers
This input would provide val uable insight to HRA on how to
improve the environment and
usage of Job Centers.
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f. Post placards at Job Ce nters 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 collect input from Job Ce nter staff and customers
HRA should partner with advocacy organizations, such as
the Safety Net Project, to co nduct surveys of participants in
each Center. Job Center staff
members are an integral part
of this process as they can
provide insight on current pr ocesses and challenges. An a nnual 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 -specific
data whereby centers could be
compared and the strengths
and weaknesses of each center
identified. The data wou ld then
be used to develop recomme ndations that incorporate input
from both customers and staff.
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three:
communication
a. Require each Job Center
to adequately staff their
general reception line
Ninety-two percent of respondents 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 r eschedule appointments, get i nformation about general r equirements, or ask questions
about their case.

b. Give Job Center staff
dedicated time to return
voicemails from their clients
c. Make HRA’s internal telephone system audits
available to the public
d. Create an online portal
for public assistance applicants and recipients
The portal would allow recip ients to submit documents,
check upcoming appointments,
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view any pending case chan ges or closings, and ask basic
questions of an online repr esentative. Recipients and a pplicants could print a receipt
and tracking number for any
documents submitted online.
This will help reduce wait times
at centers as well as the nu mber of phone calls to be r eturned.

As noted earlier, the Mayor’s
Preliminary FY 2015 Budget
proposes cutting 361 Job Ce nter
Staff.
These
positions
should be restored. HRA can
ill-afford to cut back on staffing
when wait times exceed three
hours and workers cite lack of
staff as a primary concern.

five: oversight
four: wait times
a. Provide the public with
information on the average time customers
spend waiting before t hey
are seen by an HRA
worker
HRA should publish info rmation on the average consti tuent wait times at each Job
Center in order to foster a ccountability measures .

b. Ensure that recipients
who have a scheduled
appointment are seen at
their scheduled appointment time
c. Limit wait times for walkins to 60 minutes
d. Ensure adequate staffing
levels at Job Centers

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 proc edures are inconsistently i mplemented and often result in
lost documentation. W e re commend that documents be
scanned and indexed while the
recipient is present so that the
recipient can confirm that the
documents have been correctly
entered into the system.

b. Enforce the current policy of providing recipients
with a receipt for all documents
As mandated by HRA, same day receipts must be di spensed whenever recipients
provide workers with doc u-
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ments. The receipt should i ndicate the number and type of
documents provided, the name
and contact information of the
worker who wil l be processing
the documents, and a projec ted date by which the doc uments will be processed.

c. Train staff in existing
policies regarding domestic violence to ensure
that all survivors are referred to a Domestic Violence Liaison (DVL)
Ensure that each center has a
DVL and that all workers
screen for domestic v iolence at
application and all face -to-face
recertifications.

d. Ensure that each center
has adequate interpretation services and that all
Limited English Speakers
receive interpretation
services
e. Publicize and increase
access to reasonable a ccommodations
Advertise the opportunity to
request a reasonable acco mmodation clearly in each center
waiting room and encourage
workers to refer customers to
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Supervisors
and
Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA) Liaisons.

f. Establish a Help Desk in
each Job Center staffed
by legal services organizations where recipients
can get information about
public assistance
Help desks currently exist in
many offices, including the Fair
Hearing Office, Housing Court,
and Family Court. Survey respondents
and
committee
members suggested that a ccess to an informed, indepen dent, third -party at the Job Ce nters would provide an immea surable system of sup port.
A 2008 report by the Brennan
Center concurred with this
opinion, finding that help desks
in HRA Job Centers could si gnificantly improve the benefits
system, improve the accuracy
of HRA determination, and help
needy New Yorkers. These
help desks would provide a pplicants and recipients with i nformation on public assistance
issues and may also provide
referrals for other common l egal issues that recipients may
have, such as housing court
referrals or Supplemental S ecurity Income (SSI) referrals .
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conclusion
OUR RESE ARCH SEEKS to draw
attention to the tre atment HRA
Job Center customers endure.
This report illustrates 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 fam ilies face dire consequences when
the safety net fails to properly
function. Barriers securing and
maintaining benefits may mean
hunger,
hospitalization,
and
homelessness. A strong safety
net is not onl y a moral imperative
it is also good economic policy for
New York City, especially during
a time of continued high une mployment. Research shows that
an effective safety net helps go vernment avoid expensive pa yments such as emergency room
services and homeless shelter
costs. xxx Additionally, effective
safety net programs produce pos itive economic benefits by increa s-

ing local spending in the comm unity, lifting families out of severe
poverty, and helping low -income
children to move into the middle
class. xxxi
Significantly, HRA has the autho rity 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
realities 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 de sperately need help…[I want] to
make sure that the agency fulfil ls
the mission that it has.” xxxii
If Mr. Banks truly wants the age ncy to be a helping hand, he must
start by transforming Job Centers
into offices that effectively and
compassionately serve New Yor kers in need.
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