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Introduction 
 

The Kaiser Family Foundationõs statehealthfacts.org recently rated Washington State as the eighth 
most economically distressed state in the nation. Washington Stateõs unemployment rate is hovering 
near 10%, with people of color and women reporting even higher rates. In Whatcom County, the 
unemployment rate is 7.8% as of July 2009, which is 73%  higher than the July 2008  
unemployment rate of 5.1%. An additional 6% of Washington state residents are òunderemployed,ó 
meaning they have given up looking for a full-time job but would take one if it were available.  
 
Among people experiencing homelessness, unemployment or underemployment is nothing new. In 
fact, according to the 2000 Point-In-Time count of homeless individuals, 93% of homeless people 
do not have full-time employment, and 76% do not earn any employment income. An estimated 
1,328 Whatcom County residents experience homelessness on any given night. Many factors 
combine to force individuals and families with children to 
subsist without permanent housing, and too often without 
even basic shelter. Commonly, people who are homeless 
cite job loss or insufficient income as the primary reasons 
for homelessness. Of all homeless households, 39% report 
homelessness due to job loss and 14% due to lack of job 
skills; both figures have increased since 2008 .1 
 
Local and regional planning activities for homeless, 
substance abuse, mental health and other services 
repeatedly point to the need for improved employment, 
vocational and/or training services for homeless (or 
formerly homeless) adults and youth. As a result, earlier this year, the Whatcom County Homeless 
Coalition prioritized the assessment and improvement of their community strategies for increasing 
employment rates for homeless job seekers.  
 
A Steering Committee comprised of Whatcom County community members and Building Changes 
agreed to engage in a strategic planning process. The goal of the process was to expand the 
opportunities of people who have experienced homelessness to develop skills, increase income, 
and improve self-sufficiency. 
 
Building Changes is a nonprofit agency that partners with government entities, private funders, and 
nonprofit service providers to end homeless in Washington State. The agency provides grantmaking, 
advocacy, and consulting services. 
 
The Steering Committee actively guided the research and strategic planning phases of this process. 
Initially, Building Changes led stakeholders in an assessment of the existing landscape. This 
included: 

1. Describing the characteristics and work readiness of people experiencing homelessness, who 

are the òsupplyó or labor market for the purpose of this review.  

                                                           
1
 Whatcom County Point in Time Count, 2009. 

òEmployment issues are the 
number one cause of additional 
financial assistance requests 
from clients with moderate 
barriers.ó  
- Whatcom Service Provider 
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2. Describing the existing network of employment and education services available in Whatcom 

County, and assessing how many people experiencing homelessness are served and their 

outcomes.  

3. Describing the economic context in Whatcom County, or the òdemandó for workers, 

including employment sectors, occupations available to people with less education or work 

experience, and data on living wages.  

 

This report summarizes the landscape assessment research and strategies for improving 
employment outcomes for homeless individuals, families, and youth. As of December 2009, at the 
completion of this planning process, Whatcom County stakeholders are forming a collaborative of 
agencies focused on implementing programs to improve employment outcomes for people 
experiencing homelessness.   
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Work Readiness of Homeless Job Seekers 
 
In this section, the characteristics of people experiencing homelessness are described, with a 
particular focus on their experiences, skills, interests, and overall work readiness.  
 
This section draws from a variety of data sources, including:  

1. 2009 Point -in-Time Count (PIT), which included 1,328 individuals in 880 households 

2. 2007 Whatcom Prosperity Project (WPP), which surveyed 600 low-income households, 

including 137 households that identified as homeless or recently homeless 

3. 2009 Whatcom County Inventory Survey, conducted by Building Changes 

4. 2009  interviews with local service providers, conducted by Building Changes 

Characteristics of People Experiencing Homelessness 
 

The majority of people experiencing homelessness in Whatcom County are part of a family. The 
Point in Time (PIT) count found 271 households comprised of families with children, with a median 
family size of 3 persons. Forty percent of homeless households include only one person. Of the total 
count, 36% were under 18 years old, including 20% who were children less than 10 years old. In 
addition, we know that 44% of all homeless persons are female. 
 
Of the 880 households, 85% of households were òshelteredó, including 37% temporarily living with 
family or friends, 16% in transitional housing, and 17% in emergency shelter. The unsheltered 
included 12% out of doors and 3% in jail. Fifteen percent were unsheltered, including 6% in a 
motel (using a voucher), 8% in a vehicle, and 1% in an abandoned building. 
 
Nearly one in four people experiencing homelessness in Whatcom County reported re-entering 
homelessness after institutionalization (within the last 6 months), including 12% who had been 
released from jail, 7% who had been released from inpatient substance abuse treatment, 3% who 
had been released from a psychiatric hospital, and 1% who had been released from juvenile 
detention. 

Barriers to Employment 
 

People experiencing homelessness face a multitude of 
challenges to employment. Common barriers that 
emerged from the survey data are physical and mental 
disabilities, lack of stable housing, transportation issues, 
lack of work experience and relevant skills, few available 
jobs, lack of telephone, criminal record, and access to 
childcare. Further complicating the situation, homeless 
adults do not experience any one barrier in isolation and 
the combination of these factors impacts a personõs 
ability to get and retain a job.  
 

ò[My clients] donõt even have a 
clue in terms of the process 
they need to go through to get a 
job ð coming up with a resume, 
filling out an application, 
writing a cover letter.ó  
- Whatcom Service Provider 
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Much of the information about barriers to employment for homeless individuals came from the 
Whatcom Prosperity Project.  Of the homeless respondents 72% report that getting or keeping a job 
has been difficult for them in the past year.  
 
Figure 1 shows the prevalence of barriers to employment; a myriad of employment barriers were 
cited. Critically, 28% report they donõt have the skills to get or keep a good job. An additional 26% 
may have the skills but report not having the right tools or equipment for the job, often including a 
phone, a barrier to getting hired by an employer (WPP). 
 

Figure 1 

 
     Source: Whatcom Prosperity Project (2007)  

Childcare 
 
Based on anecdotal evidence given by service providers involved in this report, many homeless 
families find that lack of child care is a much greater barrier than represented here.  When asked 
generally about child care, 32% of homeless respondents indicated that they have had problems 
getting or keeping child care services (WPP). 
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substance abuse disorders (15%). Additionally, homeless persons with mental illness are highly 
likely to have a co-occurring substance abuse disorder. Specifically, 32% of those who reported 
mental illness also report a substance abuse disorder. 
 

Transportation 
 
Transportation was cited as a òvery hard to getó service for 28% of homeless respondents (WPP). 
The majority of factors contributing to transportation issues correlate with a lack of financial 
resources. 

Income from Employment 
 

People experiencing homelessness, like all people, have varied work histories. Unfortunately, this 
population is more likely to have less education, work experience, and job skills, leaving them 
unprepared to enter or remain in the workforce. Underscoring this issue, the PIT count found that 
14% of interviewees cited lack of job skills as the primary reason for their homelessness. The PIT 
found that 39% report losing their job as the reason for their homelessness. 
 
Many Whatcom County families are simply not earning enough income to cover their housing needs. 
The PIT report determined that approximately 20% of clients are employed, and research for this 
plan determined that their average wage is $9.36 an hour, slightly higher than the state minimum 
wage of $8.55 an hour, but less than two-thirds of 
Whatcom Countyõs 2008 òhousing wageó of $14.62 per 
hour.2 In addition, many of these individuals do not work full 
time.  

Education, Skills, and Experience 
 
As part of this planning process, people experiencing 
homelessness worked with local service providers to respond 
to a survey. The survey requested that each client, in 
consultation with their case manager, assess their òself-
sufficiencyó (based on a tool used by Arizona state and Snohomish County homeless providers). 
These client surveys provided a small sample for us to review to better understand the education, 
skills and employment history of people experiencing homelessness in Whatcom County.  
 
Self-sufficiency is often looked to as the ultimate goal for homeless clients. Self-sufficiency can be 
interpreted and measured several ways. This survey used seven self-sufficiency measurements, 
three of which are most relevant to our research: education, career resilience and training, and 
employment stability and training. Clients and their case managers assigned a rating on a scale 
between 0 and 10, with 0 being lowest and 10 being the highest score. The following summarizes 
survey results for these three categories:   
 

                                                           
2
 2006-2008: National Low Income Housing Coalition, Out of Reach 2007-2008, based on fair market rents for a 

two-bedroom housing unit (http://www.nlihc.org/oor/oor2008/.); DATE LAST UPDATED: April 16, 2009.  

òThat depends on the client. For 
us, we serve a wide range of 
people. Some want to get their 
masters, but they are on TANF 
because of DV or something.ó 
- Whatcom Service Provider 

http://www.nlihc.org/oor/oor2008/
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1. Education (primarily assesses academic, institution-based achievements): A ò0ó rating 
equals òIndividual has not learned to read or write.ó and a ò10ó rating equals òIndividual 
has post-secondary education or training.ó 
 
Whatcom County respondents have an average score of 6.0, equivalent to òhigh school 
diploma/GED with functional reading, writing, and math skills.ó 41.7% have a high school 
diploma or GED and functional reading, writing, and/or math skills. In addition, 19.4% are 
pursuing post-secondary education or training, and 11.1% had post-secondary education or 
specialized training.  

 
2. Career Resiliency/Training (assesses the skills and abilities a client has for achieving and 

sustaining a career given the changing dynamics of the workforce): A ò0ó rating equals 
òIndividual has negative or no work history, lacks skills, and is unable to obtain and retain 
any employment in any industryó and a ò10ó rating equals òIndividual has work history of 
five or more years in the same job, occupation or career ladder and skills that offer great 
potential for obtaining a better or comparable position including literacy/numerical and 
occupational skills.ó  

 
Respondents scored an average of 6.1 with 77.7% having a work history of between 1 and 
5 years, with skills that offer potential for obtaining comparable positions. Another 2.9% 
have work history of 5 or more years in the same job, occupation or career ladder and skills 
that offer potential for better or comparable positions. Unfortunately, 27.8% had limited or 
less than one year of work experience or negative work history and may lack skills in some 
or all of these areas: work readiness; literacy/numeracy; or occupational skills in industry 
anticipated to decline.  

 
3. Employability Stability (assesses the nature of the job or career in which the client is 

employed and considers the permanency and stability of the employment, as well as the 
benefits that accompany the employment): A ò0ó rating equals òIndividual desiring 
employment but unemployed with all forms of unemployment compensation exhaustedó and 
a ò10ó rating equals òIndividual employed in permanent, stable employment for as many 
hours per week as desired with full benefits including health, vision, and dental benefits, as 
well as retirement and supplemental benefits.ó  

 
Survey respondents scored an average of 1.5 . This group is unemployed, with or without 
unemployment compensation, or employed in part-time, seasonal or temporary work for less 
than 50% time with no benefits. No respondent rated themselves higher than a 5 (an 
individual employed in permanent, stable employment for as many hours per week as 
desired with no benefits) and 92% rated themselves as a 3 or lower (part-time, temporary, 
or seasonal work at less than desired number of hours with no benefits).  

 
These findings may be a reflection of the nationõs economic downturn in which a greater number of 
people are in unstable employment situations, e.g., unable to find full-time work with employee 
benefits, despite their education and work history. However, there is also a correlation between poor 
economic standing and the experiences and situations that come along with experiencing 
homelessness that in turn affects a personõs education status, career resiliency and employability 
stability. 
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Skills & Interests of Homeless Job Seekers 
 
Insight on homeless job seekersõ skills and interests was gained through provider interviews. This 
research was limited to focus groups with homeless men that were conducted by the Department of 
Corrections and Pioneer Human Services.  
 
Homeless men report having skills as auto body shop workers (manual labor positions), assembly, 
construction, manufacturing, and as line cooks. A large percentage also have experience with 
seasonal work in the fishing processing plants, working on the line handling and cleaning fish, as 
well as night stock crew. 
 
Homeless jobseekers indicated a high interest in the following industries:  

 Construction 

 Landscaping 

 Auto body 

 Welding 

 Nursing 

 Administrative professional work 
 
Respondents were less enthusiastic about janitorial and food service jobs, although willing to use 
these types of jobs as òstepping stones.ó It cannot be understated that people experiencing 
homelessness have a need for opportunities to make cash quickly, making temporary work, with the 
prospect for overtime pay an attractive option. Unfortunately, most temporary jobs do not transfer 
into full-time jobs with room for advancement that can lead to greater stability over time.  
 
Respondents note that they are interested in job training but arenõt always willing or able to put in 
the time needed to complete and benefit from training. Sometimes this is because immediate needs 
take precedent, but it is also common for this population to have had negative prior experiences 
with the education system, inhibiting them from returning and increasing their likelihood of 
dropping out early. The inability to plan for the future in a broad sense also results in a lack of 
emphasis on planning for a career. In addition, respondents noted that they are not clear about the 
programs available to them and how to access them. 
 
Current debt is also cited as a reason to not return to school. When asked about job training 
interests, vocational training is mentioned the most, specifically carpentry, auto body repair, welding 
and construction. A small percentage of respondents were interested in pursuing a Bachelors 
degree. Currently, Pioneer Human Services has seven residents enrolled in technical college, 
pursuing degrees in welding, precision, electrical engineering, and machining.  

Homeless Job Seeker Typology 
 
The paradigm described in the Table 1 on the following page was utilized to identify three distinct 
groups of individuals who are homeless and at some stage of preparation or readiness for 
employment. The table provides examples of what individuals in each category may be going 
through. 
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Based on the typology, all of the responding case managers placed the majority of their clients in 
the medium-level need for services category.  Case managers mentioned the need for their clients to 
build confidence in themselves and their ability; they often feel they have fewer job skills than they 
actually do, but lack the ability to find jobs.  They need help with job search skills, resume writing 
and interviewing skills. 
 

Table 1 

Potential Homeless Job Seeker Typology 

Group 1:  Very High Amount of Employment Assistance and Case 
Management Anticipated  
 
Job Seekers with no vocational goal and may not even be interested in work; 
limited or no work history; may or may not have housing with supportive 
services; needs high level of case management support for everyday issues; 
not likely to pass a òWork Readiness Credentialó test; lack of self-care skills  

Group 2:  Medium-Level Amount of Employment Assistance and Case 
Management Anticipated  
 
Job Seekers with ambition for employment and have some idea of what they 
are interested in; may have low basic skills and few workplace skills; havenõt 
had success obtaining employment on their own; lack of interviewing skills; 
may lack critical work supports, like child care, which prevents them from 
being able to hold onto a job; may be a candidate for customized employment 
and/or supported employment where they will receive on the job support 

Group 3:  Lower Amount of Employment Assistance and Case Management 
Anticipated  
 
Job Seekers with a job goal or expressed interest; have some occupational 
skills necessary for preferred job; need minimal case management; have one 
time-limited benefits to help tie them over to a steady paycheck; can 
negotiate with systems to get benefits with minimal assistance 

 
Table 1 is a somewhat artificial way to delineate these different groups of homeless job seekers, as 
the issues and problems that require support for people who are homeless change with time and 
circumstances.  Ideally, individuals would be able to receive variable levels of support and service 
that is matched to their given level of need at any point in time.  
  



Economic Opportunities for People Experiencing Homelessness in Whatcom County 9 

Employment Levels Appropriate for Homeless Job Seekers 
 
Individual job seekers in each of these three typologies may be seeking different types and levels of 
employment.  A continuum of employment opportunities for people with a variety of different skill 
levels and degrees of readiness for work is ideal.  
 

Occasional part-time employment Work at the (irregular) times that people are ready and want 
to work. Existing opportunities for this type of work include Express Professionals, Kelly 
Solutions, Man Power, and Command Staffing. 

 
Part-time work that is on a regular schedule Work at known locations and with specific work 

activities. Part-time work of this nature offers a pathway into the established work force, and 
can lead to full-time employment over time.  This part-time work can be found with temporary 
placement agencies, but is more likely to result from the efforts of employment program staff 
and others going into the field to recruit employers and negotiate the terms on a placement-by-
placement basis.  This work can include seasonal work, janitorial/cleaning crew work, etc. 
Seasonal work is most often with fish processing plants. 

 
Full-time employment This type of work may be an immediate goal for the higher-functioning 

population of people who are homeless, or a longer-term goal for some of the individuals who 
enter the work force initially through occasional or regular part-time work at varied employers. 

 
Job help for high-need homeless Individuals needing medium-level or high levels of support can 

access help through Department of Vocational Rehabilitation, WorkFirst Community Jobs, 
and Supported Employment Programs. 
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Employment and Education Services in 
Whatcom County  
 
In this section, we describe the existing network of employment and education services available in 
Whatcom County, and assess how many people experiencing homelessness are served and their 
outcomes. 
 
This section draws primarily from a 2009 Employment and Education Services Inventory Survey 
and interviews with local service providers conducted by Building Changes and stakeholders 
involved in this planning process. 
 
The Employment and Education Services Inventory Survey was distributed in June 2009 to 
homeless service providers that offer employment services in Whatcom County, and 11 out of 18 
programs, from 8 different agencies, completed the survey. The majority of information included in 
this section derives from this survey of these programs, which include:  

 Bellingham Goodwill  

 Lydia Place (Support Services Program and Homeless Service Center Partnership) 

 Northwest Youth Services 

 Opportunity Council (Homeless Housing and Community Jobs) 

 Pioneer Human Services 

 State of Washington Division of Vocational Rehabilitation 

 Whatcom Community College (WorkFirst and Worker Re-training/Passport to College) 

 Whatcom Homeless Service Center 
 
There are limitations to the data collected through this survey. For example, most of the programs 
that provided data do not formally track the homeless status of their clients. As a result, survey 
respondents from each program made a best guess estimate as to the percentage of clients 
experiencing homelessness at any one time. It is also important to recognize that housing status for 
any individual client may fluctuate over time and programs may use different definitions of 
homelessness. Lastly, program data submitted varies by year; some data are older, from 2007-
2008, some are as recent as 2009-to-date.  
 
Appendices 2 and 3 provide more detailed, program-level information than that which is 
summarized in this section.   

Employment and Education Services Provided 
 
People experiencing homelessness access a continuum of services related to employment and 
education. The following organizations have been cited as resources: 

 A Watered Garden Family Learning Center 
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 Bellingham Goodwill  

 Cascade Vocational Services 

 Community Transitions ð Bellingham 

 Community Transitions ð Nooksack 

 Express Employment Professionals 

 Kulshan Supported Employment 

 Lake Whatcom Employment Center 

 Lydia Place (Support Services Program and Homeless Service Center Partnership) 

 Northwest Youth Services 

 Opportunity Council (Homeless Housing and Community Jobs) 

 Pioneer Human Services 

 State of Washington Division of Vocational Rehabilitation 

 Whatcom Community College (WorkFirst and Worker Re-training/Passport to College) 

 Whatcom Homeless Service Center 
 
The level of employment services offered to clients varied greatly by program, as does the specificity 
of client data collected. Services are offered on-site, through referral sites, through memorandums of 
understanding (MOU) partner sites, or through sub-contractor sites. Sites include employment 
training providers, housing service providers, Community Colleges, and federally funded programs. 
 
Nearly all providers offer job readiness, job development, life skills 
training, and workplace expectations services. Meanwhile, less 
than half of all providers offer mentoring, budgeting, job 
placement, job retention, work experience, asset building, 
community service, occupational skills training, internships, 
secondary education (GED, HS), adult basic education, financial 
literacy, post-secondary education (college), ESL/literacy, peer 
support, credit repair or apprenticeship opportunities. Due to the 
fact that few agencies provide these specific services, clients were 
most likely to be referred to other agencies to meet their needs, 
but the agreements with other agencies were often not formally bound by contract or MOU. See 
Appendix for detailed information about which programs provide specific services.  

Gaps in Employment and Education Services 
 
Support services are critical to the successful return to work for people experiencing homelessness. 
As services are made available and used by homeless people, the percent of those entering 
employment can increase significantly. Targeted, employment-oriented services include 
employment-focused case management, job readiness classes, resume writing, and interviewing 
classes, to name a few. Homeless respondents were asked to report on what community services 

òThatõs difficult, because we 
know how to get them housing, 
but we donõt have the expertise 
around getting them a job.ó 
- Whatcom Service Provider 
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they feel are òextremely importantó and how accessible those services are. All of these services, 
cited in the figure below, impact a personõs ability to get and keep a job.  
 

Figure 2 

 
 
 
Providers indicated that there were gaps in the services they were able to provide to homeless job 
seekers. The agencies needed assistance in developing jobs for this population, particularly for those 
with criminal histories. Providers also noted a gap in job readiness classes and job retention 
services.  Job retention services are essential for many homeless people with limited work 
experience. These services may be provided by staff who provide employment services specifically 
to homeless clients, yet these staff positions were also identified as a gap.   
 
Providers also noted a range of services that were difficult to either provide or access through 
referrals to other providers in the county. Each of these services is critical, and can create barriers to 
stable employment. The service gaps most commonly cited were healthcare, including mental 
health services, employment services, transportation, and childcare.  

Employment and Education Services Outcomes 
 
Based on the information gathered from participants in this plan and the Inventory Survey, we know 
that employment and education services are being offered to homeless residents of Whatcom 
County. However, as noted above in the sectionõs introduction, the information we are able to 
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gather at this point is incomplete.  At this time programs are not tracking the housing status of their 
clients or following-up to obtain post-program exit outcomes about job retention, wages or benefits.   
 
Through research done for this plan we know that average homeless workers in Whatcom County 
earn an average wage of $9.36/hour. We also know that after 3 months homeless participants have 
an average job retention rate of 17%, compared to 60% of DVR non-homeless clients. Of the 
agencies surveyed, only one agency, Northwest Youth Services, reports that homeless clients receive 
employer benefits (11%). 
 
Based on the limited information, it appears that at least 50% of the clients working with case 
managers have not been employed in the past 90 days. The answers ranged from 20-70% of client 
caseload. Of those who have worked, it is a mix between full-time, part-time and casual labor. 
 
The Inventory Survey also tells us that the average dollar value of employment/education services, 
per client per year is $2,702.80 .3 Unfortunately, programs vary widely enough that this number 
doesnõt tell us much. 

                                                           
3
 Programs included in calculation: Pioneer Human Services, Northwest Youth Services, Department of Vocational 

Rehabilitation, Whatcom Community College WorkFirst, and Northwest Workforce Development Council Youth 
Summer Jobs. 
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Where the Jobs Are In Whatcom County 
 
This section describes the job market in Whatcom County, including unemployment rates, in-
demand occupations, growth industries, and employers that have demonstrated they are willing to 
employ people who have experienced homelessness. This section includes data from a wide range 
of sources.  

Unemployment and Underemployment 
 

The Kaiser Family Foundation recently rated Washington State as the eighth most economically 
distressed state in the nation. Washington State's unemployment rate is 9.2% as of August 2009, 
with people of color and women reporting even higher rates. Unemployment rates in the Bellingham 
Metropolitan Statistical Area hovered consistently around 8%in the first half of 20094, including 
7.8% in July 2009, as compared to 5.1% in 2008 .  
 
These numbers do not accurately reflect the number of people who are underemployed or have 
never worked. It is estimated that an additional 6.3% of Washingtonõs working-age population are 
out of work (or working part-time involuntarily, but are not counted in official unemployment 
statistics). The underemployment rates count people who have become discouraged from looking for 
work and people who aren't actively looking for a job, but would take one if offered. Many homeless 
adults, children, or youth who have been unable to secure stable employment are part of the 
underemployed category, while many more have not worked recently or ever. 

Whatcom County Employment Sectors 
 

A recent survey of Washington firms found that the highest vacancy rates were for jobs that require 
higher educational attainment than a high school diploma, but less than a baccalaureate degree.5 
This is good news for homeless job-seekers.  The table below lists the number of jobs by industry in 
Whatcom County; what is not known is the percentage of these positions that are accessible to 
people experiencing homelessness. 
 

Table 2 
Employment by Place of Work (in thousands):6  

Total Nonfarm 80.5  

Total Private 66.6  

Goods Producing 15.9  

Mining, Logging and Construction 7.9  

Manufacturing 8.0  

Services Providing 64.6  

                                                           
4
 (Jan: 7.8%, Feb: 7.8%, Mar: 8.8 %, Apr: 8.3 %, May: 8.1 %, June: 8.3 %, July: 7.8%). Labor Area Summary for the 

Bellingham Metropolitan Statistical Area (July 2009) 
http://www.workf orceexplorer.com/admin/uploadedPublications/9861_Bell709.pdf.  
5
 ά! IŜŀƭǘƘȅ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΥ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ DƛǾƛƴƎΣέ {ŜŀǘǘƭŜ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΣ WǳƴŜ нллф ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘ 

http://www.seattlefoundation.org/page10004386.cfm. 
6
 Ibid.  

http://www.workforceexplorer.com/admin/uploadedPublications/9861_Bell709.pdf
http://www.seattlefoundation.org/page10004386.cfm
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Private Services Providing 50.8  

Trade, Transportation, Warehousing and Utilities  15.7  

Retail Trade 10.1  

Financial Activities 3.1  
Professional Business Services 7.7  

Leisure and Hospitality 9.7  

Government 13.8  

Federal Government 1.3  

State Government 3.4  

Local Government 9.1  

In-Demand Occupations 
 

Overall in Whatcom County, the following occupations are projected to experience the greatest 
annual growth. 
 

Table 3 

Growth Projections for Fastest Growing Occupations in Northwest Washington*  (2004 -2014) 7 

 
Employment 

2004  
Projection 

2014  
Projected 
Change 

% Growth 
Rate 

Septic Tank Servicers and Sewer Pipe 
Cleaners 

75 177  102  9.1% 

Management Analysts 93 167  74 6.1% 

Computer-Controlled Machine Tool Operators 66 114  48 5.7% 

Patternmakers, Metal and Plastic 242  392  150  5.0% 

Mental Health and Substance Abuse Social 
Workers 

163  253  90 4.5% 

Cargo and Freight Agents 101  155  54 4.4% 

Tax Preparers 87 122  46 4.4% 

Sheet Metal Workers 62 94 32 4.3% 

Tapers 238  360  122  4.3% 

Motorcycle Mechanics 61 92 31 4.2% 

*Northwest Washington includes Skagit, Island, San Juan, and Whatcom Counties 
 

Data from the Self-Sufficiency survey, presented in the òWork Readinessó section of this Plan, 
demonstrated that, on average, people experiencing homelessness have a high school diploma or 
GED and functional math, reading and writing skills.  
 
Whatcom County employment data identified seven occupations as requiring òlittle or no 
preparation,ó meaning that the job does not require previous work-related skills or experience, and 
requires, at most, anywhere from a few days to a few months of on the job training. These 
occupations demonstrate a òmatchó between the existing skills of many people experiencing 
homelessness and existing jobs in the County. The occupations include:  

Å Janitors and cleaners (not maids, housekeepers) 

                                                           
7
 Northwest Economic Council: Whatcom County Profile; http://www.nwecon.org/demographics/county-profile; 

http://www.nwecon.org/images/pdf/Data/County/growth_indicators.pdf.  

http://www.nwecon.org/demographics/county-profile
http://www.nwecon.org/images/pdf/Data/County/growth_indicators.pdf
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Å Cashiers 

Å Counter and rental clerks 

Å Driver/sales workers 

Å Landscaping/grounds-keeping workers 

Å Office machine operators (except computer) 

Å Stock clerks/order fillers8 
 
Wages for these occupations ranges from $11.50 to $14.84 at placement. Each of these jobs was 
considered an òin-demandó occupation because of anticipated growth in the number of annual job 
openings. A closer look at the data offers information about wages, number of job openings, growth 
rate, number of total jobs, and training requirements (see Appendix for more information).  
 
The aforementioned occupations will not be an ideal fit for all; they are presented merely to 
illuminate the possible occupations that match educational histories for some people experiencing 
homelessness. Yet this data can be very helpful to case managers, employment specialists, and 
their clients as they work together to find education and employment opportunities for homeless job 
seekers.  

Employer Perceptions and Potential ñChampionsò 
 

Service providers report that employersõ perception of working with or hiring people experiencing 
homelessness is initially poor, but when employers understand that a service agency is working to 
support the employee, their attitude improves, underscoring the importance of service providers 
with an employment focus.  
 
Service providers also identified businesses with a history of hiring people with multiple barriers 
(though not specifically homeless) and who could be partners with homeless providers in developing 
employment pathways for people experiencing homelessness: 

Å Goodwill 

Å The Market, formally Southside Food Pavilion 

Å Aanes Fine Furniture  

Å Old Country Buffet 

Å City Gym 

Å Michael's Arts and Crafts (seasonal work) 

Å Bellingham Country Store 

Å Auntie Anne's 

Å Sustainable Connections partner employers 

Å Fred Meyer 

Å Bellingham Cold Storage 

                                                           
8
 www.workforceexplorer.com. It is important to note that some of these occupations require a GED or high school 
ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀΣ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜ όŦƻƻŘ ƘŀƴŘƭŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊƳƛǘΣ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜΣ ŜǘŎΦύΦ 

http://www.workforceexplorer.com/
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Å Linden Doors 

Å Any employer looking for ways to save money and/or help an individual succeed in 
employment
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Strategies and Plan for Action 
 

The Steering Committee deliberated on numerous potential strategies for improving employment 
services for people experiencing homelessness. In late 2009, the Committee prioritized the 
following strategies for action.  

Strategy # 1: Develop a Homeless Employment Collaborative 
 

Form and operate as a formal collaborative that provides targeted employment and training services 
to the participants of all member organizations.  It makes sense to have at least five to six 
members, who represent supportive housing and employment service providers ð ideally each 
member organization has a specific expertise to offer that adds value to the collaborative. 
Incorporating the experiences and needs of people experiencing homelessness in the process is 
imperative, as is identifying, inviting, and supporting people experiencing homelessness as 
representatives to the committee.   
 
Resources: Appendix 5 provides examples of the collaborative model, including San Franciscoõs 
Supported Housing Employment Collaborative.  
 
Next Steps: Whatcom County Stakeholders have formed a task force to design the formation of a 
collaborative. Work will begin in early 2010, including monthly meetings.   

Strategy #2: Packaged Housing and Employment Services Funding 
 
Coordinate housing and employment services funding at the systems level in order to provide 
packaged resources to people experiencing homelessness. This will take the onus off providers to 
form the partnerships by coordinating and pairing housing and employment resources for people 
experiencing homelessness at the systems or funder level.   
 
Resources: Examples of this model can be found in King Countyõs Project Self-Sufficiency and the 
Washington Families Fund, which provides Employment and Education Navigator staff positions at 
King County WorkSource locations. These Navigators, funded using local levy funds and Workforce 
Investment Act funds, are dedicated to providing education and employment services to people 
experiencing homelessness, in partnership with housing providers using federal rapid re-housing 
funding. 

Strategy #3: Community College Career Pathways 
 
Develop curriculum at a community college, for people experiencing homelessness, designed to 
support students in obtaining the education and skills they need to obtain entry level jobs. A 
possibility for Whatcom County could be developing a WorkFirst Customized Job Skills Training 
program specifically for employers to help train people experiencing homelessness. Types of 
trainings might be clerical support, welding, green weatherization, retrofitting, and marine. 
 

http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/DCHS/Services/Levy/~/media/operations/DCHS/Levy/ProcurementPlans/2_8_Link_Educ_Employ_2008_9_15_09_Final.ashx
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Resources: A local example is the developing prisoner reentry program at Skagit Valley College. In 
addition, Housing Hope and Edmonds Community College, in Snohomish County, are exploring the 
creation of a housing property management program that would lead to community college 
credentials, and would target current subsidized housing residents as students. This model has been 
successfully implemented in Chicago and Connecticut. The Corporation for Supportive Housing 
originally developed this model, and has numerous reports and documents on the model on its web 
site, in its employment resources section (www.csh.org).  

Strategy #4: Homeless and Employment Services Planning 
 
Create stronger cross-system linkages through coordinated housing and employment planning. The 
homeless employment collaborative should participate in related planning efforts in the region to 
advocate for its strategies and ensure that its activities are aligned with community plans.  
 
Resources: Community plans include the 10-Year Plan to End Homelessness, the homeless 
Continuum of Care, the Northwest Workforce Development Council, North Sound RSN mental 
health housing planning, and others, as appropriate.  
 
Next Steps: This report on Economic Opportunities for People Experiencing Homelessness in 
Whatcom County should be shared widely with stakeholders in the community as a communication 
mechanism. In addition, members of the homeless employment collaborative should solicit leaders 
of relevant planning committees for membership positions, and should recruit allies from the 
business or workforce development sector for membership in homeless housing and services 
planning groups.  

Strategy #5: Training and Tools 
 
Build capacity of homeless programs and staff to better serve people experiencing homelessness. 
 
Next Steps: 

 Train housing staff on employment and benefits, resources, workforce systems, establishing 
strategic partnerships, accessing mainstream resources, job development best practices, etc. 

 Train employment staff on housing and support services, resources, etc.  

 Expand support to homeless people in accessing state and federal benefits and tax credits. 
Use trained benefits counselor to work with clients to determine how much they can work 
without losing benefits. 

 Develop tools for case managers and clients, such as a ôresource mapõ to help employment 
specialists and other service providers understand the resources available and help connect 
clients to those resources.  

 Develop and adapt common assessment and planning forms. Integrate education and 
employment measures into existing housing assessment forms, and use common forms 
among all housing and services providers in the County. Additionally, ensure that career 
planning is conducted at or soon after assessment, and includes long-term, career building 
activities that lead to living wage employment.  

http://www.csh.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.viewPage&pageId=4283&nodeID=81
http://www.csh.org/
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Strategy #6: Staffing 
 
Increase number of employment staff focused on providing tailored services to people experiencing 
homelessness, in order to expand and support opportunities to develop skills, increase income and 
improve self-sufficiency. The following models are possible: 

a. Employment and Education Navigation: Dedicated staff positions in local WorkSource 

Centers and/or Community Colleges to assist persons who are experiencing homelessness.  

b. Employment Specialists/Coaches: Dedicated staff at homeless housing and services 

programs to provide job and education retention support. 

Resources:  The YWCA of Greater Seattle and King Countyõs Project Self-Sufficiency are operating 
employment and education navigation programs. More information can be found by contacting each 
agency. Building Changes can assist with this research if requested. 
 
Next Steps:  

 Collect job descriptions of existing employment services staff 

 Determine number of clients served by each staff member 

 Identify which staff at the WorkSource have homelessness expertise and/or interest in the 
population  

 Develop job descriptions: 

o Employment and Education Navigation: These specialized òNavigatorsó should not 
only provide job development and career planning and other services to those who 
seek their assistance, but also proactively conduct outreach to people experiencing 
homelessness through the many public and community organizations that assist 
these persons. 

o Employment Specialists/Coaches: Someone who is focused and trained to network 
and navigate all these services, specifically to help them identify goals, strengths, 
career paths, advocate for them, and know resources. This could be someone who 
also runs classes. Individualized and one-on-one services, tailored to clientõs specific 
needs and strengths. More intensive help than they get in a group setting. 

 
 

http://www.kingcounty.gov/operations/DCHS/Services/Levy/~/media/operations/DCHS/Levy/ProcurementPlans/2_8_Link_Educ_Employ_2008_9_15_09_Final.ashx


22                                 Economic Opportunities for People Experiencing Homelessness in Whatcom County 

Appendix 1: Project Logic Model 
 

GOAL INPUTS (RESOURCES) ACTIVITIES (STRATEGIES) 

 
 

OUTCOMES (RESULTS) 
 
 

 
Expand the opportunities of 
people who are, have, or are at-
risk of experiencing 
homelessness, to develop 
skills, increase income, and 
improve self-sufficiency.  
 
 

 
Supply-Side: 

 People who are, have, or are 
at-risk of experiencing 
homelessness 

 
Support Services: 

 Employment providers to 
low-income populations (e.g. 
DVR, Goodwill, PHS) 

 Housing and service 
providers (e.g. WHSC, Lydia 
Place, Northwest Youth, 
Lighthouse) 

 Community & Technical 
Colleges (Whatcom, 
Bellingham, NW Indian) 

 Federal resources (WIA, 
McKinney/HEARTH, ARRA, 
TANF, SSA, CSBG, BFET) 

 State/local/private resources 
(HGAP, 2163, foundations) 

 Local coalitions (e.g. Asset 
Building, Microenterprise) 

 
Demand-Side: 

 Employers 

 Local government (City, 
County, Port) 

 
Client-level: 

 Participation in research, planning process  

 
Provider-level (housing and employment 
providers): 

 Highest priorities: 
- Form Whatcom Homeless 

Employment Collaborative 

- �'�H�Y�H�O�R�S���D���µ�U�H�V�R�X�U�F�H���P�D�S�¶���W�R���K�H�O�S��
employment specialists and other 

service providers understand the 

resources available and help 

connect clients to those 

resources. 

- Employment and Education 

Navigator(s) hired to link 

homeless to employment, training, 

and employment services 

 Secondary priorities: 

- Packaged housing and 

employment services 

- Community College Career 

Pathways 

- Participate in homeless planning 

processes and invited people 

experiencing homelessness 

- Homeless provider staff 

participate in capacity-building 

training (such as WFF training, 

conferences) 

Systems-level (local funders): 

 CEP Committee formed to oversee cross-
systems planning 

 
Client-level (homeless 
households): 

 Increase job placement, 

job retention, wages, 

employee benefits, and 

career advancement 

 Increased access to 

high-level employment 

services (e.g. 

WorkSource, 

community colleges) 

 
Provider-level (housing and 
employment providers):  

 Improved capacity 

(knowledge and 

associated behavioral 

changes) to get 

homeless people 

trained and employed 

 Increased utilization of 

data to inform program 

planning  

 
System-level (local funders): 

 Engage jointly in 

resource and program 

planning to address 

housing, service, and 

employment needs of 

homeless households  

 
 

  












