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Engaging TANF Parents  
We operate on the assumption that helping parents become employed is better than having them stay unemployed.  In other words, working is better than not working.  Many parents may not believe or accept this.  Engagement is necessary to help them understand and embrace this idea.  
Every parent has an identity, a picture or mind set of who they are, what they want and what they are willing to do to get it.  If engaging in our programs is not part of this identity or mindset, they are unlikely to participate successfully.  
To ensure that parents acquire a work identity, we must help them think of themselves as workers, and view “going to work” as an important part of their lives.  

People participate willingly in activities or programs that make them feel good and that have meaning for them.  If we hope to increase and maintain participation in TANF programs, we must make sure that parents view them as positive and meaningful.  
There is a difference between engagement and participation.  Parents can “participate” in our programs without being engaged in them.  Participation implies compliance or doing what is required.  Engagement requires a connection or bonding between the parent and our programs.  Bonding occurs when a parent’s internal voice says, “This is a good program.  It will help me provide a better life for my children.  I want to be part of it.”  When we talk about engaging parents, we mean that we want to help create these internal statements in every parent we serve.  

If we expect parents to participate in our programs, we must touch their hearts and souls so they view participation as something to be desired.  This is what we mean by engagement.  If we want to engage parents, we must view our programs from their perspective.  We must create an environment where people feel welcome, valued, heard and important.  Our task is to help them feel competent, confident and connected; and this doesn’t occur by telling them.  
If we want to engage parents, the focus must be on them and not on us.  When they walk into our office, do they get a sense that they are important?  Do we view them as people with strengths, skills, talents, interests and dreams, or as part of a caseload to be reduced?  
How do we handle all of the things we are expected to do while engaging customers?  Here are some suggestions.

When calling people from the waiting room, use last names, i.e., Ms. Brown, Mr. Jones.  First names can be fine once a relationship is developed.  

Remember that things we do for our convenience might not be convenient for the parents we serve. 

Are our orientations designed to make sure parents learn about us, or that we learn about them?  

Think of WorkFirst parents as operating at three levels.  First is the head, which processes information.  When we inform, tell, explain, show threaten parents, we are dealing with “head stuff.”  This is important, but is unlikely to generate the type of long-term results, i.e., self-sufficiency, that we are seeking.  
A second level is the heart, which deals with feelings and emotions.  Information designed for the head is soon processed by the heart.  When presented with information about WorkFirst, parents’ internal voices generate a range of emotions:  Examples include curiosity, gratitude, acceptance, anger, fear, alienation, mistrust, resistance, and this is stupid.  These internal voices are much more powerful than our content.
The third and deepest level is the “soul.”  This refers not to religion, but to values and meaning that we hold dear.  If we are asked to do something that has little or no meaning, and does not reflect our values and “view of the world,” we will probably reject it, no matter how logical or accurate the content we are presented with.  
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