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OVERVIEW 

Introduction. Researchers, policymakers, and practitioners are increasingly interested in the 
role that self-regulation and goal attainment may play in the ability of low-income adults to get 
and keep a job. Findings from three broad areas of research fuel this interest. The first suggests 
that setting and pursuing goals, which can foster positive outcomes in a variety of contexts, 
requires the ability to self-regulate emotions, thoughts, and behavior (Deci and Ryan 2000). 
Second, there is growing evidence that conditions associated with poverty can hinder the 
development and/or use of self-regulation skills (Mullainathan and Shafir 2013). Third, there is 
evidence that self-regulation skills continue to develop and improve in adulthood (Blair and 
Raver 2015).  

This document presents a conceptual framework suggesting new approaches to improving 
economic self-sufficiency and well-being outcomes for low-income adults participating in 
employment programs. Grounded in research on the importance of goals and the factors that 
contribute to attaining them, the framework suggests interventions that seek to improve 
participants’ self-regulation skills and behaviors that can help them to achieve their goals. It also 
suggests ways that programs can change their practices to make it easier for participants to use 
their skills and increase the likelihood that they will reach their goals. Practitioners, 
policymakers, and researchers interested in exploring innovative strategies to promote self-
sufficiency can use this framework to test new approaches. Creating new programs or 
incorporating these approaches into existing ones has the potential to address barriers to 
employment and improve the success of traditional education and occupational skills training.  

Primary research questions. Three key questions drive this work: (1) How does existing 
research describe the psychological processes associated with goal achievement and differentiate 
between related constructs; (2) What does existing research say about improving goal 
achievement behavior in adults; and (3) What can we learn from existing programs that apply 
this research? 

Purpose. Despite progress over more than 20 years to improve employment outcomes for 
low-income adults, self-sufficiency remains elusive for many families. The conceptual 
framework presented in this document presents a new approach that draws on psychology, 
neuroscience, and behavioral science to suggest ways to help adults with limited incomes find 
jobs and stay employed. The framework includes three interconnected components that can 
influence employment-related outcomes: self-regulation skills, the goal achievement process, 
and the environment in which people live and work and programs operate. It also provides 
concrete programming options for researchers, policymakers, and practitioners interested in 
designing new interventions in the context of employment programs.  

Key findings and highlights. Self-regulation and goal attainment are promising areas of 
focus for employment programs. In our conceptual framework, self-regulation skills enable 
people to prepare for behavior change and to set, pursue, and evaluate goals (together, these 
actions are referred to as the goal achievement process). Engaging in a goal achievement process 
enables people to attain their personal employment-related goals, which eventually can lead to 
increased well-being and self-sufficiency. Aspects of the environment, including the program 
environment, can support or hinder the use of self-regulation skills and a person’s engagement in 
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a goal achievement process. Evidence-informed interventions for strengthening self-regulation 
skills and goal achievement do exist, though none have been rigorously tested in the context of 
employment programs for low-income individuals. Employment and other programs funded by 
public or private agencies may be candidates for incorporating and testing these interventions, 
not only to build knowledge of whether and how they work, but also to provide an evidence base 
for the theoretical relationships presented in the framework.   

Methods. This report is based on the following sources: (1) a synthesis of literature on the 
relationship between self-regulation, goal attainment, and the environment and on how programs 
have been or could be adapted to promote goal attainment; (2) consultations with experts, 
practitioners, and other stakeholders; and (3) telephone interviews and site visits to programs 
currently implementing interventions focused on improving self-regulation skills or goal 
attainment.  

Citation. Anderson, Mary Anne, Jacqueline F. Kauff, and Elizabeth W. Cavadel. (2017). 
Improving Outcomes Among Employment Program Participants Through Goal Attainment: A 
Conceptual Framework, OPRE Report #2017-90, Washington, DC: Office of Planning, 
Research, and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Helping adults and their families attain self-sufficiency in the face of poverty is an important 
goal for policymakers. Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and employment 
programs designed to help move low-income adults toward self-sufficiency have tried a variety 
of approaches to meet this objective. Increasingly, programs are focusing on helping participants 
set goals to enhance their ability to find jobs that will improve their economic well-being. This 
has sparked interest in the science behind goal setting and goal pursuit—and the skills required 
to succeed in these endeavors—to understand the best way to help people meet their goals. 
Evidence suggests that self-regulation—the ability to control thoughts, actions, and emotions 
(Blair and Raver 2012; Murray et al. 2015)—is necessary for both setting and pursuing goals. 
Research also suggests that self-regulation skills develop most rapidly in early childhood, but 
that they continue to develop and improve in adulthood and can be stymied by the experience of 
living in poverty (Blair and Raver 2015; Mullainathan and Shafir 2013). This, in turn, has led to 
interest in helping program participants meet their goals by designing new interventions 
informed by the self-regulation literature. 

This document, developed as part of the Goal-Oriented Adult Learning in Self-Sufficiency 
(GOALS) project (see box), presents a conceptual framework for understanding the relationship 
between self-regulation, goal attainment, and employment outcomes. It offers policymakers, 
practitioners, and researchers innovative approaches to promoting self-sufficiency among low-
income adults. Traditional employment programs have focused on providing education or 
vocational training to develop “hard skills” or alleviating other barriers to employment, such as 
problems related to transportation or child care. The framework provides new targets for 
interventions by illustrating the role that self-regulation, goal setting, and goal pursuit play in 
employment outcomes. It also factors in how context—where people live and work—influences 
their ability to self-regulate and to set and pursue goals. In doing so, the framework suggests how 
programs can foster an environment that maximizes participants’ potential to achieve their goals 
and increase their self-sufficiency. By developing new programs or incorporating these 
approaches into existing ones, policymakers, practitioners, and researchers have a unique 
opportunity to test the theoretical relationships in the framework and expand the knowledge base 
on which interventions work and who they work for.  

The remainder of this document presents the conceptual framework’s background, key 
elements, and potential beneficiaries. In Chapter II, we summarize the foundational materials 
used to design the framework. In Chapter III we describe each component of the framework, the 
theorized relationships between the components, and the interventions intended to affect skills, 
goal-related behaviors, and ultimately, employment outcomes. We conclude in Chapter IV with a 
discussion of implications for policy and programming. 

1 
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About the Goal-Oriented Adult Learning in Self-Sufficiency (GOALS) project  

The Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation (OPRE) at the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, Administration for Children and Families (ACF) is investing in learning more 
about ways to enhance skills associated with setting and pursuing goals, particularly strategies 
that may help low-income adults achieve their employment goals and become self-sufficient. In 
2014, OPRE awarded a contract to Mathematica Policy Research to conduct the GOALS project 
to explore how emerging insights from psychology, neuroscience, behavioral science, and goal 
achievement can inform employment programs for adults. Several project activities contributed 
to the development of the conceptual framework presented in this report, including (1) a 
literature synthesis that identifies self-regulation skills that may be most relevant for attaining 
employment-related goals and the environmental influences that can support or inhibit optimal 
use of these skills (Cavadel et al. 2017), (2) a forum during which practitioners, policymakers, 
and researchers shared insights about components included in the framework, and (3) telephone 
calls and exploratory site visits to observe and document how programs for low-income 
populations are trying to improve and support use of self-regulation skills and goal attainment 
and the successes and challenges they have faced. 
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II. FOUNDATIONAL RESEARCH SUPPORTING THE FRAMEWORK 

The conceptual framework provides an evidence-informed model for interventions focused 
on self-regulation and goal attainment as a means to improve employment outcomes for low-
income adults.  It suggests that both a person’s characteristics (for example, skills and 
personality-related factors) and factors within the person’s environment (for example, other 
people or the economy) influence that person’s behaviors and, ultimately, his or her employment 
outcomes. Our presentation of the relationships between these internal and external factors draws 
on two theoretical perspectives—(1) the bioecological model of development and (2) social 
cognitive theory. Neither focuses directly on self-regulation, goal attainment, or employment, but 
both account for how the environment can influence or shape people’s actions and use of skills.  

• Bioecological model of development. This model proposes that the interactions between 
individuals and their environment shape individuals’ development over time, as well as their 
behavior as an adult, and that there are multiple layers of environmental influences on 
people’s behavior (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). The 
layers can be depicted as concentric circles around a core that reflects a person’s 
characteristics. The innermost circles consist of a person’s most intimate social networks, 
such as family, school, or work. Intermediate layers contain broader circles of influence, 
such as economic trends, mass media, local politics and policies, and social services. The 
outermost layer includes influences such as the prevailing attitudes and beliefs in the 
country, societal norms, or racial and ethnic stereotypes (Brofenbrenner 1994). In the 
context of our framework, the theory implies that people living in poverty may be exposed 
to multiple levels of environmental hardships, all of which interact with each other and have 
implications for the development and effective use of self-regulation skills. 

• Social cognitive theory. According to this theory, people learn not only through their own 
experiences, but also by observing the actions of others, seeing the results of those actions, 
and replicating those actions (Bandura 2002). Successful replication of the actions of others 
depends on (1) self-efficacy—whether a person believes he or she can perform the observed 
behavior or action; (2) external responses to behavior—the nature of the responses the 
person receives as a consequence of his or her behavior; and (3) environment—whether or 
not the environment helps the person exhibit the behavior. This theory, which explains how 
people’s behavior is influenced by those around them, links to another area of research that 
demonstrates the importance of caregivers and social networks (discussed in Section C 
below). People who have supportive relationships may learn and replicate the positive 
actions of others.  

While the bioecological model and social cognitive theory provide context for the 
interaction between person and environment illustrated in the framework, the remainder of this 
chapter presents the underlying research that supports each discrete component of the framework 
and its role in fostering self-sufficiency—(1) self-regulation skills, (2) the goal achievement 
process, and (3) the environment. 
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A. Self-regulation skills 

Setting and pursuing goals requires self-regulation (Bandura 1988, 1991; Latham and Locke 
1991; Deci and Ryan 2000). Self-regulation has been defined in many ways (Zimmerman 2008). 
Psychologists and neuroscientists tend to view it as a set of cognitive and emotional skills that 
allow people to intentionally control their thoughts, emotions, and behavior (Blair and Raver 
2012; Murray et al. 2015). In our conceptual framework, discrete cognitive and emotional skills, 
along with aspects related to personality, come under the umbrella of self-regulation because 
recent studies have revealed that certain factors related to personality play an important role in 
whether people attain their goals (Duckworth et al. 2007).1 We focus on the cognitive and 
emotional skills that may be most relevant to employment outcomes as suggested by research 
(see Blair and Raver 2015; Murray et al. 2015). While these skills develop most rapidly in early 
childhood, they can continue to develop in adulthood (Blair and Raver 2015) and different 
people have different self-regulation strengths and weaknesses (Guare 2014; Dawson and Guare 
2016). In Chapter III, we discuss the specific self-regulation skills and personality-related factors 
included in our framework, including evidence about how they may affect goal setting and 
pursuit. The GOALS synthesis report, “Self-Regulation and Goal Attainment: A New 
Perspective for Employment Programs” (Cavadel et al. 2017), summarizes the underlying 
research on each component of self-regulation presented in the framework. 

B. Goal achievement process 

Researchers typically define goal achievement as a two-step process consisting of first 
setting and then pursuing goals. These activities have long been studied as important ingredients 
for success across a variety of contexts (Burnette et al. 2013). Setting a goal essentially involves 
identifying a desired outcome, whereas pursuing it involves taking the steps to reach that 
outcome. Studies have proven that practice in goal setting, especially when goals broken into 
smaller steps or milestones, can enhance self-regulation skills (Oettingen et al. 2001; Schunk 
2001). Research suggests, however, that people will neither set nor pursue goals if they are not 
cognitively and emotionally ready to do so. In designing the conceptual framework, we drew on 
two theoretical perspectives—(1) the transtheoretical model, and (2) the concept of a growth 
mind-set—to distinguish the mindset needed to successfully set and pursue goals. 

• Transtheoretical model. This model of behavior change, which assesses a person’s 
readiness to practice positive behavior, proposes five theoretical stages of change that people 
experience over the course of modifying their behavior (Velicer et al. 1998):2 

1. Pre-contemplation. People are not ready to take action or change their behavior, and 
are unaware that their behavior is problematic. 

1 Personality has been characterized in many different ways. Psychologists debate how much of personality is fixed 
over the life course. There is emerging evidence that some factors related to personality continue to develop 
throughout adulthood (Roberts et al. 2006; Roberts and Mroczek 2008). We focus on three factors that research has 
shown vary, both across the life span and across contexts, and that are particularly related to the other aspects of 
self-regulation. We explicitly use the term “factors” instead of “traits” to suggest that these skills may be malleable. 
2 An individual’s stage is typically assessed through a small number of yes/no questions about current behavior, 
future intentions, and past attempts to change (Prochaska et al. 1994).  
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2. Contemplation. People start to realize their behavior is problematic and consider taking 
action to change it. 

3. Preparation. People intend to take action in the immediate future and start making 
small behavior changes, including possibly setting goals. 

4. Action. People actively modify their behavior to pursue their goals. 

5. Maintenance. People have changed their behavior for at least six months and are 
working to prevent relapse into former behaviors. 

According to the theory, the time spent in a particular stage varies from one person to the 
next, although everyone tends to go through a similar decision-making process when 
moving onto the next stage (Prochaska and Velicer 1997). The process involves comparing 
the potential gains (pros) and losses (cons) that will result from behavior change. When 
people believe the losses of changing outweigh the gains, they are characterized as being in 
the pre-contemplation stage. As the potential gains from changed behavior begin to hold 
greater value than the potential losses, people progress to the next stage. When people 
perceive the potential gains outweigh the potential losses, they take action to set and pursue 
goals (Velicer et al. 1998). 

• Growth mind-set. According to this theory, there are two types of mind-sets people may 
have based on their reaction to failure—(1) a fixed mind-set or (2) a growth mind-set; 
people with a fixed mind-set believe they fail because they do not have the basic abilities 
required for success, whereas people with a growth mind-set believe that by exerting effort 
they can acquire a given ability (Dweck 2006). People with a fixed mind-set tend not to 
exert effort when presented with a challenge, assuming that their effort will be useless. On 
the other hand, people with a growth mind-set perceive a challenge as an opportunity to 
learn, grow, and effect change. Research suggests that people can move from a fixed mind-
set to a growth mind-set. Achieving a growth mind-set can create motivation, enabling 
people to set and pursue goals, which can lead to positive outcomes in work, education, and 
other domains, as theorized by our conceptual framework.  

Other research suggests that the goal achievement process is not linear but cyclical; 
feedback and self-reflection about both the process and outcomes can prompt people to change 
both their mind-set and behaviors until they meet their goals. To represent this idea in the 
conceptual framework, we drew on research by Phil Zelazo (a developmental psychologist and 
neuroscientist) and colleagues, explaining how children use executive function skills. Executive 
function is an umbrella term encompassing skills required for cognitive control. Zelazo and 
colleagues conceptualize executive function in the context of problem-solving, arguing that it 
“refers to the business of making decisions and carrying them out, as when one is deliberately 
trying to solve a problem” (Zelazo et al. 1997). In this conceptualization, executive function 
breaks down into the following four sub-functions: (1) representing, or identifying, a problem; 
(2) coming up with a plan to solve the problem; (3) carrying out that plan; and (4) evaluating 
what worked and did not work, and perhaps going back and tweaking the previous steps. Other 
researchers have used this model to explain how adults set, pursue, and achieve goals (Pavetti 
2015), proposing that goal attainment in adulthood also involves an iterative four-step process: 
(1) representing, or identifying, the goal; (2) planning, or identifying the steps required to 
achieve the goal; (3) executing, or initiating and following through on the steps necessary to 
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achieve the goal; and (4) evaluating, or identifying and reflecting on successes and repeating 
earlier stages in the process if the goal has not yet been achieved. 

C. The environment 

People’s interactions with their environment can shape self-regulation skill development in 
early childhood. Interactions with aspects of the daily environment also can affect adults’ ability 
to use their skills and to set and pursue goals, even among those who have optimal 
developmental experiences in childhood. The impact of different experiences with the 
environment may vary considerably based upon an individual’s biology, genetics, and 
temperament, as well as the context in which the experiences takes place. Three areas of research 
helped shape our presentation of environmental influences on self-regulation and goal 
attainment: (1) adverse experiences in childhood, (2) the stresses of living in poverty in 
adulthood, and (3) social relationships throughout life.    

Adverse experiences in childhood. The literature documents extensively that 
environmental factors can impede the development of self-regulation, particularly during early 
childhood when self-regulation develops most rapidly (Zelazo et al. 2008; Best et al. 2009; 
Center on the Developing Child 2011; Wendelken et al. 2012). Research has demonstrated links 
between early exposure to a range of adverse experiences and disruption in the development of 
cognitive and emotional skills (Cicchetti and Toth 2005; Bick and Nelson 2016). These 
experiences may influence brain chemistry through stress, which has powerful effects on brain 
development, including prenatal development (Bosch et al. 2012; Shonkoff et al. 2012). 
Specifically, research indicates that stressful circumstances such as family instability, food 
insecurity, or exposure to violence, abuse, or neglect can disrupt the development of self-
regulation skills (Belsky and de Haan 2011; Blair and Raver 2012; McLaughlin et al. 2014; 
Sanchez and Pollack 2009). In addition, orphanage rearing (Colvert et al. 2008; Bos et al. 2009), 
premature birth or complications during pregnancy (Luciana et al. 1999; Curtis et al. 2002; 
Feldman 2009), and prenatal alcohol exposure (Jacobson and Jacobson 2000) have all been 
linked to weakened self-regulation skills. These experiences may cause toxic stress, which is the 
effect of experiencing strong, frequent, or prolonged stress responses in the face of adversity 
without adequate adult support (Shonkoff et al. 2012; National Scientific Council on the 
Developing Child 2005, 2014).  Prolonged and/or chronic exposure to stressors can create wear 
and tear on the body that can burden and damage multiple physical and cognitive processes, 
including brain functioning (McEwen 1998; Korte et al. 2005) and self-regulation in particular. 

Stresses of living in poverty in adulthood. Adverse experiences in adulthood may also 
influence self-regulation skills (Mullainathan and Shafir 2013). The stressors associated with 
poverty, and the effect of those stressors on the body, may hinder optimal use of self-regulation 
skills (Kim et al. 2013; Blair and Raver 2016). Psychologists have long argued that people have 
limited capacity or “bandwidth” for using cognitive skills (Muraven and Baumeister 2000). By 
placing high demands on self-regulation, poverty uses or taxes some of that bandwidth, 
potentially rendering self-regulation skills less effective. Juggling public transportation, 
childcare, changing job shifts, caring for family on a limited budget, and navigating public 
assistance requirements, for instance, requires a high degree of organization, multi-tasking, 
inhibition, and emotional control. Using so many self-regulation resources to attend to the daily 
tasks of living leaves fewer resources for other purposes. In addition, poverty may also lead to 
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“tunneling,” or the tendency of people to focus intensively on their most pressing sources of 
financial stress and short-term needs at the expense of future needs. Tunneling can lead a person 
to make short-term decisions that alleviate urgent needs but cause greater financial challenges in 
the long run (Mullainathan and Shafir 2013). 

Social relationships throughout life. In childhood, parents and other caregivers can 
influence self-regulation skill development. Caregivers who are warm and responsive in their 
interactions with children can directly support the development of self-regulation skills. As 
children learn to use their skills, caregivers act as “co-regulators,” who provide support, 
coaching, and modeling to help children understand, express, and regulate their thoughts, 
feelings, and behavior (Murray et al. 2015). The interactions and relationships that people have 
influence the use and development of self-regulation skills throughout their life span. “Co-
regulation” in adulthood can be valuable in supporting the regulation of emotions in particular 
(Butler and Randall 2012). Positive relationships that convey mutual respect can lessen stress, 
thereby supporting, or at least not negatively affecting, the ability to use self-regulation skills. On 
the other hand, hostile or otherwise negative social interactions may increase stress and depress 
the ability to use self-regulation skills (Center on the Developing Child 2016).  
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III. ELEMENTS OF THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Our framework is based on three premises supported by the research described in Chapter II. 
First, everyone has some strong and some weak self-regulation skills. Second, because self-
regulation skills can change throughout the life span, interventions in adulthood can support or 
improve those skills. Third, stronger self-regulation skills and goal-related behaviors can lead to 
achievement of short-term, employment-related goals. We theorize that achievement of 
employment-related goals will promote well-being and economic self-sufficiency in the longer 
term. These premises imply that, because all adults have skills that can improve, interventions to 
support self-regulation and goal attainment could be valuable not just in employment programs 
for low-income populations, but in programs targeted to other populations.  

In this chapter, we first provide an introduction to the framework and then describe its core 
elements (Figure III.1): (1) self-regulation skills, (2) the goal achievement process, (3) outcomes 
of the goal achievement process (that is, personal employment-related goal attainment and 
increased well-being and self-sufficiency, and (4) the environment (including both the program 
context and the broader environment in which people live and work). We conclude the chapter 
by presenting examples of interventions that target each of these elements in order to facilitate 
personal goal attainment and ultimately increase levels of employment and self-sufficiency.  

A. An introduction to the conceptual framework 

Figure III.1 shows the core elements of the conceptual framework. In the framework, self-
regulation enables people to engage in a goal achievement process, which in turn enables people 
to attain their personal employment-related goals, eventually leading to increased well-being and 
self-sufficiency. These components appear in a pyramid formation because exercising each 
element can help a person advance to the next element. Self-regulation, the first step on the 
pathway to the ultimate outcome of interest, provides the foundation for the framework. The 
relationship between this element and the goal achievement process is bidirectional; although 
self-regulation affects the goal achievement process, the practice of setting, pursuing, and 
evaluating goals can also enhance self-regulation skills. The two arrows that lead to and from the 
self-regulation and goal achievement components of the pyramid reflect this cycle. 

The framework recognizes that people operate within and are influenced by the 
environments they live and work in. In the case of the populations TANF and employment 
programs target, the environment includes the place where people receive employment services. 
To show this, the pyramid is surrounded by a box representing the program context, which in 
turn is surrounded by a box representing the broader environment that people exist in and where 
programs operate.  

Finally, the framework has an intervention box to the left of the pyramid to illustrate that 
approaches to improving short- and long-term employment and self-sufficiency outcomes 
through goal attainment can target (1) self-regulation skills, (2) the goal achievement process, or 
(3) the program context, as indicated by the three arrows originating from the interventions box 
and leading to each component. Programs approaches may target one or any combination of 
these three components. Although approaches could also target aspects of people’s broader 

 
 
 9  



III. ELEMENTS OF THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK MATHEMATICA POLICY RESEARCH 

Figure III.1. Conceptual framework 
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socioeconomic or interpersonal environment, identifying and discussing these interventions is 
outside the scope of the GOALS project.3 

B. Self-regulation skills 

Within the framework, self-regulation skills include cognitive and emotional skills as well as 
personality-related factors that support the goal achievement process. In selecting the specific 
skills and factors to include, we focused on those that are most consistently included in various 
conceptualizations of self-regulation in the literature and most relevant to success in 
employment. We define and discuss each of the skills and factors in this section. 

1. Cognitive skills 
In our framework, cognitive skills include executive function, selective attention, and 

metacognition. Executive function skills are those necessary for cognitive control. Researchers 
conceptualize executive function in adulthood in different ways; some focus solely on skills or 
capacities (Diamond 2013, 2014; Zelazo and Muller 2002) whereas others concentrate on 
observable skills and behaviors that adults must use to effectively manage their lives, including 
their work (Bunge and Wallis 2007; Dawson and Guare 2009). We consider inhibitory control, 
working memory, and cognitive flexibility (not shown in figure) as the three key components of 
executive function that support people’s ability to regulate their actions. 

• Inhibitory control is the ability to stop automatic—but inadvisable—actions in favor of 
more appropriate ones (Rothbart and Rueda 2005). Pursuing a goal may require choosing 
between several paths and delaying immediate desires for longer term benefits. For example, 
someone may be tempted to skip or show up late for a job interview in order to take 
advantage of nice weather. However, when exercising inhibitory control that person would 
decide to arrive at the interview on time to avoid repercussions.  

• Working memory is the ability to hold information in the mind while performing complex 
tasks (Moriya and Sugiura 2013). In the workplace, working memory allows people to 
follow multi-step directions or remember a phone number while dialing the phone. 

• Cognitive flexibility is the ability to hold more than one idea at a time and to switch between 
tasks or thoughts as needed. This skill helps people evaluate new information and 
challenges, plan ahead, and respond flexibly when things do not go according to plan (Deák 
et al. 2004). It can also help people alter their approach to a goal without losing sight of the 

3 Examples of such interventions that direct service programs can implement (and that one organization, called 
Economic Mobility Pathways—or EMPath— that provides employment and other services to low-income families 
in Boston, Massachusetts implements) include (1) advocacy for affordable housing, affordable child care, and 
accessible postsecondary education and employment training for well-paying jobs, and (2) facilitation of supportive 
social networks among participants that include friends, family members, neighbors, and classmates or fellow 
program participants. Examples of interventions that are beyond the capability of a single direct service program 
include the implementation of social or economic development policies to alleviate poverty and address the shortage 
of livable wage jobs; actions to redress discriminatory practices in employment, housing, and other domains; 
neighborhood revitalization; expansion of health care; and tax policies that strengthen the Earned Income Tax Credit 
and Child Tax Credit for low-income workers and families. 
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goal itself (Pekrun et al. 2002). At a job, when people try to solve a problem and their 
solution fails, they use cognitive flexibility to come up with new solutions. 

In addition to executive functioning, selective attention and metacognition are critical 
cognitive skills included in our framework. Selective attention enables people to attend to one 
particular aspect of a task in the face of other thoughts, information, and actions (Zelazo et al. 
1997). In the context of a goal, this skill allows people to take the steps required to achieve their 
desired goal while filtering out extraneous or distracting information or activity. Metacognition 
allows people to reflect on their own thinking and actions (Flavell 1979; Achtziger et al. 2012). It 
allows them to be strategic—to plan future actions based on how they perceive their past actions, 
strengths and weaknesses—and to reflect on and imagine the consequences of potential choices 
and actions (Dawson and Guare 2016).  

2. Emotional skills 
The second core component of self-regulation is emotional skills. Research indicates that 

there is a reciprocal relationship between cognitive skills and emotions; emotions guide and are 
guided by thoughts, knowledge, and perceptions (Baumeister et al. 2010; Richards and Gross 
2000; Gross 2002). Being able to manage emotions is important because it helps people interact 
with the world around them in a positive way (Izard 2010), make sense of or appraise situations, 
and get ready to act (Izard and Ackerman 2000; Cole et al. 2004). Emotion is also theorized to 
help people with goal-related actions—such as organizing, controlling impulses, and solving 
problems (Murray et al. 2015)—and affects people’s ability to pay attention to or stay focused on 
a task (Gross 2002). Emotion may also be linked to motivation (Izard 2013) because emotions 
generate energy that can be directed toward action in goal planning (Oettingen and Gollwitzer 
2001). In the context of employment, greater emotional control may be directly related to the 
intensity people bring to activities such as a job search (Creed et al. 2009).  

The two emotional skills we include in our framework are emotional understanding and 
emotion regulation. Emotional understanding allows people to recognize emotions in 
themselves and others, helping them generate strategies to make emotions manageable or useful 
and guiding their actions and energy toward goal planning (Oettingen and Gollwitzer 2001). 
Emotion regulation also helps people make emotions manageable or useful. Emotion regulation 
could involve lowering the level of emotional expression (“cooling off” when angry, for 
example) or raising this level (“up-regulating”). Being able to regulate emotions allows people to 
have the energy and motivation needed to persist in pursuing a goal (Gross and Thompson 2007; 
Giuliani et al. 2008). Both of these skills may be important in the workplace—emotional 
understanding helps people be conscious of other people’s feelings so they can decide how best 
to react to them, whereas emotion regulation allows people to react appropriately even in the face 
of stressful situations.  

3. Personality-related factors 
To complete the self-regulation component of our framework, we include three personality-

related factors—(1) motivation, (2) grit, and (3) self-efficacy—that may be important in 
achieving goals. Evidence in this area is still growing, but these factors may be integral 
components of self-regulation, or they may moderate the interaction of other aspects of self-
regulation and goal achievement. For example, research suggests that emotion and cognition 
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influence motivation, grit (or persistence), and self-efficacy, and that these characteristics in turn 
influence emotion and cognition (Crocker et al. 2013; Tamir et al. 2015). Moreover, evidence 
suggests that these characteristics are not fixed, but can develop or change throughout adulthood 
(Roberts et al. 2007; Roberts and Mroczek 2008) and are responsive to environmental influences 
(Bouchard and Loehlin 2001). 

Given the potential relationship between these personality-related factors and self-
regulation, all three factors may influence goal setting and pursuit. Motivation allows people to 
pursue, persevere, and accomplish tasks (Sansone and Harackiewicz 2000; Ryan and Deci 
2000a). Research also indicates that goal setting is itself motivating (Locke and Latham 1990). In 
an employment context, motivation can drive people to participate in training programs to secure 
a desired job or to pursue raises, promotions, or other opportunities. 

Grit refers to perseverance and passion for long-term goals that enables people to persist 
despite challenges (Duckworth et al. 2007). In goal pursuit, grit allows people to stay focused on 
both the goal and the tasks required to reach it (Duckworth et al. 2007). Also, grit may be linked 
to inhibitory control because it helps people persist in challenging tasks while also delaying 
gratification (Duckworth and Eskreis-Winkler 2013). Research suggests effort, not ability, 
governs grit and that people’s tendency to be “gritty” increases throughout their lives 
(Duckworth and Yeager 2015). In a job, people may call upon grit to help them complete a 
particularly tedious or grueling task. 

Lastly, self-efficacy is the belief people have in their ability to perform at a high level 
(Bandura 2012). Self-efficacy may help people persist toward achieving a goal (Deci and Ryan 
2000; Chiaburu and Marinova 2005; Poulsen et al. 2014). Success in achieving goals also helps 
increase self-efficacy (Bandura and Locke 2003). In employment, self-efficacy may manifest in 
people’s belief that they can accomplish a goal such as completing a challenging training course 
or work assignment. Self-efficacy can be threatened by a phenomenon called stereotype threat, in 
which culturally shared stereotypes suggesting poor performance by members of certain groups 
can, when made salient, disrupt the performance of an individual who identifies with that group 
(Steele and Aronson 1995).  

C. Goal achievement process 

Goal setting and goal pursuit have long been studied as two important components of 
success across a variety of contexts (Burnette et al. 2013). Evidence links meaningful goal 
setting and pursuit to healthy psychological functioning and positive life outcomes, including 
how satisfied people feel with their own lives (Diener et al. 1999; Koestner et al. 2002) and 
successful academic and work performance (Eccles and Wigfield 2002; Locke and Latham 
2002). Our framework suggests that a certain mind-set is a necessary precursor to goal setting 
and goal pursuit, based on evidence that people must be willing to change before they take steps 
toward change. It also proposes that after pursuing a goal, people assess the extent to which they 
were successful, learn lessons from their experience, and, if they did not fully achieve their goal, 
revisit earlier steps in the process where they may have faltered and try them again. Thus, in our 
framework, the goal achievement process includes four, instead of two, components—(1) 
readiness for change, (2) goal setting, (3) goal pursuit, and (4) evaluation—which occur in 
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succession until evaluation potentially leads back to a previous step (as illustrated in the figure 
by arrows).  

1. Readiness for change 
As suggested by both the transtheoretical model and the concept of mind-set discussed in 

Chapter II (Velicer et al. 1998; Dweck 2006), people’s readiness to change is malleable. Self-
regulation skills may play a role in readiness to change. If a person’s self-efficacy has been 
negatively impacted through stereotype threat, for instance, then that person’s mind-set may not 
be conducive to setting and pursuing goals. Under the transtheoretical model, if a person’s self-
efficacy has been negatively impacted, that person may be in the pre-contemplative stage, and 
not necessarily perceive that the gains from changing behavior outweigh the losses. Skills such 
as motivation (for instance, motivation to provide a comfortable and secure environment for 
one’s children) can support movement from pre-contemplation or contemplation to preparation 
for change. 

2. Goal setting  
Goal setting is the process of identifying a goal and establishing intermediate milestones (or 

measurable activities) toward achieving that goal. The latter is a critical component of goal 
setting because research suggests that imagining a desired outcome is not enough to make a goal 
achievable (Gollwitzer and Oettingen 2012; Gollwitzer and Moskowitz 1996). Rather, a person 
must also focus on what steps are needed to achieve the goal, including identifying barriers that 
stand in the way (Oettingen 2012). Therefore, how goals are set can affect the likelihood of their 
attainment (Mann et al. 2013). Goal setting, if done well, can be an important impetus for 
behavior change across many different contexts, including academic settings and job 
performance (Brown and Latham 2000; Latham and Locke 2007; Oettingen et al. 2001).  

In our framework, goal setting, and in particular identifying action steps necessary to 
achieve a goal, involves planning (forward-thinking), reasoning (thinking in a logical manner), 
and problem-solving (thinking in an orderly manner to derive a solution to a problem). These 
three activities call upon self-regulation skills in various ways. For example, people use 
executive function and metacognition to plan and organize their approach to solving a problem, 
use emotion regulation to harness their cognitive skills to solve the problem, and rely on self-
efficacy to believe they can achieve a desired outcome. 

3. Goal pursuit 
Goal pursuit is the process by which people strive toward achieving previously formed 

wishes and desires (in other words, the goals that they set) (Gollwitzer and Brandstätter 1997). 
Empirical research indicates that goal pursuit is more likely to be sustained if people are 
motivated to pursue their goals, and people are likely to be motivated if conditions are structured 
to meet three basic psychological needs: (1) competence— having control or mastery over an 
outcome; (2) autonomy—being able to act as they so desire; and (3) relatedness—being able to 
interact with and connect with others (Deci and Ryan 2000). Therefore, motivation and goal 
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pursuit are closely linked, representing both the willingness to pursue the goal as well as the path 
to achieving it. In our framework, goal pursuit involves at least five key behaviors:4  

1. Task initiation—starting on a task  

2. Prioritization—ranking tasks in order of importance  

3. Organization—taking an efficient, systematic, and orderly approach to handling a task 

4. Time management—scheduling tasks efficiently  

5. Persistence—continuing on a task despite challenges or setbacks  

In addition to motivation, other aspects of self-regulation may influence the ability to 
successfully engage in these behaviors. To illustrate, cognitive skills such as executive function 
and metacognition may help people initiate a task and prioritize, organize, and manage their time 
most efficiently; emotional skills and grit may help people persist in tasks. 

4. Evaluation 
Our conceptualization of evaluation draws on the work of Zelazo and colleagues (1997) and 

Pavetti (2015) described in Chapter II. Evaluation is the process of assessing whether a goal was 
achieved—that is, contemplating what went right, what went wrong and why, and what could be 
done differently next time. A person who achieves a goal can reflect on the lessons learned from 
the goal achievement process and use them to set and pursue new goals. A person who does not 
achieve a goal could use the lessons to change his or her approach to earlier steps of the process, 
including how he or she behaved at various stages, or whether to adjust the goal itself. Although 
people typically evaluate at the end of the process, they can also evaluate after one or more steps 
along the way.  

In our framework, evaluation requires three distinct actions. First, monitoring enables people 
to continually review their progress toward achieving their goals by completing specific tasks. 
Second, reflection enables people to consider past actions and use what they learned from those 
actions to inform future ones. Finally, flexibility enables people to use new information about 
their achievements or challenges to adjust their behaviors in pursuit of better outcomes. In the 
framework, reviewing progress, reflecting on what has happened, and then responding flexibly 
are all critical to reaching a goal.  

D. Personal goal attainment and increased self-sufficiency  

In the conceptual framework, reliance on self-regulation skills to engage in a goal 
achievement process leads to fulfillment of personal goals. In the context of employment 
programs, people may choose to set and pursue many types of goals that may increase their 
earning capacity. Such goals could be short- or mid-term—such as planning a career, 
overcoming barriers to employment (such as physical or mental health problems, child care, or 
transportation challenges), enrolling in or completing an education or training program, getting a 
job, or advancing in a career. This portion of the framework draws on research findings 

4 We have constructed this list based on the varying ways in which other researchers conceptualize behavioral skills 
that help adults execute plans (Bunge and Wallis 2007; Dawson and Guare 2009; Diamond 2013; Diamond 2014).   
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presented earlier by Brown and Latham 2000, Latham and Locke 2007, and Oettingen et al. 
2001. Eventually, we expect that achieving these short- or mid-term goals will lead to better 
long-term outcomes, including employment stability, employment growth, and increased well-
being and self-sufficiency.  

E. The environment and the program context within it 

As discussed in Chapter II, people do not operate in a vacuum but in their respective 
environments, and aspects of their surroundings can influence their behavior. Environmental 
factors, such as family and peer relationships, neighborhoods, social and economic policies, and 
the labor market conditions, can either support or hinder use of self-regulation skills, engagement 
in a goal achievement process, and attainment of goals. In our framework, these environmental 
factors fall into two categories: (1) socioeconomic and (2) interpersonal.  

As the framework graphic depicts, programs operate within the broader environment. For 
participants of employment programs, various aspects of the program context—such as policies 
and rules, organizational structure, and staff values, attitudes, competencies, and relationships 
with each other and with participants—can influence how they think, feel, and behave. The 
administrative requirements of some programs, including programs that seek to help participants 
set and pursue goals, may inadvertently impede participants’ progress by overwhelming their 
cognitive capacity. For instance, programs such as TANF and the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) often require people to complete extensive paperwork, compile 
many documents, and visit the program office several times to apply. These requirements 
necessitate applicants being available during office hours, having access to transportation, and 
making arrangements for child care. Given the responsibilities of making ends meet with limited 
financial resources, some people may not be able to marshal the material resources or cognitive 
bandwidth to complete the process. A large body of literature indicates that complicated 
application processes are related to lower participation rates (Zedlewski and Rader 2005; 
Rosenberg et al. 2008; Burstein et al. 2009; Adams and Matthews 2013). Once applications are 
completed, other program demands—such as meetings with program staff at inconvenient hours 
or requirements to complete and submit additional paperwork on their participation in program 
activities or time at work—may also be high. As well as taxing cognitive bandwidth, programs 
may hurt self-efficacy by exposing a person’s need for assistance, which may trigger a stereotype 
threat (Blair and Raver 2015). Office décor and physical arrangement and how staff interact with 
participants can also affect participants’ self-efficacy, motivation, and emotional skills. 

F. Interventions 

In this section, we present interventions and strategies that focus on each of three key 
components of the conceptual framework: (1) self-regulation skills, (2) the goal achievement 
process, and (3) the program context. Program operators may choose to implement one or a 
combination of the interventions and strategies within or across components. Table III.1 lists 
examples of these interventions and strategies, which are color-coded to match the components 
they target in Figure III.1. The table includes those interventions targeting self-regulation skills 
that have rigorous evidence of effectiveness in strengthening adults’ self-regulation in contexts 
other than employment programs (no interventions have been developed specifically for 
employment-related contexts or tested in relation to improving employment outcomes). For 
details on the efficacy of the interventions we discuss in this section, see the GOALS synthesis 
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report (Cavadel et al. 2017). The strategies we include related to goal achievement processes and 
the program context are informed by research but have not been rigorously tested. We describe 
examples of how employment programs for low-income adults apply these interventions and 
strategies in practice in a forthcoming paper. 

1. Interventions to strengthen self-regulation skills 
Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT). One of the most researched forms of psychotherapy, 

CBT is designed to change a pattern of thoughts, beliefs, or attitudes in order to change behavior 
and emotion (Beck 2005; Heller et al. 2013). A trained clinician typically delivers CBT in either 
group or individual sessions, with the person in therapy practicing certain behaviors in daily life 
between sessions. 

Table III.1. Potential interventions and strategies 

Focused on self-regulation 
Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) 
Mental contrasting with implementation intentions (MCII) 
Mindfulness  
Attention bias modification (ABM) 
Motivational interviewing (MI) 

Focused on goal achievement processes 
Discussing mind-set 
Envisioning future selves 
Transtheoretical model processes of change 
Scaffolding  
Incentives 
Reminders and messages 
Other behavioral strategies 

Focused on program context 
Ensuring a welcoming environment 
Providing clear information 
Reducing logistical challenges 
Developing personal relationships 

 
Mental contrasting with implementation intentions (MCII). MCII is a behavioral 

strategy intended to help people commit to and achieve goals through a two-step process: (1) 
mental contrasting and (2) forming an implementation intention (Oettingen and Gollwitzer 2010; 
Kirk et al. 2013). Mental contrasting is a process in which people consider all the reasons why 
their current situation does not match their desired future and why they have not yet achieved 
their goal (that is, the barriers and challenges blocking them from achieving the goal). An 
implementation intention takes the form of an if/then statement that links a challenge an 
individual may encounter during pursuit of a goal and the planned response to that challenge—
for instance, “if X occurs, then I will do Y” (Oettingen 2015). A trained facilitator can lead 
people through MCII in a group setting or individually; once people learn the method, they can 
also practice MCII on their own or with support from a smartphone app. 
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Mindfulness. Mindfulness interventions teach people to purposefully direct their attention 
to what is happening in the moment and to monitor their feelings without judgment, instead of 
defaulting to automatic or negative thoughts and behaviors (Brantley 2005). Mindfulness 
interventions are also intended to increase tolerance for distress in order to prevent automatic 
reactions or behaviors without forethought (Kristeller et al. 2006; Caldwell et al. 2012). 
Mindfulness activities may be incorporated into other activities (for instance, by devoting ten 
minutes of a group workshop to meditation). 

Attention bias modification (ABM). ABM training techniques intend to direct attention 
away from distracting or negative stimuli and thereby allow a person to focus on more positive 
or adaptive behaviors. The technique is based on the idea that people tend to direct their attention 
toward threatening cues in their environment (referred to as biased toward threat), which leads to 
increased anxiety. ABM is self-administered through computer-based training modules (Bar-
Haim 2010). Although it is typically delivered in a lab, studies suggest that ABM can also be 
effectively delivered through a smartphone or another communication device (Kerst and Waters 
2014).  

Motivational interviewing (MI). MI is a goal-oriented, person-centered counseling 
approach intended to help people overcome obstacles in order to achieve positive behavior 
change, usually in the context of some specific problem or challenge a person is facing. It 
focuses on helping people identify and remove barriers to a desired outcome so that the person, 
rather than someone else or an outside force, generates the motivation to change (Rollnick and 
Miller 1995). MI is typically delivered in one-on-one settings and requires a strong alliance 
between the professional and the participant. It also involves the professional’s use of reflective 
listening, open-ended questions, and empathy, as well as affirmations and reinforcements of a 
participant’s statements (Faris et al. 2009).  

2. Strategies intended to facilitate the goal achievement process 
Discussing mind-set. Educating people about the concept of mind-set and the potential 

value of having a growth mind-set has been shown to improve a person’s readiness for change 
and encourage people to pursue goals, change behavior, and achieve other outcomes. Strategies 
to change mind-set often include discussing how brains can grow, change, and learn new things 
through effort, and having people communicate this information to others in order to reinforce it 
(Dweck et al. 2014).  

Envisioning future selves. This intervention, which also focuses on mind-set, is designed to 
help people become ready for change by asking them to envision a future self (that is, who they 
could or hope to become in the future) as well as the steps they could take to become that future 
self. For example, in one program, high school students took part in a 10-session workshop 
during which they envisioned who they would like to be as an adult, what challenges they might 
encounter in the process of becoming that person, and how to address those challenges. They 
created specific goals to realize their imagined future selves and elaborated on how to pursue 
those goals (Dweck et al. 2014).  

Transtheoretical model processes of change. The transtheoretical model proposes 10 
interventions called “processes of change,” which are activities intended to lead people through 
the five stages of change. Four specifically intend to change mind-set, by helping people move 
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from pre-contemplation to contemplation and preparation for change (see box) (Prochaska et al. 
2008). 

Processes of change: interventions relevant to changing mind-set  
 

• Consciousness raising involves increasing a person’s awareness about the causes, 
consequences, and ways to resolve problematic behavior. Interventions may include 
providing feedback, confronting the person about the behavior, or giving the person 
educational materials to read.  

• Dramatic relief encourages action by affecting a person’s emotions; this may involve 
role playing, personal testimonies, discussion of the risks the person is taking, and 
media campaigns.  

• Self-re-evaluation asks people to evaluate themselves as taking part or not taking part 
in certain behaviors. Typical techniques involved in this intervention include talking 
about values and healthy role models, as well as asking people to imagine themselves 
in different situations. 

• Environmental re-evaluation asks people to think about how their behavior affects 
their social environment—for example, the impact that their criminal activity could 
have on their family members and friends. This can include talking about being a 
positive or negative role model for others; training on empathy; and use of 
documentaries, testimonials, and family interventions. 

 

Scaffolding. This strategy is defined as a supportive, individualized learning process that 
helps people pursue and eventually meet their goals. Cognitive scaffolding entails providing 
feedback, asking questions, and offering hints to address gaps in understanding the material or 
information being discussed. Motivational scaffolding entails teaching goal setting, modeling 
behavior, and prompting actions to help people pursue goals. Using both types of scaffolding 
may be helpful for people in employment programs. For example, program staff may provide 
cognitive scaffolding for a participant preparing for a vocational certification exam by 
administering multiple practice quizzes, providing feedback on performance on those quizzes, 
and talking through correct responses to questions the participant did not get right.  

An important aspect of scaffolding is that it is temporary—as the participant’s abilities 
increase, the practitioner progressively withdraws support (Babcock 2012), and eventually the 
participant can complete tasks independently (Guare 2014). Comparable to the role of co-
regulators in childhood, scaffolding provides an opportunity for one adult to support and model 
behavior for another while also providing guidance on how to break a goal down into smaller 
chunks.  

Incentives. Monetary or other types of rewards can increase persistence in pursuing goals 
(Baumeister et al. 2005; Pope and Harvey-Berino 2013). Knowing that goal achievement, or 
achievement of milestones in pursuit of an end goal, will result in a tangible and concrete reward 
or positive reinforcement of some kind has been shown to help people overcome challenges or 
hurdles on the way to achieving their goal (Dawson and Guare 2016).  
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Reminders and messages. Reminders and messages help draw people’s attention to 
specific information and may help spur goal pursuit behaviors, such as task initiation, 
organization, prioritization, and time management to achieve desired outcomes (Milkman et al. 
2012; Mayer et al. 2015). For example, an employment program could use text messages to 
prompt people to apply to a job, or use calendar reminders to help them remember that an 
application deadline is approaching. The use of such reminders or messages may be especially 
important for people involved in employment programs, who may have several competing 
priorities in addition to the stress that comes from living in poverty.  

Other behavioral strategies. The field of behavioral economics suggests other strategies 
that can influence people’s behavior. These strategies typically involve small environmental 
changes that “nudge” people to make decisions or behave in a way that suits their best interest 
(Richburg-Hayes et al. 2014). For example, there is evidence that commitment devices, or tools 
through which people commit to a certain behavior either publicly or privately, increase the 
potential that a person will maintain behavior that moves him or her toward a goal (Bryan et al. 
2010). Other evidence suggests that social influence (for instance, using the power of a peer 
group to change behavior) and feedback (providing ongoing information to help people assess 
their own behavior) can also be effective. More examples of behavioral strategies can be found 
in Cavadel et al. (2017). 

3. Strategies that address program context 
Changes to the environmental context can influence how and how well people are able to 

use their self-regulation skills and engage in a goal achievement process. As noted, specifying 
interventions to effect change in the socioeconomic environment or people’s interpersonal 
environments is beyond the scope of this project. Below, we summarize some examples of how 
to structure program contexts to best support goal-directed skills and behaviors. 

Ensuring a welcoming environment. Research suggests that environments that are clean, 
organized, and free from distraction and noise can be welcoming, calming, and promote better 
comprehension among program participants (Babcock 2014). Programs may draw on lessons 
learned from environment psychology, a field that focuses on designing or managing 
environments to promote certain types of behavior or solve specific challenges (Prochansky 
1987). For example, working in an office or a space blocked off by partitions can heighten the 
sense of privacy and alleviate the sense of being crowded, and decorating a space can enhance 
the sense of its personalization (Prochansky 1987). Other environmental considerations that may 
influence people’s behavior and emotional responses include furniture arrangements, the 
presence of plants and artwork, lighting, and proximity to a window (Friedman 2014). 

Providing clear information. Programs can take steps to ensure that information is clear 
and easy to understand in order to help participants who may have trouble focusing or paying 
attention if demands on their cognitive bandwidth are too high. In addition to producing material 
at an appropriate reading level, this may involve repeating information, conveying it in many 
different modes, and using organizational tools to support comprehension and goal setting. 
Examples of tools to aid in comprehension include tip sheets and post-meeting summaries that 
people can refer to later to jog their memory and aid in their pursuit of a goal or task (Babcock 
2014; Ruiz De Luzuriaga 2015). 
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Reducing logistical challenges. Being cognizant of the time and travel requirements for 
program activities may be helpful because people whose incomes are limited typically also have 
considerable constraints on other resources including their time (Babcock 2014). For example, 
programs could have staff travel to locations convenient to participants to deliver services; set up 
mobile offices in neighborhoods where the participants live; or provide online tools that 
participants can access from their homes or other places that are convenient to them.  

Developing personal relationships. Practitioners who provide employment services for 
adults have noted the importance of building positive relationships within a program context. 
Because of the effect that social relationships can have on self-regulation skills, coaching 
relationships between program participants and staff have been promoted as a way to help 
participants build both self-regulation skills and a growth mind-set, enabling them to change 
their behavior (Ruiz De Luzuriaga 2015).5 Two specific techniques that practitioners have 
endorsed to facilitate positive relationships with participants include (1) building rapport to 
establish and maintain trust and encourage participants to seek out staff for advice, and (2) using 
“a sincere and encouraging tone” to help participants feel more at ease (Prosperity Agenda 2016; 
Dominguez and Watkins 2003; Lowe 2012). Relatedly, whether participants believe that 
program staff will maintain their confidentiality can affect whether they seek out support from 
program staff or include staff in their support networks (Dominguez and Watkins 2003). In 
addition, maintaining a strengths-based focus in conversations with participants can encourage 
positivity in relationships and place the focus on possibilities for positive change instead of on 
challenges or weaknesses (Prosperity Agenda 2016; Lowe 2012). Once they establish a trusting 
relationship, coaches can act as co-regulators, providing support and modeling behavior as 
participants practice self-regulation and engage in the process of achieving goals. Peer mentoring 
and discussion groups are ways that programs can promote the development of positive 
relationships among participants themselves. 

5 Definitions of coaching vary, but according to experts in the fields of life and executive coaching and financial 
coaching, coaching should meet at least the following criteria: (1) be collaborative and not directive; (2) be 
individualized; (3) be ongoing; (4) be outcome- and solution-focused; (5) involve goal setting by the client with 
assistance from the coach; (6) involve collaboratively developing action steps for meeting those goals; (7) involve 
helping clients learn the skills to set goals and work toward meeting those goals without the coach; (8) be aimed at 
enhancing the client’s motivation; and (9) hold the client accountable for the outcomes and hence include 
monitoring and evaluating the client’s progress (Collins and O’Rourke 2012; Grant 2012).  
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IV. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Programs seeking to help adults achieve economic self-sufficiency may be able to find new 
solutions by integrating lessons from psychology, neuroscience, behavioral science, and goal 
achievement into their interventions. A framework that recognizes how self-regulation skills, 
goal-related behaviors, and environmental context can be targeted to achieve self-sufficiency 
outcomes may help policymakers design more effective employment programs. The framework 
outlined in this document suggests the skills, behaviors, and program features that could be 
affected through specific interventions or strategies. It was designed in an interactive process that 
included stakeholder consultations, a literature synthesis, and phone calls and visits to pioneering 
programs that are already implementing strategies informed by the research on self-regulation 
and goal achievement.  

The conceptual framework presented here can be used by practitioners, funders, and 
policymakers. Practitioners may reflect on how their existing and developing employment 
programs could be modified to incorporate interventions and strategies that target self-regulation 
skills, the goal achievement process, and changes to program context. Funders may use the 
framework to prioritize support for programs that have developed or hope to develop such 
interventions. Policymakers may use it to consider policies that encourage the development or 
adoption of these interventions or to test models based on the framework. 

Although the conceptual framework focuses on how practitioners, funders, and 
policymakers can promote families’ economic well-being and self-sufficiency in the context of 
employment services and programs, it can be applicable in a variety of contexts. In pursuing its 
mission of promoting the economic and social well-being of families, children, individuals and 
communities, ACF programs serve a range of vulnerable populations. Examples include public 
assistance recipients, noncustodial parents, Native Americans, parents of children in the child 
welfare system, and refugees and asylees. While programs targeting specific populations may 
ultimately seek to effect different key outcomes (for instance, programs for noncustodial parents 
may seek to increase child support payments and parents’ engagement with their children, while 
programs for parents attached to the child welfare system may seek to preserve or unify families 
and prevent child maltreatment), all adult populations within ACF’s purview could benefit from 
improved employment outcomes and thus can benefit from the concepts and approaches 
presented in the framework.6 Moreover, by including a focus on self-regulation and goal 
attainment, programs serving these populations may help participants realize other desired 
outcomes. 

The framework presented here reflects the existing research base and lessons from 
stakeholders; it will be important to rigorously test not just whether and how programs work 
when they apply the framework, but also the theoretical relationships presented in the 
framework. Although various employment programs for low-income adults have undergone 
rigorous evaluations, many of the interventions and strategies considered in this framework have 
not. In addition, limited evidence supports the linkages between specific self-regulation skills 

6 ACF also serves various youth populations that can benefit from improved employment outcomes and thus the 
conceptual framework. They include youth in the child welfare system, runaway and homeless youth, teen parents, 
and youth at risk of becoming dependent on public assistance. 
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and specific goal-related behaviors. This framework presents a foundation for future rigorous 
tests of the interventions and strategies—as well as the proposed linkages among components in 
the framework—in the context of employment programs for low-income adults. OPRE’s current 
Evaluation of Coaching-Focused Interventions for Hard-to-Employ TANF Clients and Other 
Low-Income Populations is designed to provide experimental evidence about whether 
interventions that focus on self-regulation and goal attainment have an impact on employment 
outcomes. Additional studies could add to the evidence base. 

New and innovative models may be necessary to help low-income populations achieve self-
sufficiency. An approach that takes into account the realities that these adults and their families 
face, as well as the skills, behaviors, and mind-sets that could help them progress toward self-
sufficiency, may be more effective than traditional employment program services. By targeting 
these specific areas for intervention, application of this framework may ultimately lead to better 
outcomes. 
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