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Employer’s Experience 

• High turnover rate 

• High absenteeism 

• Excessive tardiness 

• Excessive cell phone use 

• Communication 
breakdowns 
between staff and 
supervisors 

• Failure of staff to 
understand policies 
and procedures 



It pays to keep employees 

 $8 an hour employee 

$5,505 to $9, 444 

 

Cascade 
Engineering 

In 2000, $3.6 million 

In 2008, $492,956 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Turning someone 

into a 20-year 

employee 

    $100,000 + 

 

 

http://www.sashacorp.com/turnframe.html 

 



Costs beyond the bottom line  

 customer service disruption  

 emotional costs 

 loss of morale 

 burnout/absenteeism among remaining employees  

 loss of experience, continuity, & “corporate memory” 



Economic class matters 

 Contrast the middle class experience to the 

experience of poverty 

 Look at language and communication as an example  

 Examine hidden rules in the workplace 

 Explore ways to work more effectively across 

economic class 

 



• This is a business and HR 

issue. It affects:  

– who is available to hire  

– retention of new hires 

– stability of departments 

& organizations 
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 Focus on better 

education for members  

Äunderstand how they 

can implement changes 

in organization 

Ä sharpen communication 

Michiana SHRM received the national  

SHRM Pinnacle Award 

that recognizes outstanding achievements 



What would it look like  

if we were all using  

 

Getting Ahead 

Graduates 

Bridges Strategies  

& Concepts 

Employers 

Agency 

Partners 

Civic and 

Faith 

Community   

Michiana 

SHRM 

Education  

Partners 



ACTION: Making Hidden Rules Transparent 



Link between effort and outcome  

Predisposing Circumstances: 

Personal Background 

Paraπprofessionals Frontπline Supervisors Manager and Dept. 
heads 

o Severely 
Economically 
disadvantages 

o Profoundly socially 
disadvantaged 

o Lack of casual 
link between 
personal effort 
and success 

o Not severely 
disadvantaged or 
significantly 
advantaged 

o Lower middle class 

o Bootπstrap ς 
casual link 
between 
personal and 
success 

o Economically and 
socially advantaged 

o Middle class 

o άRobust sense of 
selfπconfidence 
and personal 
causalityέ 

 

From B&F Consulting 2011 

www.BandFConsulting.com  



  No significant learning 

happens without a 

significant relationship. 
James Comer 

Building Relationships 



  No significant work 

happens without a 

significant relationship. 
James Comer 

Building Relationships 



Middle Class Experience 

Abstract 

Stable 

Predictable 

Can anticipate, isolate and solve problems 
Safety-oriented 



– Safety and liability concerns 
– Falls, injuries, food, medications, OSHA, HIPAA 

– Policies and procedures 
– Multiple sources, evaluations, changes because of laws or 

administrative needs 

– Time management  
– Integrates many people and complex systems 
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Society – and the workplace – 

 is normalized to stability and planning 



In poverty, life is falling apart 

Without enough resources to fix it  



The math of poverty doesn’t work 

 More than 60% spend 

more than ½ of their 

income on housing.  

 

• And about 35 % of 

their after-tax incomes 

is spent on food. 

For 43.6 million 

Americans (and 

growing) …  



More than just moneyéChapter 

 

“The extent to which an individual does without 

resources.”  

Situational Poverty:  

A lack of resources due to a particular event 

(divorce, natural disaster, etc.) 

Generational Poverty:  

Having been raised in poverty 

DEFINITION OF POVERTY 



Poverty Experience 

Concrete 

Unstable 

Tyranny of the Moment 

Problem-solving 

Hyper-vigilance 



TYRANNY OF THE MOMENT 

άThe need to act 
overwhelms 

any willingness  

people have to learn.έ 
 Source: The Art of the Long View by Peter Schwartz 



Consider the contrasts…  

 Instability 

 Lack of predictability 

 Stressful; hyper-vigilant 

 Tyranny of the moment 

 Survival mode 

Ä Feels like constant crisis 

 Concrete problem solving 

 Outside the norm 

 

 Stable 

 Predictable 

 Emphasis on safety 

 Future focused  

 Stress is managed 

Ä Emphasis on quality of life 
 Abstract problem solving 

 Politics, consumerism, 
education – all normed to 
you  

Poverty   Middle Class 



Survival, relationships, 

entertainment 

Work, achievement 

Financial, political, social connections 

POVERTY 

MIDDLE CLASS 

WEALTH 

DRIVING 

FORCES 



• Hidden rules are 

unspoken cues and habits 

of a group.  

• Help us intelligently 

navigate our world.  

 

• Come from the 

environment we are 

raised. 

• Like language, children 

absorb hidden rules 

from the environment. 

 



Key question: Was it presented well?  

Presentation important 

Key question: Did you have enough?  

Quantity important 

Key question:  Did you like it?  

Quality important 

POVERTY 

MIDDLE CLASS 

WEALTH 

FOOD 
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TIME 

Present most important  
 

Decisions made for the moment based on 

feelings or survival 

Traditions and history most important 
 

Decisions made partially on basis of 

tradition/decorum 

Future most important 
 

Decisions made against future ramifications 

POVERTY 

MIDDLE CLASS 

WEALTH 



POWER 

Power linked to personal respect 

Ability to fight 

Can’t stop bad things from happening 

Power/respect separated 

Responds to position 

Power in information and institutions 

Power in expertise, connections 

Power in stability 

Influences policy and direction 

POVERTY 

MIDDLE CLASS 

WEALTH 



Valued and revered as abstract but not as reality 

Necessary tradition for making and maintaining 

connections 

Crucial for climbing success ladder and making money 

POVERTY 

MIDDLE CLASS 

WEALTH 

Formal Education  



Work is based on middle class rules 

Must know two sets of 

hidden rules 

 

Must operate in two sets of 
hidden rules  

 

Many of the behaviors 
that employees bring to 
work are necessary to help 
them survive outside of work  

 

Those who work with people 
in poverty  People in poverty  



Casual register     

•Language is about survival 

Formal register             

• Language is about networking 

Formal register        

•Language is about negotiation 

POVERTY 

MIDDLE CLASS 

WEALTH 

LANGUAGE 



Source: Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young American Children (1995) by Betty Hart & Todd R. Risley  

Number of words 
exposed to 

Economic group Affirmations 
(strokes) 

Prohibitions 
(discounts) 

10 million words Welfare 1 for every 2 

20 million words Working class 2 for every 1 

30 million words Professional 5 for every 1 

Research About Language in Children  
Ages 1 to 3  

in Stable Households by Economic Group 



REGISTER EXPLANATION 

FROZEN 
Language that is always the same. For example: Lord’s 

Prayer, wedding vows, etc. 

FORMAL 
The standard sentence syntax and word choice of work 

and school. Has complete sentences and specific word 

choices. 

CONSULTATIVE 
Formal register when used in conversation. Discourse 

pattern not quite as direct as formal register. 

CASUAL 
Language between friends and is characterized by a 

400- to 800-word vocabulary. Word choice general and 

not specific. Conversation dependent upon non-verbal 

assists. Sentence syntax often incomplete. 

INTIMATE 
Language between lovers or twins.  Language of sexual 

harassment. 

Adapted from the work of Martin Joos 



 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Locations of Language Register 

Casual:   

 Family/ Home 
environment 

 Storytelling 

 Comedy 

 Television (not PBS) 

 Song lyrics 

 Social gatherings 

 Some churches 

 

Formal: 

 Education 

 Professional settings 

 Disciplines/ trades 

(specific vocabulary) 

 Courts 

 Business 

 Some churches 

 
Which locations do you find identity and meaning? 



Poverty Matters 

children who spend a 

year or more in 

poverty account for 

38 percent of all 

children,  

 

but they account for 

70 percent of all 

children who do not 

graduate from high 

school 
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  ―Does a person have a sense of being linked to the 

mainstream of society?‖ 

  ―Can a person perceive society’s messages as information, 

rather than as noise?  

―... has a person been able to develop an ideal set of coping 

responses for dealing with society’s challenges?‖ 

  ―... does a person have the resources to carry out plans?‖ 

  ―... does a person get meaningful feedback from  society—do 

their messages make a difference?‖ 

–Robert Sapolsky, Aaron Antonovsky 

Social Coherence 



Why incorporate the experiences  

of people in poverty?  

 Assuming that others 

live the same social 

experience leads to 

poor program designs. 

ÄKatrina evacuation  

 

 Assuming that others live 

different social 

experiences leads to 

innovation and more 

effective and economical 

outcomes 

ÄCascade’s Welfare to 

Work program 
– W2C turnover (annual) 

• 61.9% in 2000 to 20.4% in 2008 (National 

average is about 70%) 

– 2004 Savings to State of MI:  $975,000 

– Savings to Cascade: $400,000 



The wider the range of rules you 

have,   

 

This is true for  

the individuals 

for employers. 

 

Additive Approach 



Drawing from Strength 

 Recognize and affirm relationship 
building strategies with residents 
(and the time it takes) 

 Create space to find out what 
they are learning about residents 

 Be tolerant of circular story 
structure and coach about getting 
to key points 

 Reframe conflicts, which have 
resulted from the use of casual 
register, into learning experiences. 

 

 

 

 Use mental models 

 Encourage supervisory staff to 
understand casual register and 
support the transition to formal 
register 

 Rewrite forms to be more 
meaningful 

 Help staff to translate forms and 
instructions from formal to casual 
register 

 Be aware of non-verbal 
communication 

 

Relationship Experts Concrete Learners  



Some Lessons Learned 

 Think of short time horizons for 

incentives 

 Consider what might get in the 

way of employees accessing 

benefits:  co-pays, fear of or not 

understanding process or 

paperwork, lack of PCP 

 Keep the same expectations as 

everyone else 

 

 

 

 Help people identify 

consequences: ―if you choose 

then you have chosen…‖ 

 Use adult voice 

 Explain the interface between 

relationships and ―rule books‖ 

 Think baby steps  

 

 

 

From Cascade Engineering  From Jodi Pfarr  

 Provide additional support systems and 

professional development opportunities   
 



In order to be able to make and carry out plans 

 Think in the abstract, to 

keep oriented to the future, 

even while being forced to 

deal with daily concrete 

problems (mental)  

 

 Get the emotional, physical, 

and financial support of 

others while the plan slowly 

evolves  (social) 

 

 

 Use positive selfȤtalk and 

maintain the determination 

to stay with the plan even 

when exhausted 

(emotional) 

 

 Stay well and have the 

stamina to keep moving 

even when beset by 

depression (physical) 

 



  No significant work 

happens without a 

significant relationship. 
James Comer 

Building Relationships 



Contact us  

St. Joseph County Bridges Out of Poverty Initiative 

 Bonnie Bazata  574-339-1232 
 

 Leah Zimmer  574-246-0533 

 

sjcbridges@gmail.com 

www.sjcbridges.org 
 

 


