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INTRODUCTION   
 
As part of the design of the ongoing Franklin County planning process to address the challenges 
of poverty, the Franklin County team systematically reached out to engage families in poverty 
and other key constituents. To date nearly 200 individuals have participated in focus groups and 
interviews with County staff and staff from partners: in particular, 16 separate discussions 
involving individuals who struggle with poverty in Franklin County.  
 
The conversations and interviews used a standard conversation guide developed by Moore 
Strategic. Conversation leaders, already experienced at facilitation, were oriented to the 
conversation and followed the standard protocol with notetakers present. 
 
This summary was prepared by Moore Strategic from the notes provided by Franklin County. 
The themes drawn from the notes are representative across settings and are identified using 
standard qualitative research techniques. Additional ongoing stakeholder engagement efforts will 
undoubtedly expand and deepen the understanding of these issues. 
 
 
Organization of Report 
 
The first section of the report summarizes eight (8) main themes that occur throughout the 
engagements.  
 
Second are seven (7) different voices constructed to be representative of the views of participants 
in the sessions. While not direct quotes, these voices are perspectives directly held by 
participants in the conversations. 
 
Finally, a few thoughts that emerge about what to do about the challenges are summarized. 
 
It is important to note throughout that this summary captures perceptions held. Often there are 
inaccuracies about how systems actually work or opinions about something that may have 
changed. The essential idea is to recognize that even if something is inaccurate, the perception 
held shapes attitudes and behaviors. 
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ESSENTIAL ISSUES 
 
The conversations asked participants to talk about their aspirations for this community, the 
challenges they face. They talked about what works and what doesn't work to get ahead, and they 
shared ideas about what could be done and who they trust. 
 

1. Safety 
Everyone wants a safe, walkable neighborhood with housing that is safe to live in. The 
ongoing challenges of crime, drug use, and unsafe streets depress individuals, hold 
property values down and weaken stability. These all contribute to ongoing gaps in 
investment, transportation, and development. 
 
Safety means personal safety – an absence of crime and being able to move about 
comfortably. It also means built infrastructure – feeling like buildings, streets and 
communities have the investments needed to feel cared for. And finally, they also talk 
about being connected and welcomed – being safe in places where people know each 
other. 

 
2. Housing 

The data tells us that a large number of struggling households in Franklin County are 
housing cost burdened. That challenge is felt across the community as:  

• an inability to access credit to obtain housing, 
• no capacity to renovate or improve housing resulting from lack of built wealth 

and gaps in credit 
• inadequate supply of below-market rents to live in a neighborhood that allow 

access to jobs and services 
• access to subsidy and other financial supports being capped at income levels or 

having requirements that close individuals out (criminal history) 
 
Participants talk about how hard it is to access quality affordable housing. They struggle 
with landlords who won’t respond to issues and how hard it is to build savings to move 
out of subsidized housing. We heard about the challenges of credit caps and other barriers 
(criminal record) for accessing housing. 

 
3. Transportation 

The mismatch of where there is public transportation and where the jobs are shows up as 
a leading concern that residents feel is a place where improvements can be made. 
Residents talk about 1-2-hour commutes on 3-4 buses to try to access jobs away from the 
city center. Most talk about this as buses either not going where they need to go, or that 
the buses that do go are too infrequent and take too long.  
 
Others want employers and others to identify creative solutions for transportation and 
hope that new development comes with innovative solutions to connect people with jobs.   
 
Lastly, key influencers see bad planning (or intentional efforts to exclude) with the 
location of new jobs and employment far away from areas that are under-developed with 
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people looking for jobs. They openly wonder why more effort isn't put into attracting jobs 
in areas of high need in the County. 
 

4. Jobs – Wages and Access 
Again and again, the engagement uncovers a deep concern about the lack of access to 
employment trajectories that will allow individuals to move out of poverty.   
 
Access to jobs with a decent wage is a challenge understood by those in poverty and key 
decision makers. Many individuals lament the problem of losing benefits as they progress 
to increased pay and how that sets them back and creates an incentive to leave a job. 
Others see the job growth for highly educated and fear that systems are closing out those 
who need jobs. Lastly, many worry that the proliferation of low-wage, limited benefit 
jobs is a drag on overall opportunity and are eager for strategies to increase wages. 
 
There are many calling for more available training and apprenticeship programs that 
allow for marketable credentials in high need areas that can lead to careers with stronger 
wages. From leaders, the view is commonly held that increased and improved skills 
training can put more people on a better income path. 

 
5. Better Schools/Access to Education 

Many point to persistently low performing schools that serve low-income communities as 
a fundamental long-term challenge. They complain about the ongoing lack of investment 
in facilities, materials, and quality education. In particular, the Columbus Public Schools 
are routinely mentioned by name as having persistently failing schools in neighborhoods 
faced with income challenges. 
 
Others talk about the failure of both schools and adult education opportunities to better 
connect students with the real world of work. They talk about the need for stronger career 
education that can put people on a path for good paying jobs, even without college. Many 
discuss the difficulty accessing job training programs and the problem that many training 
programs take too long and can’t be done while working. 

 
6. Individual Responsibility 

The discussions are not without clear voices calling on those struggling to take increased 
responsibility for their own situation. Individuals in poverty who are working to get on a 
better track point to neighbors who seem content to stay hopeless. They express 
frustration that more people don’t seem to want to help themselves. Some also point to 
those who take advantage of the system which hurts everyone. 
 
Key leaders praise programs that provide opportunities for individuals to take ownership 
and improve their situation and wish there were both more opportunities for people to 
access programs, and more people stepping up to change their status. 

 
7. Broken Trust 

When asked about the County and other institutions and who they might trust to act on 
poverty the overwhelming finding is that there is little if any trust that meaningful action 
will happen. Residents feel ignored and forgotten. They don't feel like political leaders 
show up except to get votes, and they are concerned that the system is set up to help the 



 

Stakeholder Engagement - Franklin County, Ohio   |Page 5 
 

businesses and those who already have resources. Many cite a significant absence of 
political will to face the problems of poverty. 
 
Key decision makers see pockets of progress and some key agencies but are concerned 
about lack of capacity and competitiveness among overlapping service agencies.  
 
Finally, some are worried that Franklin County lacks a spirit of innovation to act on the 
issues it faces with any creativity or commitment.  
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VOICES 
 
The voices below represent the views heard in conversations across the County. These are views 
expressed in conversations assembled into commonly heard perspectives to illuminate the 
different challenges and points of view. 
 
Voice #1  
My kids and I were lucky to find a rental unit that accepts my housing voucher. I have been able 
to piece things together while working part-time at Donato's nearby. But I don't really feel safe. 
The apartment needs repair and painting – I worry that the plumbing isn't safe and it gets frigid 
in the winter. Last week someone died from a drug overdose across the hall, and it seems like the 
police are here almost every night. The school doesn't seem to really challenge my kids at all, 
and the teachers seem to think it isn't worth trying. I would love to move to a better place, and I 
have an excellent opportunity to start supervisor training at my employer, but I feel stuck. If I 
take the chance, I will lose my housing subsidy because my income will be too high. At the same 
time, I need to increase childcare as it will be more hours and the location for the new job is 
further away which means either over an hour on buses or I have to buy a reliable car. In the end, 
I will probably just keep things the way they are and hope my kids can do better. 
 
Voice #2  
I feel like I ought to be able to get ahead. I did a workforce training program to improve my 
technology skills. I keep looking for work, but I can't find anything that fits. Sure, there are lots 
of new companies in town that need my skills. I see those job ads and hear about the incentives 
to bring the companies and jobs to town. My challenge is they are 45-60 minutes away on the 
bus – and that is if I get a 9-5 shift. Much of the entry level work for my skills are helping 
manage call centers or fulfillment jobs that have afternoon thru evening shifts. That would mean 
I need a car and I invested everything I have in my training.  
 
On top of that, I help watch my younger siblings in the afternoon while my mom works as a 
home health aide. We can't afford childcare after school. I need a job near me or something that 
would be more flexible, so I can still help out at home.  
 
Voice #3  
My daughter is so lucky to get to go to a delightful family child care provider who takes the 
subsidy for my childcare. It has allowed me to work for a cleaning service. I am trying hard to 
save enough to buy a house so she can go to a good school. My concern is that if we move (or 
even if we stay) that when she starts Kindergarten next year, I can't keep working. There aren't 
any childcare options to cover her when she isn't in school that I can afford. The cost would wipe 
out my savings and make it hard to cover rent. I'm afraid I will have to quit working and go back 
on welfare. 
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Voice #4  
I am tired of our leaders giving away everything to big companies who only hire people who 
don’t even live here. It seems like every week we hear about new projects for growth with tax 
incentives for new offices and buildings that will be full of highly educated professionals. In the 
meantime, the people who live in those neighborhoods will be pushed out as absentee landlords 
cash out. No one seems to care about the people in this neighborhood who have lived here for 
two generations. It is no wonder that most of my neighbors don't vote or get engaged. No one 
cares about us anyway. 
 
Voice #5  
I wish we could do more for the families we serve. We work every day to support families to get 
ahead. We appreciate the efforts made by the County and others to partner to be sure residents 
who are eligible, receive the benefits available. But we have more families than we can be 
served. The eligibility requirements for a lot of the benefits are just too rigid. I can't help half the 
people who want to move ahead because of one requirement or another.  
 
On top of that – even if I do get them into the system for benefits there are good chances that 
there is either a waiting list or that the benefit will run out after a certain number of months – 
right when they are getting ahead – leading to yet another setback. It is no wonder that so many 
people don't even try. I wish I could do more, but there aren't enough resources available. 
 
Voice #6  
My two kids are trapped in schools where no one seems to care about them. My oldest is in 6th 
grade is really smart. He has been from the start of school. In Kindergarten and First Grade he 
got lucky with teachers who could engage him, and he was reading ahead of others and liked 
coming to school. Ever since the teachers just seem to be punching a clock. Handing out 
worksheets and spending all their time trying to keep order. No one seems to want to talk about 
options for accelerating him so he can do better. Now in middle school I fear he will be lost 
entirely. He is getting Cs and Ds and can't find a good group of kids to hang out with. In the 
meantime, my daughter has a learning disability, but the school keeps assigning her aides and 
teachers who don't know how to handle her challenges. I spend so much time at the school trying 
to make sure they do what they are legally supposed to do that I will probably lose my job for 
being absent too often. I just wish the schools were on my side. Instead, I feel like it's me against 
them. 
 
Voice #7  
I wish my friends wanted to change their situation as much as I do. I’ve had to work hard to stay 
on track. They don’t want to. I get how hard it is to have hope when everything around says you 
aren’t supposed to get ahead. It is trained into our heads to think and act in ways so that we end 
up poor. Too many people are content to stay hopeless. My friends are lazy. They chase benefits, 
use drugs and move around in the neighborhood trying to make do and have fun. I feel sorry for 
them. The reality is it is easier to get into the bad stuff than to do the right thing. We need places 
that make doing the right things easier. 
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WHAT CAN BE DONE 
In the discussions different ideas are mentioned for addressing the challenges in Franklin 
County: 
 

• Increase the housing that is safe and affordable in the neighborhoods where there are 
good schools and access to jobs. 
 

• Find ways to help people stay in their homes when growth comes to a neighborhood. 
 

• Increase/improve public transportation options to connect people with employment 
growth. Some recognize that this isn’t as easy to do as it sounds but they wish the system 
better met their needs. 

 
• Incentive job growth in the neighborhoods that need it most. Many perceive the 

incentives for business growth as working against giving people who need opportunities a 
good chance. 

 
• Increase drug treatment options. While the challenge of drug use isn’t routinely called 

out, many participants talk about access to treatment options as a key to getting people 
back on track. 

 
• Help employers hire those with criminal records. Like with the challenge of drug use, 

participants want people to get a fair second chance and feel like the system works 
against them. 

 
• Find ways to sustain benefits to more people for longer periods while they work to get 

ahead. The “benefit cliff” is real and felt by many. 
 

• Better connect training opportunities with immediate employment opportunities and 
credentials. Too many see training as getting them a piece of paper but not a real chance 
at a job. 

 
• Focus on neighborhood and school development – not just business development. There 

is a real need to improve the conditions in neighborhoods to give families and kids a 
chance to have hope and pursue opportunities.  

 
• Expand one-stop service centers into more neighborhoods. Residents see the spread of 

poverty and struggle when they live where they can't get to services. 
 

• Expand resources available for investments. Many recognize that at the end of the day 
collectively more money will have to be used to expand and deepen programs that can 
help. 

 


