
At the Summit, more than 150 participants, both in-person and online, 
engaged in small group discussions, facilitated by Rise Together, 
LLC. Each group engaged with the following topics and questions 
while keeping in mind the perspective of both the employee and the 
clientele of a service organization.

To launch the Social Determinants of Work initiative,  
United Way of Greater Cleveland hosted the Worker Cliff Effects 
Summit on July 14, 2022. The goal of this convening was to bring 
together the Greater Cleveland community to strategically advance 
access to work through a deepened understanding of the barriers 
workers face, focusing on benefit cliffs.
Benefit cliffs occur when individuals receiving public benefits earn new or increased income 
that disqualifies them from the public benefit, resulting in a net loss of income.
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Successes: What practices/policies already exist in your 
organization or in other organizations that mitigate the 
benefits cliff?
Effects: What impacts of the benefits cliff are you seeing 
in your industry?
Gaps: What gaps exist in practices/policies that mitigate 
the benefits cliff?
Opportunities: What practices/policies can 
organizations implement to support those who are 
impacted by the benefits cliff? 
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Across the discussions, four themes emerged: benefits, childcare, 
education, and worker fear. United Way will use these as guideposts 
in the continuation of our efforts to advance access to work.

United Way’s initiative to remove barriers 
to work for Greater Clevelanders has only 
just begun. Here’s a look at what’s next.

Employer Roundtables, co-sponsored 
by TeamNEO (Fall 2022)
• Educate on the existence of the benefit 

cliffs or other barriers associated with 
the Social Determinants of Work.

• Share possible solutions for addressing 
employees’ barriers to work and 
provide space to discuss feasibility.

• Participants have included people 
from MAGNET (host), Sherwin Williams, 
Jergens, the City of Sandusky, Greater 
Cleveland Partnership, Strengthening 
Stark, and many others.

Community Action Planning Sessions 
(Fall 2022)
• Partner organizations include: the 

YWCA, Family Promise, Towards 
Employment, LGBT Center, Refugee 
Response, Global Cleveland, Goodwill, 
LEAP and others we’re in the process of 
connecting with.

• Gain an understanding of the barriers 
faced by each community.

• Engage participants in dreaming of a 
Greater Cleveland where these barriers 
don’t exist.

• The results will form a community 
action plan that will guide the work of 
an ongoing coalition committed to a 
more equitable economic region.

Public Forum on the Social 
Determinants of Work (Winter 2023)
• Dr. Angela Jackson, managing partner 

at New Profit and Harvard University 
professor, will provide keynote address.

• Release of the community action plan 
facilitated, compiled, and written by 
Rise Together, LLC.

• Release of the Social Determinants of 
Work Report co-authored by United 
Way and Towards Employment.

For more information, visit  
unitedwaycleveland.org/sdow.
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Benefits were most frequently mentioned in the context of 
benefits provided by employers, not as part of the phrase “benefit 
cliffs.” Participants at the summit see the expansion of employer 
benefits as a key factor in mitigating the benefit cliffs. In the 
absence of public policy that solves the problem of the benefit cliffs, 
workers are relying more on their employers to provide benefits 
that will soften their landing when they reach a cliff.

Childcare was the most prominent topic in the discussions on 
gaps and opportunities. The frequency of this topic signals not only 
a great need but also a significant area of opportunity for collective 
community engagement.

There were two lanes of discussion when it came to education: 
1. Education for employers and service providers to understand what 

benefit cliffs are and that they may have employees facing them.
2. Education for workers to understand when they might hit a benefit 

cliff and what steps they can take to be prepared for it.
While not prominent across every question, a profound theme 
was illuminated and is central to the continuation of this work: 
the presence of fear in the lives of those on public assistance. 
Specifically, participants mentioned being afraid of promotion or 
moving up the ladder and of not being able to accept employment 
or compensation for fear of losing public benefits. Most notably, 
fear was mentioned by every single group when answering the 
question about the impacts of benefit cliffs in the workplace.

Outcomes Evaluation
On average, respondents’ perceived understanding of 
benefit cliffs increased after attending the Summit.

rise together

Where do we go 
from here?

The Worker Cliff Effects Summit Summary was commissioned by United Way of Greater Cleveland. It was written by Rise Together, an impact firm that believes when 
the public, private and nonprofit communities work together, our region will transform. Rise Together creates systems-level change through policies, coalitions, and 
programs that enable us to create a future where everyone can thrive, not just survive.
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Rating of Understanding of Benefit Cliffs

Changes in Perceived Understanding of Benefit Cliffs

Pre-test (n=222) Post-test (n=49)


