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I NTRODUCTI ON 
 
On January 15, 2002, the Los Angeles County Department of Public Social Services 
(DPSS) informed the Board of Supervisors of a projected massive shortfall in the 
CountyÕs CalWORKs1 program, the statewide Welfare-to-Work program administered 
by counties. These projected shortfalls threatened both core CalWORKs services and a 
range of other services intended to help participating families achieve long-term self-
sufficiency. 
 
In response, the Board of Supervisors sanctioned an innovative multi-stakeholder 
process to make recommendations about how to allocate a significantly diminished pool 
of funds for CalWORKs and related services. Begun in May 2002, this process has now 
extended through two fiscal years and three recommendation cycles, and generated 
recommendations to the Board about how to allocate just under $230 million. 
 
The emergence of the CalWORKs prioritization process raises provocative questions not 
only for Los Angeles County, but potentially for many other local governments as well. 
Local governments across the country are exploring varying approaches to the idea of 
inclusive governance, striving to Òensure that the diverse perspectives of people affected 
by a decision, especially groups currently and historically under-represented, are taken 
into account in making and shaping [ that decision] .Ó2  
 
This growing commitment to inclusive governance has become more urgent in the past 
several years as cities and counties across the country confront profound policy and 
program dilemmas rooted in an on-going struggle to control their budgets. While 
demands for local services and supports increase, local revenue sources remain stagnant 
or are declining. The last three decades of national and local policy debates, and the 
current unstable economy, have created a generally hostile environment toward tax 
increases, making it difficult for local governments to raise local revenues. At the same 
time, local governments rely heavily on state and federal revenue sources over which 
they exercise little control. As the economy has worsened, and other demands at the 
state and federal levels have taken precedence, state and federal budget decisions have 
increasingly held constant or cut revenue streams for services administered by local 
governments.  
 
The confluence of these forcesÑ increasing demand for services, decreasing revenues, 
and declining capacity to affect many of these sourcesÑare creating or exacerbating 
budget and policy dilemmas for local government officials. Many local governments now 
face serious, systemic threats to core services and supports, not only causing hardship 
for citizens dependent on these services, but also further eroding citizen trust in and 
commitment to local government. The causes and scope of these dilemmas do not lend 
themselves to technical solutions; they represent adaptive challenges requiring 
responses beyond what citizens and municipal leaders already know how to do.3 In the 
face of such adaptive challenges, a growing number of local governments are turning 
toward processes of inclusive governance to help them develop plausible responses to 
some of their most difficult budget and policy dilemmas.4  
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The CalWORKs prioritization process was a high-stakes experiment with inclusive 
governance in LA County. Confronted with politically thorny choices about cutting 
essential services for the CountyÕs most vulnerable children and families, Supervisors 
invited multiple stakeholders, including other Departments and a broad-based 
community coalition, to review a significant component of the DPSS budget, wrestle 
with the dilemmas caused by the projected loss of revenues, and make 
recommendations to the Board about what services to preserve and what services to cut. 
The scope and design of the process were unprecedented for Los Angeles County, and, 
over time, generated a remarkable degree of consensus among the stakeholders, and the 
Board of Supervisors. 
 
This paper analyzes the CalWORKs prioritization process for what might be learned 
about the potential usefulness of this process for other policy and budget dilemmas 
emerging in Los Angeles County, and in other local governments as well. The paper 
begins by recounting in some detail the events that led to the sanctioning and design of 
the process. This close attention to the specific context from which the process emerged 
is deliberate. A judgment about whether any part or all of this process can be 
appropriately adapted to other contexts requires an understanding of the subtle political 
and group dynamics that both made this particular process possible, and limited its 
impact. 
 
The opening narrative pays particular attention to the months leading up to and 
including the first round of deliberations among the five stakeholder groups. I t focuses 
most closely on the dynamics involving the Community Planning Group, and its 
relationship to the process and the other stakeholders. This emphasis was chosen in part 
to provide some guidance to other inquiries currently underway in Los Angeles County 
and across the country about how to effectively design and support meaningful 
processes of community engagement and inclusive governance. Future papers might 
more fully examine the processes within each of the stakeholder groups, or some of the 
other inter-group dynamics that helped define this process. 
 
Following this narrative, the paper explores the question of whether this process 
succeeded, the factors that contributed to the success it did achieve, and whether this 
process could be adapted to other decision-making contexts. Some of the conclusions 
reached include: 
 

¯  The process succeeded by several objective measures, and created a politically 
viable way for the Board of Supervisors to make difficult budget choices. 

 
¯  Whether the process succeeded is far less clear from the relative perspectives of 

the different stakeholders. 
 
¯  To the extent the process did succeed, a number of factors contributed to its 

success, including: 
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¥ The role of the Board of Supervisors and the Board Deputies; 
¥ Contributions by each of the five stakeholder groups;  
¥ The role of the ChildrenÕs Planning Council and the SPA/ AIC Councils;  
¥ Key elements of the process design; and  
¥ The shared history, language, and trusting relationships among an array of 

people who are dedicated to improving the lives of children and families in 
Los Angeles County. 

 
¯  Whether the process could succeed in other contexts depends on several factors, 

including: 
 

¥ The sanctioning of the process by the ultimate decision-maker; 
¥ The focus of the process; 
¥ The resources available to support both meaningful community 

engagement in the process and the facilitation of the process;  and 
¥ The existing shared history, language, and trusting relationships among 

the stakeholders to the process.   
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ONE STORY OF W H AT H APPENED 
 
To fully appreciate the results of the CalWORKs prioritization process requires at least 
some understanding of the events that led the LA County Board of Supervisors to 
sanction the process, as well as an understanding of some of the events and agreements 
that produced the particular design of, and dynamics within, the process.  
 
No one person, however, can tell this story in its entirety; the intra-group, inter-group, 
and system dynamics were too dense and complex. What follows is an inevitably 
incomplete accounting of those events from January through mid-June 2002 that gave 
rise to the CalWORKs prioritization process. Crucial details have undoubtedly been 
omitted, and nuances of judgment and action miscast or overlooked.  
 
Despite these limitations, my hope is that this telling of the story will nevertheless 
render more visible some of the forces that gave rise to the CalWORKs prioritization 
process, and provide enough context to help readers make sense of the assessments that 
follow.  
 
The cr i si s becom es vi si ble 
 
In January 2002, the Interim Director of the Los Angeles County Department of Public 
Social Services (DPSS) informed the Board of Supervisors of a massive projected 
shortfall in LA CountyÕs California Work Opportunity and Responsibility to Kids 
(CalWORKs) program, the statewide welfare to work program administered by the 
counties. The Department estimated the immediate shortfall for FY 2001-2002 at $70 
million, and an even larger shortfall for FY 2002-03. These projected shortfalls 
threatened both core CalWORKs services and a range of other services, including those 
provided by County departments and community partners through the Long-Term 
Family Self-Sufficiency (LTFSS) plan.  
 
Supervisors were livid, feeling that the Director should have informed them months 
earlier when the Department had first anticipated the problem.5 The Director responded 
by saying that the Department had been in complex negotiations with the state 
Department of Social Services that he had hoped would resolve much of the shortfall. 
Unfortunately, the negotiations did not produce the state assistance County DPSS 
officials had anticipated.  
 
At the end of a very contentious meeting, the Board of Supervisors approved a series of 
actions, including instructing:  
 

. . . the Interim Director of Public Social Services, the New Directions Task 
Force and the Chief Administrative Officer to assess and prioritize, based 
on the current and potential economic situation, the Long-Term Family 
Self-Sufficiency plan with input from the community and advocates; and 
present to the Board a short-term and a long-term plan for funding Long-
Term Family Self-Sufficiency plan projects within 15 working days[ .]6 
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DPSS staff members were stunned by the vehemence of the SupervisorsÕ response.7 
Faced with a 15-day deadline to secure Òinput from the community and the advocatesÓ 
and to Òpresent to the Board a short-term and long-term plan for funding Long-Term 
Family Self-Sufficiency plan projects,Ó DPSS quickly organized a series of public 
hearings. The purpose of these hearings was to poll community representatives and 
advocates about their priorities for LTFSS projects.  
 
In a word, the hearings were a Òdisaster.Ó8 No one, including DPSS representatives, 
really believed that a meaningful assessment of the LTFSS projects could emerge from a 
simple polling of people who happened to participate in these public hearings. Both the 
Department representatives and the community representatives were sti ll trying to 
make sense of the new fiscal reality, a reality that had implications far beyond the LTFSS 
projects. Many community providers and County Department program representatives 
felt enormous stress, having suddenly discovered that their programs were potentially 
vulnerable to immediate and devastating budget cuts. Chaos was perhaps inevitable 
under these conditions, particularly given the historical lack of trust between many of 
the community advocates and DPSS, and the lack of a unified message from the many 
different advocates and community members present.  
 
During the second public hearing, the Executive Director for the ChildrenÕs Planning 
Council (CPC), stepped forward to make an offer. She said that CPC would provide 
facilitation support to the community advocates and representatives of the SPA/ AIC 
Councils to help them develop a unified response to the BoardÕs request for community 
input. CPC holds a unique position within the County, being one of the few 
organizations in this process that enjoys significant trust from both County 
Departments and community organizations and representatives. CPCÕs offer, and its 
acceptance by DPSS and ultimately the Board, marked a crucial moment in the process 
for several reasons: 
 

¯  I t demonstrated the value of a relatively neutral voice in the process;  
¯  I t invited the creation of a particular space, with facilitation support, for 

disparate community voices to come together to reconcile their divergent 
perspectives into unified positions; and 

¯  I t created a distinction between the process by which community representatives 
could develop a unified voice, and the process by which this voice could then be 
integrated into deliberations with County government representatives. 

 
Over the next two weeks, between late January and early February 2002, community 
representatives met and began to define the issues they wanted to address. They began 
to refer to themselves as the Community Planning Group, comprising representatives 
from all 8 Service Planning Area Councils and the American Indian ChildrenÕs Council 
(SPA/ AIC Councils), and myriad community based organizations and advocacy groups.  
 
After receiving an extension from the Board of Supervisors, DPSS, the CAOÕs office, and 
the New Directions Task Force9, submitted a series of recommendations about funding 
for LTFSS projects in FY 2001-02 in mid-February. The Community Planning Group 
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participated in the conversations that led to these FY 2001-02 recommendations, 
agreeing with most but not all of the submitted recommendations.10 
 
The str uctu r e for  t he pr ocess em er ges 
 
Even as the various groups were striving to reach agreement on the FY 2001-02 
recommendations, everyone understood that the far more crucial and far-reaching 
issues revolved around FY 2002-03. Throughout February and March, a series of 
conversations occurred among representatives of the Community Planning Group, the 
Board deputies, DPSS, and the CAOÕs office. The agreements that emerged from these 
conversations ultimately led the Board, on April 2, 2002, to: 
 

Instruct the Director of Public Social Services, the New Directions Task Force, 
and the Chief Administrative Officer, with input from the community, 
advocates, and the Commission for Public Social Services, to expand the scope 
of their assessment and prioritization of the Long-Term Family Self-
Sufficiency Plan to include core and enhanced CalWORKs services; and 
present to the Board a proposed funding plan by June 17, 2002.11 

 
This simple sixty-six word summary belies the intensity and complexity of the meetings 
and negotiations that produced this Board action. Simply put, this summary gave official 
sanction to a complex web of understandings that had been crafted among multiple 
stakeholders, including Board Deputies, representatives from the Community Planning 
Group, the CAO, DPSS, New Directions Task Force, the ChildrenÕs Planning Council, 
and others. So what were some dimensions of the understanding underpinning the 
BoardÕs action?  
 

Issue: Who would participate in the process? 
 
The understanding ultimately reached by the stakeholders was that five stakeholder 
groups would participate in the process, including:  

¯  The Department of Public Social Services (DPSS); 
¯  The Chief Administrative Office (CAO); 
¯  The New Directions Task Force (NDTF), a body chaired by the DPSS Director 

that includes Directors from all of the County Departments having responsibility 
for services for children and families, plus other bodies like the ChildrenÕs 
Planning Council; 

¯  The Commission for Public Social Services (Commission), the public advisory 
board to the Department of Public Social Services; and 

¯  The Community Planning Group (CPG). 
 
Early on, everyone understood that, if some multi-stakeholder process was going to 
occur, DPSS, the CAOÕs office, the New Directions Task Force, and the Community 
Planning Group would be at the table. The BoardÕs decision to place the Commission at 
the table was a last-minute development, but not altogether surprising since the 
Commission is the Board-appointed community advisory Board for DPSS.  
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Issue: What would be the scope of the process? 

 
By the time of the Board action on April 2, all of the stakeholders (except the 
Commission, who had not yet joined the conversation) had reached agreement that the 
process would address the entire scope of the CountyÕs CalWORKs program for FY 
2002-03, including core services, enhanced services, LTFSS projects, and all other 
CalWORKs services and projects.  

 
Scope was a vital issue to the Community Planning Group, and a focus of much of the 
conversations and negotiations that took place leading up to April 2. The January 15 
Board actions had narrowed the focus for community input to the prioritization of the 
46 LTFSS projects. The Community Planning Group argued that, given the projected 
budget shortfall and its potential impact on core services for CalWORKs families, the 
process should be able to recommend de-funding some of the LTFSS projects in order to 
insure that more basic services for families would not have to be cut. In the language 
used at the time, CPG representatives summarized this issue as Òputting all of the LTFSS 
projects on the table,Ó meaning that the process could consider de-funding any or all 
LTFSS projects in favor of putting more money into core services. 

 
The expansion of the scope to include all CalWORKs services was a major victory for the 
CPG, and dramatically increased the stakes, and potential significance, of this process. 
Why? Because a major component of a County DepartmentÕs budget would now be open 
to examination and consideration by community representatives, advocates, and 
representatives from other Departments within a process sanctioned by the Board of 
Supervisors.12  

 
The January 15 Board actions had placed two constraints on the scope articulated in the 
April 2 motion. In those actions, the Board had instructed DPSS to prioritize continued 
funding of the After School Enrichment Program above any other LTFSS project, and to 
consider priority funding for LTFSS projects 19 and 26.13 None of the conversations 
among the stakeholders leading up to the April 2 Board action focused on these two 
qualifications of the scope issue; their significance would become far more apparent as 
the stakeholders moved toward developing their recommendations. Moreover, while the 
April 2 Board action resolved this particular issue of scope, several other issues related 
to scope would emerge as the process unfolded.  

 
Issue: How would the process work? 

 
By the end of March, stakeholders had reached agreement on a three-step framework. 
Step 1 would be a data gathering and review process, during which DPSS and the CAOÕs 
office would share with all of the stakeholders a range of information, including:  

¯  FY2001-02 funding figures for all CalWORKs services, including core services, 
enhanced services, LTFSS projects, and other CalWORKs services; 

¯  Current preliminary recommendations from the Department and from the CAOÕs 
office about FY2002-03 funding levels for all CalWORKs services, including core 
services, enhanced services, LTFSS projects, and other CalWORKs services;  
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¯  Outcomes and process data from the 46 LTFSS projects; and 
¯  Any other data believed to be necessary to make recommendations about 

FY2002-03 funding for all CalWORKs services and projects, including core 
services, enhanced services, LTFSS projects, and other CalWORKs services and 
projects.  
 

Step 2 would be an extensive community outreach effort organized and implemented by 
the Community Planning Group. This effort would include surveys and multiple 
community focus groups, organized in each Service Planning Area, involving CalWORKs 
participants and other low-income and working poor families. The essential question 
that participants would be asked, whether through the survey or through the focus 
groups was: what would make the most difference in your life right now to help you 
reach self-sufficiency? The feedback from these multiple sessions and surveys would be 
compiled in written form and shared with the Step 3 work group and other interested 
parties.  

 
In Step 3 a work group comprised of delegates from the CAOÕs office, DPSS, New 
Directions, the Community Planning Group, and the DPSS Commission would meet to: 
 

¯  Review the data generated through Steps 1 and 2 of the process; and 
¯  Develop recommendations about FY2002-03 funding for all CalWORKs services, 

including core services, enhanced services, LTFSS projects, and other CalWORKs 
services.  

 
The April 2 Board action had only spoken of Òinput from the community, advocates, and 
the Commission for Public Social Services,Ó but the understanding emerging among the 
stakeholders in the process was that there would be a single table at which all the 
stakeholders would collaboratively review the data from Steps 1 and 2 and then work to 
develop recommendations.  

 
The April 2 Board action also stated, however, that Òthe Director of Public Social 
Services, the New Directions Task Force, and the Chief Administrative Officer . . .[were 
to]  present to the Board a proposed funding plan by June 17, 2002.Ó While the 
understanding among the five stakeholders was that there would be one table for 
reviewing the data, sti ll to be resolved even after the Board action was who would 
actually submit the report, and what implications this distinction in the BoardÕs action 
had for the process.  
 

Issue: What would be the timeline for the process? 
 
The April 2 Board action made clear that the process would be time limited, with a 
deadline of June 17th for the submission of the final report to the Board. All participants 
understood this date to be non-negotiable, driven as it was by the BoardÕs need to make 
final FY 2002-03 budget decisions by the end of June 2003.  
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Bu i ld i n g tr ust  
 
The April 2 Board action set the minimum conditions for the process going forward, 
sanctioning the understandings that had emerged through the conversations and 
negotiations that took place in February and March between the Community Planning 
Group, DPSS, the CAOÕs office, and representatives of the New Directions Task Force. 
What was not clear, however, even after the April 2 Board action, was whether the 
different stakeholders would develop sufficient trust with each other to actually go 
through the process.  
 
Trust issues are paramount in any complex negotiation or deliberation process. To write 
this, however, does not help others understand the complexity and particularity of these 
issues. In this process, history, both recent and years old, made developing trust 
complex and difficult.  
 
One dimension of the trust issue was the nature of the long-standing relationship 
between members of the Community Planning Group and DPSS. Many CPG members 
were advocates who had engaged in protracted struggles with the Department over 
myriad policy and implementation issues. These members and their DPSS counterparts 
entered the process with some degree of wariness about the intentions of the other. 
 
A more complex dimension of trust in this process related to the differing experiences of 
the planning process that had produced the LTFSS Plan, the forty-six projects which 
were now vulnerable because of the new budget realities. Many of the participants in 
this process, including significant numbers of the Community Planning Group and 
many of the County Department representatives, had participated extensively in the 
LTFSS planning process.  
 
For many of the County Department representatives, this process was a positive and 
hopeful experience. They viewed the LTFSS planning process, while not perfect, as a 
model for how County planning efforts should be conducted. They believed that 
community participation in this process was welcomed and supported, and that 
community participants significantly impacted the final array of funded projects.  
 
Members of the Community Planning Group, however, told a substantially different 
story about the LTFSS planning process. From their vantage point, community 
participation was largely symbolic. In particular, they felt that at the end of the LTFSS 
planning process, after an extensive community feedback process had made clear the 
priorities that should drive the LTFSS plan, a Òbehind closed doorsÓ process had taken 
place in which deals between various County Departments were struck to fund projects 
that were priorities for the County Departments but had been explicitly not supported 
by participants in the community feedback process. 
 
Given their perspective on the LTFSS planning process, members of the Community 
Planning Group began this process with deep skepticism about the openness of the 
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County participants in this process, including DPSS, the CAOÕs office, and the New 
Directions Task Force. 
 
This mistrust was amplified by a series of events in early February around the first 
response by DPSS and the CAOÕs office to the January 15 Board actions. In their January 
15 actions, the Board had requested that DPSS, the New Directions Task Force, and the 
CAO submit a short-term and long-term funding plan for the 46 LTFSS projects after 
soliciting feedback from the community.  
 
In early February, the Community Planning Group reached consensus on its first set of 
recommendations. For FY 2002-03, the CPG wanted more time. Members believed that 
a reasonable community feedback process would take at least 2 months. Given that the 
Board would not make final FY 2002-03 decisions until the end of June, the CPG 
advocated for a much more deliberate community input and review process for the FY 
2002-03 decisions, to produce a set of recommendations for the Board by early June. 
 
For the purposes of FY 2001-02 recommendations, the CPG divided the LTFSS projects 
into two groups: those projects that had already begun implementation, and those 
projects that had not yet begun implementation. For those projects that had already 
begun implementation, the CPG believed that judgment about continuing or 
discontinuing these projects should be made relative to FY 2002-03, and that the Board 
should allow them to continue for now. While the CPG had reservations about many of 
these currently implemented projects, they did not believe sufficient analysis could be 
done in time to make any meaningful decision for FY 2001-02. 
 
For the LTFSS projects that had not yet been implemented, the CPG developed a more 
nuanced position. The group advocated for immediate implementation of LTFSS 
projects 14 and 15, both providing support to homeless families, and Overcoming 
Barriers to Vehicle Access, a non-LTFSS CalWORKs program to help families afford car 
repairs so they could have a reliable source of transportation for work. For all other non-
implemented LTFSS projects, the CPG took no position on whether implementation 
should begin in FY 2001-02 or not. The CPG also had reservations about many of these 
currently non-implemented projects, but again, they did not believe sufficient analysis 
could be done in time to make any meaningful decision for FY 2001-02. So their official 
position on these projects was Òno position.Ó 
 
CPG presented their positions and rationale at two special meetings of the New 
Directions Task Force, on February 6 and February 11. These two meetings had been 
called specifically to address the BoardÕs request for DPSS, the New Directions Task 
Force, and the Chief Administrative Officer to develop short-term and long-term plans 
for funding Long-Term Family Self-Sufficiency plan projects. 
 
While these meetings were somewhat disjointed, at the February 11 meeting, the Task 
Force took a vote on three recommendations: 

 
ÒFour not-yet-implemented LTFSS projects and the car repair component of 
the Phase I I  CalWORKs Transportation Plan should proceed immediately. 
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The projects are 14 (Transitional Support for Homeless CalWORKs Families), 
15 (Emergency Assistance to Prevent Eviction), 19 (Services for Emancipated 
Foster Youth Who are Parents) and 26 (Safe Places for children in non-school 
and weekend hours). Implementation plans should be submitted immediately 
for Board approval, and the projects should be implemented as soon as 
possible thereafter. 

 
ÒAll LTFSS projects that have already been implemented should proceed for 
the duration of FY 01/ 02. 

 
ÒFunding recommendations regarding all LTFSS projects for FY 02/ 03 and 
beyond should be developed by the NDTF, DPSS and the CAO through a 
process which includes continued solicitation of community input. These 
recommendations should be developed by June 15, 2002.Ó14 

 
All Task Force members who were present, including the interim Director for DPSS who 
chaired the New Directions Task Force meetings, and the representative from the CAOÕs 
office, voted in favor of the recommendations. 
 
The Community Planning Group representatives were elated. The Task Force had 
embraced all of the CPG positions. While the CPG had reservations about LTFSS 
Projects 19 and 26, they accepted the Task ForceÕs decision on these projects, 
particularly in light of the BoardÕs request for special consideration of these projects. 
Since the interim Director of DPSS chaired the New Directions Task Force meetings, 
and he and the CAOÕs representative had voted in favor of the recommendations along 
with all of the other members of the Task Force, CPG members thought, ÒWeÕve got a 
deal.Ó 
 
Not quite, as it turned out.  
 
In the February 15, 2002 letter submitted to the Board by the Interim Director of DPSS, 
the Director stated that DPSS and the CAO concurred with all of the New Directions 
Task Force recommendations except the recommendations to fund the Car Repairs 
program, and LTFSS Projects 14, 15, 19, and 26. These recommendations, the letter 
argued, should be delayed pending the more substantive review for the FY 2002-03 
recommendations. 15 
 
Delegates from the Community Planning Group were stunned. What most upset the 
CPG representatives, and many New Directions Task Force representatives as well, was 
that the DPSS Interim Director and the CAO representative had voted for the New 
Directions Task Force recommendations at the February 11 meeting, and then 
subsequently developed a position counter to the New Directions Task Force 
recommendations. This turn of events reinforced the Community Planning Group 
membersÕ perception of the LTFSS planning processÑ that no matter what agreements 
emerged in the public process, Òbehind closed doorsÓ conversations subsequent to the 
public process would be where the ÒrealÓ decisions would get made. These developments 



One Story of What Happened  Page 12 

 

A First Step Toward Inclusive Governance? 
An Analysis of the CalWORKs Prioritization Process 

also seeded doubts among many of the New Directions Task Force representatives about 
the intention of the CAO and DPSS in relationship to the FY 2002-03 deliberations.  
 
By the time of the April 2 Board actions, however, several additional developments had 
helped the Community Planning Group and some of the more skeptical New Directions 
Task Force members develop enough trust in the process to continue to pursue it. First, 
the response the CPG received from a number of the Board Deputies about the 
DeputiesÕ, and more importantly the SupervisorsÕ, sincere interest in a meaningful 
community outreach and feedback process helped enormously.  
 
Equally important, a new permanent DPSS Director had assumed the leadership of the 
Department from the Interim Director. The budget crisis confronting DPSS (and the 
rest of the County) was not the Interim DirectorÕs doing; forces well beyond the control 
of the Department had conspired to produce the looming budget shortfall. Nevertheless, 
the Interim Director had become personally identified with this crisis, and had lost the 
trust of critical constituencies throughout the system, including the Board of 
Supervisors. The change in leadership raised the hopes of members of all of the 
stakeholder groups that a less politically murky and more focused process for the FY 
2002-03 deliberations would be possible. At the same time, this transition in leadership 
also introduced new trust issues: the new Director was unknown to, and did not have 
working relationships with, many of the stakeholders. 
 
While trust issues were most pronounced between the Community Planning Group and 
other stakeholders in the process, they also affected other relationships as well, 
including relationships between different Department representatives, some of whom 
had lead responsibility for various projects and programs that would be vulnerable to 
recommendations to reduce or eliminate funding.  
 
So the April 2 Board action, and the web of understandings that it helped sanction, set 
the framework for the process that was to unfold, but it was a fragile framework, given 
the multiple trust issues that existed among the stakeholder groups.  
 
The pr ocess begi ns  
 
On May 1, representatives from each of the five stakeholder groups who had been 
designated as the leads for their groups met officially for the first time to begin the 
conversation about what data DPSS and the CAOÕs office would present as part of Step 1, 
and to map out the Step 3 process in detail.  
 
During this meeting, several contentious issues emerged for the group to resolve. The 
first issue involved another dimension of the scope of the recommendations: 
specifically, how much of the draft budget that DPSS had already developed for FY 
2002-03 should be taken as beyond the scope of the recommendations process. The 
Leads agreed to postpone resolution of this issue until later in the process. The second 
issue was the need for a revised timeline for the process, an issue the Leads resolved 
relatively easily.  
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The major issue of contention involved who would actually participate in the process, 
and who would submit the report to the Board. 
 
The CPG wanted to insure that all five groups were at the table as equals, and that all 
decisions would be made at that one table. Their fear, based on their perception of what 
had occurred during the original LTFSS process, and on their experience around the FY 
2001-02 recommendations earlier in the year, was that the five stakeholders would 
reach agreement on a set of recommendations, and then another process would occur 
where the DPSS Director and the CAO would reach agreement that differed from the 
consensus recommendations and then submit a report to the Board that reflected their 
agreement and not the consensus recommendations. To prevent that, the CPG argued 
that the DPSS Director and the CAO should attend every meeting of the Step 3 process, 
and that once agreement was reached on what recommendations would go to the Board, 
that one letter should be submitted to the Board outlining these recommendations, 
signed by the delegates from all five stakeholder groups.  
 
DPSS delegates responded that it was unrealistic to expect the Director to attend every 
meeting in the process; the CAOÕs delegates echoed the same sentiment. The groups 
resolved this issue by agreeing that the CAO and the Director would attend the last 
negotiating session, and would declare where they were on any positions reached. 
Further, the group agreed that the facilitator would oversee the writing of the final 
report, and would be charged with insuring that the report accurately reflected the 
positions of all five groups, particularly where the groups had not reached consensus on 
particular recommendations.  
 
The remaining issue was who would submit the actual report to the Board. DPSS 
believed that the report had to formally come from the CAO, the DPSS Director, and 
New Directions (also chaired by the DPSS Director), because the April 2 action by the 
Board had specifically requested that these 3 bodies submit the report to the Board. 
Delegates from the Community Planning Group, New Directions Task Force, and the 
Public Social Services Commission argued to submit the report with anything less than 
the signatures of the 5 groups would relegate the Ònon-signingÓ groups to a secondary 
status in the process. 
 
At the end of the meeting, the groups reached agreement that there would be one report 
with 5 signatures. The delegates from the CAOÕs office and from DPSS, however, made it 
clear that they had to take these recommendations back to the CAO and to the DPSS 
Director to get their agreement. The meeting ended with all of the delegates expressing 
hopefulness about the progress made during the meeting, and about the trust beginning 
to emerge among the Leads. 
 
This hopefulness was short-lived. The Leads were scheduled to meet the following week. 
Prior to the meeting, the DPSS Leads informed the group that the Director had 
approved all of the proposals except one: he had rejected the recommendation to have 
one report with five signatures. His position, ultimately also embraced by the CAO, was 
that the Board of Supervisors had specifically requested a report from the CAO and from 
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the Director of DPSS, because he was both DPSS Director and the Chair of the New 
Directions Task Force.  
 
I t seems almost inconceivable now, given the three cycles of the process that have since 
transpired, that the entire process threatened to unravel because of this issue. The 
solution was relatively simple, ultimately. The groups agreed that there would be one 
report, signed by all five stakeholder groups, and that a cover letter submitting that 
report would be signed only by the DPSS Director and the CAO. The drama that 
unfolded around this issue, however, including the CPG delegates boycotting a 
subsequent meeting of the Leads, and some Òshuttle diplomacyÓ between separate 
meeting rooms by the facilitator, revealed the deep mistrust and skepticism that had 
defined the working relationships for many of the stakeholders.  
 
Still, by mid-May, the Leads had agreed to the framework for the process, DPSS staff 
were busy compiling the Step 1 data, the Community Planning Group was overseeing the 
Step 2 community outreach process, and each of the delegations were holding meetings 
to prepare for the Step 3 process. No one knew what to expect from this process, but the 
groups had established enough trust with one another, and the stakes were sufficiently 
high, that they had all committed to reaching Step 3 and seeing what would happen.  
 
The f i r st r ound  r esu l ts  
 
So what happened? 
 
After three intense, exhausting weeks of intra-group and inter-group exploration and 
negotiation, the five stakeholder groups reached consensus on recommendations for 
over 90% of the dollars on the table. Another way of framing the consensus reached: the 
five stakeholder groups reached complete consensus on funding recommendations for 
78 of 100 programs and services, partial consensus on another 7 (meaning that all 
groups agreed funding should be allocated, but disagreed on the amount), and diverged 
on recommendations for 15 programs and services.  
 
The recommendations from the stakeholder groups, both the consensus 
recommendations and the divergent recommendations, were organized into a final 
report signed by all five stakeholder groups, and submitted with a cover letter signed by 
the DPSS Director and the CAO.  
 
In a subtle but no less notable statement of support for the process, when the DPSS 
Director fi led his official budget document several days later, he did not use that 
document to further advocate for the DPSS recommendations in the final report. 
Instead, he urged the Board to review the entire final report, including the positions and 
rationales articulated in the divergent recommendations section, and then to reach its 
own conclusion.  
 
Which is just what the Board did. When the Board made its final decisions at the end of 
June, it adopted all of the consensus recommendations, and charted its own path on the 
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divergent recommendations, sometimes siding with one or another of the stakeholders, 
sometimes crafting a position different from any taken by the five groups.  
 
The subsequent r oun ds of  del i ber ati ons  

 
There have been two more iterations of the process since June 2002; a mid-fiscal year 
process between January and February 2003 to develop mid-course recommendations 
for FY 2002-03; and another process from mid-May to early June 2003 to develop FY 
2003-04 recommendations.  
 
The process used in each of these subsequent iterations paralleled the original process: 
delegates from the five stakeholder groups, meeting in both intra-group and inter-group 
sessions, examined data compiled by DPSS and the CAOÕs office on program 
performance and budget realities, reviewed the priorities that had emerged from the 
Step 2 community outreach process in May 2002, and made recommendations to the 
Board of Supervisors about how to allocate available funding for CalWORKs services 
and LTFSS initiatives, along with other priorit ies the Board had named. 
 
The scope of these two deliberations was considerably narrower than the June 2002 
deliberations, in part because of instructions from the Board, in part because fewer 
dollars were available to the County, and in part due to agreement among the 
stakeholder groups.  
 
For the February 2003 recommendations, the stakeholders had $15.7 million to allocate 
for the remainder of FY 2002-03. They reached consensus on recommendations totaling 
$14.9 million, or 95% of the available funding. In the June 2003 recommendations, the 
stakeholders had $45 million to allocate for FY 2003-04. They reached consensus on 
recommendations totaling $44.5 million, or 99% of the available funding.  
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DI D TH E PROCESS SUCCEED? 
 
This is not a simple question, and its answer depends largely upon what measures of 
success are assessed. 
 
Objecti ve m easur es of  success 
 
One measure of success: the Board of Supervisors has now authorized three more 
iterations of the process, including a round of deliberations to commence in May or 
June 2004.  
 
A second measure: of the $229,400,000 under consideration by the stakeholder groups 
in the three iterations of the process that have taken place thus far, the groups reached 
consensus on recommendations totaling $213,433,950, or 93% of the total dollars 
available.  
 
A third measure of success: the Board adopted over 99% of the consensus 
recommendations, and where there was divergence among the stakeholders, the Board 
fashioned its own response to the issues, sometimes embracing the perspective of some 
of the groups, sometimes choosing the perspective of others of the groups, sometimes 
seeking to reconcile the divergent interests, and sometimes choosing a path not 
imagined by any of the groups.  
 
A fourth measure: The official comments entered into the record by the Supervisors 
following their action on the first set of recommendations from the prioritization 
process in June 2002 struck a very different tone than had echoed through that first 
meeting on January 15th. Typical of the comments from that June 2002 session was this 
quote: 
 

The Community Planning Group, the Public Social Services Commission, New 
Directions Task Force, DPSS, and the CAO have been meeting long days, 
evenings, and weekends to prioritize the many programs that benefit the lives of 
CalWORKs participants. . . . This stakeholders group is to be commended for 
their diligence, fairness, and compassion in making the tough choices before 
presenting their recommendations to this Board.16 

 
These measures certainly document the SupervisorsÕ support for, and benefit from, the 
process. Moreover, given the conflicts and contentiousness that marked the beginning of 
this process, and the multiple trust issues that colored the early stages of the groupsÕ 
work together, the level of consensus achieved through the three rounds of deliberations 
is remarkable.  
 
A different measure of success would ask: did the process produce better decisions by 
the Board than would have otherwise occurred? There is, of course, no way to 
objectively answer this question, in part because there is no way to know what decisions 
the Board would have made absent this process.  
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A different answer to this question could emerge from an examination of the results 
achieved by the funded programs, but, unfortunately, there is sti ll very litt le data with 
which to assess the measurable benefit to children and families as a result of the funded 
programs and services. LA County has made great strides towards embracing the 
discipline of results-based accountability, particularly for programs serving children and 
families, and yet the County is sti ll a long way from having consistent, reliable, timely 
data upon which to make program and budget decisions. In 1999 when the LTFSS 
projects were approved, each project identified which of the five County outcomes17 it 
would impact, and the measures it would track for its program population in order to 
assess its benefit to that population. When delegates began to review the Step 1 data on 
these and other programs and services, however, they discovered how little data exists 
to document even the work or effort associated with these programs and services, to say 
nothing of their effect on children and families.  
 
What we do know, however, is that this process created a politically viable way for the 
Board to make very difficult budget choices, including choices to stop funding programs 
they had previously supported.  
 
Subj ecti ve per cepti ons  an d assessm ents  of  success 
 
Beyond these objective measures of success, there are the perceptions of success among 
the five stakeholder groups. An analysis of these perceptions, and in particular where 
these perceptions differ, yields a more nuanced response to this question of success.  
 
Individual and small group interviews were conducted for the purposes of this report 
between the different rounds of deliberations. In these interviews, perceptions clearly 
varied both within and between stakeholder groups. While members from all of the 
stakeholder groups expressed some reservations about how the process unfolded, 
Community Planning Group members were clearly the most critical of the process and 
its results. This skepticism was perhaps most evident immediately after the submission 
of the June 2002 recommendations, when the CPG produced a minority report for the 
Board, outlining in greater detail the conclusions they drew from the Step 2 process data 
and the rationale for some of their divergent recommendations. But members remained 
doubtful about the process and its impact even after the conclusion of the third round of 
deliberations, when the groups had achieved consensus on recommendations affecting 
99% of the available dollars.  
 
The sources of the CPG leadersÕ skepticism are varied, and the divergence that continues 
to exist between their perceptions of the process, and the perceptions of County 
Department representatives18 in particular, may be instructive for others wanting to 
facilitate similar community-County deliberations. What accounts for the divergence of  
perspective on the success of this process between members of the Community Planning 
Group and the County Department representatives? At least four factors, including: 

¯  The history and experience of on-going relationships;  
¯  The expectation of backroom deals; 
¯  The varying degrees of belief and investment in systems changes; and 
¯  The difference in accountability to the Board of Supervisors. 
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The history and experience of on-going relationships 

 
As noted previously, all of the leaders of the CPG have long-standing relationships with 
DPSS and other County Departments, and many of these leaders are often engaged in 
hard-fought struggles with County officials over policy and implementation issues. No 
one experience, no matter how positive, could completely shift perceptions of either 
CPG members or County Department representatives that had developed over years of 
interactions primarily as adversaries. 
 

The expectation of backroom deals 
 
The events that unfolded in February 2002 around the development of the FY 2001-02 
recommendationsÑwhere CPG members thought they had a deal following the New 
Directions Task Force vote, only to see several days later a very different message 
delivered to the Board by the then Director of DPSS and the CAOÑreinforced a 
perception that Òbackroom dealsÓ would always trump whatever decisions emerged 
from the process where community members had been invited to participate. That many 
County Department representatives, including New Directions Task Force members, 
were equally disturbed by this turn of events, was appreciated by CPG members, but did 
not alter their fundamental perception as they began this process.  
 
 The varying degrees of belief and investment in systems change 
 
A third source of divergence in the perceptions between CPG members and County 
Department representatives is more complex. 
 
County Department representatives, in their day-to-day work and in any process like the 
CalWORKs prioritization process, orient first to the County system of services and 
supports for which they are responsible. Their focus is on helping to evolve the County 
service system to be more effective in supporting children and families.  
 
For CPG leaders, however, their primary focus is on the families and networks of 
neighborhood and community representatives whom they serve, and to whom they are 
accountable. For these family, neighborhood, and community representatives, much of 
what unfolds within the County services system is invisible, and often perceived as 
irrelevant.  
 
The County Department representatives and the CPG leaders who participate in 
processes like the CalWORKs prioritization process are Òbridge people,Ó spanning the 
often considerable distance that exists between the County services system and the 
families and communities the system serves. The County Department representatives 
and the CPG leaders meet in the middle, seeking to bridge the differences in 
perspectives, priorities, and orientations of their different constituencies. At the end of 
the day, however, County Department representatives go back to their departments to 
be held accountable by the leadership within those Departments, and CPG leaders 
report back to the families and communities they serve.19 
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This difference in focus rippled throughout the CalWORKs prioritization process. For 
example, the County Department representatives believe that the process which gave 
birth to the original Long-Term Family Self-Sufficiency plan in 1999 was a remarkable 
step forward for the County system. These representatives, many of whom helped design 
and implement the 1999 process, are rightly proud of the significant commitment this 
design process made to engaging community leaders and families in setting priorities 
for, and in some instances developing, many of the LTFSS projects.  
 
Most of the CPG leaders also participated in the LTFSS design process, engaging myriad 
families and community representatives in articulating their needs and priorities for the 
plan, and participating themselves in countless design and feedback meetings. What the 
CPG leaders focused on from their experience of the design process was the number of 
projects that made it into the final LTFSS plan even though families had consistently 
rejected those projects as priorities. Many of the CPG leaders concluded that the process 
that birthed the LTFSS plan was just was more of the same: County Departments 
looking out for their own programmatic interests, or their own perceptions of what 
families needed, above the needs expressed directly by families and communities.  
 
This divergence played out even more dramatically at the beginning of the CalWORKs 
prioritization process. County Department representatives are painfully familiar with 
the vagaries of State and County budget processes; they understand how quickly a shift 
in political or economic realities can wreak havoc on program budgets. This is not true 
for many of the families and community representatives to whom the CPG leaders 
report. When CPG leaders began conversations out in neighborhoods and communities 
about the CalWORKs prioritization process, they had to start with why there was now a 
massive projected budget shortfall. A lot of the families in these conversations wanted to 
know where the money had gone: ÒIt was here a few years ago, and we were invited to 
dream about what would really make a difference in our lives, and now itÕs just gone? 
Who took it? Why is it always our programs that get cut?Ó The frustration of these 
families and community representatives was intense, and was sometimes directed at the 
CPG leaders as the messengers.  
 
CPG leaders faced this anger and confusion regularly, and felt deep frustration because 
there was little they could say in response: the money was gone, and cuts were going to 
happen. Some County Department representatives, particularly those responsible for 
implementing specific programs, also had to have these painful conversations with 
families, but this was a regular experience for virtually every CPG leader.  
 
County Department representatives know how different the LTFSS design process was 
from other, previous County feedback processes, and they had faith that the CalWORKs 
prioritization process would build on this progress. Even with the pain of the budget 
cuts that these County Department representatives experienced, they could sti ll  focus on 
the progress the CalWORKs prioritization process represented for their systems change 
agenda. For CPG leaders, no matter how well the CalWORKs prioritization process 
went, no matter how much the system might evolve because of it, at the end of the day, 
they were sti ll going to have to return to their communities and explain again how many 
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programs were going to be cut, and how many families would not be able to access 
services they had come to depend on. Of course these groups would experience the 
process differently, in some ways regardless of what actually happened in the process. 20 
 
 The difference in accountability to the Board of Supervisors 
 
A fourth source of the divergence in perspective about the prioritization process stems 
from a key difference in accountability: if CPG leaders felt acutely accountable to 
families and community representatives, County Department representatives, 
particularly DPSS and CAO representatives, felt acutely accountable to the Board of 
Supervisors. At the end of each phase of the CalWORKs prioritization process, it would 
be the CAO and the Director of DPSS who would be before the Board of Supervisors 
explaining the budget recommendations and their ramifications. Consequently, the 
DPSS and CAO representatives felt acute pressure, particularly during the first iteration 
of the process, to reach agreement with each other on their recommendations before the 
final report was submitted to the Board.  
 
This pressure felt by the CAO and DPSS delegates to reconcile their recommendations, 
and the tight timeline for the first iteration of the process, created a distortion21 in the 
process that ultimately affected the perceptions and experiences of the different 
stakeholders.  
 
What was this distortion? 
 
Most of the time and energy spent in the first iteration of the prioritization process was 
dedicated to intra-group work, not inter-group work. Given the sheer volume of data 
that the stakeholder groups had to process from Steps 1 and 2, and the complexity of the 
choices the groups had to make, delegates from each of the stakeholder groups had to 
spend countless hours coming to agreement among themselves about their 
recommendations before they could fruitfully engage the delegates from the other 
stakeholder groups. In fact, of all of the meetings that occurred during the first iteration 
of the process, there was only one meeting, five days before the report was due to the 
Board, when the delegates from all of the stakeholder groups were present and prepared 
to engage with one another around their recommendations. This was the last full 
delegates meeting of the first iteration of this process, and the only meeting where the 
DPSS Director and the CAO were present.  
 
During this eight-plus hour meeting, stakeholder groups explored where they had 
reached consensus, and where they sti ll diverged in their recommendations about the 
available funding. The groups took multiple breaks during this meeting, processing the 
latest proposal from one or another of the groups, and calculating the impact of the 
proposal on their original recommendations and priorities. During many of these intra-
group huddles, delegates from the CAOÕs office and DPSS caucused to compare notes, 
seeking agreement among themselves about their positions and their responses to the 
various proposals coming forward.  
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From a systems perspective, this behavior was perfectly understandable. As the two 
entities who would ultimately be held accountable for the budget recommendations to 
the Board, the CAO and DPSS were highly motivated to reach agreement, and the 
timeline and complexity of the process had afforded the delegates from these two groups 
little time to have their own off-line conversations before this meeting. From the other 
delegatesÕ perspective, however, particularly the delegates from the Community 
Planning Group, this looked and felt like collusion between the two most powerful 
groups in the process. In interviews that followed this phase of the process, Community 
Planning Group delegates repeatedly returned to this meeting and the behavior of the 
DPSS and CAO delegates as evidence that not much was different about this process.  
 
With more time, even one more meeting, delegates could have more fully explored the 
reasoning behind the initial recommendations brought forward by each group. Such 
exploration would have, at a minimum, helped each group more accurately understand 
the reasoning and perspectives of the other groups, and may have produced more 
innovative and shared responses to the dilemmas confronting the groups as a whole.  
 
For all of these reasons, thenÑ the long-standing and often contentious relationships 
between CPG members and the Departments; the events surrounding the FY 2001-02 
recommendations; the different orientations of CPG delegates and County Department 
representatives towards systems change initiatives; the divergent perspectives on the 
LTFSS design process; the dynamics between the CAO and DPSS delegates in the 
context of an excruciatingly compressed timelineÑ the perspectives of the CPG delegates 
and County Department representatives on the success of the process varied 
significantly, particularly after the first iteration of the process and even after the third 
iteration.  
 

A final point: The divergence in perspective among other stakeholders  
 
While the divergence in perspectives was most pronounced between the CPG delegates 
and the County Department representatives, this was not the only axis of divergence. 
Divergence also existed between DPSS representatives and New Directions Task Force 
delegates. One of the dynamics present throughout this process was the relationship 
between DPSS and other County Departments. Through this process, representatives 
from other County Departments who were members of the New Directions Task Force 
delegation were sanctioned to analyze and make recommendation to the Board 
regarding DPSSÕ proposed FY 2002-03 and FY 2003-04 budgets at an unprecedented 
level of detail. At the same time, DPSS was often making recommendations about 
continuing or discontinuing programs for which other County Departments were the 
lead agencies. These realities, and the dynamics that flowed from them, created a 
heightened sense of vulnerability for DPSS delegates and the County delegates of the 
New Directions Task Force, resulting in awkward and sometimes strained dynamics 
between various Department representatives.  
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W H AT H ELPED TH E PROCESS SUCCEED?  
 
As explored in the previous section, whether or not the process is judged to have 
succeeded depends upon what measures are used to assess success. To the extent that 
the process did succeed, however, by whatever measure used, what enabled it do so? 
 
The r ol e of  th e Boar d of  Super vi sor s and  th e Boar d Deputi es 
 
The role played by the Supervisors was essential to the process. The Board sanctioned 
the process, and retained ultimate authority over the result: that is, the stakeholders 
developed recommendations for the Board, but the Board was the ultimate decision-
maker. By removing the ultimate decision-making authority from the stakeholder 
groups, the Board helped equalize the power of the stakeholder groups in the process. 
Although the CPG and others perceived DPSS and the CAO as holding more power in 
the process than the other groups, imagine the result had DPSS or the CAO also had had 
ultimate decision-making authority over the recommendations. The power imbalance 
between the stakeholders under that scenario would likely have discouraged other 
stakeholders, particularly the CPG, from participating at all.  
 
Moreover, by accepting all of the June 2002 consensus recommendations from the 
stakeholder groups, and forging its own way on the divergent recommendations without 
consistently favoring one groupÕs perspective over another, the Board demonstrated its 
belief in the legitimacy of the process. Had the Board rejected many of the consensus 
recommendations, either on its own or because of the lobbying by multiple groups 
outside of the process, such action would have undermined the credibility of the 
process, and likely discouraged several of the stakeholder groups from participating in 
any subsequent deliberations.  
 
Board deputies also played a crucial role in this process, particularly in the first 
iteration. Throughout February, March, and April 2002, when the various stakeholder 
groups were assessing whether they would participate and under what conditions, 
several Board Deputies offered steadfast support for this process, and in particular, for 
the full participation of the Community Planning Group. The DeputiesÕ consistent 
advocacy for this process helped convince the Community Planning Group, and 
members from several of the other stakeholder groups as well, that this would not be a 
process Òjust for show,Ó that the Board really wanted the input that would come from the 
deliberations of the five stakeholder groups.  
 
The cont r i bu ti ons  f r om  th e f i ve sta keholder  gr oups 
 
Each of the five stakeholder groups made vital contributions to the process without 
which the process could never have continued through three rounds of inter-group 
deliberations.  
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DPSS 
 
No part of this process could have usefully gone forward without the support and 
dedication of DPSS leadership and staff. The willingness of the new DPSS Director to 
invest his staffÕs time in this process, and the willingness of DPSS staff to engage openly 
with other stakeholders in the exploration of the DepartmentÕs budget, were crucial 
components of this process.  
 
So too was the Department staffÕs work to provide multiple categories of data on very 
short notice. Many of the stakeholders, DPSS staff included, grew frustrated at the lack 
of quality data measuring the impact that the various programs and services under 
consideration had on children and families, but DPSS staff readily provided whatever 
data they had available to them.  
 
The expertise provided by DPSS staffÑconcerning the DepartmentÕs budget, the various 
funding streams in play, the particular programs under consideration, and the many 
political and policy dimensions of the deliberationsÑwas essential. None of the 
stakeholder groups could have reached their individual conclusions about priorities, let 
alone understood the choices of other groups, without the content knowledge and 
expertise shared by DPSS staff.  
 
Finally, the willingness of the DPSS Director to respect the outcome of each of the 
iterations of the process, and to submit reports to the Board encouraging them to 
embrace the consensus recommendations and to reach their own conclusions on the 
issues where the stakeholder groups had not reached consensus, demonstrated his belief 
in the legitimacy of the process, and helped other stakeholder groups deepen their trust 
in the Director, DPSS generally, and the process. 
 
These contributions by DPSS leadership and staff are even more remarkable when set 
against the political context of that time. I t may be hard to appreciate now, almost two 
years after that January 15 Board meeting, how vulnerable DPSS staff felt in the face of 
the criticism and anger expressed publicly by the Supervisors, and often whispered by 
others. In the face of such criticism, large organizations often respond by closing rank, 
becoming more insular and protected, not less. That DPSS consistently chose a different 
path in this process was crucial for whatever success this process achieved, and more 
importantly, was testimony to the character and commitment of the individuals who 
represented the Department. 
 

The Community Planning Group 
 
The contributions of the Community Planning Group to this process were myriad. First, 
the existence of the group provided a forum for multiple community organizations and 
representatives to come together to explore their differences, struggle over the choices 
before them, and reach agreement about their priorities. Given the severe time 
constraints of this process, the work of the Community Planning Group to develop and 
articulate a unified community perspective created a much more powerful and 
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influential community presence in each phase of this process than would likely have 
emerged through any other vehicle. 
 
The Step 2 community outreach process itself was extraordinary. In three weeks time, 
the CPG oversaw an outreach process that reached into every corner of the County, 
surveying almost 9000 families and conducting 27 focus groups. This outreach effort 
and the data it generated, summarized in the report Running Out of Time, significantly 
determined the initial recommendations drafted by the Community Planning Group, 
and influenced a large number of the consensus recommendations forwarded to the 
Board in all three iterations of the prioritization process. This outreach effort also 
influenced the design of subsequent outreach efforts by the SPA/ AIC Councils, and 
more broadly, influenced the evolution of the Councils into vehicles for community 
engagement and community organizing strategies to impact the CountyÕs five outcomes.  
 
The impact of the CPG in this process clearly reflected the intra-group work of 
developing a unified community perspective, and the contributions of the Step 2 
community outreach effort. Equally important to the groupÕs impact, however, was the 
expertise and knowledge of CPG leaders about DPSS, the DepartmentÕs budget, and 
many of the programs and services under consideration. Delegates from all five groups 
increasingly came to rely on this expertise as the process unfolded. 
 
What made all of these contributions even more remarkable is that the Community 
Planning Group did not exist before February 2002. This group emerged between 
January and April 2002 from an intense series of deliberations among community 
advocates, leaders from the SPA/ AIC Councils, and other community representatives 
and leaders. While many participants in the CPG had relationships with one another 
that predated this process, this group was not a group before February 2002, and its 
various members often had very different instincts about priorities and process. That 
this group not only developed a coherent identity and voice, but also generated high 
quality work and advocacy in such a short period of time is an extraordinary 
achievement, and bears witness to the talent and commitment of the CPG leaders.22 
 
 The CAO 
 
Had at any time the CAO withdrawn his support and the support of his staff, the process 
would likely have unraveled. Instead, the CAO consistently demonstrated his support 
for the process, and in particular, for the full inclusion of the Community Planning 
Group in the process. The CAOÕs support was crucial, for instance, in finalizing the 
agreement that led to April decision by the Board to expand the scope of the process. 
The CAO staffÕs budget expertise, and willingness to question some of the initial budget 
assumptions put forward by DPSS, also increased the capacity of all of the stakeholders 
to understand and examine the DepartmentÕs budget with more precision and depth.  
 
The contribution of the CAOÕs staff was even more significant given the timing of the 
first iteration of this process. While delegates from this process were meeting 
incessantly in late May and early June 2002 to hammer out the first recommendations 
for the $168 million on the table, CAO staff were also working feverishly to finish the 
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entire County budget proposal for the Board that, in FY 2002-03 exceeded $16 billion, 
and included projected cuts of over $200 million.  
 
 The New Directions Task Force 
 
The contributions of the delegates from the New Directions Task Force can hardly be 
overstated. These delegates included representatives from the ChildrenÕs Planning 
Council, the Probation Department, the Department of Mental Health, the Health 
Department, the Department of Children and Family Services, the Department of 
Community and Senior Services, and the Department of Parks and Recreation. Virtually 
all of the delegates represented agencies or Departments that received funding through 
the LTFSS plan and other line items in the CalWORKs budget. Each of these delegates, 
therefore, before they engaged in the first conversation with other stakeholder groups, 
had to find a way to balance each of their individual organizational interests, with their 
charge to represent the collaborative interests of the New Directions Task Force as a 
whole. The intra-group work required of these delegates was intense, and essential for 
the ultimate progress made in every phase of the prioritization process. Had the intra-
departmental differences that ultimately got reconciled within the confines of the New 
Directions Task Force spilled out into the inter-stakeholder deliberations, consensus in 
this process would have been far less possible.  
 
Equally important, the New Directions Task Force delegates proved willing again and 
again to tend to the Òrelational field of trustÓ23 among the delegates from all of the 
stakeholder groups. For example, many of the New Directions Task Force delegates had 
personal relationships with the DPSS delegates. The process was particularly difficult 
for these two groups, as Departmental roles and perspectives created conflict among 
people who were used to working with each other as colleagues, sharing a common 
commitment to transforming the larger services system. DPSS delegates found 
themselves recommending cuts in programs led by New Directions Task Force 
delegates; Task Force delegates found themselves critiquing management and budget 
decisions made by the DPSS delegates or others within DPSS. The willingness of Task 
Force delegates in particular, and for key leaders within the DPSS delegation as well, to 
continue to tend to the trust and relationships among one another and within the larger 
group, even in the midst of the most complex conflicts of the process, was a crucial 
component of the success of this process.  
 
 The Commission for Public Social Services 
 
While this group was the last to join the process, being named a stakeholder group in April 2002 
after representatives from the other groups had already begun complex negotiations about how 
the process would unfold, Commission delegates nevertheless played a crucial role. Commission 
delegates consistently offered perspectives that integrated understanding of and sympathy for the 
myriad challenges confronting DPSS in administering the complex web of programs and 
initiatives for which it has responsibility, with a steadfast commitment to discern what was in the 
best interests of the children, families, and communities served by DPSS and the initiatives under 
consideration. Several Commission delegates also had personal relationships with CPG 
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delegates, and worked hard to support their continued engagement with the process at moments 
when CPG members were most discouraged about the process and its potential. 
 
 
The r ol e of  th e Chi l dr enÕs Planni ng  Counc i l  and  t he SPA/ AI C 
Counc i l s 
 
While not a separate stakeholder, the presence of the ChildrenÕs Planning Council was 
felt in every stage of the prioritization process. CPC helped make possible the emergence 
of the Community Planning Group, not only by advocating for such a group at one of the 
first DPSS public hearings in February 2002, but more crucially, by allocating resources 
to provide the facilitation and other staff support needed by the CPG in the early stages 
of its formation. CPC also paid for the production of the report Running Out of Time 
that summarized the data from the Step 2 community outreach effort.  
 
The Executive Director for CPC also leveraged the trust that CPC enjoyed from all the 
stakeholders in this process. She was in constant conversation with Board Deputies, 
Department Directors, and other key County and community leaders throughout the 
months of February, March, and April 2002, l istening to and responding to the concerns 
from the different groups and individuals, and seeking to build bridges of trust and 
shared commitment to the emerging framework for the prioritization process wherever 
possible. 
 
The SPA/ AIC Councils also played a crucial role in the early stages of this process. 
SPA/ AIC Council conveners and other leaders played key leadership roles within the 
CPG, and Council staff and volunteers across the county made the Step 2 community 
outreach process possible. The numbers are worth repeating: almost 9000 surveys, and 
27 focus groups, all in multiple languages, in 3 weeks. Remarkable. 
 
The pr ocess desi gn  
 
The essential elements of the first iteration of the process that produced the FY 2002-03 
recommendations can be summarized as follows: 
 
1. Sanctioning of the process by the Board of Supervisors, including an official request 

for a report to be submitted to the Board by a given date containing 
recommendations for consideration in the FY 2002-03 budget cycle. 

 
2. A three-step framework 

¯  Step 1: Compile the relevant and available budget and program data from DPSS 
and the various programs and services under consideration; 

¯  Step 2: Conduct a broad-based community outreach effort to understand the 
needs and priorities of CalWORKs and other low income families; and 

¯  Step 3: Convene regular intra- and inter-group meetings of delegates from all five 
stakeholder groups to process the data from Steps 1 and 2 and work to reach 
consensus on recommendations to the Board. 
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3. Facilitation and staff support provided to the Community Planning Group to assist in 

the creation of the group, and in the development of recommendations that reflected 
the multiple interests of participants in the CPG. 

 
4. Regular meetings of the Leads from all of the stakeholder groups to resolve process 

and content issues delegated through the Step 3 inter-group meetings. 
 
5. Process design and facilitation support provided by a neutral facilitator for both the 

Step 3 inter-group sessions and the Leads meetings. 
 
6. A final report format, developed by the facilitator and approved by the delegates 

from all five stakeholder groups, that insured that the perspectives of all of the 
stakeholder groups would be accurately reflected to the Board, particularly on issues 
where the groups had not reached consensus. 

  
7. A review process for the final report that included email feedback from all delegates, 

and a face-to-face meeting by the Leads to make final changes and sign-off on the 
document before it was forwarded to the Board. 

 
These 7 elements were mostly present in each of the subsequent iterations of the 
process. The primary differences in the subsequent iterations of the process were: 
 

¯  The amount of money under consideration was much smaller; 
¯  The scope of projects and services under consideration was narrower, by 

agreement; 
¯  The CPG did not conduct another Step 2 outreach process; the groups relied on 

the data generated in the May 2002 community outreach effort to help guide 
their subsequent decision-making;  

¯  Most of the participants had participated in the first round of the process.  
 
In the individual and group interviews conducted for this paper, participants regularly 
highlighted one or more of these elements as key to building trust in the process. All of 
those interviewed identified outside facilitation, and the crafting of final reports that 
accurately reflected both the consensus and the divergence within the groups, as 
essential to the process.  
 
The cont extu al  an d r elati ona l  f i el d w i th i n LA Coun ty  
 
A less concrete, but no less important, factor that contributed to the success of this 
process involves the contextual and relational field24 that pervades and defines various 
networks of people and organizations dedicated to improving the lives of children and 
families in Los Angeles County.  
 
LA County is currently reaping the benefits of a robust web of relationships among 
people at multiple levels of action and responsibility, from neighborhood groups up to 
the CAOÕs office, who share a common history, a common language, and enjoy sufficient 
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levels of trust to engage in creative, collective action. This is no small achievement for 
any community, but it is a staggering achievement for a County as large and diverse as 
Los Angeles. 
 
Some of the dimensions of the shared history that feeds the contextual and relational 
field within the County include the previous and on-going efforts to:  
 

¯  Support the Los Angeles Roundtable for Children and to birth the ChildrenÕs 
Planning Council;  

¯  Develop and secure the Board of Supervisors adoption of the five outcomes for 
children and families;  

¯  Create and support the adoption of the eight Service Planning Areas (SPAs);  
¯  Support the emergence of councils for each of the eight SPAs and the American 

Indian ChildrenÕs Council; 
¯  Develop the original Long-Term Family Self-Sufficiency plan;  
¯  Organize and sustain the New Directions Task Force; 
¯  Develop and sustain the Interagency Operations Group (IOG); 
¯  Birth the Proposition 10 (now First 5) Commission in LA County;  
¯  Draft and implement the Service Integration Action Plan; and 
¯  Develop indicators for the five outcomes, and more generally the work to make 

real the commitment to data-driven planning and decision-making. 
 
One of the significant dimensions of the current reality within LA County is that a 
critical mass of people working on behalf of children and families in the County share 
multiple dimensions of this history, and continue to engage with one another through 
multiple forums, including the ChildrenÕs Planning Council, the SPA/ AIC Councils, the 
New Directions Task Force, the IOG, and countless others. This shared history is 
helping to nurture a shared language and a shared story of how change should evolve 
within the CountyÑall cornerstones of the contextual and relational fieldÑ  that are 
present to support any change process that involves some portion of the people and 
groups who share this history. The majority of County and community leaders 
participating in the CalWORKs prioritization process are people who share this history, 
language, and story. 25 

_________________ 
 
 
Would this process be appropriate for other contexts in this County or in other counties? 
Could it succeed in other contexts? The last section of this paper explores these 
questions.  
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COUL D TH E PROCESS SUCCEED I N OTH ER CONTEX TS?  
 
The short answer is: maybe. 
 
A closer examination of some of the key elements outlined in the previous section will 
reveal the reasons for this contingent response.  
 
Sanc ti oni ng  th e pr ocess an d th e i ssue of  focus 
 
The Board had to sanction the CalWORKs prioritization process because the 
recommendations were about budget allocations, decisions that are ultimately the 
prerogative of the Board. By sanctioning the process, choosing not to participate in the 
actual deliberations, and retaining the ultimate decision-making authority over any 
recommendations that emerged from the process, the Board helped equalize the relative 
power of the various stakeholder groups in the process. 
 
A focus on program design, however, instead of budget allocations, could have 
potentially created a very different and far less stable dynamic. Design decisions are 
inherently more nuanced than decisions about resource allocations. A process to reach 
consensus on such nuances would likely be far more complex.  
 
Moreover, Departments retain authority over most program design issues. Had this 
process been about the design of the CalWORKs program, for example, ultimate 
authority for most of the decisions would have rested with the Director of DPSS, not the 
Board of Supervisors. DPSS staff would have been in a far more privileged position, 
making a consensus process far harder to sustain. Shifting the focus from resource 
allocation to program design would not necessarily insure the failure of the process, but 
such a focus would likely require even greater effort to develop shared understanding 
and acceptance of how decisions would be made, and what the authority of the 
stakeholder groups would be in such a process.  
 
A th r ee-ste p f r am ew or k  
 

Step 1: Compile the relevant and available budget and program data 
 
This is an essential element of any such process, and yet, more often than not, reliable 
data to assess the impact of the programs and services under consideration is 
unavailable. Continued commitments of financial and staffing resources by the Board, 
the CAO, and Department Directors are essential to develop both the technological 
capacity and the organizational will to secure the timely, reliable, meaningful data 
needed to guide effective program and budget decisions.  
 
In the absence of complete data, participants sti ll have to reach agreement about what 
data they can access, and how they will use that data in their deliberations. This 
conversation can be particularly difficult if groups have different perceptions of the 
relevance or the implications of the data.  
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Step 2: Conduct a broad-based community outreach effort 

 
The CalWORKs prioritization process benefited enormously from the community 
outreach effort organized and implemented by the CPG. As the SPA/ AIC Councils 
continue to develop their capacity to pursue more effective community engagement 
strategies, the potential increases for promising partnerships with County Departments 
who are increasingly motivated to pursue such strategies.26  
 
Such partnerships, however, if developed as part of an application of this process to 
another context, must be negotiated carefully. I f the SPA/ AIC Councils have one 
understanding of community engagementÑ to promote the capacity of communities and 
families to act and make decisions on their own behalfÑand County Departments have a 
different understanding of community engagementÑ to solicit feedback from individual 
families to County policymakers who will make the ultimate decisionsÑ these cross 
purposes may undermine potential efforts at collaboration. CPG leaders repeatedly 
expressed during the CalWORKs prioritization process how difficult it is for them to 
continue to solicit feedback from families and community leaders when there is no 
demonstrable evidence of how that feedback produces changes that these families and 
community leaders believe are essential.  
 

Step 3: Convene regular intra- and inter-group meetings of delegates 
from all stakeholder groups 

 
The intra- and inter-group delegatesÕ meetings were crucial components of the 
CalWORKs prioritization process. Given the expertise and familiarity of the delegates 
from all of the stakeholder groups with the issues under consideration, and the relatively 
focused scope of the inquiry, the process did not unravel in the face of the severely 
truncated process for examining the data from Steps 1 and 2.  
 
Had the issues been more complexÑe.g., the health care and financing crisis in LA 
CountyÑ the number of stakeholder groups far larger, and/ or the shared knowledge base 
less developed, delegates would have needed far more time to develop a shared 
understanding of the current reality before they could have begun the exploration of 
various recommendations.  
 
Even with the relatively simple focus of this process, delegates could have benefited 
from more time in the Step 3 process. A time deadline provided useful discipline in this 
process, but an unrealistically short timeline for processes such as these can make it 
difficult to achieve a level of ownership of the process, and a level of consensus for the 
recommendations, sufficient to provide the political credibility for the recommendation 
that the Board may be seeking.  
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Faci l i ta ti on and  sta f f  suppor t for  th e Com m uni ty  Planni n g 
Gr oup 
 
The Community Planning Group may not be the vehicle for engaging community 
representatives and leaders in a similar process focused on a different range of policy or 
budget issues. While the SPA/ AIC Councils have a broad range of policy priorities, many 
of the community advocates who participated in the CPG are primarily dedicated to 
issues related to welfare reform and economic supports for families and communities. I f 
the context was the child welfare system, for example, or the health care system, a 
different array of community advocates might join with a different configuration of 
SPA/ AIC Council leaders to participate in the process. 
 
The more general statement of this element of the CalWORKs prioritization process is 
this: if the process wants meaningful participation by community leaders and families, 
someone has to pay to support that work. Without the resources that CPC invested in 
the support of the CPG, the CPG could not have successfully completed the Step 2 
process, and likely would not have sufficiently to fully participate in the process. CPC 
had funds to serve as an ad hoc source of support. More reliable sources of financial 
support would likely be needed were the County to make a longer-term commitment to 
use processes like the CalWORKs prioritization process.  
 
Pr ocess desi gn and  faci l i ta ti on suppor t by a ne utr al  faci l i ta to r  
 
All of the stakeholder groups identified the need for this role in the process. The capacity 
of both the CPC and the IOG to quickly provide ad hoc financial resources to support the 
emergent need for facilitation was an essential, if virtually invisible, contribution to the 
process. Again, more reliable sources of financial support would likely be needed were 
the County to make a longer-term commitment to use processes like the CalWORKs 
prioritization process.  
 
One of the crucial aspects of successful facilitation is that the stakeholders trust the 
facilitator not to side with or privilege any one group or one perspective. Sometimes the 
word neutral is used to reflect this expectation, and sometimes the meaning of neutral 
is extended to suggest Ònot connected toÓ any of the stakeholders. In the CalWORKs 
prioritization process, the facilitator had worked with and for many of the stakeholders. 
He was connected in some way to almost all of the groups. What helped the facilitation 
succeed in this context was not the lack of connection to the stakeholders, but rather the 
facilitatorÕs understanding of the perspectives of the multiple groups, and his 
commitment to be Òon all sides.Ó 
 
The f i na l  r epor t for m at  
 
One of the key innovations of this process was the format of the final report (see the 
appendix for an excerpt from the June 2002 report to the Board). In this process, the 
facilitator wrote much of the initial final report to the Board, and oversaw every step of 
the development of the subsequent two final reports. Subsequent processes would not 
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necessarily require the facilitator to play this role, nor would these processes need to 
follow the report format developed here. What they will need to do, however, is insure 
that the perspectives of the multiple groups are conveyed clearly and accurately to the 
Board. This is crucial not only to help assure the various stakeholders that their 
perspectives will be heard by the Board, but also to assist the BoardÕs learning and 
decision-making around the issues where there is divergence.  
 
The cont extu al  an d r elati ona l  f i el d 
 
While this was not a design element of the prioritization process, it was an important 
factor supporting the successful design and implementation of the process. In contexts 
where shared meaning, history, and language are not as strong as they are among the 
many networks of people and organizations in LA County working on behalf of children 
and families, a process like the CalWORKs prioritization process may not succeed as 
well. Put differently, it is not clear whether this process could have occurred in LA 
County, much less succeeded to whatever extent it did, ten years ago. There may not yet 
have existed a strong enough contextual and relational field to support the process.  
 
The existence of such a field does not guarantee success, and its absence does not insure 
failure. But the presence of such a field enables far more complex group interactions to 
unfold, and the absence of such a field requires far more attention, and time, to be 
devoted to building the trust, relationships, and shared language and understanding 
necessary for these processes to succeed. Even now in LA County, there are some issues 
where such a process could only make progress, if at all, with a much more patient 
timeline, because the contextual and relational field is not yet strong.  
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FI NAL  REFLECTI ONS 
 
The CalWORKs prioritization process represented an innovative response by the Los 
Angeles County Board of Supervisors to a politically charged dilemma. Confronted with 
a massive budget shortfall in the CalWORKs program, and the prospect of having to 
drastically cut services to some of the CountyÕs most vulnerable families, Supervisors 
asked for guidance from key stakeholders, including DPSS, the CAO, other County 
Departments, the Commission, and a remarkable community coalition of regional 
planning bodies and community-based organizations.  
 
The resulting process generated substantial consensus on how to allocate a significantly 
diminished pool of funds for CalWORKs and related services. I t also began to model a 
structure for creating shared learning and engagement about a knotty set of budget and 
policy dilemmas among multiple stakeholders, even stakeholders who are traditional 
adversaries. The story and essential elements of the process are a useful starting place 
for policymakers and community representatives in LA County and elsewhere 
confronting similar policy and budget dilemmas. 
 
What the process did not do, and was not designed to do, was confront the underlying 
forces that created the budget shortfall. Many of these underlying forces reflect deep 
political dynamics within the larger community, and power dynamics between local 
governments and state and federal governments. Traditional budget and political 
processes rarely confront these larger dynamics, in part because stakeholders are often 
consumed by protracted struggles with each other about how to allocate the available 
resources. To the extent that processes like the CalWORKs prioritization process can 
help educate diverse stakeholders about their respective and mutual interests, and about 
the underlying forces generating the budget and policy dilemmas they confront, 
collaborative action to influence underlying political and power dynamics becomes 
possible. 
 
And perhaps this suggests a final measure of success to consider: over time, as 
participants and others look back on the CalWORKs prioritization process and its 
aftermath, will they conclude that the process facilitated or undermined deeper 
collaborative action? Beyond the particular decisions made, did the process contribute 
to the relational field that makes creative collaborative action possible, or did it weaken 
it? The answers to these questions are yet to be written; they will emerge as participants 
and others make decisions about whether to invest more of themselves in learning what 
the CalWORKs process sti ll has to teach, and in future efforts to facilitate broad-scale 
multi-sector action on behalf of children and families.  
 
Vaclav Havel wrote that Òhope is not the conviction that something will turn out well, 
but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out.Ó When the 
CalWORKs prioritization process began, participants believed that, despite whatever 
skepticism they held about whether the process could truly create a different way of 
doing business and making decisions, it made sense to try.  
 
I t sti ll does. 
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