
Confronting Poverty, COVID-19, and Social Isolation in 2020
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Dearest colleagues,

This past year brought so many people to the breaking point. Families struggled to make 

ends meet. Volunteers and staff gave everything they had. How can we go beyond 

supporting families during a crisis, to actually eliminating poverty in the long term? In the 

face of acute economic insecurity, Circles USA is strengthening our breakthrough solution.
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In their own words, our participants share about their journeys to achieving financial stability. 

Our volunteers reflect on what they are learning as well. To demonstrate the efficacy of the 

Circles model, we provide a sample of results.
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While maintaining social distance, our chapters discovered creative ways to build 

community and foster resilience. In consultation with a mental health expert, we developed 

best practices for creating safe spaces online through skilled facilitation. 

The concerns of 2020 added momentum to our community organizing efforts that address 

systemic change. A record number of Circles chapters participated in our nonpartisan civic 

participation campaign for voter education and voter turnout. Some chapters even hosted 

virtual dialogues with their local candidates for public office. Circles USA published a policy 

platform to further advance local, state, and federal actions to reduce poverty. We continued 

to pilot three large-scale efforts to create comprehensive poverty reduction systems. 

Thank you for reading this report and for your interest in Circles USA. We can and should 

end poverty, so let’s inspire a breakthrough in 2021!

All the best,

Jamie Haft 
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Circles USA’s mission is to inspire and equip families and communities to 

end poverty and thrive. Established in 1998 as a 501(c)3 nonprofit 

organization, we combine direct services with bold systematic change. 

Circles assists people as they work toward economic security and their 

overall well-being. 

For over 20 years, Circles USA has been building community to end 

poverty. We gather middle-income volunteers to come alongside 

families experiencing poverty. Surrounded by people who have landed 

jobs, negotiated a lease, or managed credit card debt, for example, 

people experiencing poverty achieve long-term financial stability and 

build their social capital.
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Beginning the End of Poverty

https://www.circlesusa.org/about/what-we-do/
https://www.circlesusa.org/about/what-we-do/


Circles USA is a growing grassroots 

network that supports families to

get out of poverty and removes

the barriers that stand in the way.

We currently have 79 Circles 

communities. In the United

States, our presence spans

20 states, 44 counties, and

20 cities with populations

of 100,000. There are 19

locations in Ontario, Canada. 
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Circles Community

Poverty Reduction Lab

Circles Participating State

https://www.circlesusa.org/get-involved/find-circles/


Through our chapters, individuals seeking to escape

poverty enter into intentional friendships with

volunteers. We call our participants the Circle

Leaders, and our volunteers the Allies. Chapters

host meetings weekly in-person or online to

support all aspects of each Circle Leader’s life,

from practical daily needs (such as reliable

transportation, job training, and financial

literacy) to lifelong values and practices

(such as physical health, emotional wellness,

and a sense of community connectedness).

Weekly meetings offer childcare and

educational programming for youth to

advance a two-generation approach

to poverty reduction.

Circles USA provides chapters with a

12-week curriculum and workbook to

support Circle Leaders as they achieve

their goals. Circles USA also provides

an extensive training program for

volunteers to challenge negative

stereotypes of poverty and foster

healthy relationships.

THE CIRCLES MODEL
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“Circles has perfectly prepared me for
my journey out of poverty.”

Even though I was born into generational poverty, I knew where I 

wanted to go with my life. I just didn’t know how to get there. My 

three children and I were receiving food stamps, and to make ends 

meet, I was working two to three jobs. It seemed like I was working all 

the time and there was no end to this pattern. One day, the principal 

at the school where I worked told me about Circles. She said it wasn’t 

a handout, but it could help me get out of my situation. At my first 

visit, I felt an instant connection. Everyone was personal and friendly. 

This welcoming atmosphere encouraged me to get started.

—Circles Volunteer
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“Poverty can happen to ANYONE. People from all different races and those from any financial or 
economic status are in poverty or have been at some point in their life. Sometimes life happens, and it 
can have a hard impact on our finances, which in turn could change our economic status.”
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“I want to encourage others who are 
experiencing the same challenges I had.”

When I started Circles, I was homeless. But I worked hard, started

a new career, and graduated from Circles. Now I give back as an 

ambassador to the community. It is not good enough that I made 

it. This is a struggle for so many people. People shouldn’t have to 

work three jobs and be homeless. They shouldn’t have to lose their 

childcare benefits or fall off any other cliff when something is just 

beginning to go right for them. I’m doing something about it!

“One of our participants was evicted from her apartment, taken to court by her landlord, and is now 
making a $1,500 payment she cannot afford. I was shocked that this can happen in our community. It 
seems so unjust. I'm trying to investigate it further and learn what rights renters have in our community. 
Many middle class people can’t imagine living with struggles like this. But that's part of the problem for 
people trying to move out of poverty—it's a community responsibility.” 

—Lori Miller 
Circles Putnam County 
Program Administrator 

TRANSFORMING LIVES

Amber 
Green Bay, WI

Reflections from Circles Volunteers and Staff
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“Circles opened the door to finding my 
passions and following my dreams.”

My family never worried about money until 2013 when my parents 

divorced. I was 14. This created some big changes for my mom, my 

brothers, and me. We went from a six-figure income to living on 

government assistance of a thousand dollars a month. It was hard 

for my mom to ask for help, but one day while at the local food 

bank, she heard about Circles and decided to give it a try. I wasn’t 

old enough to be with the adults, so I played games with the kids. 

After a while, I started to see a change in my mom. She saw how 

everyone at Circles was friendly and welcoming. Because everyone 

really cared about each other, she believed it was worth it to keep 

going. Once my mom completed the training and was matched 

with an Ally, she really started coming out of her shell—and so did I.

“I've educated people in the community about the Circles program, and based on my knowledge of the 
different resources in the community, I was able to connect several families who were struggling 
during the pandemic to resources in the community.”

—Circles Volunteer 
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“Because of Circles, I am becoming the parent
I want to be for my kids.” 

Circles has provided a place of stability for both me and my children. 

Even though I didn’t have loving and supportive parents as a child,

the director of my Circles chapter has modeled the kind of care

and concern I want to give my own children. Now I have the 

opportunity to do that for my kids and other Circle Leaders.
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Derby, KS

“I’ve witnessed the impact that Circles has on children and families. Everyone makes you feel 
welcome, like you’re a part of a family rather than a program, and that really means a lot. Support is 
everything. Even as a volunteer, I feel supported."

—Circles Volunteer
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https://www.circlesusa.org/research/lives-transformed/
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Participants are racially diverse, primarily female, and overcoming situational and generational poverty.
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Circles USA encourages participation for at least 18 months. Here’s a snapshot

of results from 681 participants in the U.S. who journeyed from registration

through training completion to 18 months.

RESULTS

12% 33% 44% 73%

Increase in income

At training completion
(12 weeks)

6 months 12 months 18 months after
training is completed

increase in
employment

(including 50% full-time
 and 14% part-time)

64%
 increase in education 

(including 23% graduate degrees, 
14% four-year degrees, and

29% certifications)

66%
increase in

home
ownership

34%

increase in reliable 

transportation

30%
Additionally, participants grow their social 
capital. At intake, participants struggled to 
name an emergency contact. At 18 months, 
participants could name more than three 
people to call on for support. 

Also by 18 months, participants typically achieve these gains:
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VIRTUAL CIRCLES DURING COVID-19

In response to COVID-19, Circles USA assisted its 

chapters in the U.S. and Canada in moving their

weekly in-person meetings to online platforms. 

Circles of Davis 
County in Clearfield, 
UT, kept their youth 
together online

Circles Palm Beach, FL, 
online graduation 

ceremony

Circles Canada hosted a children's holiday party online

Circles Canada delivered Canada Day 
care packages to participants with 
grocery gift cards, activities, and treats



New Circles chapters can be launched and facilitated 

completely online. Communities have the option of offering 

Circles in a hybrid format with digital and in-person gatherings. 

In communities where social distancing protocols allow it, 

chapters can offer in-person, small-group weekly meetings. 

Many chapters have seen an increase in participation during

the pandemic as families and individuals seek the sense of 

community and support that Circles provides. The Circles

model can coordinate extensive community support for the 

increasing number of individuals and families experiencing 

poverty due to COVID-19.

VIRTUAL CIRCLES DURING COVID-19

To maintain social distancing, chapters delivered supplies 

for use during their online weekly meetings. Chapters 

provided tech support to help families access these 

online meetings, as well as for their job searches and 

homeschooling. Some chapters even coordinated 

grocery deliveries so participants and volunteers could 

prepare and eat meals together while meeting online. 

Circles Laurel Highlands, PA, drive-through distribution for Circles families 

Circles Jackson County, NC, meets safely in a park 
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“I am a volunteer, and I've had to 

utilize some of the resources myself. 

If it wasn't for the Circles program,

I wouldn't have known who to talk 

to or where to start for assistance 

for my family.”

Circles Volunteer

“Because of my work with Circles, 

I was made aware of new programs 

in the state of Indiana to help those 

negatively impacted by COVID-19, 

and I have become a voice in our 

county to promote them. I love the 

way Circles builds community for 

our Circle Leaders and volunteers, 

and I've seen that remain strong 

even through the challenges of the 

pandemic.”
Lori Miller

Circles Putnam County
Program Administrator

“Relationships have blossomed into friendships. I've 

been much more personally invested and vocal about 

supporting local businesses, trying to find ways to 

make an organic movement happen locally.”

Matthew Hastreiter
 Circles Green Bay

Coach
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During quarantine, Circles provided social support to 

foster resilience. Chapters connected with participants 

and volunteers through phone calls, emails, and video 

meetings. To address the significant mental health 

impacts of the pandemic, Circles USA increased 

contact with chapters and developed various 

resources. We produced a report and training on best 

practices for facilitating safe space online. We invited 

Lise Porter, a national expert in mental health, to lead

a webinar about coping with uncertainty and 

recognizing the signs of distress. Through monthly 

support calls with chapter staff and 19 webinars with 

660 total participants, our community of practice 

became more active than ever before.



Each Circles chapter has a Big View 

Team that works with the community to 

elevate issues that matter to people 

with low incomes. The Big View Team 

helps eliminate the barriers that keep 

people in poverty. This team includes 

community members representing local 

government, educational institutions, 

nonprofit organizations, businesses, 

philanthropic organizations, and more.

Those with lived experiences of poverty 

share their perspectives to shape 

practical solutions and policy change. 
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Circles Northwest Arkansas in Fayetteville 
hosts a voter registration drive

TRANSFORMING COMMUNITIES
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Circles USA’s 2020 civic participation campaign 

inspired chapters to get involved in the election to 

build momentum for systemic change. We organized 

numerous instructional webinars: civic engagement 

101, how to host a virtual forum with candidates

for public office, how to facilitate voter education 

about local elections, the importance of the census, 

and how to promote voter turnout. A record number 

of chapters participated in our get-out-the-vote 

challenge.
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As a result of the pandemic, 

many chapters gained more 

digital access to their elected 

officials. Several chapters 

hosted a virtual forum with their 

candidates for public office.

At such virtual events, 

participants shared about their 

journeys and spoke of systemic 

change related to quality jobs, 

affordable housing, reliable 

transportation, and more.

Additionally, chapters used 

social media to build 

relationships with key policy 

makers and community leaders.

Circles Central Florida and its location Circles 
Winter Garden lead a civic engagement campaign 
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Circles USA’s new policy 

platform addresses six issues. 

The issues were determined by 

a survey of Circles chapters. 

The platform offers policy 

recommendations on the local, 

county, or state level, as well as 

the national level.

In addition, the platform 

emphasizes Circles USA’s 

commitment to addressing the 

structural biases that unjustly 

affect people of color and other 

historically marginalized 

communities. 

Thanks to Board Chair Joan 

Kuriansky for authoring our 

policy platform and leading our 

2020 civic participation 

campaign.

1
2
3
4
5
6

8PSLFST�IBWF�BDDFTT�UP�KPCT�UIBU�QBZ�B�MJWJOH�XBHF�XJUI�
PQQPSUVOJUJFT�GPS�DBSFFS�BEWBODFNFOU�BOE�UIF�CFOFGJUT�
OFDFTTBSZ�UP�NFFU�UIFJS�EVBM�SFTQPOTJCJMJUJFT�BT�XPSLFST�
BOE�GBNJMZ�NFNCFST��&NQMPZFST�DSFBUF�XPSLQMBDFT�UIBU�
BSF�JODMVTJWF�BOE�TBGF�

3FTPMWF�UIF�iDMJGG�FGGFDUw�UP�FOTVSF�UIBU�XPSLJOH�GBNJMJFT�
EP�OPU�MPTF�FTTFOUJBM�QVCMJD�TVQQPSUT�GBTUFS�UIBO�UIFZ�DBO�
FBSO�JODPNF�UP�SFQMBDF�UIFN��

&BDI�DIJME�BOE�BEVMU�IBT�GVMM�BDDFTT�UP�BGGPSEBCMF�TBGF�
CSPBECBOE�

1SFWFOUJWF�BOE�QSJNBSZ�DBSF�NFOUBM�IFBMUI�BOE�MPOH�UFSN�
DBSF�BSF�BDDFTTJCMF�BOE�BGGPSEBCMF�UP�BMM�SFHBSEMFTT�PG�XPSL�
TUBUVT�JOTVSBODF�DPWFSBHF�PS�QMBDF�PG�SFTJEFODF�

"MM�SFTJEFOUT�IBWF�BDDFTT�UP�TBGF�BGGPSEBCMF�BOE�BEFRVBUF�
IPVTJOH��

"DDFTTJCMF�USBOTQPSUBUJPO�JT�TBGF�BOE�EFTJHOFE�UP�NFFU�
UIF�OFFET�PG�BMM�SFTJEFOUT�XIFUIFS�JO�SVSBM�TVCVSCBO�PS�
VSCBO�DPNNVOJUJFT��
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As an outgrowth of the chapter model, Circles

USA has been experimenting with a new initiative.

A Poverty Reduction Lab is a coordinated community 

effort to examine and improve social services so 

more and more families can escape poverty. The goal 

is to transform the current poverty management 

system into a true poverty reduction system. 

Given COVID-19, we have been particularly focused

on economic development, connecting short-term 

relief with long-term revitalization. We are creating 

resources to equip low-income workers for the 

emerging economy and develop relationships with 

employers to promote strong job pathways.
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%PSDIFTUFS�$PVOUZ
.BSZMBOE

organized by
$*3$-&4�%03$)&45&3�$06/5: 

with funding from
Dorchester Community

Partnership for
Children & Families

#SPXO�$PVOUZ
8JTDPOTJO

organized by
$*3$-&4�(3&&/�#":

 with funding from
Greater Green Bay

Community Foundation

$BSCPO�$PVOUZ
6UBI

organized by
$*3$-&4�$"3#0/�$06/5:

 with funding from
Arrive Utah

Since 2018, three communities have become Poverty Reduction Labs:
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www.circlesusa.org/get-involved/poverty-reduction-labs
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    Developing a bold plan to eradicate poverty 

    Moving from poverty management to poverty reduction 

    Finding the best job pathways for workers with low wealth

    Tackling the cliff effect, affordable housing, transportation, and more

    Evaluating and growing impact 

    Making meaningful connections during the pandemic 

BREAKTHROUGH—VISION� 

BREAKTHROUGH—SYSTEMS:   

BREAKTHROUGH—JOBS:  

BREAKTHROUGH—ISSUES:  

BREAKTHROUGH—RESULTS:   

BREAKTHROUGH—RELATIONSHIPS:  

BREAKTHROUGH—STORIES:       Using the lived experiences of poverty to shape policy

Circles USA’s Virtual Leadership Conference will be "QSJM���o��������
More information about all of our events can be found at circlesusa.org/events.

BREAKTHROUGH
Our theme for 2021: 
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Jamie Haft, Executive Director (Berkeley, CA)

Scott Miller, Founder (Albuquerque, NM)

Kamatara Johnson, Chief Learning Officer (Albuquerque, NM)

Gena Atcher, National Membership Coordinator (Rapid City, SD)

Courtney Cowan, Information Systems and Design Manager (Lowell, AR)
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Joan Kuriansky, Board Chair, and Former Executive Director of Wider Opportunities for Women (Washington, DC)

Jim Masters, Board Treasurer, and President of Center for Community Futures (Berkeley, CA)

Scott Miller, Board Member, and Founder of Circles USA (Albuquerque, NM)

Jennifer Pelling, Board Member, and Director of Tsuha Foundation (San Diego, CA)

Christy Vines, Board Member, and President & CEO of Ideos (Westlake Village, CA)

$*3$-&4�64"�$0/46-5*/(�"/%�53"*/*/(�5&".

Jeannie Chaffin, Poverty Reduction Lab Consultant (Washington, DC)

Lisa Doyle-Parsons, Coach for Circles USA Chapters (Parkersburg, WV)

Lynette Fields, Expansion Advisor, Director of Poverty Solutions Group (Orlando, FL)

Vince Gonzales, Collaborator for Organizational Development (Albuquerque, NM)

Mark Lautman and CELab Team, Economic Development (Albuquerque, NM)

Sherri Nee, Curriculum Development (Portland, OR)

Jen Nibley, Expansion Advisor and Director of Arrive Utah (Provo, UT)

Lise Porter, Mental Health Specialist (Glendale, CA)

Chris Tinney, Sales Ambassador (Las Vegas, NV)

John Wilson, Liaison to Community Action Network (Chalk Hill, PA)
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CIRCLES USA TEAM



APPRECIATION TO OUR FUNDERS AND PARTNERS

Mary Catherine Bunting
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Charles and Janice Miller
Leadership Fund
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https://lp.constantcontactpages.com/su/mFe2hCP/Circles
https://www.facebook.com/circlesusa/
https://twitter.com/circlesusa
https://www.linkedin.com/company/circlesusa
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC7V1QRoylflb1pK1ZmJO70Q
https://www.instagram.com/circlesusa/
www.circlesusa.org
www.circlesusa.org
mailto:circles@circlesusa.org



