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We’ve all heard Rome wasn’t built in a 
day. And we’ve all seen the influences 
of the Romans in our daily lives. For all 
their faults, the Romans nearly perfected 
several crafts of their time, including law, 
language, and a calendar system. They 
engineered roads, built aqueducts to 
transport water, improved sanitation with 
public toilets, created central heat, and 
developed public welfare systems. They 
spread these systems across continents 
that changed the world. But it’s easy to 
imagine that first—

First there were problems to be solved, an urgency to 
be had. People who cared about issues, people who 
studied, people who experimented and risked the 
status quo. There were likely moments of failure, fear, 
and frustration that things might not work. Which led to 
repetition, observation, and success. And then one day, 
they moved their learnings forward to create inventions 
and structures that continue to make an impact 
centuries later.

At the Wilson Sheehan Lab for Economic 
Opportunities, the genesis of the work is in scouting 
and finding these inventors, poverty’s fiercest 
adversaries who really have something that can 
change things for the better. Then comes rigorous 
study and research. But LEO’s mission extends beyond 
generating evidence; they turn that evidence into 
action. Replication brings a program to new contexts, 
while scaling adapts it to expand its reach. 

Lessons 
in scale
Katelin Cortney, guest writer
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program’s trajectory. But it was far from an 
immediate fix.

Across LEO’s network of partners, one of 
the most important milestones on the path 
to impact is the transition from believing a 
program works to proving it does.

At NPower, a program that provides 
technology training and career 
opportunities, that shift marked a turning 
point. Kim Mitchell recalls a time when 
the organization knew it was making 
a difference but lacked the external 
validation to show it. “We are not the only 
ones that can report our impact,” she says. 
“We need to have more objective, external, 
and research-backed activities that would 
help to tell the story of impact.”

Through a randomized controlled trial 
alongside LEO, NPower moved beyond 
internal confidence to external evidence. 
The process itself drove the clarity required 
to take things to the next level. What 
exactly drives these successful outcomes? 
What must be preserved as the program 
grows?

The moment when data replaces 
assumption is key to getting to the next 
level. It requires partner agencies to open 
themselves up to scrutiny and to rethink 
long-held practices. But it is also what 
makes scale possible.

In some cases, the journey to impact 
reveals not just what works, but also what 
those future challenges might be. For 
example, LEO’s study of Padua found that 
Padua participants were 67% more likely 
to be employed full-time (among those 
unemployed at start of program) and 46% 
more likely to see an increase in monthly 
earnings, compared to a control group. 
Results are strong, but there are still 
questions about a path to sustainability. 
These are questions replication can help 
answer. 

Social service providers often face 
challenges in this process, such as 
packaging programs for replication, 
resource limitations, and balancing fidelity 
with local adaptation. In partnership 
with franchising experts, LEO helps 

The journey 
to impact is 
made up of 
lessons that 
are anything 
but small.

Scaling evidence-based solutions expands both reach and 
knowledge. As they replicate programs, LEO conducts 
research to refine the replication process, offering both 
academic and practical insights. With a structured 
approach, programs move through Phase I (Defining the 
Program), Phase II (Packaging the Program), and Phase 
III (Replicating the Program) after demonstrating impact 
through randomized controlled trials.

Each spring, LEO hosts an Impact Workshop for partner 
agencies who are ready to expand their programs through 
replication sites, social franchising, toolkits, and other 
methods. For agency partners, scaling their signature 
programs is often a major goal in this line of work. But scale 
is not a beginning or an end. It is a milestone in a longer 
journey, one marked by iteration, evidence, and hard-won 
progress.

The journey to impact is made up of lessons that are 
anything but small. The sections below explore what some 
of these learnings and stops along the journey mean for 
LEO’s partners as they walk the path to impact.

For Cindy Casey of Catholic Charities Fort Worth, the 
journey began with a powerful realization: the systems 
meant to support people in poverty were often making 
things worse. Padua, the program she helped build, came 
to fruition because of a lived frustration with a system that 
wasn’t working.

“In 2014, as we were designing Padua, we had three goals,” 
Casey explains. “To walk alongside families on their journey 
out of poverty, to really gather the data and identify those 
key points, and to advocate for change nationwide.” That 
final goal—systemic change—would eventually define the 
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US implementing reduced fare transit 
subsidies.

For some partners, the enlightening 
challenges encountered along the 
journey are not just operational; they 
are cultural. At the Lubbock County 
Sheriff’s Office, Captain Salome Lopez 
and Kristina Luera manage a program 
that focuses on early intervention, 
targeting individuals before patterns 
of incarceration become a way of life. 
What sets their program apart is a 
focus on trauma.

Introducing this kind of approach in 
a correctional setting is not for the 
faint of heart. Skepticism is common. 
Change is slow. But here, too, evidence 
becomes a turning point. “With the 
data, we’re seeing improvements 
and changes, behavior-wise,” Lopez 
says. That proof helps shift mindsets, 
opening the door for broader adoption 
in the future.

Behind each successful model in LEO’s 
portfolio of partners is a network of 
researchers, funders, governments, and 
nonprofits, all working together to move 

overcome these barriers by applying 
best practices from research and the 
franchising industry. They package 
programs for successful launch and 
expansion to communities in need, 
paving the way for lasting change.

At King County Metro, Alyson Hams 
saw firsthand how data can expose 
the hidden barriers to scale. The ORCA 
LIFT program, which provides reduced-
fare transit to low-income riders, was 
already helping people access jobs, 
education, and essential services.

“It’s really good having data,” Hams 
says. “We want to scale up—and we 
can’t right now.” The obstacle wasn’t 
the program; it was the system 
surrounding it: legacy technology, 
complex enrollment processes, and 
administrative constraints that made 
expansion difficult. Identifying those 
limitations is a part of the journey to 
chart a path forward. King County 
is taking a unique path to take their 
evidence to scale. The program will 
create a toolkit with best practices 
from transportation systems across the 

from evidence to action.

Organizations like Arnold Ventures 
play a critical role in this ecosystem. 
As Justin Milner explains, the goal is 
not just to fund research but to ensure 
that findings translate into real-world 
impact. “We are not doing our jobs if 
we’re not thinking about how we can 
use limited public resources to the 
greatest effect.”

Ross Tilchin of Results for America 
shares as a partner of LEO, “The 
whole mission (of Results for America) 
is to help state and local leaders 
identify strategies that have good 
evidence of being effective—and then 
produce material that helps them 
actually implement those strategies.” 
Evidence alone is not enough. It needs 
translation; it needs action.

And in categories like child welfare, 
public-private partnerships are 
essential. At the Dave Thomas 
Foundation for Adoption, Rita Soronen 
has seen how scaling impact requires 
alignment between mission-driven 
organizations and public systems. 
“We would never have the capacity to 
serve the number of children we do 
simply with private funds,” she explains. 
“Taking it to scale really takes a public-
private partnership.”

For several of LEO’s partners, their 
journeys are nearing the next phase. 
Replication is no longer a distant goal; it 
is an immediate opportunity. If evidence 
itself is a milestone, replication is where 
the rubber meets the road. 

For Casey and the Padua team, it 
represents the fulfillment of a long-
held vision. “To advocate for change 
nationwide, that’s what replication 
is all about,” she says. “Replication 
is really hard work,” she continues. It 
isn’t about adding a new location; it’s 
more nuanced than that. Will this work 
somewhere else, with different people, 
under different conditions?

For Padua, that time is now. After years 
of partnership with LEO, replication 

CAPTAIN SALOME AND KRISTINA LUERA WITH LEO RESEARCHERS
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it can. As Tilchin notes, the ultimate goal is to accelerate the adoption of proven 
solutions. But that acceleration is only possible because of the groundwork laid 
along the journey. Just as Rome wasn’t built in a day, Padua and many other partner 
programs have been around for decade(s). 

As LEO and several of its partner agencies step into this next phase, one with an 
emphasis on replication and national expansion, they do so not at the beginning 
of their journeys but well into their paths. They do so from a place of strength—
good ideas that have been validated, vetted, and proven ready to be tested on a 
grander scale. Ideas that have been exposed to pushback and barriers but have 
workshopped ways to improve with some of the brightest minds around the table. 
Collectively, LEO and its partner agencies hold hope that in scaling what works, they 
too can change the course of the future for the better. They too can look around and 
see evidence of better work to end poverty everywhere they go. l

Replication is no longer a 
distant goal; it is an immediate 
opportunity. If evidence itself is 
a milestone, replication is where 
the rubber meets the road.

sites are launching in South Bend and 
Chicago. “We know that Padua works 
in Fort Worth, Texas,” Casey explains. 
“We now want to know where and how 
else it can work in other communities 
serving other populations.”  It’s a big 
deal for both LEO and Padua, balanced 
by a tension that the future depends on 
adapting that success without losing 
what made it effective.

That tension is echoed across 
LEO’s partners. At NPower, Mitchell 
emphasizes the importance of scaling 
with integrity. “We want to continue to 
deliver those same levels of support… 
in ways that allow us to serve more 
people but also continue to deliver the 
same level of quality.” The challenge for 
all partner agencies is not just to grow 
but to identify the “special sauce” and 
ensure it survives the transition from a 
local program to a scalable model.

And for LEO itself, it marks a 
transition—from evaluating what works 
to helping ensure it works everywhere 
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In the early days of LEO, we knew how to build 
evidence. We also knew we wanted to make an impact. 
We just didn’t know how we’d do that part yet.

That might sound strange coming from a research lab. But it’s the truth. 
From the beginning, we were deeply committed to partnering with social 
service providers—listening to them, learning from them, and rigorously 
evaluating their programs. We knew that if we could build strong evidence 
alongside these partners, we could better understand what truly works to 
reduce poverty.

What was less clear was how that evidence would live beyond a 
publication. What role might and should we play in taking evidence to 
impact. How might we influence policy, how might we help programs 
grow, replicate, and reach more people.

One of our earliest projects, the Homelessness Prevention Call Center 
with Catholic Charities Chicago, offered a glimpse of what might be 
possible. We built the study in careful partnership with a provider. That 
work ultimately led to five academic publications, including one in 
Science.  From there we worked with the partner to demonstrate the 
impact of the program which led to the state renewing funding for the 
program. 

But more importantly, we were approached by leaders on the other side 
of the country interested in launching a similar prevention program. They 
wanted to understand what we had learned and how to do it well. And 
for the first time, we found ourselves not just sharing results, but helping 
shape what came next. We encouraged them to build the program with 
a randomized evaluation from the start, knowing that rigorous evidence 
would give it a strong foundation from which to scale.

Looking back, that moment was a blueprint. Not because we had all the 
answers, but because we began to see the full arc of the work: from 
building evidence, to sharing it, to informing decisions about what should 
grow.

It also taught us that timing matters.

If we had tried to build towards a large scale effort based on that first 
study, we wouldn’t have been ready. We needed time to build the right 
partnerships, to understand the programs, and to do the research well. 
That patience allowed the evidence to be strong enough to matter later.

But at some point, patience has to give way to action.

For years, we had conversations about scale. We talked with leaders in 
social finance, performance-based contracting, and impact investing. 
We talked to scaling experts and people who had failed to scale social 
programs. We explored questions about how to fund programs at scale, 
how to replicate what works, how to move from evidence to broader 
impact.

We could have kept learning forever. But about four years ago, we made 
a decision: it was time to start doing. That decision led to what is now our 
Policy and Impact team and to a new phase of LEO’s work. In many ways, 
this phase is a fulfillment of our research work- impacting more people 

Up
at

night
Rachel Fulcher Dawson 

LEO’s interim managing director
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with anti-poverty programs that work. 

Our approach is simple and consistent with how we do 
our research. We ground ourselves in a simple principle: 
our partners must remain at the center. Any effort to 
scale or replicate a program has to start with them. 
They have to want it. They have to see the opportunity. 
And we have to bring something of value—whether 
that’s evidence, strategic support, or help navigating 
funding and policy landscapes.

In other words, we have to and can help de-risk the 
path forward.

We also recognized that we couldn’t do this alone. So 
we built a model that combines a small internal team 
with a network of exceptional partners—people and 
organizations with deep expertise in policy, scaling, 
and implementation. Groups like Results for America 
and Franchise for Good have brought perspectives and 
tools that simply didn’t exist within LEO before.

Together, we’re building. Together we’re contributing to 
a broader understanding of what it takes to replicate 
evidence-based solutions effectively.

And we’re still learning.

Recently, we launched a second replication cohort 
working with three county-level programs, each at a 
different stage of growth. It’s an exciting step forward, 
but it’s also a reminder that this work is complex. 

Scaling is not a formula. It requires adaptation, 
humility, and constant attention to the communities 
being served.

That’s what keeps me up at night—not in a way that 
feels heavy, but in a way that feels energizing.

Because this work matters.

For me, this is the reason I’m at LEO. The policy and 
impact work we’re doing now doesn’t feel separate 
from the research, it feels like the natural and 
necessary continuation of it. The fulfillment of the 
courage our providers show in building evidence and 
using it to inform how they best serve people in need. 
A way to ensure that the evidence we build doesn’t just 
sit on a shelf, but actually changes lives.

At LEO, we’ve spent years building a strong foundation 
of evidence. Now, we’re building a pathway for that 
evidence to travel further.

A pathway for impact.

We don’t have it all figured out. There are still open 
questions about how best to scale, how to sustain 
funding, how to ensure fidelity while adapting to new 
contexts. Those are the questions that continue to 
push us, to challenge us, to keep us learning.

But what I do know is this: we are no longer just 
building evidence. We are building the conditions for 
that evidence to matter at scale. l

RACHEL MODERATES A CONVERSATION ON REPLICATION AT LEO’S 2026 IMPACT WORKSHOP
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LEO partners are innovators 
and disruptors in the anti-
poverty space. They find 
unique ways to address 
complex problems, going 
above and beyond to uplift 
their communities. Two 
of LEO’s newest partners 
serve different populations 
and employ different 
methods, but maintain the 
same goal for their clients: 
economic mobility. LEO 
wants to know what works 
to help people achieve 
economic mobility, and build 
evidence that encourages 
proven solutions for people 
experiencing both situational 
and generational poverty. 
Upcoming impact evaluations 
with Project Diakonia and 
Polaris will demonstrate 
which interventions are 
most effective to address 
a multitude of economic 
barriers.

Partner: Project Diakonia 
Project: Low Barrier Workforce 
Development Program 
Location: Colorado Springs, Colorado 
By: Lily Morrell, senior research design 
manager

Project Diakonia is a nonprofit 
organization providing vocational 
training and wraparound support to 

Calling poverty’s  
fiercest adversaries

disconnected youth ages 16 to 24.  
The program deliberately targets individuals who are typically excluded 
from traditional workforce development programs due to strict performance 
requirements tied to funding, including those who are justice-involved, experiencing 
homelessness, in foster care,  dropped out of a traditional high school, or are 
enrolled in an alternative high school. “There are these huge pools of untapped 
talent who just need programming tailored to their needs so that they’re prepared 
to succeed in these opportunities,” said Project Diakonia executive director 
Cliff Hunter. Program participants complete an eight-week, competency-based 
construction skills training course and receive up to 12 months of post-program 
support, including individualized case management, mentorship, and employment 
navigation services. A distinguishing feature of the model is its “screening in” 
philosophy. Rather than prioritizing participants with the highest likelihood of near-
term success, Project Diakonia intentionally serves those with the most complex 
barriers to stability.

LEO is partnering with Project Diakonia to conduct a randomized controlled trial 
(RCT) evaluating the causal impact of this workforce development model. The 
study leverages excess demand for the program to randomly assign eligible and 
consenting youth to either a treatment group, that receives the full program, or a 
control group, that receives referrals to community resources and a warm handoff 
to local workforce services. 

The evaluation will measure Project Diakonia’s impact on primary outcomes 
including employment, earnings, and educational attainment. Secondary outcomes 
include justice system involvement (including recidivism and frequency and intensity 
of reoffenses), housing stability, and use of government benefits. The baseline 
and follow-up survey instruments will capture harder-to-quantify dimensions of 
the intervention’s impact, such as self-efficacy, agency, and goal orientation. The 
study aims to generate rigorous causal evidence on the effectiveness of low-barrier 
workforce development programs for high-need youth populations, with implications 
for program scaling and policy advocacy at the state and national level. 
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Partner: Polaris 
Project: The Resilience Fund 
Location: Washington D.C. (National) 
By: Paul Gramling, research design manager

Polaris is a leading non-profit dedicated to combating human 
trafficking. They put survivors first, treating them as the true 
experts in the field. Their work centers on listening to survi-
vors and letting their experiences drive real change.

One of Polaris’s flagship programs is the Resilience Fund, 
which provides direct cash assistance to trafficking survivors 
across the U.S. The idea is simple but powerful: give survi-
vors back what their traffickers took from them—control over 
their own lives. The fund steps in where traditional resources 
fall short, while also connecting participants to services that 
address the deeper barriers to financial security.

Through the Resilience Fund, survivors can receive up to 
$6,900 over 18 months. Payments start at up to $500 per 
month and gradually taper down over time, a deliberate de-
sign choice that encourages long-term independence rather 
than ongoing reliance on outside support. Survivors can use 

the funds however they need, whether that’s for housing, 
transportation, childcare, or paying down debt. Beyond the 
financial assistance, participants have access to benefits 
navigation, a monthly community forum, and a survivor sup-
port group throughout the program.

Megan Lundstrom, CEO of Polaris, says, “Survivors of human 
trafficking, by definition, have experienced a form of severe 
financial abuse, so feeling like you are being monitored around 
your spending, being controlled, not having true agency, can 
bring up memories of exploitation. So, the act of direct cash 
assistance says we trust you, you know your life best, and you 
are the expert in your life. That in itself has a healing effect.”

Now, Polaris is partnering with LEO to study the impact of the 
Resilience Fund. The research will use a randomized con-
trolled trial (RCT) to measure the program’s impact on survi-
vors’ safety, economic stability, and well-being. Researchers 
will look at outcomes like housing stability, mental health, 
credit scores, debt reduction, and educational progress. A key 
question is whether the financial support reduces survivors’ 
risk of being exploited again. Once the study is complete, 
Polaris will use results not only to improve and expand the 
program — but also to advocate for policies and resources 
that support survivors’ long-term thriving. l

Upcoming studies with Project Diakonia 
and Polaris will demonstrate which 
interventions are most effective to 
address a multitude of economic barriers.

Do you work at or know of an 
organization ready to develop 
evidence to show their impact? 
Start with a quick call.

Scan the QR code or visit 
partnerwithleo.org to learn more.
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LEO is committed to supporting our partners 
through every step of their journey—from 
research to impact. Sometimes that impact 
work looks like support for replication—
packaging a program so it can move into 
new communities. Sometimes it looks like 
testifying to policymakers about the impact 
of a program so they might allocate more or 
new resources to help more people access 
it. In all cases, we look for partners willing to 
take a microscope to their program, discover 
what works and what doesn’t, and take their 
evidence to impact.

One of our key partners in impact right now focuses on 
expansion through state policy change. The Excel Centers 
are on a mission to transform adult lives through the power 
of achieving a high school diploma and accessing post-
secondary education. More than 23 million adults in the 
US lack a high school credential, and this group faces 
substantially worse labor market and criminal justice 
outcomes than people who graduate. For many adults past 
the traditional high school age, they believe earning a GED is 
their only option. Goodwill knows the value of a high school 
diploma, and they founded Excel Center to expand access 
to education and grant high school diplomas to adults of any 
age. 

Our partners at the Goodwill Excel National have a deep 
commitment to expanding the footprint and the impact of 
the Excel Centers model program. A key barrier to expanding 
is state law that prevents adults ages 22 and above from 
earning a high school diploma. As such, Senior Vice President 
and Chief Mission and Education Officer Betsy Delgado 
and her team seek to find states where a policy change is 
possible so that in moving into that state and working with 
the Goodwill/s there, they work towards clear sustainable 
funding. This means that when they open up an Excel Center 
they do so with a commitment to funding a proven program 
consistently. For Betsy and her team, a key strategy for 
expansion is bringing LEO to new states to share about the 

research. As Betsy says, “We need to educate people on why 
they should invest in these programs.”   

I recently joined leaders from Goodwill Excel National and 
Goodwill Arkansas to testify in front of the Arkansas State 
Legislature Education Committee sharing about the impact, 
verified by LEO’s independent research, on student earnings, 
employment, and higher education participation. LEO team 
members have testified similarly in half a dozen other states. 
This effort, to take evidence to state policy leaders, has 

What the experts say
Rachel Fulcher Dawson, interim managing director

Goodwill knows the 
value of a high school 

diploma, and they 
founded Excel Center 

to expand access to 
education and grant 

high school diplomas to 
adults of any age.
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What the experts say

supported Excel Center expansions into 50 schools in 12 
states and Washington, D.C. 

Lead researcher Patrick Turner notes, “We find that 
graduating from the Excel Center raises earnings by nearly 
40% within five years, while also increasing workforce 
certifications and college credits that open doors to higher-
paying sectors such as healthcare. And this is not just an 
Indiana story. We find similarly-sized earnings impacts when 
replicating our analysis with Excel Center students in Austin, 
TX. The program is highly cost-effective, generating $20 
in benefits for every net public dollar spent based on our 
analysis of earnings gains alone. Our new work exploring the 
school’s impact on contact with the criminal justice system 
suggests these benefits increase to over $60.” 

This shows strong partnership and evidence are leading the 
way to poverty reduction across the country. l

“The program is highly cost-
effective, generating $20 
in benefits for every net 
public dollar spent based 
on our analysis of earnings 
gains alone. Our new work 
exploring the school’s 
impact on contact with 
the criminal justice system 
suggests these benefits 
increase to over $60.”
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In 2017, LEO began a partnership with Destination: Home, 
a non-profit organization based in Santa Clara County with 
a different approach to ending homelessness: stopping it 
before it starts. The idea was simple: what if, instead of 
allowing someone to be evicted because they could not pay 
their rent or utilities this month, those costs were taken care 
of by Destination: Home, allowing people and families to 
remain housed and off the streets? Alongside this financial 
aid would be supportive services like case management and 
legal help to support clients in their time of need.

LEO partnered with Destination: Home to test the 
effectiveness of their Homelessness Prevention System.  
Because of an excess of demand for prevention funds, 
from July 2019 to December 2020 clients applying for 
homelessness prevention were randomly selected to either 
receive financial help or be referred to non-financial services. 

The results were striking. Those who received homelessness 
prevention funds were 3.6 percentage points less likely to 
use homelessness services within six months of application. 
Within 12 months, those who did not receive funds 

Future learnings
Arik Zintel, research associate

were three times more likely to have interacted with the 
homelessness system in Santa Clara County. Not only were 
those who received prevention more likely to remain stably 
housed, but researchers at LEO found that for every $1 spent 
on homelessness prevention funds in Santa Clara County, 
$2.47 of societal benefit resulted. 

So, if you had a program that not only reduced the risk of 
homelessness by 67% and was cost effective while doing 
so, what would you do? Obviously, you would tell people. You 
would try to spread your message to other communities. 
And you would hope that other communities would hear that 
message and start programs of their own. LEO’s Interim 
Managing Director, Rachel Fulcher Dawson said it best: “We 
have a moral obligation to take evidence to impact. When 
we find strong evidence that something is effective, it’s 
not enough to publish a result. We have to make sure that 
evidence gets used by replicating and scaling what works, so 
communities across the country can benefit.”  

And so, the Right at Home initiative was born.

Homelessness is more than a housing crisis—it’s a human crisis. From 
2023 to 2024, homelessness increased by 18%, as the nation added 
over 100,000 more individuals to the homelessness point in time count.
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Destination: Home, in collaboration with LEO as the national 
evidence partner, Homebase as the technical assistance 
partner, and a variety of funding partners, including The 
Audacious Project, have collaborated to create the Right at 
Home initiative, an effort to introduce Destination: Home’s 
proven prevention model in 10 communities across the 
nation. In doing so, we hope to prevent thousands of families 
from losing their homes, while building upon the evidence 
unearthed in Santa Clara County. As Jennifer Loving, the CEO 
of Destination: Home said, “We have proven that targeted 
homelessness prevention works locally, and now it’s time to 
prove that this can work all across the country. We should 
never let people, in the worst moments of their lives, suffer 
even more.”

Each community chosen to be a part of Right at Home 
will implement Destination: Home’s model, made up of 10 
essential components which make up the foundation of a 
targeted homelessness prevention model. These components 
include flexible cash assistance, rapid delivery of assistance, 
no set upper bound on the amount of funds received, and no 
wrong entrance into the system, among others. 

Sites for the initiative include: Atlanta, GA; Austin-Travis 
County, TX; the Asheville Region, NC; the Minnesota 
Tribal Collaborative; the County of San Mateo, CA; Miami-
Dade County, FL; Denver-Adams County, CO; Alaska; and 
two more communities to be announced soon. 

Together, these communities will serve over 10,000 people 
across the nation, offering assistance for rent payment, utility 
bills, and other essentials to ensure individuals and families 
remain housed.  As David Phillips, one of the lead researchers 
on the original Destination: Home study as well as on the 
current Right at Home studies, said, “We already have strong 
evidence that targeted prevention can keep people housed. 
Right at Home is a chance to take those results to impact at 
a national scale. By working alongside communities, we can 
learn what it takes to deliver strong outcomes in different 
places—and share what works so leaders can strengthen and 
sustain prevention over time.”

The Right at Home communities are beginning research 
design with a goal of all 10 programs being launched by 
January 2027.

The Right at Home initiative demonstrates the full potential 
of research, and a culmination of LEO’s mission and values. 
Evidence created through rigorous research in Santa Clara 
County is supporting the creation of new, effective programs 
in partnership with other communities on a national scale, 
offering dignity and hope to thousands in crisis. l

“We have proven that targeted 
homelessness prevention works locally, 
and now it’s time to prove that this can 
work all across the country. We should 
never let people, in the worst moments 
of their lives, suffer even more.”
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As a senior at the University of Notre Dame who has been 
involved with LEO for over two years, I recently thought 
back to what initially inspired me to apply for LEO’s poverty 
research fellowship during my sophomore year. To revisit 
that moment, I reread the cover letter I wrote in the fall of 
2023 to apply for the summer internship program, and I was 
struck by how clearly I had grasped LEO’s mission. In my 
opening paragraph, I wrote, “I admire LEO and its partners’ 
willingness to disrupt the status quo of accepted solutions 
to poverty.” 

Forming the future  
Mary Curran, policy and impact intern

My work began with conducting 
market assessments of nearly 30 
cities across the country to evaluate 
their potential need for a program 
like Padua. I analyzed factors such as 
population size, poverty rates, housing 
costs, and mental health indicators 
to help determine where the program 
might be most impactful. As the list 
narrowed to South Bend, Indiana, and 
Chicago, Illinois, I conducted deeper 
research into each city’s specific 
challenges, existing resources, and 
key stakeholders. I then had the 
opportunity to present my findings 
directly to Catholic Charities of Fort 
Worth, an experience that made me feel 
truly invested in the replication process.

Even while studying abroad in London 
during the spring semester of my 
junior year, I remained committed to 
continuing this work and seeing the 
Padua replication project through. After 
completing our city analyses, we began 
the extensive process of identifying 
potential partner organizations in 
Chicago and South Bend. I quickly 
learned that successful replication is 
not easy. It requires more than interest; 

My time at LEO has confirmed that 
instinct. We are deeply committed 
to challenging “business as usual” 
approaches that have not produced 
meaningful, lasting change in the 
lives of those experiencing poverty. 
I have also come to understand that 
disrupting the status quo is not simply 
about identifying one nonprofit’s 
solution to poverty as effective. 
Rather, it is about creating a broader 
movement in which these effective, 
evidence-based solutions are shared, 
scaled, and championed. At the heart 
of this movement is LEO’s replication 
work.

I joined LEO’s Replication and 
Scale team in the fall of 2024—an 
especially exciting moment, as the 
team had just selected its first projects 
for replication. From the outset, I 
was entrusted with advancing the 
ambitious goal of expanding evidence-
based programs across the United 
States. One of the projects I worked on 
was Catholic Charities of Fort Worth’s 
Padua program. Previous LEO research 
shows that this holistic program 
empowers participants to achieve 
lasting economic stability, and the goal 
was to bring these outcomes to more 
communities in need.
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it depends on alignment in mission, strong leadership, 
and the infrastructure necessary to implement an 
evidence-based program effectively. 

We began this process broadly, compiling information 
on nearly 700 nonprofit organizations in the Chicago 
area and about 100 in South Bend. I was responsible 
for researching each of these organizations to assess 
their potential as partners. This work required many 
hours, but it was also deeply inspiring. As I learned 
about each organization’s vision and commitment to 
its community, I was moved by the dedication of so 
many individuals working to improve the lives of their 
neighbors.

In the later stages of the project, I supported outreach 
efforts by helping organize meetings, develop agendas, 
and prepare materials for conversations with potential 
partner organizations. These meetings, bringing 
together LEO, Catholic Charities Fort Worth, and 
prospective partners, were essential in determining 
whether organizations had both the capacity and the 
commitment to implement the Padua model effectively. 
Ultimately, this process led to the selection of one 
partner organization in Chicago and one in South Bend 
to move forward with replicating the Padua Program.

Looking back, one of the most rewarding parts of this 
experience was the opportunity to see a project evolve 

from its earliest stages into something real and impactful. 
What began as research and spreadsheets gradually became 
partnerships, plans, and the foundation for change in two 
communities. It was incredibly exciting to witness that 
progression firsthand and to know that my work contributed 
to that momentum. Being part of a team that is not only 
studying poverty but actively working to implement solutions 
at scale has been inspiring. As these replication sites begin 
their journeys, I feel a deep sense of anticipation and hope—
eager to see how the Padua Program takes root in new 
communities and continues to make a meaningful difference 
in people’s lives. l

I quickly learned that successful 
replication is not easy. It 
requires more than interest; 
it depends on alignment in 
mission, strong leadership, and 
the infrastructure necessary to 
implement an evidence-based 
program effectively.
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Evidence leads to impact
The Evidence-Based Grantmaking Act, introduced this 
January, is one of the strongest pieces of evidence-
based policymaking legislation since the 2018 
Evidence Act.

The bill aims to improve the way federal grants are 
invested, ensuring tax payer dollars fund effective 
programs. This would ensure that federal agencies:

	⚫ Build and use evidence to guide funding decisions

	⚫ Set clear, measurable outcomes for programs

	⚫ Evaluate what’s delivering results - and what’s not

	⚫ Direct resources toward proven strategies, and away 
from consistently ineffective ones

Indiana Representative Rudy Yakym notes, “There is 
broad, bipartisan consensus that federal programs 
should be more accountable and results-driven, and 
this bill is a vital step in that direction.”

“The Evidence-Based Grantmaking Act builds on the 
Evidence Act of 2018 by helping agencies focus 
dollars and efforts on evidence-based programs proven 
to improve the lives of those experiencing poverty,” 
said Jim Sullivan, co-founder of LEO and professor of 
economics at the University of Notre Dame. “When 
funding follows evidence, more communities can 
benefit and more lives can change.”

Evidence leads to impact.

To learn more, visit bit.ly/EvidenceBasedGrantmaking

 

Force for good
Cultivating community and creating change 
Megan Griffin, external relations specialist

Building government and research partnerships 
that matter
Our latest Evidence Matters webinar provides practical tips 
for government and non-profit workers seeking research 
partnerships.

Moderator Vincent Quan (J-PAL North America) and panelists 
Patrick Turner (LEO), Louise Geraghty (J-PAL North America), 
and Carrie S. Cihak (Public sector) had a candid conversation 
on government and research partnerships.

Research and collaboration go hand-in-hand. LEO faculty 
Patrick Turner reflected on the importance of researchers 
and partners defining the study together: “It really is this 
co-creative process of trying to find overlap on where there’s 
research interest on the question, and then working towards 
how we can best overlay research evidence on top of that.” 

Public sector evidence leader Carrie S. Cihak encouraged 
government partners to feel confident in their part of the 
research process, “It’s part of human nature to be problem 
solvers, and that’s really what research is all about.”

J-PAL North America government partnerships lead Louise 
Geraghty reminded workers who are part of a program’s day-
to-day operations that the foundation for the study is built 
on their lived experience: “You’re the expert, you know your 
community, and the researchers that you’re working with are 
looking to you as such.” 

Watch the recording at https://bit.ly/
evidencematters10lessons
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“When funding follows evidence, more 
communities can benefit and more lives 
can change” - Jim Sullivan, co-founder 
of LEO and professor of economics at 
the University of Notre Dame.

Introducing LEO champions

LEO is building meaningful relationships with 
non-profit leaders, data stewards, agency officials, 
elected representatives, and advocacy groups.

At LEO, we believe those closest to the problem are 
closest to the solution.

Our goal is to establish champions in each of our 
priority states, ensuring we have people on the 
ground ready to use our evidence to advocate for 
change. Champions help us advance our mission by 
using our evidence, introducing us to their network, 
and testifying for state policy change.

One of our strongest champions in the policy space 
is Betsy Delgado, senior vice president and chief 
mission and education officer at Goodwill of Central 
& Southern Indiana. Together, Betsy and LEO have 
advocated for education policy change in 12 states 
and Washington D.C. This has allowed for the 
expansion of Goodwill Excel Center to 50 sites.

To learn more about LEO’s policy work, connect with 
our assistant director of policy and scale Emily Giel 
at egiel@nd.edu

 

Happening In Your District

Happening In Your District is an effort to engage 
with lawmakers, agency officials, and staffers 
about LEO partners in their area.

These targeted email campaigns provide updates 
on the creation and use of evidence throughout 
the project lifecycle. LEO’s policy and scale 
team shares a quick overview of LEO project 
milestones including the start of the research 
process, preliminary results, published papers, 
and replication efforts. Our hope is that these 
campaigns can be one more way for LEO to build 
rapport as a trusted source of truth in the fight 
against poverty. 

If you want to stay up to date with what’s happening 
in your district, visit bit.ly/HIYDUpdates to get 
updates for your area.
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LEO partners highlighted in  
The Science of Second Chances
Our rigorous impact evaluations with 
partners are informing evidence on 
criminal justice reform.

In The Science of Second Chances: A 
Revolution in Criminal Justice economist 
and LEO affiliated researcher Jennifer 
Doleac highlights how Johnson County 
Mental Health Center Brief Jail Mental 
Health Screen and Catholic Charities of 
the Archdiocese of Chicago Homelessness 
Prevention Call Center reduced recidivism. 

Brief Jail Mental Health Screen connects 
jail inmates to mental health care. LEO’s 
study shows this intervention at such a 
critical time in a person’s life reduced the 
likelihood of another booking within a year 
by 17%. 

Catholic Charities Chicago’s 
Homelessness Prevention Call Center 
provides emergency financial assistance 
for housing. LEO’s study found this 
support reduced new arrests by 5.6 
percentage points among individuals with 
past criminal justice involvement. This 
overall effect includes a large decline in 
violent crime arrests, including for battery.

Visit bit.ly/ScienceofSecondChances to 
read Jennifer Doleac’s groundbreaking 
approach to criminal justice reform. 

Results for America Highlights Padua

In 2015, Catholic Charities Fort Worth created Padua - a 
client led program designed to help people permanently exit 
poverty.

Padua has a holistic case management system. Every client 
has a two-person case management team, who they work 
with closely to achieve their personal, employment, and 
education goals.

LEO has been with Padua since the beginning. Our rigorous 
impact evaluation found that Padua participants were 
67% more likely to be employed full-time (among those 
unemployed at start of program) and 46% more likely to 
see an increase in monthly earnings, compared to a control 
group. LEO has led the effort to replicate the program in 
South Bend, Indiana and additional locations coming soon.

Visit bit.ly/RFAPadua to learn more from Results for 
America’s latest case study on Padua. l
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“Replication is no longer a distant goal; it is an immediate 
opportunity. If evidence itself is a milestone, replication is 
where the rubber meets the road.”
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