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SparkPoint Centers: A Model That Works

Bridging the Gaps for the Working Poor
Doris V. Hinton

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

Contra Costa County, along with other Bay Area 
counties, joined the United Way of the Bay Area’s 
SparkPoint initiative in bundling services for the 
working poor to lead them towards financial stability. 
Many of San Mateo County’s working poor families 
struggle to make ends meet as their food, housing, 
health, childcare, transportation and employment 
are at risk. In the last five years, the number of house-
holds earning less than $50,000 has increased from 
28 to 37 percent. (Sustainability Hub—SMC 2010 
indicators). The SparkPoint Model focuses on three 
major points: increased income, financial stability, 
and obtaining access. The centers commit three years 
of service to each individual. Research indicates that 
individuals who receive two or more integrated, 
bundled services are 60% more likely to return for 
more services. The San Mateo County Human Ser-

vices Agency is interested in learning about and par-
ticipating in a SparkPoint Center as a way to aid the 
working poor and facilitate their life transformation 
into self-sufficiency.

Recommendations
The San Mateo County Human Services Agency 
should consider collaborating with Skyline City 
College. A staff person could be out-stationed sev-
eral days per week to offer integrated services to the 
individuals at the SparkPoint Centers. The agency 
could discuss potential plans and an implementation 
process with the Cañada College Workforce Direc-
tor, who is currently in discussion with United Way 
of the Bay Area and has expressed interest in a Spark-
Point Center at the Cañada Campus.

Doris V. Hinton, Human Services Supervisor,  
County of San Mateo Human Services Agency
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Background
San Mateo County strives, yet struggles, with the 
working poor population to aid them towards self-
sufficiency. Many of our working poor families 
struggle to make ends meet while their food, hous-
ing, health, childcare, transportation, and employ-
ment are at risk. In the last five years, the number 
of households earning less than $50,000 decreased 
from 37 to 28 percent. (Sustainability Hub—SMC 
2010 indicators).

The graph below shows that having an income at 
the Federal Poverty Level (FPL), which is commonly 
used to determine eligibility for public support pro-
grams, is not enough to be self-sufficient. Neither 
is the average CalWORKs entitlement with Food 
Stamps, which is even less income than the FPL. To 
meet the most basic expenses for a family of three in 
San Mateo County, one would need to work more 
than four full-time minimum wage jobs (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2010). See Figure 1, next page.

In the last five years, the cost of living has risen 
in San Mateo County (Insight Center for Commu-
nity Economic Development):
	 ■	 Food costs have gone up 15%.
	 ■	 Health care costs have climbed significantly,  

up 30%.
	 ■	 Since 2003, the rise in costs has resulted in an 

increase in the Self-Sufficiency Standard from 
$10,116 to $67,617 per year for a family consist-
ing of one adult, a preschooler, and a school-age 
child.
In San Mateo County, there are 41,914 (22.1%) 

households below standards, and 91.8% of those 
households have one or more workers (Pearce, 2009). 
The real question is: how do we serve and move 
families in our communities from being low-income  

toward self-sufficiency? What step-by-step model 
can we join efforts with or simulate to assist our 
families in working on a plan that is designed for 
their specific needs and to help them gain financial 
self-reliance? SparkPoint Centers fill in the gaps and 
bridge the step-by-step process needed to success-
fully transition the working poor towards self-suf-
ficiency. The model for the United Way of the Bay 
Area’s SparkPoint Centers is partially based on the 
Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Centers for Working 
Families. The model includes three types of bundled 
and co-located services: 1) income-building and 
support, 2) financial literacy and coaching, and, 3) 
asset-building. Each SparkPoint Center brings sev-
eral non-profit and government agencies together to 
offer integrated, complementary services in one con-
venient location (Skyline College Achieve, Winter 
2009–2010).

History
In 2010, Contra Costa County joined the efforts 
to reduce poverty. The county decided to open two 
SparkPoint Centers, one in Richmond and the other 
in Bay Point. Under the leadership of Paul Budden-
hagen, Contra Costa County’s Service Integration 
Program Manager, the planning began for the Bay 
Point SparkPoint Center. The BayPoint SparkPoint 
Center opened on March 2, 2011. Mr. Budden
hangen focused on some of the key elements he had 
experienced over the course of the previous year. The 
following were emphasized as key to the implemen-
tation process:
	 ■	 Outreach
	 ■	 All partners being be on-board and committed.
	 ■	 The lead agency retaining the services of a  

consultant
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	 ■	 United Way providing technical support, an on-
line share drive, and seed funding ($100,000)

	 ■	 Planning for a budget of $550,000 to $600,000 
in the 1st year and for ongoing fundraising

	 ■	 Devoting one full-time or half-time staff from 
the lead agency
Buddenhagen recommended a visit to the Spark-

Point Centers that had opened in the last year. Spark-
Point visits were made to American Canyon, Skyline 
College Canyon, and Bay Point. I also participated 
in a conference call with the United Way SparkPoint 
Initiative Regional Director. There was a common 
theme amongst the leaders of the SparkPoint Cen-
ters: they often stressed the amount of time and com-
mitment needed for the center. Dr. William Watson, 
SparkPoint Director at Skyline College said, “Part-
ners must be committed both publicly and in their 
hearts.” Sharon Tennyson, Director of the American 
Canyon SparkPoint Center and Family Resource 
Center, stated that sometimes you may start with one 
set of partners, and later may need to change partner-
ships. She advised seeking partners who have a com-
mon goal. Paul Buddenhagen from Contra Costa 

County stated, partners must be committed and see 
the value of the Center for their agency. Emily Harp-
ster of the United Way of the Bay Area stated that all 
partners must be champions.

Model
SparkPoint Centers have a welcoming atmosphere 
where hard-working, low-income families can ac-
cess a range of services to help them transition out 
of poverty and achieve financial stability. There are 
currently nine SparkPoint Centers. Each Center ef-
fectively collaborates with non-profits and govern-
ment partners to assist individuals in achieving their 
personal financial goals. Research has shown that fi-
nancial change does not happen instantly; therefore, 
SparkPoint Centers commit to working with indi-
viduals and families for up to three years to help them 
achieve their financial goals. SparkPoint services 
focus on three areas: improving credit, increasing 
income and building assets. Individual financial sta-
bility is measured through the following outcomes: 
a livable income (self-sufficiency standard), a good 
credit score, savings, and amount of debt (United 

F igure      1
San Mateo County Self-Sufficiency Standard (2008)

One Adult with One Preschooler and One School-Age Child

$67,617

$0
Federal Poverty Level Average CalWORKS

with Food Stamps
Benefit

Full-Time Minimum
Wage Job

San Mateo County
Self-Sufficiency

Standard

100%
of the

Federal
Poverty
Level

$17,600

$10,392

$66,560
Four full-time

minimum wage jobs
$8.00/hr

$16,640

$16,640

$16,640

$16,640

40 hour
per week

job at
$32.02/hr*

$67,617

*Note: The Self-Sufficiency Standard includes the net effect of the addition of the Child Care and Child Tax Credits and the 
subtraction of taxes.
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Way, Box share drive, 2011). The SparkPoint Centers 
are an easy way to access truly integrated services. 
Rather than receive a referral to an additional pro-
gram, individuals are accompanied to the next room 
for services that can address their needs. Studies have 
proven that if an individual uses one service, there 
is a 20% chance they will return. If they use two or 
more services, there is a 60% chance they will return 
for more (E. Harper, Director-SparkPoint Initiative 
Director, interview 2011).

Implications
Research indicates that 91.8% of households in San 
Mateo County include one or more workers (Pearce, 
2009). The requirements of implementing Spark-
Point include, but are not limited to:
	 ■	 Staff time (If the county is the core agency, re-

quires one staff at 50% to 100% time)
	 ■	 Recruiting and collaborating with partners who 

share the same vision and commitment
	 ■	 Ensuring a budget of $500,000 to 600,000 for 

the first year (Seed funding of $100,000)
	 ■	 Transitioning the working poor toward self suf-

ficiency and increasing their services
	 ■	 Increasing the Work Participation Rate for Hu-

mans Service Agencies
	 ■	 Increasing financial stability and improving in-

come and assets in the community (through in-
tegrated bundled services)

	 ■	 Staff commitment to the community for three 
years of services

Limitations
The first SparkPoint Center in the Bay Area opened 
approximately two years ago. Further research will 
be needed to conclude their effects on communi-
ties after three years of services. In Contra Costa 
County, Buddenhagen stated that one limitation to 
the Centers may be that the initial services start with 
the individual. One other observation of a potential 
limitation may be the limit of twenty candidate re-
ferrals per partner. Contra Costa County’s strategy, 
however, is to start out small and grow.

Recommendations
San Mateo County Human Services Agency should 
consider engaging in the SparkPoint Initiative. The 
agency should join forces with already-partnered 
agencies and add to the bundle of services offered 
in the SparkPoint Centers. Currently, San Mateo 
County has a SparkPoint Center at Skyline Col-
lege. The Human Service Agency and the commu-
nity could benefit from collaborating and building a 
strong partnership with the SparkPoint Center. The 
Human Service Agency can potentially:
	 ■	 Collaborate with Skyline City College and state 

an interest in joining the SparkPoint Initiative.
	 ■	 Partner with other agencies and non-profits to 

join the SparkPoint Initiative. The Cañada Col-
lege Workforce Director has expressed interest 
in joining the SparkPoint Centers Initiative

	 ■	 Out-station a worker one day or several days per 
week to offer integrated services to the individu-
als at the SparkPoint Center
To ensure involvement in the near future, the 

San Mateo County Agency needs to partner with 
Skyline College to discuss the current services and 
funding, to view the availability of staff and services, 
and to incorporate resources for the existing popula-
tion at the SparkPoint Skyline College.

In conclusion, the SparkPoint Center Initiative 
should be seen as a vital instrument in the process 
of helping families move into self-sufficiency. Spark-
Points should become the bridge to working with 
poor families and connecting them with bundles of 
services that will ensure their success in achieving fi-
nancial stability.
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