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Executive Summary: What is Self-Sufficiency? 

Self-Sufficiency has been a focus among human service organizations since the ƳƛŘ мфулΩǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ 

became the goal and objective of many programs and funding sources. Although the term was used 

with increasing regularity, self-sufficiency remained a broad and complicated concept that was not 

used consistently throughout the sector. In the 1990s, a researcher and professor at the University of 

Washington developed a self-sufficiency standard for use as a tool and a benchmark for helping 

families move out of poverty.  

This tool, the Self-Sufficiency Matrix, defines self-sufficiency as more than an economic assessment of a 

ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩs situation, incorporating ƭŜǎǎ ǉǳŀƴǘƛŦƛŀōƭŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŜŘǳŎation, 

housing stability, life skills, and mental health; The Matrix has a total of 25 scales, with each scale 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘƭȅ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳǳƳ ŦǊƻƳ άƛƴ-ŎǊƛǎƛǎέ ǘƻ άǘƘǊƛǾƛƴƎΦέ Jewish Family Service of San 

Diego is in the process of identifying which scales will be used as organization-wide metrics to 

demonstrate our collective efforts. The outcome scales are client-oriented and include:  

¶ Access to Services 

¶ Career Resiliency/Training 

¶ Childcare/Eldercare 

¶ Clothing 

¶ Education 

¶ Employment 

¶ English Language Skills 

¶ Food 

¶ Functional Ability 

¶ Housing 

¶ Income (including Self-Sufficiency 

Standard, Area Median Income, and 

Federal Poverty Level) 

¶ Legal 

¶ Life Skills (including Household 

Management, Human Resources, 

Financial Matters, and Setting Goals 

& Resourcefulness) 

¶ Mental Health 

¶ Parenting 

¶ Physical Health 

¶ Safety 

¶ Substance Use 

¶ Support Systems 

¶ Transportation

 

Figure 1 below illustrates the path to self-sufficiency for a client who presents with 

unemployment or underemployment as the primary issue. The top section indicates what type 

of services would be offered to the client during each stage and the bottom section describes 

the ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎ situation. A full matrix is attached at the end of this document. 

 

Service Mix and Partnerships 

Integrated, holistic support services are often an essential part of the path to self-sufficiency. 

Strategic partnerships with other public and private organizations along the self-sufficiency 

continuum are key to providing clients with the full range of support that may be needed.   
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Funding and Timeframe 

Achieving self-sufficiency is a long-term process that requires deep and wide supports. Organizations 

that have adopted a self-sufficiency approach to working with clients have funded their work through a 

combination of private, philanthropic, and state funds. 

 

Value to Organizations: Why Focus on Self-Sufficiency?  

Better meet the needs of clients. A focus on self-sufficiency helps community based organizations 

better meet the needs of their clients. Note the importance of understanding the full array of clients' 

assets and barriers which are identified during a thorough assessment and screening process. Program 

staff will use this multi-dimensional assessment to determine client needs, and to work with the client 

to bundle appropriate supports and services and establish a plan for moving toward self-sufficiency. 

With a thorough baseline assessment in place, staff and clients can periodically reassess the situation 

and adjust supports and services as necessary. The long-term nature of the continuum also requires 

that organizations reassess assets and barriers with their clients periodically over time to track 

progress. This approach helps to keep an organization client-centered instead of program-centered (a 

shift JFS is making). By starting with an understanding of a client's ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ άōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ǎƘŜŜǘέΣ 

organizations are encouraged to fit programs and services to clients instead of the other way around. 

Providing access to education, training, and support services along a continuum also ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘƻ ΨƭŜǾŜƭ ǘƘŜ 

ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŦƛŜƭŘΩ ŦƻǊ ƭƻǿ-income individuals and families who often do not have the knowledge, skills, and 

social capital to negotiate family stability and career advancement on their own. Another advantage of 

the continuum is that it helps providers and clients recognize and celebrate milestones, which can help 

ward off discouragement due to the length of the journey to self-sufficiency.  Because the self-

sufficiency continuum maps stages along the path to economic independence, it provides clear points 

to mark progress, measure performance, and celebrate success. 

Improve programs and services. A focus on self-sufficiency helps organizations to clearly identify the 

short- and long-term services and supports required to help move individuals and families out of 

poverty. Once these are identified, organizations can determine how to expand or partner with other 

organizations to deliver ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ΨǿǊŀǇ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΩ ǎŜǊǾices many clients need are essential. Partnering 

with other organizations helps to not only accomplish goals with our individual clients, but also in 

terms of goals for community impact on a broader scale.  

 

Self-Sufficiency in San Diego County 

The current estimate of the San Diego Self-Sufficiency Standard, a county-specific measure of the 

minimum income needed to cover basic expenses for individuals and families is outlined in the 

ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ άaŀƪƛƴƎ 9ƴŘǎ aŜŜǘ нлмпέ. Unlike the Federal Poverty Guidelines (FPL), the Self 

Sufficiency Standard takes into account the regional cost of living. 
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Self-Sufficiency and the Senior Population 

Self-sufficiency is not a concern for only younger 

families; many San Diego seniors find that they cannot 

make ends meet.  41% of seniors fall below the Elder 

Index, a county-specific measure of the minimum 

income needed to cover basic expenses: housing, food, 

medical care, and transportation. Unlike the Federal 

Poverty Guidelines (FPL), the Elder Index takes into 

account the regional cost of living. 

When the median Social Security payment and the 

maximum Supplemental Security Income payment is 

combined, there is still a nearly $2,000 shortfall in 

covering a seniorΩs basic needs in San Diego County.  

 

 

 

 

 


