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Good afternoon, Assembly Budget committee members and guests.   
 
The Family Success Institute provides critical support to communities, policymakers, 
administrators and families to develop proactive, equitable and innovative policy solutions to 
intractable social problems.1 We convene a growing group of key community leaders, the FSI 
Learning Community, who recognize the need for collaborative, supportive, family-friendly state 
policies. 
 
Families are the bedrock of society, and for their children to thrive, all families, no matter where 
they live, require access to resources and opportunities for strong community connections, a 
stable environment of safety and financial security, high quality learning, and good health.   
 
Absent any one of these pillars of family success, families, and in fact whole neighborhoods, 
become distressed.  We know that children growing up in distress are much more likely to fail in 
school, to become involved with crime, and to become chronically and complexly distressed as 
adults2.  And yet, we also know from the research that there are impactful policies and programs 
that successfully head off distress.  Programs such as high quality preschool and home visiting, 
among others, return lifetime social benefits that can exceed initial costs by 3:1 or more, at 
present discounted value3.  

                                                
1 FSI is being incubated by Family Intervention Services, a well-respected family support and child 
welfare agency established in 1981 by Jeanne Warnock, President and CEO, with offices in Essex, 
Morris and Passaic counties.  
2 For some discussion of the complexity of factors associated with poverty and the complex effects on 
children and families, see for example: McLloyd, V. (1998).  Socioeconomic disadvantage and child 
development.  American Psychologist, 53(2), 185 - 204. Evans, G. (2004).  The environment of child 
poverty.  American Psychologist, 59(2), 77 - 92.  Kania, J. & Kramer, M. (2011).  Collective Impact.  
Stanford Social Innovation Review.  Winter, 2011.  Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University. Lamy, C.E. (2013).  
American children in chronic poverty: Complex risks, benefit-cost analyses, and untangling the knot.  
Latham, MD: Lexington Books. 
3 For instance, see the body of work produced by the Washington State Institute for Public Policy, 
including a synopsis of benefit-cost findings across fields: Lee, M. & Aos, S. (2015).  What works and 



 
Earlier, strengths-based support for vulnerable families is smart policy.  But current government 
policy is stuck in a ‘distress model’, primarily designed to react to distress after it occurs, often 
with disappointing results.  
 
Perhaps the best way to understand state policy toward families and children is to look at how 
we are spending our tax dollars, which, as members of the budget committee, you well know. 
FSI has recently completed an innovative study4 of New Jersey FY2018 state and federal 
spending from the Family Success perspective, a perspective not usually applied to state 
budgets, reviewing what we spend on distress5 versus supportive or preventive programs6.  
 
Distress is costly and we spend a lot on it.  We estimate that we spend nearly $4 billion on 
distress with state dollars and about $1.4 billion with federal dollars,totalling about $5.4 billion,  
not including Medicaid.  
 
Meanwhile, prevention, early intervention and strengths-based programs receive much less, 
about $1.3 billion of state dollars and $93 million of federal dollars.    
 
We need to invest much more of our taxpayer dollars in those services and resources that 
support children, youth and families to succeed, heading off human distress with programs that 
work, allowing us to divest from the terrible costliness of distress.   
 
Our mantra is “Invest in success and divest from distress.” 
 
To that end we propose that a small percentage of funds currently flowing toward distress 
across agencies, perhaps 2 percent, which would total about $100 million, instead be pooled to 
                                                
what does not? Benefit-cost findings from WSIPP. Olympia, WA: Washington State Institute for Public 
Policy. 
4 Lamy, C. (2018).  A review of the 2018 New Jersey state budget appropriations from the Family 
Success framework perspective. The Family Success Institute.East Orange, NJ. 
http://familysuccessinstitute.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Final-FSI-NJ-State-Appropriations-
Study.pdf 
5 What are the programs that we include in our distress category?  NJ DCF CP&P and CSOC 
departments, DHS MH&A programs, the DHS DFD balance after child care subsidies, Juvenile Justice 
and probation, the entire Department of Corrections, adult probation, public defender, criminal and family 
courts and crisis interventions, housing services, institutionalized children’s education, school 
turnarounds, victim assistance, women’s services, SNAP, TANF, SSI/SSD, Section 8, WIC.  
6 What are the programs that we include in our prevention or strengths-based support category? After 
school and summer programs, family leave, Family Success Centers, home visiting, higher education 
supports, public preschool, 21st Century schools, student grants, recreation, vo/tech education, and 
programs supportive of the family context including state parks and beaches, museums, libraries, the 
arts.  Note that in our study there is a third category that for the sake of brevity is not mentioned in this 
testimony.  A remedial/contingently preventive category includes the following programs: alternatives to 
incarceration, child care subsidies, CSBG, community-oriented policing and anti-gang efforts, DLWD 
employment services, drug courts, all other DOE special learning supports, DOH family health programs, 
early intervention, energy assistance, Head Start/Early Head Start, Military Youth ChalleNGe, preschool 
special education and special education for older students, unemployment insurance, Promise 
Neighborhoods, Small Cities BG. 



create a fund to support a shift in state policy and program implementation toward a ‘success 
model’ characterized by collaborative, cross-agency alignments and community-based, family 
support and preventive programs, at scale.   
 
New Jersey would save taxpayer money and become a stronger and a happier state as more 
families thrive and children reach adulthood with the skills and resources to succeed.      
 
Thank you.  
 
 


