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Executive Summary 

1. Family Guidance Program 

After a decade-long partnership, the municipality of Yokneam, the Megiddo Regional Council 

and the Jewish Federations of St. Louis and Greater Atlanta implemented a strategic process, 

focusing efforts on assisting families with multiple difficulties to extricate themselves from the 

cycle of distress and dependency through comprehensive work based on family strengths. 

 

The Family Guidance Program, which started in 2006, served close to 200 families from the 

Megiddo Regional Council and Yokneam. About half of the Yokneam families were immigrants 

from Ethiopia who participated in the program through Operation Atzmaut, a program 

implemented by JDC-Israel. The Family Guidance program helps the families achieve their goals 

in multiple areas such as: gaining employment; learning Hebrew (for immigrants); improving 

family relations and parental functioning; increasing parental involvement in the children's 

schooling; improving children's scholastic, social and emotional functioning; and reducing the 

risk behavior of adolescents.  

 

The program has two main components: 

1. The families in the program are assigned a family coordinator, who meets with them regularly 

and helps them work towards their goals, using life-coaching methods. Most of the 

coordinators are social workers from the municipal social services departments; some are 

professionals or para-professionals in other fields. 

2. The families are offered a selection of projects in which they can participate, such as an 

employment program, a mentoring program for children and a parenting workshop. These 

projects are funded by the program and are offered in addition to the local ongoing programs. 

 

2. Evaluation Study 

The goal of the evaluation was to provide information on which to base improvements to the 

program and decisions about its implementation and development. Specifically, the goals were: 

1. To provide information about the inputs and work procedures of the program 

2. To obtain feedback about the program from the participants 

3. To assess the progress made by the participant families. 

Study Instruments and Data Collection 

 Questionnaires: The following questionnaires were used to collect the data at two points in 

time, in the first and second years of the program (2007 and 2008). They included 

background items about the family and the children and their participation in the program, 

progress in various program areas, and about the respondents' perceptions of various program 

components:  
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1. Questionnaires for the coordinators about the family and the work (self-report) 

2. Questionnaires for the mothers (telephone interviews) 

3. Questionnaires for 13–16-year-olds (telephone interviews). 

 Interviews and focus groups were conducted at four points in time – the first in 2006, during 

the early stages of getting organized, and the final time in the autumn of 2009: 

1. Interviews with key professionals in the program 

2. Focus groups with the family coordinators 

3. Focus groups with the program directors. 

 Case studies – in 2009, case studies of 7 families were conducted. In each case, the parents, 

the family coordinator and an additional professional working with the family were 

interviewed. 

 

Study population: Between October 2006, when the program started, and December 2008, 187 

families participated in the program, 125 of whom participated in the study because the study did 

not include 37 new families who joined the program after December 2007 and 25 families who 

left the program before June 2008.  Altogether, these families had 226 children aged 18 or less. 

 

The report only presents findings about those families regarding which data were collected at two 

points in time, from the questionnaires completed by the coordinators for 87 families, by the 

mothers for 81 mothers, and by the 13–16-year-olds for 42 individuals. 

 

Study design: The study began in 2006 and monitored the program for 3.5 years. Each year, the 

research team submitted an interim report (4 reports in all) and discussed it with the program 

directors and Federation representatives. In these discussions, the research team provided 

ongoing feedback for strengthening the program and addressing the difficulties. 

 

The study had a number of limitations:  

1.  It was not feasible to collect data about the families before they joined the project; therefore, 

changes could only be measured in comparison with a measurement recorded several months 

after they joined. 

2.  The families in Yokneam began the program about six months after those in Megiddo, but 

the first measurement was made at the same time. Thus, the comparison between the first 

and second points has different significance for each group.  

3.  The coordinators had difficulty providing all the required information about all the families.  

4.  The study population was relatively small and comprised three groups, which reduced the 

possibility of obtaining statistically significant results.  
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5.  In the absence of a control group, the changes that occurred in the families over time cannot 

be attributed with certainty to their participation in the program. 

3. Characteristics of the Participating Families 

The families participating in the program fell into three different groups, each with different 

characteristics:  

1.  Families in kibbutzim and moshavim in the Megiddo Regional Council  

2.  Non-immigrant families in Yokneam, most of them served by the social services department 

for many years  

3.  Immigrants from Ethiopia living in Yokneam. The immigrants from Ethiopia selected for the 

program had challenges adapting to life in Israel, but the families were not facing extreme 

difficulties. 

 About one-third of the families were single-parent families; the percentage was particularly 

high among the non-immigrant families in Yokneam (48%) 

 The average number of children per family was about 3.4 in all groups. 

 

The families in all three groups were financially disadvantaged and they had trouble organizing 

their lives to improve this situation. The highest employment rate was among immigrants from 

Ethiopia, the lowest among non-immigrants in Yokneam. In all three groups, those who were 

working earned low wages and many of the workers did not receive social benefits. 

 Many of the parents, in particular the immigrants from Ethiopia, did not have matriculation 

certificates or vocational training. Some of these parents did not speak Hebrew. 

 Other difficulties that families faced were the parents' lack of involvement in the education of 

their children, poor school performance, and social and emotional problems among children 

and adolescents. 

4. Family Goals 

One of the important aspects of the program was the assistance of the coordinator in determining 

the goals toward which the family wanted to work. Seventy-four percent of the families in the 

program selected improving employment as a goal and 60% chose financial independence. 

Greater involvement in the education of their children, and smaller dependence on services were 

goals selected by the vast majority of immigrants from Ethiopia (79% each). Goals were also set 

for children and youth, the most common being improving social and emotional wellbeing (64%) 

and improvement at school (61%). The latter was a particularly common goal for children among 

the immigrants from Ethiopia (91%).  

 

We cannot provide data on the number of families that chose improving family relations as a 

goal. This objective did not appear in the questionnaire since it was added to the program at a 
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later stage. However, all the families interviewed in the case studies said that improving 

relationships between the parents and improving parenting skills were among their goals. The 

coordinators and parents noted that the goals sometimes changed over the course of the program, 

e.g., from material goals, such as apartment repairs, to personal development or improving 

relationships. 

5. Family Guidance 

The guidance provided by the family coordinators was a key component of the program and the 

new intervention approach, which developed as the program progressed. The frequency of the 

coordinators' meetings with the families varied, the most frequent being for the immigrants from 

Ethiopia, who met with the family coordinators – young Ethiopian Israeli college graduates who 

had been trained for the role during their work in the framework of the program – through the 

Operation Atzmaut program. Most of the coordinators were social workers; some were 

educational psychologists, expressive therapists or teachers. Guiding the families was added to 

their regular workload while other duties remained the same, leaving less time for the family 

guidance than was available to the coordinators of Operation Atzmaut. In 2007, only 32% of the 

families met with their coordinator at least once a month – this rate rose to 55% in 2008. In the 

in-depth interviews conducted a year later, in 2009, the coordinators and families reported that 

the frequency of meetings had declined again, in accordance with the wishes of the families. As 

the families became more independent, they required less intensive guidance. 

  

The most frequently discussed topics were employment (approximately 70%), parents' 

involvement with their children's school (60%), parenting (51%) and utilizing services (51%). 

Most of the meetings with the families took place at the social services department or at the 

Operation Atzmaut offices; some took place in the homes of the families. Although the program 

was intended for the entire family, most meetings were only with the mothers. In families with 

two parents, the mothers attended 82% of the meetings, while the fathers attended only 36%. 

Among the immigrants from Ethiopia, a higher percentage of fathers attended the meetings. 

 

The coordinators were trained in coaching methods and had regular supervision during the first 

year of the program. In the interviews in 2008, 77% of the coordinators reported that the 

supervision met their needs. They felt that coaching gave them a tool for focusing on the goals 

that the family chose, instead of being distracted by ongoing problems and "putting out fires," 

which they did in their regular work. Coaching also focused attention on the future that the 

families wished for themselves and on the strengths that would help them obtain it. Involving the 

families in setting their own goals increased their commitment to the success of the intervention. 

Most of the coordinators noted that they also used coaching methods with other families they 

worked with outside of the program. 
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The coordinators reported that they felt they had suitable "tools" for working with most of the 

participants (78%); that they were satisfied with their work with the families (76%); that they 

were pleased with their work as family coordinators (72%); and that they appreciated the vision 

and principles of the program. They also reported there had seen successes and changes in the 

families. They did, however, report that it was difficult to perform their work with the families 

along with their regular duties, particularly since it was not clearly specified how much time they 

should devote to guiding the families and what priority to give it. Over time, both municipalities 

decided to structure the role and workload of the coordinators. In the third year, the program in 

Megiddo decided to:  

1.  Re-distribute the families among the coordinators in a more balanced way  

2.  Define the number of hours each family required for the guidance, which would decline 

gradually as the family progressed  

3.  Employ a social worker to serve as a family coordinator and work with a large number of 

families in one of the moshavim. The solution adopted in Yokneam, in the third year, was to 

reduce the number of families in the program, and to offer each family 15 sessions with the 

coordinator to focus on a specific goal that they wished to achieve.  

 

Feedback from the families: Most of the mothers were satisfied with the work of the 

coordinators (92% in both years) and with their relationship with the coordinator (90%). 

However, the percentage of mothers who were satisfied with the willingness of the coordinators 

to assist the family declined from 88% in 2007 to 78% in 2008 and the percentage satisfied with 

the frequency of meetings with the coordinator declined from 85% to 56%. These findings 

correspond to the coordinators' reports that the work with the families was satisfying and 

meaningful, but frustrating and hard to accomplish due to their workload.  

 

In the case studies, the parents noted that the personal relationship with the coordinator was frank 

and meaningful. In most cases, they felt the coordinator was attentive to their problems and that 

they could confide in them and consult with them about their problems. The parents noted that 

the coordinators were available at times of need. The parents expressed mixed feelings about the 

coordinators' use of the coaching methods. They appreciated working toward defined goals, but it 

was important to them for the coordinator to be flexible and willing to put the structured work 

aside when urgent problems came up. 

6. The Projects 

The participants were offered a range of projects for different family members – parents or 

children – covering various topics such as parenting, budget management or education of the 

children. Half of the families in the program had at least one child participate in at least one 

project. The percentage was particularly high among the immigrants from Ethiopia in Yokneam 

(73%) and particularly low among Yokneam non-immigrant families (22%). The parents' 
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participation in projects was far lower – in only a fifth of the families did one or both parents 

participate in a project. There was a noticeable difference between Megiddo, where parents from 

41% of the families participated in projects, and Yokneam, where parents from only 10% of the 

families participated. The coordinators and participants reported a lack of employment and 

parenting projects for non-immigrants in Yokneam and a lack of recreational and informal 

education programs for adults in both localities. 

7. Concluding the Participation  

The families were expected to take part in the program for 3 years – from 2006/7 to 2009/10. 

Some stopped earlier, most because they had achieved their goals, others dropped out. The 

mothers and coordinators interviewed during the third year noted that in some cases, their 

meetings were much less frequent and it was not clear whether the family had finished the 

program or whether it was continuing and no clear ending had been planned. Towards the end of 

the third year, the program directors discussed the optimal way for each individual family to 

complete the program, taking the specific needs of each family into account. The team in 

Megiddo discussed the possibility of having program alumni provide support to new families 

joining the project.  

 

In Yokneam, the program decided to discontinue Operation Atzmaut and continue the family 

guidance with immigrants from Ethiopia through a team set up specifically for that purpose in the 

social services department, made up of social workers and para-professionals, some of whom 

were themselves immigrants from Ethiopia. 

8. Changes in the Families 

a. Employment 

The employment rate: In this area, there were significant differences among the groups. In 

Yokneam, the employment rate among non-immigrant fathers rose from 73% to 91%, while the 

overall employment rate in Israel for men in the same age groups did not change. The 

employment rate among Ethiopian immigrant fathers was very high in 2007 (95%), but declined 

to 84% in 2008. This differs from the increasing employment rate found among all Ethiopian 

immigrants between those two years. Among the mothers, the overall employment rate declined 

slightly between 2007 and 2008 (from 71% to 63%). Among the Ethiopian immigrant women, 

there was a significant decline in the employment rate – from a high initial rate of 77% to 58%. 

Among the non-immigrant mothers in Yokneam, the rate of mothers in full-time employment 

rose from 11% to 21%. 
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Wages of the mothers:
1
 There was a considerable increase in the wages of the employed mothers 

– the percentage of mothers earning over NIS 2,000 per month increased from 53%–87% in 

Megiddo and from 44%–77% in Yokneam. This was evidently because some of the women 

increased the number of weekly hours they worked. Among the immigrants from Ethiopia, the 

percentage of mothers earning over NIS 2,000, among those who worked, was higher at the start 

and declined somewhat, from 89% to 78%. 

 

Employment social benefits: The percentage of mothers receiving the standard social benefits 

provided by employers increased from 67% in 2007 to 87% in 2008. In particular, there was an 

increase in the percentage of mothers receiving paid vacation and sick leave as well as the 

employer's contribution to a pension fund, to all of which employees are entitled by law. 

 

Financial troubles: The mothers were asked about financial troubles such as having the 

electricity and water supplies cut off due to non-payment of bills or being unable to afford to heat 

the home in winter. Although most of the parents were employed, most of the mothers reported 

that they had experienced financial difficulties in 2007 (91%) and in 2008 (87%).  

 

Barriers to employment for immigrants from Ethiopia: A number of barriers encountered by 

immigrants from Ethiopia can explain the decline in their employment rates and wages:  

 They lack formal education and their Hebrew is poor, which disqualifies them from many 

vocational training courses offered by the Ministry of Industry, Trade and Labor. Thus, they 

need to learn Hebrew and complete their education before they can start vocational training, 

which could take a long time, and it is hard for most participants to commit to such a long-

term plan.  

 The difficulty taking courses or training programs in the afternoon or evening, because many 

of them are working at those times  

 The high cost of childcare 

 The fear of changing jobs.   

In addition to all the above, the immigrants also have to contend with the barriers facing 

unemployed non-immigrants – unemployment throughout Israel, particularly in the geographic 

periphery.  

 

The staff working with the Ethiopian immigrants in Yokneam took several steps to address these 

barriers: It was decided to provide differential assistance with employment according to age 

groups and education, investing maximum efforts in those under 30 and those who had 

                                                 
1
 We have not presented data on wages and social benefits for the fathers, since the direct interviews with 

them were conducted in 2008 only. In 2007, the mothers provided data about the wages and social 

benefits of a few of the fathers only. 
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completed 12 years of schooling who were candidates for skilled jobs or for opening their own 

business. The efforts to place those aged 30-45 who had not completed 12 years of schooling 

focused on unskilled jobs, such as cleaning and factory work, with the goal of finding permanent 

jobs with satisfactory conditions and social benefits. The goal for those aged 50+ was to support 

them in their current jobs, if they had one, or to refer them to voluntary work, such as at the 

agricultural farm experimental project for Ethiopian Israelis, where organic crops are grown 

using traditional methods. Furthermore, thanks to the experience gained, it was decided to focus 

the efforts on individual training tracks based on the abilities and motivation of the participants 

rather than on group courses. 

b. Parenting and Family Relationships 

As noted, the questionnaires did not include scales to assess improvement in parenting and family 

relationships, since these were not initially defined as goals of the program. However, they 

emerged as important to the families and were incorporated in the program at a later stage. 

Consequently, we learned about changes in these areas from the case studies and not from 

comparative data as in other areas. In the interviews, the coordinators and the parents reported an 

improvement in the parent-child relationships, which they attributed to the assistance they 

received in discussions with the coordinators (by themselves, or with their children), and to 

parenting workshops and parents' groups. They also believed that the improvement in 

relationships was due to the general influence of the program – parents and children felt better 

about themselves and were in a better emotional state thanks to the support or therapy they 

received. The change in parenting and family relationships was evident in improved 

communication between parents and their children, in the parents' ability to set limits, in the 

children's willingness to accept the parents' authority and in the decrease in quarrels and violence 

at home.  

 

Most of the married couples reported that discussions with the coordinator led to improved 

communication between the partners – fewer confrontations and better communication – and 

encouraged both of them to work towards change in the home. Some of the divorced women 

reported a notable change in attitude towards their former husbands and in their ability to deal 

with the relationship in a way that reduced confrontation and tension. 

c. Self-Efficacy and Self-Image 

In the open interviews, family members reported improved self-confidence, self-image and even 

physical appearance. Some of the participants had joined the program at a time of crisis due to 

divorce or domestic violence and they noted that the guidance had helped them get their lives 

"back on track." The families reported that they were better able to manage their lives, including 

the family budget. They also reported that their circle of friends was stronger and wider, which 

was particularly important to families that had been socially isolated.  
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d. Changes among the Youth 

The changes among the youth in the participating families was examined by means of 

questionnaires completed by 42 adolescents (aged 13–16) interviewed in 2007 and again in 2008. 

 

Academic achievements: There was no change in the average grades reported by adolescents in 

2007 and 2008. In both years, most (78%–80%) reported grade averages of 75 or more. In both 

years, half of the students reported at least one failing grade on their last report card. About two-

thirds of the students reported difficulty meeting the schools' requirements (attendance, 

homework, etc.). This percentage was similar in both years. 

 

However, there was an improvement in the attitude of the respondents towards school, notably 

in the percentage of students who were satisfied with the way that the teachers related to them, 

the percentage who felt they belonged at their school, and the percentage of students who felt that 

they could get assistance from their teachers if they needed it (from 78% in 2007 to 93% in 

2008). 

 

Socio-emotional wellbeing: In 2008, 29% of the adolescents reported social or emotional 

distress, compared with a far greater percentage of adolescents (50%) in the previous year – 2007 

(p<.05). Most of the youth (76%) participated in an afterschool activity, youth movement, 

community center activity or volunteer activity in both years. 

 

The findings regarding the improvements in the adolescents' attitudes to school and their socio-

emotional wellbeing are particularly significant, given findings from other educational research, 

which show that, as they grew older, adolescents tend to feel increasingly alienated at school.  

9. Coordinators' and Participants' Assessment of the Families' Progress  

The coordinators and mothers were asked whether the family had made progress in different 

areas in which the program intervened. The area most often marked by the coordinators as 

showing improvement was in the relationship between the parents and children (59%), even 

though this was not one of the original goals at the start of the program. Two other areas that 

were frequently marked were the families' independence in dealing with their own affairs (51%) 

and the relationship between the parents (43%). In contrast, according to the coordinators, the 

financial situation had improved for only 19% of the families. This is compatible with their 

reports that only 31% of the mothers and 24% of the fathers made progress in employment. 

 

Like the coordinators, the two areas in which the greatest number of mothers reported 

improvement were in their relationships with their children (45%) and in family's ability to deal 

with their affairs independently (38%). The percentages were similar in all three groups. In 

addition, the Ethiopian immigrant mothers reported improved relationships with other people in 

the town. Like the coordinators, the area in which the mothers reported the least improvement 
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was employment of the mothers (18%), possibly because most of the mothers were working at 

the beginning of the program. The adolescents were also asked about areas in which they had 

progressed. The improvements most frequently reported were relationships with teachers, friends 

and parents. 

10. Program Strengths and Directions for Action 

Strengths 

1. A holistic program: In line with recommended practice for working with disadvantaged 

families, the program took account of the entire array of needs and problems of each family. It 

included solutions to meet needs in various areas, such as employment, budget management, 

education, parenting, and family relationships, as well as solutions for individual family 

members and the family as a unit. 

2. An organic program: Unlike many other programs, which are temporary and implemented by 

external organizations, the Family Guidance Program was implemented within the existing 

education and social service systems. This increased the chances that the program would 

continue and, moreover, increased its impact on the work practices and thinking of the 

professionals and directors with regard to their other duties. 

3. The coordinator and the coaching tool: One of the achievements of the program is the 

development of the role of coordinator, a professional who is in ongoing, close contact with 

the families and helps them reach their objectives in various areas of life. The coordinator 

uses coaching tools to help the families set and achieve their objectives. 

4. Combination of individual and group interventions: The program provided interventions to 

family members, both one-on-one, through personal discussions with the coordinator and 

individual interventions, and at the group level, through workshops and a diversity of groups, 

which added a sense of belonging to the community and helped to meet social needs. 

5. Flexibility and constant thought about enhancing the project: Throughout the study period, 

the program directors in both localities were attentive to the needs brought up by the program 

staff and families and to the feedback from the evaluation, and introduced changes to improve 

the program. For example, when the need for improved family relationships was brought up, 

the program introduced new intervention projects in that area. 

6. Results for the families: The families reported increased self-confidence in their ability to run 

their lives and in relationships between the parents and within the family thanks to the 

program. The data show an improvement in the participants' employment conditions and in 

the emotional wellbeing of the youth. 

 

Directions for Strengthening the Program 

1. Structuring the coordinator's role: The professionals who served as coordinators performed 

that role in addition to their regular duties, in most cases as social workers. In the early stages 



xi 

of the program, the amount of time and the degree of priority given to their role as 

coordinators were not specified, which resulted in a heavy workload. There is a need to define 

a realistic amount of time to be devoted to the families and to prioritize the tasks to be 

accomplished. 

2. Employment in Yokneam: Many of the families in Yokneam had employment needs. 

However, all the interventions offered in this area were for the immigrants from Ethiopia. An 

employment program should be developed for other parents in Yokneam. 

3. Participation of the fathers: The program believes in the need to work with the whole family 

and involve everyone in defining and achieving the objectives. However, in most of the 

families, it was the mothers who were involved in the guidance process. Ways have to be 

found to increase the fathers' involvement in the program. 

4. Concluding participation in the program: Many of the families did not experience an orderly 

conclusion process and it was not clear to them or to the coordinators whether the intervention 

had been completed. Thought must be given to planning the timing and process of concluding 

the intervention with the families. It is also important to create a continuation track for 

families who need follow-up. One possibility that has been considered in Megiddo is to 

recruit alumni families to a program for the community. 

5. Documenting and disseminating the model so that government ministries, local authorities 

and other Jewish Federations can use the experience of the current program to develop similar 

programs. 
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