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Explanation of the Community Needs Assessment Process  

This 2011 Wyandotte County Community Needs Assessment (CNA ) was jointly 

initiated by the Economic Opportunity Foundation (EOF) and the United Way of 

Wyandotte County, in an effort to provide social service, local government, business, 

and other community e ntities with a more complete understanding of current 

conditions and pressing needs in the region. To collect a fuller picture of these issues 

and trends, EOF and the United Way of Wyandotte County  solicited the participation of 

other agency partners, and those participating in the client CNA included, in addition 

to EOF and its Head Start centers, El Centro, Inc., the Family Conservancy, Duchesne 

Clinic, Catholic Charities, Metro Lutheran Ministries, Wyandot, Inc., Crosslines, 

Shepherdõs Center, Bethel Neighborhood Center, and the Boys and Girls Clubs. 

Between February 7 and March 11, 2011, these agencies collected data for this report. 

While Board members, staff members, and volunteers also participated, more than 80% 

of respondents indicated that their primary relationship to the organization was 

òclientó, and some of those with other relationships also receive services, as well. Client  

participation  in this needs assessment was voluntary and anonymous. Those interested 

in the results pertinent to just one participating agency should contact that organization 

directly, as those localized results are theirs to disclose, or not, pursuant to the 

participation agreement with EOF and the United Way of Wyandotte County.   

The Community Needs Assessment methodology also included an online instrument 

that was completed by community stakeholders in Wyandotte County, including 

business leaders, government officials, nonprofit employees, neighborhood 

associations, and United Way of Wyandotte County donors. These results are referred 

to within this report and also in Appendix A, which provides a fuller treatment of the 

responses provided by these entities. Slightly more than 540 individuals completed the 

online instrument during the data collection period in January 2011. The online 

instrument included more open -ended questions, allowing for the collection and 

analysis of qualitative data, but several i tems deliberately overlapped the instrument 

completed by social service agency clients, in order to facilitate direct comparisons. 

To add context to the findings of the quantitative survey, explore some topics in greater 

depth, and offer clients an opportu nity to share their insights, three focus groups were 

conducted in May 2011. One of these focus groups included Head Start parents from 

one of the Economic Opportunity Foundationõs centers, one featured clients from EOFõs 

community services programs, and one was conducted with youth at AYS. The themes 

raised by these participants are woven throughout this report and also treated in fuller 

detail in Appendix B, following this report.  
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Demographics of Client Respondents  

As shown below, these respondents represent much of Kansas City, Kansas, as well as 

some other parts of Wyandotte County and some participation from individuals living 

in Kansas City, Missouri and Johnson County, Kansas. Still, almost two-thirds of 

respondents come from just three zip codes in the urban core: 66101, 66102, and 66104. 

Indeed, Wyandotte County is seriously stratified, geographically, in terms of 

experienced poverty and deprivation, of particular interest to the agencies participating 

in this Community Needs Assessment. For example, almost 88% of students in the 

Unified School District 500 in Kansas City, Kansas were eligible for free and reduced 

lunch in the 2010-2011 school year, while the comparable rates for Bonner Springs and 

Turner, to the west and south of the city, were 48.69% and 70.76%1. In the Piper school 

district in western Wyandotte County, where considerable new housing construction 

and economic development activities have lured new residents in recent years, only 

18.6% of students were eligible for free and reduced lunch during the past school year.2 

Figure 1: Residence of Respondents 

 

Seventy-one percent of respondents are female, not surprising given womenõs higher 

utilization of social services, particularly on behalf of their families. This compares to a 

total population in Wyandotte County split nearly equally among genders; in 2009, 49% 

                                                           
1 The overall rate, then, for Wyandotte County in 2010 was 76.42%. KIDS COUNT. Downloaded from: 
http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/ bystate/stateprofile.aspx?state=KS&group=All&loc=2918&dt=1%2c3%2c2%2
c4.  
2 Kansas State Department of Education, Custom Reports for Wyandotte County School Districts, 2010-2011 school 
year, available from: http:// cpfs.ksde.org/cpfs/ .  
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of residents were male and 51% were female.3 While this survey methodology excluded 

any respondents younger than age 184, which undoubtedly skewed responses 

somewhat older, especially given that Wyandotte Countyõs overall population was 

almost one-third under age 18 in 20095, it is still notable that half of respondents are 

within prime working years, ages 25 -44, which are not typically ages at which one 

imagines needing significant assistance from social service agencies. Certainly, though, 

some of these individuals may have been accessing services on behalf of others in their 

households, a question not answerable from this dataset. Despite some intentional 

efforts to survey other populations, particularly older adults, fewer than 10% of 

respondents, as shown below, are older than age 65. This tracks closely, however, with 

overall population demographics, which estimate 10. 6% of the total Wyandotte County 

population as 65 and older, giving further evidence of the overall representativeness of 

this sample.6 

Figure 2: Age of Respondents  

 

 

                                                           
3 U.S. Census Bureau. American Community Survey, 2005-2009, available from: www.factfinder.census.gov .  
4 This was due to difficulties in securing parental permission for minor participation in the survey. The AYS focus 
group was an attempt to compensate for this exclusion of young people by specifically soliciting their responses to 
the data gleaned from the Community Needs Assessment process. 
5 U.S. Census Bureau. American Community Survey, 2009 estimates, retrieved March 30, 2011 from: 
www.factfinder.census.gov .   
6 U.S. Census Bureau. American Community Survey, 2009 estimates, retrieved March 30, 2011 from: 
www.factfinder.census.gov .   
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Figure 3: Comparison of Age Demographics for this sample v. American Community 

Survey 2009 Estimates for Wyandotte County (by percentage of the adult population)  

 

Racial composition of the respondent sample reflects greater incidence of individuals of 

color among this sample than for Wyandotte County overall (almost 50% of this sample 

reports as African American, compared to 26.5% of Wyandotte County in 20097), 

although this could be affected by the geographic representation of the indivi duals in 

this sample, given that racial concentration is highly spatial in the county. Respondents 

in this sample were approximately twice as likely to report as Hispanic/Latino as 

Wyandotte County overall in 2009, although, again, this could be impacted b y 

geographic differences. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7
 U.S. Census Bureau (2011). American Community Survey 1-year estimates for 2009, retrieved March 30, 2011 

from: www.factfinder.census.gov.  
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Figure 4: Self-reported Race of Respondents 

 

The CNA instrument paralleled the way that the U.S. Census Bureau asks about race 

and ethnicity, and, here, 44% of respondents (of any race) reported that they are of 

Hispanic/Latino origin. A smaller percentage is Spanish -dominant, reflected by the 

33% of respondents who completed the Community Needs Assessment survey in 

Spanish. Some participating agencies had much greater representation of Spanish-

speaking clients, though, suggesting that organizations develop niches to serve 

different elements within the overall population.  Spanish speakers were represented in 

all three of the focus groups as well, although there were few significant differences in 

their reported exp eriences compared to those of the general population. 

Twenty -three percent of respondents have at least one adult with a disability in the 

household, a reality that impacts their labor market experiences and need for social 

services, as well. Only 5%, however, have a child with a disability.  These statistics 

suggest that this adult sample has a significantly higher disability rate than the overall 

Wyandotte County population, which, given the increased likelihood of need for some 

social service assistance related to the effects of a disability, is not surprising. In 2009, an 

estimated 14.7% of non-institutionalized adults in Wyandotte County had a disability; 

for those under 18, this figure was 4.5%, and for those over 65, it was an astounding 

45.5%.8  

                                                           
8 U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 1-year estimates for 2009, retrieved March 30, 2011 from: 
www.factfinder.census.gov .  
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Disability status severely impacts labor force participation; in February 2011, for 

example, only 34.2% of men, ages 16-64, with a disability, were participating in the 

labor force, compared to 82.2% of men of the same ages without a disability.9 Even for 

those actively seeking work, disabilities can prevent successful employment. The 

unemployment rate for those with disabilities was 15.4%, compared to 9.3% for those 

without disabilities, in February 2011. 10 While programs such as Social Security 

Disability Insur ance exist to provide some income to those whose disabling conditions 

prevent their employment, significant barriers to access and low benefit levels mean 

that labor market disengagement has seriously negative effects on this population. 

About their Famili esñComposition and Effects  

Almost half of respondents (48%) are single heads of households, a rate higher than the 

overall population and one that likely significantly impacts these respondentsõ 

household incomes and experiences of need, particularly since 60% of all respondents 

have children under age 18 in the household, with a median number of 1.42 children. 

These figures suggest that these respondents have households slightly smaller than the 

Wyandotte County median which, in 2009, was estimated at 2.59 individuals. 11 Of 

particula r interest, given the differences in poverty rates, 36% of respondents live in 

single-female headed households, for a total of 25% of respondents from households 

with children that are headed by single women. While the particular needs and 

experiences of these families obviously warrant additional attention, especially given 

the impact on children, it is also notable that, then, a majority of these respondents are 

living in two -parent families and, yet, still requiring assistance from social service 

agencies in Wyandotte County. These data certainly suggest, then, that while having 

two adults in a household brings some tangible economic security to the family, such 

family structures are certainly not adequate to ensure that the householdõs needs will be 

met. The Head Start focus group, in particular, affirmed this. While the two -parent 

households participating in that conversation reported comparatively less strain in 

meeting their economic and familial responsibilities, high rates of unemployment, 

particular ly for men of color, and the myriad difficulties experienced in these 

communities meant that two -parent families neither felt nor evidenced any tremendous 

advantages compared to their single-parent counterparts. 

                                                           
9 The rates for all persons were 20.6, for those with a disability, compared to 69.5, for those without disabilities. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics. (March 4, 2011). Downloaded from: http://www.bls .gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf . 
See also: https://www.disability.gov/viewResource?id=13798408 .  
10Calculated from Bureau of Labor Statistics Data. Downloaded from:  
https://www.disability.gov/viewResource?id=13798408   
11 U.S. Census Bureau. American Community Survey, 2005-2009, Wyandotte County, available from: 
www.factfinder .census.gov.  

http://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf
https://www.disability.gov/viewResource?id=13798408
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Figure 5: Comparison in Single -Parent Households12 

 

Single heads of household though , in this sample as well as in the general population, 

face serious economic challenges. Single heads of household here are more likely to be 

unemployed and have lower incomes; 70% of single heads of household in this sample 

earn less than $15,000 per year. For single women heads of household in this sample, 

only 45% are working, and the median wage for these workers was only $8.84 per hour. 

These data mirror the preponderance of evidence from national studies, whi ch find that 

poverty rates are highest for families headed by single women, particularly if they are 

African American or Hispanic. For example, in 2009, 29.9% of households in the United 

States headed by single women were poor, compared to 16.9% of households headed by 

single men and 5.8% of married-couple households.13 In numerous studies, data 

conclude that child well -being is compromised in these families, not necessarily as 

much related to the absence of a second parent as to the deprivation that this parentõs 

absence provokes in many households. 

Working Lives ñEmployment , Wages, and Poverty 

While educational attainment could be considered a demographic characteristic of these 

respondents, it is also connected to their labor market experiences. As shown below, 

two -thirds of respondents have a high school diploma or less, a serious disadvantage in 

                                                           
12 Figure on single-parent households in Wyandotte County comes from: County Health Rankings. 2010 County 
Rankings, downloaded from: http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/kansas .  
13 University of Michigan, National Poverty Center (2010). Poverty in the United States. Available from: 
http://www.npc.umich.edu/poverty/ .  
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todayõs labor market. Nationally, in February 2011, the unemployment rate for those 

without a high school degree was 15.9%, compared to 10.7% for high school graduates 

and 4.4% for those with at least a Bachelorõs degree. Clearly, even in this struggling 

economy, oneõs education level matters a great deal.14 As would be expected, education 

levels are significantly correlated with household income levels, illustrating  the solid 

link between advanced educational attainment and economic security, in this sample as 

well as in the overall population (r=.239).  The experiences of focus group participants in 

this area are telling, though; while several pointed to their limite d educations as 

significant factors in their unemployment, many others are still struggling to find jobs 

commensurate with their skills, even after returning, in many cases at great hardship, to 

earn post-secondary degrees.  

In the Unified School District 500, which serves Kansas City, Kansas, the graduation 

rate was 78% in 200915. While significantly higher than the rate for these respondents, 

this figure still lags far behind t he state average of 89%, suggesting the need for 

continued emphasis on educational attainment, particularly given the correlation 

between education level and income demonstrated above. Additionally, measuring the 

percentage of the ninth-grade cohort that graduates in four years gives a much more 

dire measure, with a graduation rate of  only 60%.16 

Figure 6: Respondentsõ Educational Attainment 

 

                                                           
14 Bureau of Labor Statistics, March 2011. Employment status of the civilian population 25 years and over by 
educational attainment.  http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t04.htm   
15 Kansas State Department of Education, Building Report Cards 2009-2010, available from: www.ksde.org .   
16 County Health Rankings. 2010 Rankings, downloaded from: http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/kansas .  
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As shown below, these respondents have a significantly lower level of educational 

attainment than the overall Wyandotte County population, with particularly 

pronounced gaps in the percentage with less than a high school diploma. Interestingly, 

the percentage of each population with an advanced degree was almost identical (5%).  

Figure 7: Comparison of Educational Attainment, Wyandotte County Overall 2009 

Estimates v. This Sample 17 

 

Almost one-third  of respondents are unemployed, a rate far higher than the overall 

Wyandotte County unemployment rate  which, in January 2011, was 11.3% (compared 

to 7.4% for the state of Kansas)18. This elevated unemployment rate likely reflects, in 

part, the demographic characteristics of these respondents; nationally, the 

unemployment rate for African Americans in February 2011 was 15.3%, and the rate for 

Hispanics was 11.6%.19 These respondents, and Wyandotte County, are obviously not 

immune to these disadvantaged labor market experiences. Focus group participants 

point to some labor market experiences unique to their particular geography, too, which 

suggests that these high rates of unemployment are not coincidentally occurring in the 

urban core areas of Wyandotte County. In particular, limited public transportation, 

spatial distance from new job creation, and perceived bias against urban residents were 

expressed as barriers to successful job search and job retention. 
                                                           
17 American Community Survey data  retrieved March 30, 2011 from: www.factfinder.census.gov . ACS data on 
educational attainment is for the 25+ population, which could slightly inflate the statistics; however, given the very 
small number of respondents in this sample younger than 25, this effect is minimal for the purposes of this 
comparison. 
18 Kansas Department of Labor. (February 25, 2011). Unemployment Rates for January 2011, downloaded from: 
http://www.dol.ks.gov/LMIS/newsrel/pr1101/map.html .  
19 Bureau of Labor Statistics. (March 4, 2011). Downloaded from: http://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf .  
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For reasons related to disability status and the presence of young children in the 

household, another 22% of respondents are out of the labor market, which leaves only 

approximately 45% employed, even part -time. While it is impossible to know for sure 

from this analysis, it is also possible that the depressed labor market has pushed some 

of these respondents out of active participation; indeed, nationally, the number of 

òdiscouraged workersó has increased dramatically during this recession. 20 Significantly, 

these marginally-attached individuals, while desiring and available for work, will 

require substantial assistance to reenter the labor market, suggesting a need for targeted 

and sustained intervention.  

Significantl y, unemployment is often a long -term phenomenon for these respondents, 

who have been unemployed for 8 months (median). The Bureau of Labor Statistics 

classifies individuals like these as the òlong-term unemployedó, a group that comprises 

43.9% of the unemployed in the nation, as of February 2011.21 Significantly, too, 

employment often fails to bring real economic security for these respondents, who earn 

a median $9.28 per hour and often find full -time work elusive.  Indeed, focus group 

participants gave testimony of working at extremely low wages for relatively short 

shifts, often at great distance from their homes, a combination that makes employment, 

in the words of one participant, òexpensive.ó Education level statistically significantly 

correlated to oneõs hourly wage (r=.375). Importantly, however, there were no 

statistically significant differences in the number of months unemployed based on 

education level, nor by gender, often a factor in influencing labor market outcomes. 

Gender was not a significant predictor in average hourly wages, either.  Given the 

stagnation and even declines in median male wages over the past few decades22, 

though, and the lengthy tenures of unemployment for both genders in this sample, this 

seeming parity more likely reflects a wo rsening of malesõ labor market prospects, rather 

than real gains by women. 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
20 Bureau of Labor Statistics. (March 4, 2011). Downloaded from: http://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf . 
21 Bureau of Labor Statistics. (March 4, 2011). Downloaded from: http://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf .  
22 See, for example, òWomen in the Workforce: Is Wage Stagnation Catching up to them too?ó Retrieved April 6, 2011 
from: http://www.brookings.edu/opinions/2011/0401_jobs_greenstone_looney.aspx .  

http://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/opinions/2011/0401_jobs_greenstone_looney.aspx


12 
 

Figure 8: Respondentsõ Employment Status 

 

While half of these respondents have earned income, means-tested benefits23 are 

significant sources of their householdsõ economic foundation, as shown below. This 

trend is not unique to these respondents, however; across the state and particularly in 

Wyandotte County, more people are turning to public assistance in this recession, even 

as state budgets for such aid are reduced. Between FY2009 and FY2010, for example, 

Wyandotte County saw a 12% increase in Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 

(TANF) caseloads, a 26% increase in food assistance, and a 13% increase in energy 

assistance.24  Given the low levels of these income supports and the poverty required to 

qualify for them , the high levels of poverty among these respondents are not surprising. 

As shown in Figure 10, more than half of respondents live in households with less th an 

$15,000 in annual income. Clearly, then, these social service agencies are serving 

households that fall far below the average in Wyandotte County, where median 

household income in 2009 was $36,488.25 Figure 11, below, illustrates the degree to 

which these respondentsõ economic situation is deprived, compared to the total 

Wyandotte County population.  

 

                                                           
23 òMeans-tested benefitsó are those public benefits only available to individuals who meet certain eligibility 
guidelines, usually based on income and asset holdings (and sometimes also on age, familial status, and/or 
disability). Examples include Supplemen tal Security Income (SSI), Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Programs (òFood Stampsó), and Medicaid. 
24 Social and Rehabilitative Services. (2011). 2010 County Packets. Downloaded from: 
http://www.srs.ks.gov/agency/Pages/cp_2010pdf.aspx .   
25 U.S. Census Bureau. American Community Survey, 2009 1-year estimates. Retrieved March 30, 2011 from: 
www.fa ctfinder.census.gov.  
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Figure 9: Respondentsõ Sources of Income 

 

 

Figure 10: Respondentsõ Household Income 
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Figure 11: Comparison of Household Income, Wyandotte County Overall,  2009 

Estimates, v. This Sample 26 

 

Household Needs  

Health Care 

Only 38% of respondents report that all members of their families have health 

insurance, while another 31% have at least one member of their family with insurance. 

Those respondents with some, but not all, members of their households insured, fall 

into the category of the òunderinsured,ó a vulnerable population whose insurance 

status can interfere with the timely detection of health problems and the maintenance of 

overall physical and mental wel l-being. This means, too, that almost one-third of 

respondents live in entirely uninsured households, a fact which undoubtedly influences 

their ability to access quality medical care, and one which contributes to overall poor 

health outcomes in Wyandotte County.  In fact, in 2009, Wyandotte County was judged 

to have the worst health outcomes of Kansasõ 105 counties27, a ranking influenced by 

poor measures on a variety of indicators, includi ng health insurance coverage. By 2011, 

Wyandotte County improved sligh tly, to 96th out of 98 scored counties in the state28. 

The Unified Government of Kansas City, Kansas-Wyandotte County has pulled 

together leaders in the community to try to combat the poor health status that plagues 

                                                           
26

 Wyandotte County overall income data from American Community Survey 2009 1-year estimates, retrieved 
March 30, 2011 from: www.factfinder.census.gov.  
27 County Health Rankings. 2010 Rankings, downloaded from: http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/kansas .  
28 County Health Rankings, 2011 Rankings, retrieved March 30, 2011 from: 
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/kansas/wyandotte   
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many residents.29 Still, in 2009, 24% of the non-institutionalized population  in the 

county was uninsured 30, higher than the state average, and Wyandotte County also lags 

behind the rest of the state in reported health status, low birthweight, premature death, 

disability days, homicide rate, and other measures.31 Despite recent efforts to reach out 

to more children eligible for public health insurance supports, 13.2% of children under 

age 18 were uninsured in Wyandotte County in 2009.32 Data from the Kansas Health 

Institute suggest that approximately  20% of Wyandotte Countians lack access to needed 

health care, which obviously contributes to the perpetuation of health problems.  For 

example, the rate of prenatal care in Wyandotte County in 2008 was 15% lower than the 

state average.33 Importantly, many of the factors that contributed to the countyõs low 

health ranking are those directly related to economic well -being, given the noted link 

between poverty and health: single-parent households, unemployment rate, and 

children in poverty, in particular. 34 Focus group participants gave voice to many of 

these same health care realities, including teenagers who have never been to the doctor, 

adults who lost good jobs due to chronic health problems or frequently -ill children, and 

a myriad of pro blems accessing the complicated, fragmented, and inadequate safety net 

for the uninsured.  

Transportation 

Despite high levels of poverty, the majority of respondents use their own vehicles for 

transportation, a necessity for transportation in much of the metropolitan area, given 

the relatively limited development of public options.  Indeed, these rates of personal 

automobile usage parallel those of the overall Wyandotte County population, where 

76% traveled alone in their own car to work in 2009. Slightly o ver 12% of Wyandotte 

County households lacked any vehicles in 2009.35 Not surprisingly, those in this sample 

without their own vehicles face serious transportation obstacles, with 82% reporting 

that they have difficulty getting where they need to go at leas t some of the time. This 

                                                           
29 Wyandotte County Battles Low Health Status. (June 2010), downloaded from: 
http://www.publicbroadcasting.net/kcur/news.newsmain/article/1/0/1666383/KCUR.News/Wyandotte.County.
Battles.Low.Health.Status.  
30 U.S. Census Bureau. American Community Survey 2009 1-year estimates, retrieved March 30, 2011 from: 
www.factfinder.census.gov .  
31 County Health Rankings. 2010 Rankings, downloaded from: http://www.countyhealthran kings.org/kansas . 
32

 U.S. Census Bureau. American Community Survey 2009 1-year estimates, retrieved March 30, 2011 from: 

www.factfinder.census.gov . 
33 KIDS COUNT. Downloaded from: 
http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/bystate/stateprofile.aspx?state=KS&group=All&loc=2918&dt=1%2c3%2c2%2
c4.  
34 Kansas Health Institut e. (2010). Kansas County Health Rankings, downloaded from: 
http://atlas.khi.org/GC_preport.php?lang=en&s=89&phpsid=v6eqsf952h47ujg706h2sep784 .  
35

 U.S. Census Bureau. American Community Survey 2009 1-year estimates, retrieved March 30, 2011 from: 

www.factfinder.census.gov . 
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http://atlas.khi.org/GC_preport.php?lang=en&s=89&phpsid=v6eqsf952h47ujg706h2sep784
http://www.factfinder.census.gov/
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was a prominent theme in all of the focus groups, as individuals reported being unable 

to accept certain employment opportunities because of limited public transportation 

schedules, or of sacrificing to maintain an automobile because of its necessity in keeping 

appointments and getting to work.  Clearly, as they seek to meet these individualsõ 

needs, social service organizations need to consider access barriers, including physical 

distance and transportation, which  can impede work with these potential clients.   

Figure 12: Respondentsõ Means of Transportation 

 

Respondentsõ prioritization of the household issues most pressing for their own 

households varied with their unique characteristics and, also, with their identification 

with a particular participating agency. As shown in the figure below, these respondents 

varied considerably in their number one household concern, with nearly every item on 

the list selected by at least a few respondents. Still, some common trends emerge from 

this analysis, with medical care the most common priority reported, chosen by 20% of 

the total sample. Indeed, the federal government agrees to some extent with these 

respondentsõ assessment, designating Wyandotte Countyõs low-income populat ion as a 

òhealth professional shortage areaó, for primary and dental care, in reflection of 

ongoing barriers to access to care.36 Also notable is that job creation is ranked much 

more prominently than job training, indicating a preference for increasing the  number 

of total available jobs, more than preparing individuals to meet the demands of existing 

opportunities. This is despite the rather astounding fact that, in January 2011, 

Wyandotte County was ranked 11 th in the nation for total employment growth, 

                                                           
36 University of Kansas. (2010). Kansas Statistical Abstract 2009. Downloaded from:  
http://www.ipsr.ku.edu/ksdata/ksah/KSA44.pdf .  
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prompting calls that economic development efforts in the county should focus on 

equipping unemployed Wyandotte Countians to move into these positions. 37  

Utility costs 

Utility costs were also selected by nearly one-fifth of the sample, reflecting both a sense 

that these costs continue to squeeze low-income households and, perhaps, the time of 

year when these data were collected, with many individuals fearing the coming shut -off 

of utilities as the òcold weather ruleó is phased out. These strains are felt by many low -

income individuals, in Kansas and across the nation. Great seasonal temperature 

variations make for unpredictable utility bills, especially in poorly -maintained housing. 

Rising energy costs, especially in the last 10 years, have created an òenergy affordability 

gapó for many households whose utility bills are simply more than they can afford to 

pay38. In this region, the energy affordability gap increased by 115% between 2002 and 

2009; the average gap per household is $1,029 today39. Of course, these price increases 

are especially onerous for low-income residents. In 2009, 43% of Kansans with incomes 

below 50% of the federal poverty level were energy burdened.40 Indeed, utility costs 

weighed heavily on the minds of most focus group participants, too, i ncluding some of 

the youth, who have seen how high costs there, as well as for gasoline, have affected 

household spending in other areas. 

Importantly, the long list selected by these respondents illustrates the significant 

challenges faced by social service agencies in Wyandotte County, in attempting to 

respond to this variety of needs. Because there are inevitable trade-offs in any allocation 

of resources, because problems are interrelated and often compounding, and because, 

particularly in the current eco nomic climate, there are inadequate resources to satisfy all 

of these concerns, organizations and leaders face serious decisions with real 

implications, every day.  

 

 
                                                           
37 2011 Unified Government State of the Government Address. (February 8, 2011). Based on data calculated by the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics. Available from: www.wycokck.org .  
38 Home Energy Affordability Gap. 2010. 
http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap. com/downloads/2009_Released_Apr10/2009%20Census%20Fact%20Shee
ts.pdf    
39 Home Energy Affordability Gap Rankings by State. 2010. 
http:// www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/downloads/2009_Released_Apr10/2009%20HH%20Gap%20by%20
Region.pdf  
40 Home Energy Burden by Region. 2010. 
http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/downloads/2009_Released_Apr10/2009%20Burden%20LT50%20FP
L.pdf   

http://www.wycokck.org/
http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/downloads/2009_Released_Apr10/2009%20Census%20Fact%20Sheets.pdf
http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/downloads/2009_Released_Apr10/2009%20Census%20Fact%20Sheets.pdf
http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/downloads/2009_Released_Apr10/2009%20HH%20Gap%20by%20Region.pdf
http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/downloads/2009_Released_Apr10/2009%20HH%20Gap%20by%20Region.pdf
http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/downloads/2009_Released_Apr10/2009%20Burden%20LT50%20FPL.pdf
http://www.homeenergyaffordabilitygap.com/downloads/2009_Released_Apr10/2009%20Burden%20LT50%20FPL.pdf
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Figure 13: Respondentsõ Most Pressing Household Concerns 

 

One of the goals of this particular Community Needs Assessment, which also included 

an online component that was distributed to social service professionals, elected 

officials, business leaders, and other community stakeholders, was to compare these 

individualsõ perceptions of community needs with those experienced by the target 

population. While there is some convergence between the needs prioritized by this 

client population and those cited by other entities, some noteworthy differences 

emerge, too, particularly the far greater stability in conditions reported by these clients 

than observed by those charged to respond to them. Client respondents were more 

likely to note worsening conditions on the community level, though, than in their own 

individual experiences, but, even here, there are important distinctions between their 

responses and those of the online sample. As shown in Table 1, below, for all but utility 

costs, the most common response for how these needs have changed over the past 
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twelve months was, in fact, that they had  not changed considerably at all; a majority 

reported that they had  òstayed about the sameó. When focus group participants were 

asked to help explain this apparent discrepancy, they were unfazed, explaining that, 

from their perspective, conditions may not have changed much but that organizations 

seeing new clients, and entire new demographics of clients, would understandably 

panic, given that the increase in absolute need stretches resources so much. 

Housing  

Almost 60% of respondents are renters, 33% are homeowners either with or without 

mortgage loans, and the remaining almost 9% are without permanent housing, living 

òdoubled upó with friends or family or homeless. In 2009, 36% of all housing units in 

Wyandotte County were renter -occupied41 and 53.57% of Wyandotte County residents 

were homeowners, indicating that this survey population is less likely than others in the 

county to be homeowners42. Homelessness is a serious concern in Wyandotte County, 

both predating the recession and housing crisis and likely exacerbated by those shocks. 

In announcing an initiative to combat homelessness in the area, the Unified 

Government cited statistics that estimate that, in 2010, there were approximately 2200 

homeless individuals in Wyandotte County on a given night. 43 With out solid 

comparative data, it is unclear exactly how the housing situation in the county has 

worsened in recent years, but Wyandotte Countyõs housing market has obviously 

struggled. For example, the countyõs foreclosure rate in the third quarter of 2010 was 

the highest in the state, nearly four times the state average and more than twice the 

next-highest county.44  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
41 U.S. Census Bureau. American Community Survey, 2005-2009. Available from: www.factfinder.census.gov .  
42 KIDS COUNT. Downloaded from: 
http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/bystate/stateprofile.aspx?state=KS&group=All&loc=2918& dt=1%2c3%2c2%2
c4.  
43 Unified Government (August 2010). òReardon Kicks Off Initiative to Address Homelessness.ó Downloaded from: 
http://www.wycok ck.org/uploadedFiles/News/Reardon%20Kicks%20Off%20Homelessness%20Initiative.pdf .  
44 RealtyTrac (October 31, 2010). Kansas Foreclosure Activity Down in the Third Quarter. Downloaded from: 
http://www.realtytrac.com/content/foreclosure -market-report/kansas -foreclosure-activity -down -in-third -quarter-
6156.  

http://www.factfinder.census.gov/
http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/bystate/stateprofile.aspx?state=KS&group=All&loc=2918&dt=1%2c3%2c2%2c4
http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/bystate/stateprofile.aspx?state=KS&group=All&loc=2918&dt=1%2c3%2c2%2c4
http://www.wycokck.org/uploadedFiles/News/Reardon%20Kicks%20Off%20Homelessness%20Initiative.pdf
http://www.realtytrac.com/content/foreclosure-market-report/kansas-foreclosure-activity-down-in-third-quarter-6156
http://www.realtytrac.com/content/foreclosure-market-report/kansas-foreclosure-activity-down-in-third-quarter-6156


20 
 

Figure 14: Respondentsõ Housing Status 

 

The median monthly housing payment for these respondents was $500, although this 

varied based on whether one is renting or owning a home. Perhaps reflecting, in part, 

the impact of subsidized housing benefits, as well as differences in home prices and 

lending practices, renters paid significantly less per month in housing costs than 

homeowners with mortgages ($465 v. $679, t=-7.346). These amounts, particularly for 

renters, are significantly below fair -market rents for Wyandotte County as of 2010, 

again lik ely reflecting the influence of housing subsidies  as well as the particular areas 

in which respondents live . In 2010, the fair-market rent for a two -bedroom dwelling, for 

example, was $834.45 As would be expected, the average household incomes of renters 

were statistically significantly lower than those of homeowners (t= -7.757), although 

there was no similar difference for hourly wages .46 Given respondentsõ low incomes, 

there is considerable evidence of housing affordability strain 47, even at these lower 

rates. Similarly, the average worker in Wyandotte County, in 2010, would need to work 

45 hours per week at the median renter wage in order to afford a two -bedroom unit at 

the fair -market rent.48 In 2009, 53% of renters, 36% of homeowners with a mortgage, and 

even 17% of homeowners without a mortgage were burdened by housing costs.49 

                                                           
45University of Kansas (2010). Kansas Statistical Abstract 2009. Downloaded from: 
http://www.ipsr.ku.edu/ksdata/ksah/KSA44.pdf .  
46 This most likely reflects differences in household size, as well as some differences in hours of work effort, for those 
who are homeowners as compared to renters. 
47 Housing  is considered òaffordableó when it consumes less than 30% of a householdõs gross monthly income. 
48 University of Kansas (2010). Kansas Statistical Abstract 2009. Downloaded from: 
http://www.ipsr.ku.edu/ksdata/ksah/KSA44.pdf . 
49 Figures calculated from U.S. Census Bureau data, American Community Survey 1-year estimates, retrieved March 
30, 2011 from: www.factfinder.census.gov .  
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Community Needs  

Table 1: Trends in Household and Community Needs , Client CNA  

 
 
 
 
 

Percent 
Reporting 
Worsening, 
Past 12 Months 
(Household)  

Percent 
Reporting 
Improvement, 
Past 12 Months 
(Household)  

Percent 
Reporting 
Worsening, Past 
12 Months 
(Community)  

Percent 
Reporting 
Improvement, 
Past 12 Months 
(Community)  

Mean 
Allocation  

Medical Care 27% 14% 34% 20% $19.44 

Dental Care 27% 18% 33% 20% $11.00 

Mental Health 
Care 

13% 14% 30% 16% $4.33 

Disability 
Services 

16% 11% 30% 14% $7.22 

Affordable 
Housing  

24% 10% 35% 17% $9.88 

Housing 
Quality  

16% 11% 29% 19% $3.75 

Homelessness 13% 23% 42% 16% NA 50 

Job Creation 18% 31% 32% 31% $5.84 

Job Training 15% 24% 30% 26% $3.55 

Poverty/Low 
Wages 

22% 21% 40% 21% $4.40 

Domestic 
Violence 

11% 29% 32% 15% $1.74 

Transportation  15% 14% 26% 16% $3.01 

Hunger  19% 13% 41% 13% $6.54 

Senior 
Services 

12% 20% 25% 15% $2.09 

Utility Costs  53% 9% 56% 8% $6.49 

K-12 
Education 

13% 10% 22% 12% $2.17 

Youth Services 13% 17% 25% 16% $2.55 

Early 
Childhood 
Education 

13% 14% 23% 15% $2.85 

Higher 
Education 

15% 13% 24% 17% $2.47 

 

                                                           
50 Homelessness was inadvertently left off of some of the Spanish versions of the Community Needs Assessment 
instruments, distorting calculation of its me an allocation. 
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As the figure below illustrates, the online respondents to the Community Needs 

Assessment, who represent government, social service, and business interests, diverge 

from clients considerably in their rankings of community priorities. Most notably, those 

respondents were much more likely than clients to rank K -12 education as the 

communityõs greatest challenge, and much less likely to name medical care. Housing 

was also more prominent among clients than stakeholders, and housing quality was 

more commonly men tioned by stakeholders than housing affordability, the opposite 

perspective from clients. Similarly, utility costs, which barely registered as a chief 

priority among online respondents, were a serious concern of many clients, and were 

the issue most viewed as deteriorating over the past 12 months, on both the household 

and community levels. Interestingly, while online respondents did not place much 

priority on utility costs, they were viewed by an overwhelming majority (76%) as 

having worsened over the past 12 months (see Table 2, below). While these apparent 

gaps warrant additional discussion within Wyandotte County, the principle of the 

hierarchy of needs51 perhaps suggests some explanation for the divergence. This theory 

purports that people have difficulty even conceiving of òhigher orderó needs when 

their most basic concerns are unmet. Given that many of the client respondents ranked 

items that clearly fall into basic needsñhealth care, utility services, housingñas 

priorities, it may be that, rather than an actual difference of opinion with stakeholder 

respondents, clients confronting rather more primal deprivations must first see those 

needs satisfied in order to engage in collective problem solving to address more long -

term needs, such as the quality of the educational system. This reflection would suggest 

that, rather than a difference in absolute priority, the evident gaps more accurately 

reveal an issue of sequencing, or a question about the order in which to address 

community needs in order to achieve the greatest total utility.  

As referenced above, client respondents were more likely to see stability in personal, 

and even community, experiences of need, than online stakeholder respondents, 

although some leveling off was reported even among the latter group. Comparing 

Tables 1 and 2 demonstrate some of these differences, particularly in the greater 

perception of worsening needs among online stakeholder respondents. Importantly, the 

significant perception of household and community stabilization, given ongoing 

adverse economic and social conditions, perhaps represents progress in the effort to 

combat deprivation in Wyandotte County.  

                                                           
51 See, for example, definition of Maslowõs Hierarchy of Needs, retrieved April 5, 2011, from: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maslow's_hierarchy_of_needs .   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maslow's_hierarchy_of_needs
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Table 2: Online Respondentsõ Perceived Trends in Community Need over past 12 

M onths 

  

Problem 

Decreased 

(past 12 

monthsñ

Community)  

Problem Stayed 

about the same 

(past 12 monthsñ

Community)  

Problem 

Increased (past 

12 monthsñ

Community)  

Mean 

Allocation  

Medical Care 8.4% 45.6% 46.0% $8.80 

Dental Care 10.7% 63.1% 26.2% $2.52 

Mental Health Care 11.9% 41.4% 46.7% $5.58 

Services for people with 

disabilities  
17.7% 55.7% 26.6% 

$2.50 

Affordable Housing  17.7% 43.1% 39.2% $4.16 

Housing Quality  18.2% 51.7% 30.1% $1.97 

Job Creation 24.7% 22.4% 52.9% $11.55 

Job Training 19.5% 44.0% 36.5% $7.52 

Low wages/poverty  11.1% 26.5% 62.4% $6.87 

Domestic Violence 4.8% 49.1% 46.1% $1.92 

Transportation  13.2% 58.7% 28.1% $4.82 

Hunger  5.5% 23.5% 71.0% $6.82 

Senior Services 12.8% 52.4% 34.8% $4.05 

Utility Costs  2.6% 21.6% 75.8% $2.95 

K-12 education 12.6% 55.4% 32.0% $11.58 

Youth Services 18.9% 47.6% 33.5% $5.52 

Early childhood education  11.1% 58.9% 30.0% $5.73 

Higher education  10.9% 64.7% 24.4% $2.72 
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Figure 15: Online Respondentsõ Community Priorities  

 

These differences illustrate areas where clientsõ concerns should perhaps more strongly 

influence the pr iorities of community respondents . This is dramatically illustrated by 

the differences in comparative allocations of the hypothet ical $100, too, where there is 

almost no overlap in the rankings of community needs between the two samples. K -12 

education, for example, was allocated significantly larger amounts by online 

respondents, as were youth services and mental health care, while medical and dental 

care were comparatively prioritized by client respondents.  Also important in todayõs 

political context is the appearance, among the comments offered by online respondents, 

pertaining to a perceived tax burden and overreliance on public assistance, particularly 

given the essential role that these income supports play in sustaining the households of 

these client respondents. Social service providers and other community leaders 

inevitably find themselves living between these tensions, strug gling to describe their 

work in terms palatable to donors and other decision makers, while ensuring that 

services provided resonate with the lived experiences of current and potential clients.  

Certainly there are unmet needs, given the inadequacies of service offerings described 
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by survey respondents from both provider and client perspectives, as well as the 

detailed examples offered by focus group participants of waiting lists and tightened 

eligibility criteria. Yet increasing these resources will require not only overcoming 

concrete fiscal limitations but also making the case for these investments in the overall 

community.  

Online respondents often focused on specific populations in need, most commonly 

seniors and young children, while, as the data above illustrate, working -age adults are 

significantly represented among the clients of social service agencies in Wyandotte 

County. While these respondent demographics are undoubtedly influenced by 

methodological restrictions on survey participation by minors, as  well as by the unique 

emphases of the organizations that elected to participate in this project, it is also 

important to recognize that, even when these òspecial populationsó are part of the 

family unit seeking services, supports for the adults responsibl e for these households 

must not be overlooked. 

However, there are also some areas of convergence, particularly around the importance 

of job creation, which may suggest some starting points for community consensus 

towards how to enhance quality of life in W yandotte County.  Service provider 

respondents also expressed the importance of creating quality jobs that pay a living 

wage, and focusing on that strategy would, in turn, address some of the client 

respondentsõ other concerns, including poverty and limited access to health care. In 

addition, online respondentsõ rankings of unmet needs in Wyandotte County closely 

match client respondentsõ priorities: with employment, emergency assistance, physical 

health care, and affordable housing the top four choices. These responses indicate that, 

while service providers are perhaps naturally inclined to advocate for their own areas 

of work, particularly given their level of knowledge about them, when surveying the 

total landscape of need compared to the available response in Wyandotte County, their 

assessments roughly align with the priorities of those living each day in need. For more 

detail about the online survey responses, including selected responses to the open-

ended questions and the distribution of respondents amo ng stakeholder industries , see 

Appendix A.  

The Social Service Response 

Only 35% of respondents report receiving assistance with their number one household 

priority, a particularly concerning figure given the fact that these individuals are, by 

survey design, all connected already with a social service agency. One can easily 

imagine that the total Wyandotte County population might answer this question even 
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more negatively, indicating considerable unmet need with which the social service 

infrastructure must contend. Among those reporting receiving help with that issue, 57% 

are doing so at the agency where they were surveyed for this Community Needs 

Assessment and another 21% from another social service agency. Informal supports, 

including friends and family, are meeting the needs of another 17% of those receiving 

help. Among thos e not receiving help for this primary need, 61% report that they do not 

know where to go, again, despite having a relationship with at least one social service 

organization in Wyandotte County. Twenty -two percent have been turned away 

and/or are on waiting  lists for assistance, while 17% do not want to ask for help, at least 

not for that particular need.  While it is impossible to know precisely the root of the lack 

of information that clients need about where and how to access needed services, it is 

certainly possible that some of those who report not knowing where to go to receive 

help are, in fact, struggling with eligibility guidelines that limit the number of times or 

the particular circumstances under which individuals may receive help; while this 

would  not be revealed as actually being turned away, if one has not sought help 

because of knowledge of the eligibility limitations, it would still reflect a problem more 

of inadequate services than of incomplete information.  As described in greater detail in 

Appendix B, focus group participants shared several concrete concerns about current 

policies and practices of various nonprofit organizations in Wyandotte County. 

Additionally, the Head Start focus group had to be redirected on more than one 

occasion as participants began to question and advise each other about how to navigate 

resources or how to understand particular restrictions, illustrating vividly the ways in 

which the complexity and fragmentation of the social service safety net impacts these 

households. 

As the figure below illustrates, informal connections are the primary source of 

information about available social services, at least among this population, 49% of 

whom report hearing about the agency where they were surveyed from a friend or 

family mem ber receiving services there. Other social service agencies are another 

important source of information, accounting for 27% of referrals. These responses 

suggest key tactics for organizations desiring to enhance their penetration of a 

particular client mar ket, disseminate information about new programs or services, and 

address misinformation about their areas of work.  
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Figure 16: Respondentsõ Sources of Information about Social Service Agencies 

 

Perhaps because these informal sources of information have some holes, only 29% of 

respondents report that they are òvery familiaró with the services offered by the agency 

where they were surveyed, although the survey design does not permit analysis of the 

length of relationship between respondents and that entity . By way of comparison, 25% 

of respondents are òvery unfamiliaró with these services. Respondents view the larger 

community as even more unfamiliar with agency supports. Only 17% of respondents 

report that their communities are òvery familiaró with the services offered by the 

agency where they were surveyed. 

Implications and Conclusion  

Clearly, even this rather large sample (total N=653) and broad base of agency partners 

cannot generate statistics completely generalizable to the overall population. Our 

understanding, then, of community needs in Wyandotte County, remains somewhat 

incomplete. This analysis, however, contributes in some important ways to the 

necessary conversation about priorities in Wyandotte County, relationships among 

factors that contribute  to experiences of need, and the best collective responses. The 

goals of the Economic Opportunity Foundation and the United Way of Wyandotte 

County, in commissioning and convening this study, are to spark a more vigorous 

examination of these needs, to inform the efforts of those committed to meeting them, 

and to create a benchmark by which to judge progress on our shared journey. As the 

participating agencies and other key community partners continue these efforts, they 

will rely on new data from the U.S. C ensus Bureau and other sources to continually 
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expand the picture of need and capacity within Wyandotte County, seeking to build on 

those identified assets in order to address our greatest common concerns. As a 

stakeholder within this community, you are inv ited and, indeed, needed, as part of this 

process. 
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Appendix A: From where we sit: Wyandotte County leaders on 

needs, goals, and strengths in our community  

Profile of respondents  

We had a robust response to this online survey, with more than 540 needs assessments 

completed. The sample is strong according to other measures, too, including investment 

in the County (measured by length of connection) and broad representation among 

different stakeholder interests. More than 70% (n=383) of respondents have lived 

and/or worked in Wyandotte County for 10 or more years, with almost 90% of 

respondents having at least 4 years tenure in Wyandotte County. These respondents, 

then, are positioned well to have observed and to understand changes in the County as 

well as patterns of continued concerns. 

Figure 1A: Respondentsõ Tenure Working/Living in Wyandotte County 

 

 

 

As referenced above, the survey sample was quite well-represented with different 

organizational perspectives. The largest single category was health care (17%), followed 

by local/county government (16%). Public school system employees, large for -profit 

companies, faith-based organizations, and mental health agencies each represented 

approximately 9% of the sample. Twenty -two percent of respondents identifie d their 

organization as a type not listed among our choices, which likely relates to 

idiosyncrasies in how they identify their organization, since there was no 
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overwhelming type identified among those òotheró responses (and, indeed, many 

respondents did not provide any detail about their organization). This diversity is 

important, since it is likely that oneõs organizational affiliation can predict, at least to 

some degree, the relative importance placed on different types of issues, although it is 

importan t to note that statistical tests do not reveal significant differences in these 

ratings for respondents representing specific industries. While no systematic bias is 

evident in the analysis, which indicates that respondents were largely able to approach 

the questions from a broad view, balanced representation is critical for the validity and 

credibility of the results.  

Figure 2A: Organizational Affiliation of Respondents  

 

 

Perhaps reflecting the diversity of perspectives among respondents, no one issue 

emerged as the overwhelming concern of respondents, although clear patterns are 

discernible. Poverty and low wages, along with the related need for job creation, 

emerge as priorities for many (18% and 16%, respectively, cite as their ònumber one 

community concernó). The other issues which ranked highly are K-12 education (16%); 

although one might suspect that this could be influenced by the relatively large number 

of public school employees in the sample, there is no evidence that school district 

employees ranked public education statistically significantly differently than those who 

do not work in schools; and medical care (8%), with much smaller proportions selecting 
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youth services, mental health care, job training, early childhood education, and senior 

services (4-5% each). 

Figure 3A: Respondentsõ Number One Priority 

 

 

Respondents were asked to explain, in greater detail, their perception of this most 

critical need, and to offer suggestions for how Wyandotte County should collectively 

address this problem. Overall response to this open-ended item was quite robust. While 

a complete summary would be unwieldy here, the following is a thematic analysis of 

responses. Job creation featured prominently, not surprisingly given its relative rank 

among priority problems. Several individuals highlighted the need for the Chamber of 

Commerce and/or Unified Government to take the lead in attracting new jobs, whereas 

nonprofit organizations a re evidently not seen as major players in regional job creation 

strategies. Many respondents differentiated between job creation as a ònumbers gameó 

and the need for an emphasis on high-quality jobs that pay a living wage and could, in 

turn, attract a skil led workforce.  
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Related to job creation, for many, is the need for job training, to ensure that Wyandotte 

County residents are prepared to fill those jobs, since reducing unemployment and 

poverty are the core goals of the economic development strategies envisioned by 

respondents. Interest in downtown economic development featured prominently 

among concerns; many respondents reported that the strides made in other parts of the 

county must be replicated in the urban core in order to have an impact on commun ity 

well -being. Respondents had specific suggestions for the types of jobs to be pursued 

and protected, as well, with particular interest in small business promotion and 

manufacturing/production jobs, seen as sources of well -paid jobs that contribute to 

community stability.  

Following the jobs discussion was the overall economic concern of high taxes and, for 

some, the associated over-reliance on government assistance. Some saw this connected 

to job development in that higher taxes are sometimes assumed to be disincentives for 

corporate investment; for others, the taxes are onerous and welfare benefits too 

generous, unrelated to their impact on job creation. For example, one respondent 

commented, òHigh taxes negatively impact the growth of new residences and 

businesses in the county. Reduce taxes and provide incentives for businesses and 

people to locate here.ó Another shared, òIt seems to me that the welfare system has 

created a monster. People seem to want a hand out instead of a hand up. An 

environment needs to be created where everybody gives what they can instead of 

trying to get what they can.ó These themes obviously parallel the trade-offs balanced by 

policymakers pursuing strategies for economic prosperity, and also illustrate some of 

the political sensitivities involved in such development.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



33 
 

Table 1A: Sampling of Comments Related to Poverty and Jobs in Wyandotte County  

òThe impact of poverty on quality of life, higher 
education, affordable housing is devastating.ó 

òWithout a trained workforce it's hard to do 
anything else.ó 

òPoverty keeps people oppressed. The 
environment which includes criminal activity and 
drugs does not support persons already 
marginalized the same opportunities. There can 
be a crushed sense of hope.ó 

òI think poverty is a huge issue in Wyandotte 
County, but if people don't have jobs you can't 
address poverty. Currently the job landscape of 
our country is changing, skills and knowledge sets 
are transitioning, and if people are not 
trained/educated they will slip further and further 
behind.ó 

òAll of the problems in Wyandotte County stem 
from lack of opportunity and poverty. Invest in 
the people, not just in business. Target the reasons 
for crime, not just crime.ó 

òPoverty in the inner city corridor (inside the I-635 
loop) has not been improved by development in 
the west part of the county. Transportation is a key 
issue in addressing this need - our bus system does 
not meet the needs of impoverished patrons- the 
very people who are dependent on it as their link 
to jobs and services, improving their quality of 
life.ó 

òJob creation and employment would lead to 
increased standards of living for community 
members which would improve other community 
issues faster than anything else.ó 

òFrom your list it is almost impossible to pick just 
one issue. I chose poverty because I believe it is at 
the basis of many of the other problems listed. If 
we can raise people up out of poverty in our area 
we will affect change in many of these other 
areas.ó 

òWe need to create jobs and programs that break 
our continuing cycle of poverty for families in 
Wyandotte County. Government entities, private 
sector and nonprofit organizations must come to 
the table to develop these strategies together.ó 

òJob creation, with a focus on increasing the 
economic development in our urban portion of the 
County, really putting the focus where the need is, 
I think we have provided enough incentives for the 
Legends and now, I think we should provide to 
small businesses the same package of incentives 
and opportunities to h ire and grow their business 
as we have to the chains out at the legends. I also 
think if we can grow our urban community, it is 
through jobs and housing, it is just a chicken and 
egg issue, it really needs to be a one-two punch 
approach.ó 

òWyandotte County is sorely lacking in 
employment opportunities that provide for 
reasonable wages and benefits that last longer 
than the retail selling season. The county has been 
de-industrialized over the last several decades, 
taking jobs, wages and benefits out of the county.ó 

 

Respondents who focused on health and health care in Wyandotte County primarily 

centered their concerns on lack of health insurance, although some mentioned specific 

health conditions and overall outcomes as well. Mental health was seen by several 

respondents as intricately connected to economic stress and poverty and, therefore, 
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more a consequence than a root cause of distress. Those whose comments highlighted 

education primarily referenced the need for greater community involvement, parental 

participation , and supplemental services, in order to improve the effectiveness of the 

educational system as a building block to economic security.  

As in the discussion of economic development and job creation, nonprofit organizations 

were mentioned relatively infrequ ently in the articulation of the greatest concerns and, 

importantly, in discussions of how to solve them, too. Even where nonprofit 

organizations would be the logical lead to implement a given suggested solution (such 

as òcontinue to find ways to support early learningó or òcreate programs to assist with 

weatherization or basic house repairó), entities were not specifically named, and there 

were few details about how such initiatives should develop.  

Table 2A: Sampling of Comments Related to Education and H ealth in Wyandotte 

County  

òWithout great schools, no great 
neighborhoods.ó 

òAlthough KCK Public Schools have made great 
strides recently I believe our public schools need 
to keep finding ways to improve our public 
education system. Schools are the backbone and 
building blocks for a community. Good school 
systems usually equate to a thriving 
community.ó 

òMedical and dental care interconnected. This is 
greatly needed. We need more preventive care 
in these areas thus everyone would be healthier. 
Thus this would benefit many other areas.ó 

òI believe that our students are suffering because 
of the poor economy we now face. Money is 
being pulled from our schools so much that we 
cannot keep up with other schools in our state. 
Our kids are equally as smart and capable as 
others, However, they may have a slow start at 
home, and then we do not have the funding at 
school to overcome that. This is not what 
America is supposed to be about.ó 

òLong term, if a child attends a high quality 
early education center, it could mean the 
difference between living in poverty as an adult 
or not. Families need access to high quality child 
care.ó 

òEducation is the key to advancing out of 
poverty. By making education accessible and 
affordable to those living in Wyandotte County, 
you open doors to changing the entire 
community's future.ó 

òBy the time many children get to school, they 
are already behind and will never be able to 
catch up. Start education as early as possible. 
This is, in my opinion, a huge economic 
development issue and opportunity. ó 
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Survey respondents seemed to try to identify root causes for the challenges they 

observe in their communities. While their focus varied ñeducation, health, jobsñthe 

common thread was the connection between the issues, and the need, then for a 

coordinated community response. For example, someone commented, òThe challenges 

have always been here - as they are in so many other areas of the metro - but it seems 

like they are more entrenched now than they have been in the pastéI believe there 

needs to be more collaboration and pooling of talents and services between those 

agencies and businesses assisting people in need, instead of the turf war that seems to 

happen both within and without the county. Until we all unite to work together, some 

will co ntinue spinning their wheels, reinventing the wheel (or the flat tire in some 

cases), and not getting anything done to help the situation - and just might be making it 

worse. I believe that if a clarion call went out to the different NPOs in the area and a n 

official collaborative was formed where ideas and resources were shared, so much more 

could be done. No one entity can do it all for people, so let's build on our strengths and 

come together to work together.ó 

Transportation is an example of a need that seemed to cut across for many respondents, 

who frequently mentioned it as a missing link, of sorts, in connecting people to 

resources and facilitating their economic mobility. As one respondent explained, òYou 

can provide all the others but it does not mat ter if no one can get there. The western and 

southwest parts of the county are becoming more impoverished as well. These parts of 

the county do not have bus service.ó Service providers working in such areas as mental 

health and domestic violence also articulated linkages, particularly regarding how 

poverty and other strains impact those they serve and how strengthening overall 

systems would, then, affect their work. For example, òWe have many students and 

parents that are in need of mental health. This could be due to poverty and lack of jobs. 

Many families are stressed and depressed and it effects [sic] the entire family!ó 

As would be expected, several responses centered on specific populationsñolder 

adults, youth, people with disabilities, children with sp ecial needs. Adolescents and 

seniors were the two populations receiving the most special mention, far more than 

young children, immigrants, or others, with particular concern about recreational and 

occupational opportunities for young people and natural an d institutional supports for 

the aging. Several respondents noted that there is (in the word of one) ònot enough for 

young people to doó in Wyandotte County, and that they òlack opportunities to learn to 

become good citizensó through inadequate engagement in civic, service, and 

recreational organizations. Those who did raise concerns about early childhood 
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education framed it both as a need for academic preparation for children and as an 

economic development tool that supports parentsõ work. 

Housing was ment ioned by several respondents, and concerns primarily focused 

around housing quality, reflecting the relative affordability of housing options in 

Wyandotte County and ongoing issues with maintenance, energy efficiency, and code 

compliance. Some referenced housing specifically as a part of job recruitment and job 

creation; if higher -wage workers donõt have a place to live, particularly in the urban 

core, then it will be more difficult for current economic development efforts to yield the 

desired results.  

Amo ng the items offered unsolicited by respondents were discussions about crime and 

alcohol/drug abuse. While neither of these were mentioned frequently, it is possible 

that some priming in the defined responses earlier in the survey may have shifted this 

outcome. Another topic raised by some respondents, which reflects a more individual 

approach to poverty, related to family values, parenting skills, and sex education; some 

respondents explicitly stated that parents are the problem and that, in order to impro ve 

Wyandotte Countyõs standing on key indicators, some families should not be formed, 

by focusing on pregnancy prevention. Perhaps notably, especially given the current 

political climate, only two respondents cited òillegal immigrantsó as the source of 

Wyandotte Countyõs challenges; in fact, in response to another question, several lauded 

the countyõs diversity, including its representation of immigrants from around the 

world. Some respondents offered insights more into the process of community change, 

rather than the product, stressing the need for evidence-based practices, community 

coalitions, and leadership development, in a variety of areas and, indeed, somewhat 

independently of the particular target problem.  

Change in Concerns over time  

Nowhere was there consensus that a given issue has improved (decreased in 

incidence/severity) over the past 12 months. In fact, the closest the sample came to 

identifying improvement was the 25% who reported that job creation needs had 

decreased over the past 12 months, which is notable because, as referenced above, job 

creation was still the most pressing issue cited. Utility costs and hunger, neither of 

which was cited by many respondents as the number one concern (but both of which 

appeared fairly frequently in the qua litative discussion of community needs), were the 

two issues with the largest number of respondents reporting increased need: 76% and 

71%, respectively. As shown below, the only other issue on which a significant majority 

of respondents agreed that needs have increased was low wages/poverty. For the most 
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part, then, respondents saw considerable stability within Wyandotte County, which, 

given the continued economic struggles, perhaps represents a progress of sorts. 

Table 3A: Online Respondentsõ Assessment of Change in Conditions over the past 12 

Months  

  Decreased Stayed about the same Increased 

Low wages/poverty  11.1% 26.5% 62.4% 

Domestic Violence 4.8% 49.1% 46.1% 

Hunger  5.5% 23.5% 71.0% 

Mental Health Care 11.9% 41.4% 46.7% 

Senior Services 12.8% 52.4% 34.8% 

Utility Costs  2.6% 21.6% 75.8% 

K-12 education 12.6% 55.4% 32.0% 

Affordable Housing  17.7% 43.1% 39.2% 

Early childhood education  11.1% 58.9% 30.0% 

Housing Quality  18.2% 51.7% 30.1% 

Higher education  10.9% 64.7% 24.4% 

Youth Services 18.9% 47.6% 33.5% 

Medical Care 8.4% 45.6% 46.0% 

Services for people with disabilities  17.7% 55.7% 26.6% 

Job Creation 24.7% 22.4% 52.9% 

Job Training 19.5% 44.0% 36.5% 

Transportation  13.2% 58.7% 28.1% 

Dental Care 10.7% 63.1% 26.2% 

 

Envisioning the Future  

Survey respondents were asked to write an imaginary headline describing Wyandotte 

County three years from now. Response to this question was robust, although some, 

perhaps because respondents misunderstood the question or perhaps reflecting a more 

entrenched pessimism, reflected the status quo, rather than an aspiration. Evidence for 
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the possible impact of the latter explanation is found among those whose headlines 

reflected rather modest improvement (for example, òno longer at the bottomó or ò5th 

bestó). Clearly, charting a new course for a community, even within oneõs own mind, is 

not an easy task. Those headlines which did reflect a hope for some sort of change can 

be analyzed as falling into one (or sometimes more) of seven categories, examples of 

each of which are included below.  

Addressing a root cause of poverty: Respondents, again in this part of the survey, hone 

in on the key contributing factors to the challenges faced in the community, and so a 

large percentage of headlines reference educational attainment (as a precursor to 

economic success), job creation, and rising wages. 

¶ ò1000 new jobs have been developed in Wyandotte County.ó 

¶ òCounty boosts a 20% wage increase for the average worker!ó 

¶ òCommunity improvement is occurring - average income is rising, helping 
people help themselves!ó 

¶ ò5,000 new jobs created in Wyandotte County. Locals to be hired first.ó 

¶ ò90% of teens earning their high school diplomasó 
 

Improving key indicators of need:  Reflecting a growing emphasis on outcomes in social 

service and social change work, headlines celebrating changed conditions were much 

more common than those touting new services or innovations.  

¶ òWyandotte County finally makes it out of the bottom 10% of 'least healthy 
counties in Kansas'......tops list for healthiest counties in Kansas in 2030!!ó 

¶ "Wyandotte County transforms from boarded up properties to a thriving inner -
city success storyó 

¶ òAll people insuredó 

¶ òCounty reports 20% reduction in the number of families living below the 
poverty line.ó 

¶ òChronic health care conditions show improvement. Access to care credited for 
change.ó 

¶ òStandard measures of well-being have risen dramatically in Wyandotte 
Countyó 

 

Attention to process: As seen in responses elsewhere in the assessment, for some 

respondents, how change is pursued is just as important as what is achieved. So, then, 

some headlines include specific reference to the role that certain institutions will play, 

or to the transformative process of communi ty change, or to the role of self-help or 
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collaborative partnerships in bringing about new conditions. These responses suggest 

preference for inclusive, participatory approaches and can inform the work of 

organizations like the United Way of Wyandotte Coun ty, which has a broad mission to 

engage stakeholders in developing partners and advancing community causes. 

¶ òFaith-based community groups help return Wyandotte County to prominenceó 

¶ òA community puts their differences aside in order to create the perfect living 
experience!ó 

¶ òAnti-Gang Coalition Success In Decreasing Gang Membership Across the 
County!ó 

¶ òInner-city poor use self-help to fight their own povertyó 

¶ òEnd to Homelessness in Wyandotte County through Partnership and 
Cooperationó 

 

Improvement in overa ll quality of life:  Many respondents wrote headlines that, for 

them, encapsulated the somewhat intangible factors that combine to make a community 

truly healthy and thriving. These responses are somewhat intentionally vague, but 

highly inspiring in nature,  and could, in some cases, reflect a sort of mission statement 

for community improvement efforts in the area.  

¶ "Wyandotte County has been a good place to live and raise a familyó 

¶ òA Cinderella Story - Wyandotte County Residents Turning Their Lives Around 
One Family at a Timeó 

¶ òA truly progressive communityó 

¶ òOne of the top ten cities to work and raise a family.ó 
 

Winning a specific deliverable/victory:  Measuring progress and maintaining 

momentum, especially in pursuit of a long -range goal such as reducing poverty or 

addressing human need, requires articulation of discreet objectives. Accordingly, some 

respondentsõ headlines focus on a specific deliverable that, for them, represents 

progress towards a larger goal or, perhaps, a sort of victory in itself.  

¶ òAffordable, healthy and local foods available within 3 miles of each residence. 
Corner stores or markets feature as many fruits and vegetables as packaged 
snack foods.ó 

¶ òWyandotte County finally has a print newspaper again.ó 

¶ òSidewalks & Bike Paths To Be Built on State Aveó 

¶ òStar bonds are paid off. Wyandotte County to benefit from sales taxes.ó 

¶ òFormer WyCo residents returningó 

¶ òK.C.K. Schools Receive Windfall Profits from Village West Casinosó 
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Focus on select geography/population:  Respondentsõ headlines and, indeed, their 

comments at various points in the survey, demonstrate an understanding that 

Wyandotte County is far from a homogenous community, and that different parts, and 

groups, in the County experience need in very different ways. Some headlines, then, 

focus on a particular part of the County as the focus for change. 

¶ òBusiness Boom in Downtown Kansas City Kansasó 

¶ òDowntown KCK business making the biggest come back since the early 1950'só 

¶ òAll Children in Wyandotte County are prepared for Kindergartenó 

¶ òNew Homes, New Look in Northeast Wyandotte Countyó 
 

Advancement compared to reference community : Community identity is closely linked 

to perceived well -being and, so, some of the headlines directly compare Wyandotte 

County to other regions, both as a way to demonstrate progress and as a reflection of 

the degree to which these comparisons resonate for Wyandotte Countians today. 

¶ "Wyandotte County" the new "Johnson Countyó 

¶ òDowntown KCK revival makes Power and Light District pale in comparisonó 

¶ òCounty Poverty Diminishes/Unemployment Less than Johnson Countyó 

¶ òEmployment rate in Wyandotte County is the highest in the Metroó 
 

For the most part, respondentsõ headlines center on outcomes, not on provision of 

specific services, which indicates an understanding of the goals of community change, 

not just its inputs. Importantly, many headlines also demonstrate what was observed in 

the above elaboration of community concerns, regarding the degree of interrelation 

among the challenges facing Wyandotte County and the factors contributing to their 

existence. For example, one respondent had this list: òWYCO - A leader in race 

relations, crime prevention, test scores, and job growth.ó 

For the most part, respondents to this community needs assessment demonstrated a 

tremendous ability to parse out their own approach to issues of need and response in 

Wyandotte County (for example, their own organizational or professional interest) in 

order to think holistically about the challenges facing the community. It can be 

somewhat harder to have such an encompassing approach when one moves from the 

realm of the entirely theoretical into a more real decision about resource allocation, 

which is why this survey asked respondents to allocate an imaginary $100 among 

various community pri orities. The resulting data give some hard numbers to statements 
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of prioritization and also allow for some greater nuance, especially when compared to 

questions that only ask for ranking of problems in terms of concern, or for identification 

of the greatest priority. Below, these data are analyzed in two ways: first, in terms of the 

percentage of respondents including a given item on their lists for allocation and, 

second, the average dollars allocated to a given issue. Consistent with the discussion 

above, job creation received the largest total number of òvotesó, so to speak, with 273 

individuals allocating at least some money to this issue. It did not receive the highest 

average investment, however. This illustrates that even those individuals highly 

committed to job creation goals believe that there are other worthy issues, and causes, 

in Wyandotte County as well. The second most-commonly included item, and the one 

receiving the highest total allocation was K -12 education, at 255 responses. Again, 

perhaps contrary to expectations, the dollar amount allocated to public education by 

those who work for a public school district was not significantly different than the 

allocations made by those representing other institutions. The table below shows 

rankings for  each item, by number of responses (or òvotesó) and average allocation. The 

fact that no item was excluded entirely by the sample (in fact, the issue with the lowest 

number of allocations, housing quality, was still included by 114 respondents), and that 

some items had relatively narrow ranges of allocations suggest, again, that respondents 

perceive the connection among these issues and are unwilling to neglect one area 

entirely, even in an exercise such as this, which simulates constrained resources. Also of 

note are the relatively low allocations for some frequently -included items, such as 

hunger; this could reflect a belief that addressing such issues is relatively inexpensive, 

or a refusal to ignore them altogether, even when other items occupy more of the 

hypothetical dollars.  

While there is, as referenced above in respect to job creation, considerable convergence 

between responses to this item and those in other parts of the survey, some 

discrepancies stand out, too. For example, while several respondents referenced 

concerns about housing quality in discussing their concerns for Wyandotte County, it 

was included by the fewest number of respondents, as noted above. Internally, too, the 

question reveals some interesting trends; while, for the most part, those items most 

frequently included also received some of the highest allocations, there are some 

outliers; medical care, while ranking fifth in inclusion in respondentsõ allocations, 

received the third -largest amount, perhaps in reflection of its cost and complexity, or 

perhaps because those highly vested in the health care system allocated more of their 

òdollarsó to address needs there. 
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Table 4A: Online Respondentsõ Allocations of a Hypothetical $100 

Item  Response Rank Allocation Rank  Average  

Medical care 5 3 $20.76 

Dental care 13 16 $9.24 

Mental health care 7 8 $15.04 

Affordable housing  11 11 $13.20  

Job creation 1 2 $22.96 

Job training 3 5 $17.48 

Low wages/poverty  6 4 $17.87 

Domestic violence 16 18 $8.20 

Transportation  8 9 $13.67 

Hunger  4 7 $15.17 

Senior services 12 12 $13.19 

Utility costs  14 13 $11.08 

K-12 education 2 1 $24.53 

Housing quality  17 17 $8.96 

Higher education  15 (tie) 14 $10.80 

Early childhood education  10 10 $13.64 

Services for people with disabilities  15 (tie) 15 $9.92 

Youth services 9 6 $15.27 

 

Another way to approach the prioritization of community issues, particularly in a place 

like Wyandotte County which has relatively robust public and private structures to 

respond to community need, is to ask for ranking of issue s based on their unmet need, 

or the extent to which need outpaces provision. The rankings generated by respondents 

according to these criteria mirror those elsewhere in the Community Needs Assessment 

to a large extent, as shown below. For example, youth services are ranked higher, in 

terms of a priority for intervention, than senior services, which is a trend throughout; 

obviously, too, the emphasis on employment is consistent with other responses. Here, 

affordable housing is featured more prominently tha n elsewhere, in the top half of the 

list; this could be shaped by the inclusion (and exclusion) of different items, which 

influence choices, and/or could reflect the relative dearth of investment in housing in 

Wyandotte County, as compared with the resourc es, while still arguably insufficient, in 

areas like early childhood education. Of course, providers and consumers in mental 

health and early childhood would likely be quick to point out that budget cuts, both 

enacted and proposed, in these areas, will reduce the response capacity and, therefore, 

potentially increase need relative to resources in the years to come. 
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Ranking of Unmet Needs: 

1. Employment  
2. Emergency assistance 
3. Physical health services 
4. Affordable housing  
5. Mental health services 
6. Early childhood education 
7. Youth services 
8. Senior services 

 

Strengths and Resources to be Explored 

Any commu nity, but  particularly one with a history as rich and traditions as proud as 

those in Wyandotte County, must begin a process of community improvement with a 

clear picture of the latent capacities, underutilized resources, and untapped potential 

inherent within that community. Such an analysis suggests not only additional 

resources that can be brought to bear on pressing community concerns but also points 

to ways in whi ch individuals and organizations can connect people in need, today, to 

those supports which are not fully deployed. Here, respondents listed resources they 

feel are underutilized in Wyandotte County. Responses have been analyzed into six 

major categories, which are described below. Importantly, a significant number of 

respondents expressed that, from their perspective, all resources in Wyandotte County 

are fully òtappedó, with little to no excess capacity. While in some cases this may be 

accurate, it is also quite possibly a reflection of the increasing strains on nonprofit and 

other community -based organizations which, while still possessing some capacities that 

could be used differently or more fully, are feeling the pinch of reduced resources, 

compared to recent years.  

òSoftó resources/intangibles: The most commonly suggested resource to be explored 

more fully was the people of Wyandotte County, sometimes an undefined population 

and, in other cases, a specific group or specific way in which people can be part of the 

solution to the challenges facing the region. For example, several respondents said that 

organizations could do more to recruit and utilize volunteers, that young people in 

Wyandotte County are looking for opportunities to be engaged more produ ctively, that 

senior adults have talents that could be contributed more effectively, and that the latent 

power of Wyandotte Countiansõ relationships to each other and to this place should be 

brought to bear on the various concerns.  
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¶ òBringing diverse groups together to find solutions to the challenges faced by the 
County and to identify untapped resources that can be mobilized for the 
common goodó 

¶ òGreater participation by citizens that work and like in the community to serve 
as oversight advocates for the continued growth of the community - tap the 
collective expertise of our citizensó 

¶ òVolunteer based community groups that can assist various government 
agencies to free up paid employees to focus on more important issues facing all 
government bodiesó 

¶ òYouth - too often when we are planning for the future of our community the 
youth are not at the table and letõs face it we are planning a community we hope 
they will want to live in - they need to be part of the discussionó 

¶ òThere is an overwhelming sense of community in WyCo that could be used to 
pull the community together to address a lot of the needs. People love being a 
"dotte" they just need to learn to leverage that better.ó 

 

Government resources: For the most part, respondents have a fairly high opinion of 

governmental entities in Wyandotte County (see discussion of strengths, below). 

Government resources, then, are among those suggested as underutilized assets. 

Included are police and fire departments, the library system, and public, quasi -

governmental i nstitutions like the Kansas City Kansas Community College and 

USD500. 

¶ òThe police department. Residents complain about crime and graffiti but don't 
bother to report it.ó 

 

Physical assets/infrastructure:  Wyandotte Countyõs public parks, affordable land, and 

vacant/partially -unoccupied buildings were other resources mentioned frequently by 

respondents as tools that could be wielded to address some of the countyõs needs.  

¶ òThere is an abundance of great buildings that need to be fixed and used to 
support commu nity needs. Stop tearing down usable structures and building 
new ones. Indian Springs could be a great community center! The police are 
already there, there is plenty of parking and the buses can come from every 
school and drop the kid off there, parent can pick up or the buses can drop off 
children after programs!ó 

¶ òOur public parks!ó 
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Social services: Despite the need for greater investment in a variety of social services, 

referenced by respondents throughout the assessment, there is also recognition that, in 

some cases, services are not adequately delivered to those in greatest need. Among the 

services specifically identified are employment and job training resources, early 

childhood education programming, senior services, health services, mental health care, 

and youth programming.  

¶ òEnglish Classes offered at local churches and libraries. Parenting workshops 
offered at schools and local agencies.ó 

¶ òI think all resources could be better utilized if the general population was better 
informed about what is available. Too often services arenõt utilized because of 
poor marketing.ó 

 

Utilities:  Many respondents cited public transportation as an underutilized resource 

and acknowledged the difficulty of this, given that public transportation remains an 

inadequate resource as long as it cannot show sufficient demand to justify the kind of 

expansion that, in many cases, potential users need. 

Knowledge/information:  As in any community, there are breakdowns in 

communication in Wyandotte County, both internally and externally. Some 

respondents view a need for additional communication to the broader environment 

about the true nature of Wyandotte County and its strengths; others advocate greater 

information dissemination internally, so that people are more aware of resources and 

how to navigate them.  

¶ òThere are many that remain "hidden" or unknown to so many people. A 
centralized clearinghouse of resources for people to access more information 
would be wonderful.ó 

¶ òI think most services are probably not utilized to the fullest. Transportation is a 
big reason and lack of knowledge about the service. Social service providers are 
strapped for cash and don't necessarily spend dollars on marketing. Probably the 
best way to market in our current society is through radio and TV and those 
costs are not reasonable.ó 

 

Importantly, this item had the greatest number of òI donõt knowó responses in the 

assessment. This underscores the concern about inadequate transmission of 

information, above, and also reflects the relatively little attention this question about 

underutilized capacity receives compared to questions about absolute need. 
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If understanding the resources that a community brings to confront a given challenge is 

important to the successful approach to that struggle, so, too, is an accounting of the 

greatest strengths of the community. Wyandotte County has much of which to be 

proud, and acknowledging past victories and current progress better equips the 

community to move forward to address its future. Respondentsõ articulation of the 

greatest strengths of Wyandotte County has been analyzed into the seven most 

prominent categori es. These categories, with descriptions and examples, are discussed 

below. Obviously, some responses cross into multiple categories, such as this comment: 

òThe people who live here, faith community, basically good government, strong retail 

(Speedway, Legends...), great relationships between government and outside agencies, 

good neighborhood community groups, and our parks.ó Still, these themes illustrate the 

breadth of strength on which Wyandotte County can potentially draw.  

Leadership: Respondents have almost uniformly positive impressions of the leadership 

of the Unified Government of Wyandotte County/Kansas City, Kansas and expressed 

belief that the community is in the right hands to move forward.  

¶ òThe revitalized government whose focus is on service to the citizens. The people 
who have worked for that end and those who have provided it.ó 

¶ òWe have a good mayor who is addressing the needs of this county.ó 
 

Unity/cohesion/loyalty:  Several respondents referenced an intangible sense of shared 

commitment to th e County, resiliency, and willingness to work together toward 

common goals, both historically and in the face of present challenges. 

¶ òDottes have tremendous loyalty to our county. We resent the assumption of 
people in other counties that we are a mecca for crime. We are one of the highest 
rated destinations for tourism. If we could eliminate our urban blight and control 
crime, we could really showcase our community.ó 

¶ òThe people of Wyandotte County are its biggest asset. The people who live here 
are proud to be from Wyandotte County. They have pride and passion and are 
committed to make it a better place.ó 

 

Tangible progress/development:  There was a strong, although not universal, sense that 

Wyandotte County is headed in the right direction, albeit slowly, a nd that there is 

momentum and a growing track record of improvements on which to build.  
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¶ òRight now we have great economic momentum on the west side. If we can carry 
some of that east of I-635, that would be taking advantage of one of our best 
strengths.ó 

 

Residents/Human capacity:  The single most commonly-mentioned strength was the 

òpeopleó of Wyandotte County, with many respondents expressing a belief that the 

residents of the community can, collectively, address many of the challenges they face. 

Slightly more than 10% of respondents cited the diversity of the County, specifically, as 

an asset. 

¶ òIts people. We have good hard working friendly people trying to do what's best 
for their families. And given opportunities to improve their life situations 
through employment or education they will.ó 

¶ òThe willingness of people from many different parts of the community to come 
together to address community concerns - we have a lot of thoughtful, engaged 
leadership here from all walks of life. Our multiculturalism is a huge strength as 
well.ó 

¶ òResidents of WyCo are its greatest asset, hardworking, diverse, determined, 
urban pioneers, persistent - if given the resources, WyCo will meet all the 
challenges in building a safe, desirable, progressive community where all can 
achieve their potential.ó 

¶ òThe people are its greatest assets. Wyandotte County is finally dragging itself 
away from the stigma it has had in the past and it is due to the citizens who have 
stayed and worked to get it back on its feet.ó 

 

Amenities:  Among the amenities mentioned as strengths, the more recent development 

in the western part of the county featured prominently, including the Legends shopping 

area, the racetrack, and the coming casino.  

¶ òThe fact that our community is continuing to see development in the western 
part of the county is very heartwarming to me. I love to see the Missouri, 
Johnson County and Leavenworth County license plates at the mall and eateries 
out West. It's about time they spend their cash here instead of me having to go 
there. I hope they keep bringing us that sales tax revenue.ó 

 

Institutions:  Nonprofit organizations were cited as community strengths, as were 

schools, churches and neighborhood associations (although the last two were not as 

prominent).  
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¶ òThere are so many neighborhood groups and organizations that truly care 
about their community and they try to make a difference.ó 

¶ òI am learning all the time of agencies, churches and individuals that donate food 
and have food drives for those that do not have food. I think p eople are aware of 
this need more than others and try to help.ó 

 

Competitive advantage:  Within the category of competitive advantage are included 

such aspects as relative affordability of land and housing and the proximity to 

transportation centers and other localities. 

¶ òGreat location. Good climate for doing business, especially manufacturing. 
Strong neighborhoods. Extremely affordable living.ó 

¶ òUndeveloped land along major transportation routes. Proximity to an 
international airport as well as being a hub  for truck, rail and river transport.ó 
 

Community Needs Assessment Process  

To aid the United Way of Wyandotte County and the Economic Opportunity 

Foundation in the development of the community needs assessment, respondents to 

this online survey were asked to identify two things they would li ke to know about 

community need . The responses to this question, which were somewhat fewer 

numerically than the responses to other items, fall into six major categories, most of 

which were, in fact, addressed in the larger community needs assessment process 

and/or the subsequent community conversations about the findings.  

Statistics: Respondents want data about the economy in Wyandotte County, 

demographics, service utilization rates, and how the region compares to others on these 

various factors. In part, this reflects the length of time since the last decennial Census, 

which means that many of the statistics on which we rely are no longer very accurate. 

This was the largest single category and included many specific requests related to the 

school system, labor market, and population demographics.  

Community planning:  Respondents want to know what plans are underway to address 

some of the identified needs, and they want to understand how those plans are 

developed so that, in some cases, they can participate in the process. This request led to 

efforts to include key community stakeholders  in the conversation about the 

implications of the findings of the Community Needs Assessment, so that that thinking 

happens as part of a relatively transparent process. 
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Resources: Many respondents represent organizations engaged in connecting people in 

need to resources, and they are frustrated with their inability to do that successfully. 

Several respondents requested resource lists or centralized collections of information 

about the programs and services available to those in needñinformation that they 

report is difficult to find and navigate today.  

Accountability, Cost/benefit analysis, and Outcomes:  Several respondents asked for 

additional information about where funding goes for specific initiatives and/or how 

effective organizations are in delivering results. Paralleling the focus on outcomes seen 

elsewhere in the survey, respondents want to know whatõs working in the fight to 

address critical community concerns, and what progress the community is making in 

these areas. Such questions are part of some of the United Way of Wyandotte Countyõs 

outcomes reporting processes, and the organization continues to push nonprofit service 

providers, in particular, to critically analyze their own achievements.  

Community needs:  Not surprisingly, given the enthusiastic  response to the CNA, 

respondents want to understand the full picture of community needs and, importantly, 

how to best prioritize them. In some cases, responses reflected concern with a particular 

issue and/or population, but many respondents indicated an interest in learning about 

the overall landscape of need and how it is changing, especially in response to 

environmental conditions. This category includes questions related to why certain needs 

continue to plague the community, as respondents seek to understand root causes 

behind trends in community needs.  

Perceptions/opinions:  It was not mentioned as frequently as the above categories, but 

some requested information about Wyandotte Countiansõ opinions about community 

needs and current responses, both to better understand perspectives of those 

experiencing the need firsthand and to gauge support (or lack thereof) for given 

approaches to solving problems. 

Respondents ranked their preferences for receiving information obtained through the 

community needs assessment process as follows: 

1. Newsletters/publicly -disseminated communication  
2. Written data reports  
3. Direct communication from EOF or United Way representatives  
4. Media coverage 
5. Presentations in community forums  
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The dissemination strategy crafted by the United Way of Wyandotte County and the 

Economic Opportunity Foundation seeks to utilize these approaches to engage the 

public, including survey participants as well as others, in the critical conversation about 

what these findings mean for Wyandotte County and how to collectively respond.  
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Appendix B : Focus Group Analysis  

The 2011 Community Needs Assessment process designed by the Economic 

Opportunity Foundation and the United Way of Wyandotte County included thre e 

focus groups: EOF Community Services clients (10 participants), EOF Head Start 

parents (15 participants), and youth students at AYSõ alternative high school (5 

participants). These focus group participants were engaged in discussion about some of 

the findings of the Community Needs Assessment, to elicit additional insights to drive 

the community conversation about needs and capacity to respond within Wyandotte 

County. Each focus group lasted approximately 90 minutes and included a mix of 

genders and racial/ethnic identities. All focus group participantsõ identities are kept 

confidential, and all focus groups were facilitated by the research consultant contracted 

to EOF for this project. 

Employment and the Economy  

Several participants in the EOF Community Services focus group concurred that living 

in urban core areas of Wyandotte County is not only a physical barrier to employment 

opportunities, in terms of the distance between oneõs residence and the best job 

openings, but also a barrier because of perceived discrimination against those who live 

in certain communities. There is a sense that employers òlook at where you liveó, and 

that many of the new companies in Wyandotte County are primarily hiring out of 

Johnson County; Sara Lee was a particular example that was given. A participant in the 

Head Start focus group said that, when looking at the license plates in the parking lots 

of some major Wyandotte County employers, it is clear that many employees are hired 

from Johnson County and Kansas City, MO. This is viewed as a greater obstacle than 

the physical distance. As several participants pointed out, physically locating 

employment opportunities within the urban core is not even necessarily required; 

community leaders could instead develop shared rides systems, extend hours of bus 

operations, or site new development together, to facilitate transportation. Currently, 

though, there is a strong sense that there are employment òdeserts;ó one participant 

pointed out that, between where he lives in central Wyandott e County and the Legends, 

òonly fast food restaurants are hiring.ó The kinds of jobs most desired by these focus 

group participants, in terms of priorities for job creation strategies, are those that are 

truly òentry level,ó where one is allowed to learn on the job but there is some possibility 

that the position can lead to permanent, stable, decently-paid work. These features, 

more than any particular industry preference, drive the employment aspirations of 

these largely unemployed Wyandotte County residen ts. There is a significant strain, 
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though, of desperation for employment among some of the long -term unemployed. In 

the Head Start focus group, one participant stated, òIõve been jobless for so long that Iõll 

do anything to have a guaranteed position.ó 

For many focus group participants, temporary staffing agencies play a major role in 

shaping employment opportunities. Those with childcare responsibilities, in particular, 

find these arrangements especially unsatisfying, as they are never assured of actually 

being hired and can wait hours to find out if they will be placed. In contrast, a Latina 

shared that her husband and male Latino friends experience considerable success with 

temporary agencies; because they can show up every day, they are known by the 

companies and often preferred for hiring. Head Start focus group participants shared 

similar frustrations with temporary agencies, seeing them as obstacles to the full-time 

employment they desire, since many companies will not hire you permanently because 

they know that they can meet their staffing needs through temporary placements.  

These focus group participants face significant structural barriers to long -term stable 

employment. As described in these discussions, these barriers fall into five major 

categories: 

¶ Childcare, Transportation, and Other Costs of Work  

Childcare is a significant barrier to employment for many, with even those who do not 

themselves have serious childcare needs expressing general dissatisfaction with the 

availability and quality, in par ticular, of early childhood education options. In addition, 

even when childcare can be secured, several parents (and grandparents) viewed as 

unwise a decision to pay for childcare when only a few hours of work, often at low 

wages, are promised. In the Head Start focus group, where childcare was, predictably, 

more prominently featured, several participants reported being turned down for 

employment because their potential bosses viewed them as insufficiently òflexible,ó 

meaning that their commitments to their  children (particularly for those who are single 

parents) meant that they could not switch shifts, work as much overtime, or work on 

short notice as the companies expect. Notably, these focus group participants are 

among the most privileged low -wage workin g parents; they have high-quality, reliable, 

affordable childcare, and yet they still face these labor market challenges. Indeed, 

despite being obviously against the law, several women reported being asked in 

interviews if they are single mothers and being  apparently profiled, then, as too 

compromised to be a reliable employee. Even for those focus group participants who 

have free sources of childcare or can afford care, though, parenting obligations are 

significant factors in their employment decisions. As  one participant reported, òI hardly 
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have any time with my children, and thatõs the one area that, you know, I just canõt 

drop the ball.ó They know that they need to help children with homework and play an 

active role in their lives, and they want to do so , but work obligations and the strains of 

making household budgets work make this difficult. Childhood illnesses, particularly in 

families where children have chronic conditions, are another complication; two Head 

Start focus group participants reported lo sing jobs because their asthmatic children 

created frequent absences, which ultimately cost them their employment. 

Childcare is far from the only obstacle to regular work for these individuals, though. 

The high price of gasoline is leading to some similar calculations for these focus group 

participants. When temporary jobs, in particular, offer only short shifts and are located 

all around the metropolitan area, one is only òworking for gas moneyó, and, despite the 

need for additional work experience, it is not seen as a good financial decision. One 

participant shared a recent experience of turning down a job offer because òGardner 

doesnõt make sense for $8/hour.ó A participant in the Head Start focus group offered 

similar commentary, saying, òWith childcare and gasoline, itõs expensive to work. It has 

to be worth it.ó Another individual quit a job that required her to commute 100 

miles/day, because the gasoline costs combined with the early shift start and associated 

childcare strains made the employment, on the whole, a poor economic bargain.  

Certainly more widespread and adequate public transportation options would ease this 

strain, but, in its absence, these unemployed and low-wage workers have sporadic and 

seriously compromised transportation. One partici pant related specific ways in which 

this has caused him problems in his job search; when he tells employers that he 

depends on the bus system to arrive at work, they consider him to be  òwithout reliable 

transportationó and use it as a mark against him in the hiring process. He has also had 

to refuse a few job offers because the shifts are not compatible with available bus routes. 

As he and others described it, then, gaps in transportation create another layer of 

obstacles in the job search process, even after finding a good fit between skills and 

available positions. This is particularly pronounced for individuals who would like to 

be able to work at night, to accommodate partnersõ work hours, childcare 

responsibilities, or other job openings, but who cannot  accept these positions because 

bus service hours are limited.  

Youth are particularly dependent on alternative modes of transportation, and they have 

particular grievances with the bus system, too. Among the specific concerns they 

described in the AYS focus group include limited routes and hours, which sometimes 

interfere with their schooling, ineligibility for the reduced -price youth fares without 

photo identification to prove oneõs age, and perceived unfair treatment from drivers, 
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who they report will no t stop for them if they are racing to meet the bus after school. In 

particular, a few students described having sought out alternative educational 

opportunities, only to find that inadequate public transportation, combined with school 

district reductions i n transportation services, placed these resources literally out of 

reach. Recent legislative changes in Kansas raising the legal driving age have 

exacerbated these barriers, especially since many young people in Wyandotte County 

have little access to driverõs education or vehicles with which they can practice. 

¶ Education and training  

Despite significant educational investments made by participants in both adult focus 

groups (in the Head Start focus group, for example, at least 5 of the 15 participants have 

college or technical degrees, post-high school), several referenced lack of educational 

qualification as a barrier to successful employment. Conversely, though, some 

participants have been denied jobs because their employers view them as overly 

qualified; one participant characterized this as a sort of òholeó in the labor market for 

those with some, but perhaps not extremely advanced education. For the most part, lack 

of sufficient education and training serves more as a barrier to finding desirable 

employment, not as a reason for absolute unemployment. For example, one participant 

in the Head Start focus group reported being unable to find any job except one with 

overnight shifts, so she parents her two children during the day and works overnight. 

Then, of course, she cannot pursue advanced education because she has no time in 

which to do so. Other participants reported that they have learned that employers value 

other characteristics far more than education level, or at least it seems as such, since 

they see jobs awarded to individuals with less education but, for example, with a 

willingness to work more irregular hours or with more reliable transportation.  

¶ Past records 

The increasing reliance on background and credit checks as part of the employment 

screening process is particularly burdensome for individuals with prior criminal 

convictions or past histories of drug and alcohol addiction. The challenges they face in 

securing employment are particularly painful, given the lengths to which many have 

gone to overcome past struggles. The reliance on online applications has seemed to 

exacerbate this for many. One focus group participant explained that, whereas, in the 

past, she could meet someone face to face and explain her criminal conviction in 

context, using it  to tell her story of having moved beyond her past, now she is screened 

out almost automatically and never has the opportunity to make her case.  
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This was an issue for several individuals in the Head Start focus group, too, some of 

whom shared somewhat more nuanced stories, including juvenile convictions that are 

still preventing successful employment and, in two cases, offenses that allegedly they 

did not commit, yet which have been difficult to clear up because of the high costs 

associated with retaining an attorney. 

¶ Stigma related to gaps in work history  

It seems almost cruel, given the reality of the unemployment rate in parts of Wyandotte 

County, and the length of unemployment endured by many Kansans around the state 

in this recent recession, that focus group participants report as much stigma associated 

with gaps in their work history as they do. While a participant out of work five months 

had not yet encountered this particular objection, all of those with more than six months 

of unemployment reported r outinely facing skeptical potential employees, even at 

temporary agencies, who question their activities over the past several months. This 

was true even for those focus group participants with advanced education, despite 

repeatedly being rejected for jobs because, òyou are not a good fit with our organization 

because of your higher education.ó These employment gaps and their impact on future 

job-seeking, of course, become a cycle from which many individuals have a difficult 

time extricating themselves, despite the fact that long-term unemployment has become 

a statistical feature of this particular economic downturn.  

¶ Separation from labor market opportunities  

There are relatively few points at which the lives of the long -term unemployed overlap 

with the real ities of the stable work world, and attempts to bridge these gaps often fall 

short. As one participant in the Head Start focus group put it, òyou need people who 

can help you connect who are already working, but, when everyone in your community 

is unemployed, then you donõt have that òinó. Distance makes this even worse, because 

the few people you know who are working are scattered throughout the area, and those 

jobs might not be good fits for you.ó Several focus group participants relayed their 

frustration s with job fairs, where those who represent the companies are seldom 

empowered to actually make hiring d ecisions, and with interview, résumé , and other 

job preparation courses, which tend to focus on generic barriers to entering the job 

market, instead of the specific obstacles that many of these individuals encounter. 

Targeted help with such items as navigating the process to expunge oneõs criminal 

record, advocacy with companies to deemphasize the importance of the credit history 

in hiring decisions, or t ransportation assistance would more directly address their 

needs and likely result in a greater chance of employment success. 




