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Stipends
WCTF recognizes that an array of barriers may hinder participants and prospective participants from enrolling, completing training, and entering the labor market, and thus encourages the use of stipends. Stipends are an important strategy to reduce these barriers and support participants as they move toward employment. They can also help lessen the pressure many adult learners face when they must choose between attending training and taking on extra hours or a second job to meet immediate financial needs.
A stipend is a fixed, predetermined amount of financial assistance provided to a participant to help cover living expenses and other supportive needs during a training program. Stipends are not wages and cannot be used to compensate individuals for work. Instead, they are intended to allow adult learners balancing work, family, and financial responsibilities to focus on their education and training without sacrificing essential income. 
Stipends may be paid: 
· In advance on a set schedule (e.g., monthly),
· Upon completion of specific milestones (e.g., two-week completion or mid-point benchmark),
· Upon verified attendance,
· Or through reimbursement for certain direct expenses (e.g., bus passes).

Stipends cannot be used for wages or salary, nor for general program operational costs.
For participants receiving public benefits, some form of stipends may impact “cliff effects” that reduce benefits. For more information, see the section further below, “Understanding and planning for cliff effects.”)

When building your program’s budget, place the cost of stipends under “Support Services” in the line designated for stipends. Then, be sure to clearly define the use of stipends in your Program Design Documents and Application. This means detailing:
· Stipend eligibility policy (Who can get these? What are the criteria?)
· What is the cadence for rolling them out? Weekly? Bi-weekly? Mid-point through the program? At the end? 
· What is the stipend amount per participant?

See below for examples of how stipends can be used:
	Allowable Use
	Example
	Back-up documentation needed

	Childcare

	Daycare fees, after-school programs, licensed family childcare
	Invoice, receipt, attendance confirmation

	Transportation

	Bus, subway, ride-share, gas cards, mileage
	Transit receipts, mileage logs, ride receipts, receipts purchasing bulk passes along with the log indicating who they have been distributed to

	Attendance-Based Stipends

	Milestones such as completing two weeks, mid-point completion, completing the full program
	Attendance logs, milestone verification

	Living expenses


	Utilities, rent, groceries, household bills
	Bills, receipts, lease statement



Not allowable: 
· Wages for participants
· Wages for mentors or apprenticeship work
· General program or operational expenses

Distribution Methods for Stipends
	Method
	Advantages
	Considerations

	Direct deposit
	Fast, secure, trackable
	Participants need bank accounts

	Prepaid debit cards
	Easy distribution, flexible
	Lost cards may incur fees; some ATMs may charge participants

	Gift cards (specific stores)
	Simplifies use for groceries or gas
	Cannot be used for rent or bills

	Checks
	Traditional option
	Participants may lack check cashing access or may incur fees




Considerations for Using Stipends in Your Program Design
When incorporating stipends into your training model, programs should be intentional about both their purpose and their potential impact on participant stability. Think strategically about how and when to use stipends. Some guiding questions include:
· Which stipend uses will most directly support participation and completion?
· Which uses are essential for participants to enroll and remain engaged?
· What financial barriers are most acute for your population?
· How do stipend disbursement timing and amounts support participant stability?
· How can stipends complement other support services (e.g., childcare assistance, case management)?
· What might be the impact of the stipend on “cliff effects” for targeted participants?
Understanding and Planning for Cliff Effects
When incorporating the use of stipends in your training program, consider the impact of “cliff effects” on participants. A "cliff effect" is the sudden loss of public assistance benefits that occurs when a person's or family's income increases, sometimes leaving them financially worse off than before the raise. It acts as a barrier to economic mobility, as a person might be disincentivized from taking a promotion, working more hours, or getting a new job due to the risk of losing crucial benefits like SNAP (food assistance), housing assistance, or childcare subsidies. The information on cliff effects is continually evolving. Programs need to consult with any public benefit program as each has different criteria for how various types and amounts of stipends might be considered in determining a participants program eligibility, which in turn could trigger a “cliff effect” for a participant. In addition, participants need to consult with their case managers and public assistance provider as to how any cash or stipend support received may impact their individual public benefit receipt. Some public benefit agencies offer waivers which exempt specific types or amounts of income or assets from being counted when determining benefit eligibility. 

For updated information on cliff effects, visit the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta’s Career Ladder Identifier and Financial Forecaster (CLIFF.) This suite of interactive career and financial planning tools is designed to provide information about benefits loss along a career path. In addition, visit the Massachusetts Economic Pathways Coalition.  
Equity Considerations
Programs should ensure that the design and distribution of stipends advance equitable access rather than unintentionally creating new barriers. As you structure your stipend policy, reflect on the following questions and adjust your approach to promote fairness, transparency, and inclusion for all participants.
· Are stipend amounts consistent and transparent?
Stipend amounts, schedules, and eligibility must be transparent and documented. Inconsistency undermines participant trust.
· Are eligibility criteria culturally and linguistically accessible?
Criteria should be written in plain language and translated into the languages spoken by participants. Partners should also consider whether documentation requirements disproportionately burden certain groups, such as recent immigrants or participants with limited digital literacy.
· Does the distribution method assume access to banking or specific technology?
Some participants may not have bank accounts, stable mailing addresses, or reliable internet access. Programs should offer more than one distribution option and avoid approaches that exclude participants who are unbanked or underbanked.
· Are there safeguards to ensure that stipends do not inadvertently favor participants with more flexibility or fewer caregiving responsibilities?
Attendance based stipends should account for participants with caregiving responsibilities or complex schedules. Policies should not penalize participants facing structural constraints.
· Are staff trained to administer stipends consistently and without bias?
Clear internal procedures, documentation expectations, and staff training can reduce discretion-based inequities.
· Has the program collected participant input on barriers related to stipends?
Programs should regularly solicit participant feedback on stipend processes and adjust policies based on lived experience.
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