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A blueprint is a conversation. It opens wide,
closes deliberately, and moves into action. Most
policy and system changes don't happen this way.
Often it's through a singular leader carrying a vision,

or a political moment forcing a quick decision.

We believe in a third path to change. One where

the community is the author, not its subject.
What follows does not belong to any one person or
organization, but to the broad coalition of Kansans

who built it and will carry it forward.

Will you join us?



A BLUEPRINT FOR
UPWARD MOBILITY

Tackling Income Inequality in Kansas

84 0f105 39.2% 1in5

counties’ average job pays less than of households fall below the ALICE Black Kansans live in poverty — twice
60¢ for every $1 of basic living costs Survival Budget threshold the rate of white Kansans

THE CHALLENGE

Kansas is a state of workers. We are known for our agricultural grit, our manufacturing backbone, our
healthcare systems and the communities that hold it all together. And yet, in 84 of 105 Kansas
counties, the average job pays less than 60 cents for every dollar a family needs to cover basic
expenses.

Kansas’ median household income is $69,900. For a family of two adults and two children in childcare,
the minimum cost of household essentials to live and work, such as housing, food, childcare,
transportation and healthcare, is $77,892. This is known as the ALICE Survival Budget and 39.2% of
households can’t afford it. Note: ALICE is the acronym for Asset Limited, Income Constrained,

Employed.

Working families are not failing to try hard enough. The math simply does not work.

One in five Kansans carry debt in collections. About a third of these Kansans, 6.1%, have medical
debt in collections. Debt makes it even harder to qualify for loans, pursue education or invest in a better
future.

The burden is not shared equally — place and race matter. Many Wichita neighborhoods rank among
the most disadvantaged in the entire United States, while the economic picture is markedly different just
miles away. These disparities exist in many other places in Kansas, including Kansas City and Topeka.
One in five Black Kansans live in poverty. That’s almost twice the rate of white Kansans.



These are not random outcomes. They are the predictable result of policy choices, structural barriers
and a legacy of inequity that continues to shape who has access to opportunity and who does not.

According to America’s Health Rankings Kansas currently ranks 27" overall, and 11" on income

inequality. If we are serious about making Kansas a leader in Health and prosperity, we must address
the conditions that are driving these numbers. The path to get there is upward mobility, ensuring every
Kansan can stabilize, thrive and build a better life. For more insights on the data, visit the Kansas
Health Foundation’s upward mobility webpage.

THE ASPIRATION

Income inequality exists in Kansas, but not for lack of effort. This state is fortunate to have
committed organizations, communities and policymakers working every day to expand opportunity.
However, too often these efforts operate in isolation — with limited coordination, overlapping
investments and no shared direction to maximize their collective impact.

The urgency is real. Too many Kansans are stuck, unable to access the economic pathways that
would allow them and their families to thrive. Addressing that reality requires not just good ideas, but a
way to turn ideas into progress.

A shared vision is the single most powerful tool available for driving change. Not because it
papers over disagreement, but because it does the hard work of surfacing real values and ideas, and
then finds every possible point of collective power.

This blueprint is that work made tangible. It is not a master plan for ending income inequality.
It's the result of a carefully structured process of deep listening, constant learning and relentless pursuit
of ways to move forward, together.

To create it, we gathered the best ideas from a wide range of Kansans, facilitated intense deliberation
to pressure-test that thinking and conducted in-depth analysis to arrive at a focused set of strategies

that the broadest possible coalition can activate together.

The goal is to create a blueprint that every participant can say they helped build — one that enhances
existing efforts and gives Kansans across sectors a way to contribute to solutions.

When that happens, the blueprint becomes more than a document. It becomes a movement.


https://assets.americashealthrankings.org/ahr_2025annualreport-statesummaries_all.pdf
https://kansashealth.org/upward-mobility/

THE MINDSET

How we do this matters more than what we do. The Kansas Health Foundation recently published
Leading Health — How You and 30,000 Kansans Help Communities Thrive. The book outlines nine
ways of thinking and being that we believe are essential for anyone who wants to improve Health in
their community. These aren'’t just theoretical concepts. They are practical. They’re embedded
throughout the entire blueprint development process.

1. Work Upstream | This means addressing root causes, not just symptoms. Instead of only treating
disease, we focus on preventing it by creating healthier environments — addressing the conditions
that lead to poor Health in the first place.

2. Work Systemically | Health problems don’t exist in isolation. They’re connected to education
systems, economic systems, transportation systems and housing systems. We must see and
address those connections rather than working in silos.

3. Race & Racism Matter | We cannot improve Health in Kansas without honestly confronting how
historical and present-day racism shapes Health outcomes. The disparities we see aren’t
accidental. They’re the result of policy choices and structural inequities that we must name and
address.

4. Create Collaboration | No single organization, sector or individual can solve these complex
problems alone. We need healthcare working with education working with business working with
community organizations. Real change requires working together across boundaries.

5. Value Process & Structure | How we do the work matters as much as what we do. Who's at the
table? Whose voices are centered? What structures ensure accountability? Good intentions aren’t
enough — we need intentional processes that ensure effectiveness and the elimination of
inequities.

6. Policy Over Politics | We focus on policies that improve Health, regardless of which political
party proposes them. We look at evidence, we look at impact and we advocate for what works —
not what scores political points.

7. Embrace Bold Vision | Incremental change isn’t enough when faced with entrenched, complex
challenges. We need to think big, imagine what'’s possible and not limit ourselves to what feels
feasible in this moment. Complex problems require bold solutions.

8. Leverage Economic Factors | Health and economic prosperity are deeply intertwined. A
healthier workforce is more productive. Investing in Health can save money in the long run. We
need to make the economic case for Health and understand how economic policies shape Health
outcomes.

9. Make Metrics Matter | We must measure what matters and use data to drive decision-making.
We must also be thoughtful about what we measure and ensure our metrics capture the
experiences of all Kansans, especially those most marginalized.



THE ARC

This blueprint was not developed in isolation. It is the result of a rigorous, collaborative process that
engaged Kansans from a broad range of sectors, backgrounds and experiences. It included:

= Statewide listening sessions and deep interviews with advocates, practitioners and Kansans
experiencing economic hardship.

= A comprehensive landscape analysis of upward mobility data across all 105 Kansas counties,
prepared by the Kansas Health Institute.

= A purposeful crowdsourcing campaign that gathered 513 responses from Kansans across the
state — surfacing ideas and priorities directly from the people these strategies are designed to
serve.

= Engagement with an advisory coalition representing diverse sectors and perspectives to guide,
pressure-test and refine the strategies.

= Multi-dimensional analysis examining each strategy across four lenses: legislative opportunity
and viability, legal and regulatory authority, data connectivity and impact, and inequities and
health disparities.

= [terative development of strategy lists — from a broad initial set of 234 ideas down to this
focused blueprint — each iteration was informed by stakeholder feedback, advisory group insights,
emerging data analysis or what we’ve heard from Kansans directly.

= Convening at FuseKS, the annual statewide gathering where strategies are refined, prioritized
and finalized with the input of the broader coalition.

This framework for mobilizing a network around a tough challenge has ten distinct steps, illustrated on
the next page, forming an arc that moves from problem identification all the way through to statewide
coordination.



MOBILIZING
A MOVEMENT

Statewide organization
launched to continue
momentum and coordination

KHF launches Transformation
Grant Program

“ Mini grants available
to create activity

Advisory coalition launches and momentum

FuseKS event to craft a
common blueprint of action

---- Crowdsourcing launches
to hear new ideas

KHF Partner Summit ...

Statewide data
- prepared by Kansas
Health Institute

Statewide listening
and interviews

KHF Board of Directors
' selects the next major
health challenge




THE STORIES

Kansans spoke up. From June through September 2025, KHF ran a statewide crowdsourcing
campaign inviting any Kansan to weigh in on what upward mobility means and what would help
people build a better financial future.

513 responses were collected, with the majority (85.1%) coming from Kansans under age 44.
This is a signal that Kansans are paying attention and want to be heard. The top 15 themes that
emerged, ranked by frequency, tell a story about what Kansans believe will help most.

Affordability & Quality

able to afford care.

THEME | WHAT WE HEARD IDEAS
. Strong social connections described as key to upward mobility —

. Supportive .

C . need wraparound supports for single parents, caretakers, people 78

ommunity S s T ;
with disabilities, immigrants and formerly incarcerated Kansans.
Affordable, high-quality healthcare for all, regardless of income,
. Healthcare Access, . e
i~ . language or insurance status. Dental care and specialist access 63

Affordability & Quality .
were frequently cited gaps.

. Behavioral Healthcare = Kansans named a direct connection between economic hardship
Access, Affordability and mental health — high need for affordable, culturally aware and 51
& Quality trauma-informed services.

_ Affordable & Stable ::'OUSIFQ- cost 2nd avallablltlty a(s:1 a prlmatry fbarrlert._ Kansins ca_lled .
Housing or policies and programs to reduce costs for renting and owning

homes, such as first-time homebuyer support.
. Affordable Higher Scholarships, financial aid and free or low-cost college including
. : 41
Education Pathways vocational and trade pathways.
Resume help, job placement, networking and career navigation.
’ Workfor_ce _Support Especially for Kansans living with disabilities, those facing factory 40
& Job Finding
closures and youth.
Student and medical debt as barriers to forward progress.
Debt Relief Responses ranged from restructuring and forgiveness programs 37
to lending protections.
Financial Literacy Teaching money management, investing and budgeting — starting
. in schools. Many Kansans identified financial literacy gaps as a 37
& Education : i
root cause of ongoing hardship.
Childcare Access Cost and access to quality childcare as a barrier to employment.
’ ’ Parents described having to choose between working and being 31



THEME WHAT WE HEARD m

10. Higher Income & Better-paying jobs, higher minimum wages and livable wages.
. . o 28
Livable Wages Three named universal basic income as an approach.
11. Food Access & Affordable access to nutritious groceries, nutrition education and
’ Affordability support. Some suggested doing this through the charitable food 26

system.

Improve existing resources to make them easier to navigate,
apply for and access. Community health workers and resource 26
navigators were named as essential.

12. Streamlined Resource
Access

Direct financial assistance for essential bills and living expenses,

1k [EERIBERES particularly during hardship like debt, unemployment or crisis.

22

Transportation as a barrier to jobs, appointments and
14. Transportation Access opportunity. Especially for Kansans without access to reliable 22
public transit or a vehicle of their own.

Startup capital, easier loan access, education and reduced
regulatory barriers to help Kansans start and grow small 14
businesses.

15. Entrepreneurship
Support

Source: Kansas Health Foundation summary of Upward Mobility Crowdsourcing Analysis. Only the top 15
themes are shown. For more information on these stories, visit the Kansas Health Foundation’s upward

mobility webpage.

The crowdsourcing results reinforce what the data shows: Kansans are not struggling because of a
single, isolated challenge. The barriers to upward mobility are interconnected — housing instability
affects employment, medical debt undermines financial progress and lack of childcare locks parents
out of the workforce. The strategies that follow are built to reflect and address that complexity.


https://kansashealth.org/upward-mobility/
https://kansashealth.org/upward-mobility/

THE STRATEGIES

Eleven strategies organized across eight categories — together, they address the interconnected

structural barriers preventing Kansans from stabilizing, advancing and building generational wealth.

Language, Metrics & Data Integration: the shared definitions, measures and data
infrastructure that enable Kansans to align action and track progress

Early Childhood Education: the early learning programs that build school readiness and a
strong foundation for life

Higher Education: the post-secondary programs and supports that prepare Kansans to
enter and advance in the economy

Workforce Skills & Pathways: the training, credentials and career paths that connect
Kansans to wages they can live on

Workforce Supports: the services and benefits that address the hidden costs of working
Entrepreneurship & Small Business: the capital, infrastructure and operational support that
help Kansans start and sustain businesses

Housing: the affordable, stable, quality housing that anchors economic participation
Financial Protection & Debt Relief: the lending reforms, financial inclusion measures and
debt relief that prevent setbacks from erasing progress

H CATEGORY STRATEGY

1

10

11

Language, Metrics &  Bring about common language, key metrics and enhanced community
Data Integration insights

Early Childhood Expand access to early childhood education through long-term, sustainable
Education and diversified investment

Higher Education Tailor higher education paths to Kansans earning below the ALICE threshold
Workforce Skills & Design career pathways and employer-based training for Kansans within
Pathways reach of the ALICE threshold — propelling them above and beyond
Workforce Supports Connect Kansans to wraparound supports across workforce, education and

community settings

Workforce Supports  Incentivize paid leave, flexible scheduling and employee assistance

Workforce Supports  Ensure working families have access to affordable, reliable childcare

Entrepreneurship & Strengthen the entrepreneurship ecosystem: infrastructure, capital access
Small Business and long-term operating support

Broaden first-time homeownership support, strengthen renter stability and

Housing establish housing trust funds

Financial Protection

& Debt Relief Connect Kansans to fair and affordable financial products

Financial Protection = Reduce the burden of medical, student loan, criminal justice and municipal
& Debt Relief debt — enact reforms that prevent re-accumulation



LANGUAGE, METRICS & DATA INTEGRATION

Bring about common language, key metrics and enhanced community

insights

 Align funders, policymakers and practitioners around one definition of upward mobility and 3-5

1 key metrics in Kansas, anchored in the ALICE threshold where appropriate and presented

alongside federal poverty data

» Equip trusted, nonprofit and community partners with the tools to gather and govern data — utilize
existing data collection and data integration infrastructure, rather than new parallel systems

» Track and measure the blueprint’s impact as strategies are activated and implemented

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

Expand access to early childhood education through long-term, sustainable

and diversified investment
* Invest in quality early childhood education statewide, prioritizing underserved communities where
2 children face the steepest opportunity gaps
+ Stabilize the workforce with adequate wages that address pay inequities and ensure quality
 Align grant and impact investment opportunities among funders — deploy philanthropic capital
contingent on public and private sector investment

HIGHER EDUCATION

Tailor higher education paths to Kansans earning below the ALICE threshold
+ Establish a statewide mini-grant program to supplement tuition support and cover living expenses
3 » Secure state match funds for community and technical colleges and workforce centers investing
in navigators who help adult learners with financial aid, employer benefits and prior learning credit
» Restructure existing affordability programs so eligible Kansans are enrolled by default rather than
required to opt in — Kansas Promise, place-based programs and federal aid

WORKFORCE SKILLS & PATHWAYS

Design career pathways and employer-based training for Kansans within
reach of the ALICE threshold — propelling them above and beyond

» Develop and fund competency-based career ladders in healthcare, trades, technology and
professional services, with attention to scope-of-practice models

» Create an annual mini-grant program, reaching every Kansas high school, for junior and senior

4 exposure trips to technical colleges and apprenticeship sites

» Expand cohort-based apprenticeships and continuing education across construction,
manufacturing, healthcare and professional services — with stay-employed commitments at
wages above the regional ALICE threshold when public subsidy is involved

+ Establish statewide credential portability so military training, internationally earned licenses, GED
equivalency and industry micro-credentials count toward workforce-entry qualifications



WORKFORCE SUPPORTS

Connect Kansans to wraparound supports across workforce, education and

community settings

+ Align navigators, community health workers and social workers across workforce programs,
employers, education institutions and community organizations — building on existing assets
(community health centers, faith-based partners, etc.) rather than deploying parallel systems

5 » Center cultural competency in recruitment, training and ongoing support — including language

access, immigrant-serving capacity and trauma-informed practice

» Reduce fragmentation utilizing integrated, closed-loop referral systems and data-sharing
arrangements that protect privacy and build trust

» Address transportation barriers through public transit expansion, employer- and community-
coordinated rides and vehicle access support for families below the ALICE threshold

Incentivize paid leave, flexible scheduling and employee assistance
 Establish a state-level paid family and medical leave fund with shared employer and employee
contributions, structured to avoid new state general-fund cost
6 * Incentivize flexible scheduling and employer-sponsored employee assistance programs —
particularly for small employers that lack the capacity to build their own
+ Build legislative momentum using Kansas-specific evidence — return-on-investment and cross-
state lessons including from neighboring states that have recently advanced paid leave

Ensure working families have access to affordable, reliable childcare

» Expand childcare statewide, prioritizing childcare deserts that intersect with economic hardship

+ Build sustainable financing through public and private sector investment, including on-site
centers, community provider partnerships, rural provider networks and tiered subsidies for

7 working families

+ Align grant and impact investment opportunities among funders — deploy philanthropic capital
contingent on public and private sector investment

+ Strengthen the childcare workforce through compensation that better supports retention and
stability — tie compensation increases to training and quality standards

ENTREPRENEURSHIP & SMALL BUSINESS

Strengthen the entrepreneurship ecosystem: infrastructure, capital access

and long-term operating support

» Expand accelerators, shared working spaces and entrepreneurship hubs across entrepreneurship
support organizations (ESOs), economic development organizations (EDOs), libraries, community
colleges and universities — with attention to broadband access in rural areas

» Fund and train business navigators to provide one-on-one support for permits, licensing,

8 regulatory compliance and business development

» Foster peer mentoring networks by geography, industry and stage — from self-employed and
early-stage entrepreneurs to growing and scaling businesses

+ Tighten the relationship between technical assistance and capital sources — banks, angel
networks, local and regional revolving loan funds and statewide capital programs

* Increase support for early-stage technical assistance — cash-flow coaching, accounting and
operating supports — and connect it to small-business capital providers

10



Broaden first-time homeownership support, strengthen renter stability and
establish housing trust funds
» Broaden first-time buyer support — low-interest loans, down payment assistance, home
improvement programs, rent-to-own options and employer housing vouchers
9 » Strengthen renter stability through tenant protections, emergency rental assistance, affordable
lease pathways and enforcement against harmful landlord practices
 Establish local and state housing trust funds with sustained revenue, and broaden the housing
stock to grow the property tax base rather than narrow it
» Address homeownership challenges across acquisition, maintenance and repair — including the
needs of Kansans living on a fixed income

FINANCIAL PROTECTION & DEBT RELIEF

Connect Kansans to fair and affordable financial products
» Reform high-cost lending practices and establish reasonable interest rate limits on short-term
loans and credit cards — consider earned wage access as alternative to payday lending
* Reduce swipe fees that place unequal burden on small businesses and Kansans below the
10 ALICE threshold
* Expand initiatives — like Bank On — that offer Kansans a safe, low-cost and certified transaction
account
» Fund financial coaches and navigators who can walk alongside Kansans through real financial
decisions, paired with state and federal Earned Income Tax Credit outreach

Reduce the burden of medical, student loan, criminal justice and municipal
debt — enact reforms that prevent re-accumulation
» Erase medical debt, remove it from credit reports and ban medical-debt incarceration
11 » Address student loan burdens through debt restructuring, income-driven repayment advocacy
and borrower navigation support
+ Offer utility and municipal fee debt restructuring, forgiveness and amnesty — allow community
service in lieu of fines for those unable to pay
» Expand work release programs and second-chance hiring practices

11



POPULATIONS SERVED

The strategies are designed to reach Kansans across many starting points. Households below the ALICE
threshold are affected by every strategy. Others are reached through a smaller set of tailored
interventions. This matrix shows where strategies meet populations.

POPULATION x
STRATEGY

#1 LANGUAGE & DATA
#2 EARLY CHILDHOOD
#3 HIGHER ED

#4 PATHWAYS

#5 WRAPAROUND

#6 PAID LEAVE

#7 CHILDCARE

#8 ENTREPRENEURSHIP
#9 HOUSING

#10 FAIR LENDING

#11 DEBT RELIEF

ALL KANSANS

HOUSEHOLDS BELOW
ALICE THRESHOLD

CHILDREN & THEIR
FAMILIES

STUDENTS

RURAL KANSANS

WORKERS & CAREER-
CHANGERS

VETERANS

IMMIGRANTS

JUSTICE-INVOLVED
KANSANS

KANSANS LIVING W/
DISABILITIES

FOSTER YOUTH AGING OUT
OF CARE

KANSANS 65+ OR ON FIXED
INCOME

SINGLE-PARENT &
CAREGIVING FAMILIES

ENTREPRENEURS & SMALL
BUSINESSES

RENTERS, HOMEBUYERS, &
HOMEOWNERS

UNBANKED &
UNDERBANKED




THE MOMENT

Now is the time to act. By committing to this shared vision and working together across sectors,
political affiliations and regions — we can meaningfully reduce income inequality in Kansas. And
when we do, we will not only transform lives, but we will also demonstrate that Kansas is a place
where hard work pays. Not because of luck, but because we built the systems to make it so.

This blueprint is an invitation to Kansans from all walks of life to come together. When we align
around a common direction, we can attract greater resources, forge stronger partnerships and
create the sustained momentum that complex challenges require.

Kansas should not be following national trends on economic hardship. We should be setting a
new standard. Our workforce, communities and heritage position us to do better. The strategies

outlined in this blueprint represent a clear, achievable path to making that a reality.

The time is now. We must ensure every Kansan can stabilize, thrive and build a better life. This
blueprint can help us get there. But only if we choose to meet the moment.

PUBLISHED MAY 2026 13
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