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Executive Summary
This report was designed to provide information related to the social and human needs of residents
in the eastern and southern portions of Hillsborough County, which have undergone substantial
change and development since the inception of the Rural Social Services Partnership (RSSP) in 1996.
The RSSP is a non-proﬁt organization that represents, coordinates, and funds provider agencies that
serve the human and social service needs in the study target communities. In addition to identifying
the needs in the East and South County areas, this report also identiﬁes the signiﬁcant barriers
impeding access to the services available in these communities. The ultimate goal of this report is to
propose recommendations for the RSSP that will help guide their planning and coordinating eﬀorts
in the future.

Study Findings
Document Review
Information garnered from existing sources points to considerable population growth in the target
RSSP areas. Despite noticeable diﬀerences between the East and South County areas, communities
served by the RSSP partnership generally have a higher proportion of individuals and children
living below the poverty level than the county average, reﬂecting a robust need for human and social
services.
RSSP Provider Surveys
Data collected through self-administered surveys with 31 RSSP partners resulted in three key
ﬁndings. These are: 1) the population served by RSSP partner respondents is culturally diverse and
overwhelmingly poor with the following critical human service needs: aﬀordable housing, employment,
and accessible public transportation; 2) although RSSP partner respondents report providing a diverse
array of much needed services, aside from healthcare, their services do not generally address the top
four needs identiﬁed for service users; and 3) the top four access barriers identiﬁed were similar to
those identiﬁed in a needs assessment conducted by the RSSP in 1997.
Focus Groups with RSSP Partners
Focus groups with RSSP partners were held to generate more detailed information regarding needs,
barriers, and changes in the RSSP target areas. A number of important themes arose during focus
group discussions related to the diﬀerences in how development and growth, which are expected
to continue, have aﬀected East versus South County. Focus groups identiﬁed the following priority
needs for the RSSP target areas: accessible transportation; aﬀordable housing; aﬀordable childcare; adult
education/vocational training; increased educational support/recreational programs for older children and
teens; and access to healthcare.
Interviews with Community Residents
Interviews with a convenience sample of community residents were held to compare with provider
data. Respondents provided information on service use, existing community problems/needs, and
factors that facilitate access to care. Interview data suggest meaningful diﬀerences between the need
proﬁles for East and South County residents. South County residents generally identiﬁed more of a
need for increased employment opportunities and aﬀordable childcare, while East County residents
reported more of a concern with management of urban growth in the area. Overall when discussing
access issues, respondents noted the importance of trust and rapport building on the part of providers
during engagement of clients.
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Study Recommendations
This report presents need assessment ﬁndings for communities in east and south Hillsborough
County. The study ﬁndings are expected to assist the leadership of the RSSP in making decisions
for how best to coordinate and plan service strategies in their target areas. The following
recommendations are made, based on the data presented in this report:
1. Expand networking eﬀorts and increase connections between partners. Collaboration
between partners should continue to be fostered and encouraged, especially among providers
who may be serving the same individual and/or families. An important goal might be
streamlining of services, to facilitate a common intake (tied to a shared database) wherever
possible. Providers also indicated that they would like to see the RSSP expand its successful
networking activities through the creation of an extensive database that identiﬁes the services
provided by each RSSP partner along with contact information that is made available to every
RSSP partner in a variety of formats, i.e. printed publication, CD-Rom and/or the Internet.
2. Create and launch public education campaigns and/or targeted outreach to increase
awareness about available services in target communities. Consumers identiﬁed a need
for more outreach on services and requirements for entry into the service system. Providers
suggested that the RSSP could help lead targeted outreach or public service announcements
addressing particular needs and/or the services available to address them to reduce the lack of
awareness in target communities. These eﬀorts should be conducted in English and in Spanish
to ensure wide dissemination among residents.
3. Increase leadership and advocacy activities that address community needs related to
poverty, limited infrastructure and/or systemic service delivery issues. Providers indicated
that the RSSP was in a strong position to lobby government, business, and other policymaking
entities about larger systemic issues aﬀecting service systems (especially related to access
barriers) and community needs. Providers also felt that the RSSP could engage in advocacy on
behalf of social and human service agencies and work with local communities to ﬁnd adequate
space and seek increased community support for provider agencies.
4. Provide technical assistance for partnership related to identiﬁcation of funding sources and
grant writing. Providers indicated that they would like the RSSP to provide them not only
with information about available funding, but more focused help with ﬁnding new sources of
funding and/or preparation of grant proposals.
5. Collect data for all partners that will continually update the needs of service recipients in
target communities. Providers noted the importance of collecting detailed data from service
providers that gives an accurate representation of community characteristics and changing
needs over time. For RSSP partners who do not have the capacity to conduct such extensive
evaluation and/or research activities, funding sources to support such activities could be
identiﬁed. Such information should be regularly disseminated to continually update providers’
knowledge of target communities.
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Introduction
Within the past decade, Hillsborough County has experienced explosive growth. Between the
census counts of 1990 and 2000, the county’s population grew by 20 percent to just under 1 million
residents. U.S. Census estimates suggest that the total population has grown another 8 percent since
2000, to over 1.1 million residents. This unprecedented increase in the county’s population coincides
with substantial development in many areas, particularly in East and South Hillsborough County.
Such growth has led to rapidly increasing residential developments and urbanization in areas that had
traditionally been rural with agriculture as the main industry. The Department of Child & Family
Studies in the Louis de la Parte Florida Mental Health Institute at USF conducted a study to update
the 1997 Assessment of Social Service Needs of Rural Residents and Recommendations for Action and
document the impacts of population growth and increased development on East and South County
communities.
The Rural Social Services Partnership (RSSP) began in 1996 as a workgroup of social service
providers and community representatives from the rural areas of Hillsborough County. The group’s
original purpose was to encourage planning and collaboration among the agencies that served
migrant farmworkers and other rural residents. At its inception, the RSSP mission was to “develop a
comprehensive plan of action to address the social and human service needs of the rural communities
of East and South Hillsborough County and secure the resources to implement lasting and ongoing
improvements in the residents’ quality of life” (RSSP, 1997). As a ﬁrst step in this mission, the
partnership secured funding to assess the social and human service needs of residents in the target
RSSP area. The RSSP needs assessment conducted in 1997 identiﬁed four primary areas of need in
the target communities: childcare; youth development programs and after school activities; vocational
training; and substance abuse prevention/treatment (RSSP, 1997). In addition, the needs assessment also
identiﬁed several access barriers that rural residents encountered, even when services were available,
including: limited transportation, lack of bilingual capacity of existing service providers; and lack of
knowledge about existing services (RSSP, 1997).
The RSSP incorporated as a formal non-proﬁt organization in June 2006. The organization
currently maintains two key positions: the Executive Director, Mary Caruso, and the Community
Liaison, Olivia Cortez-Figueroa. The RSSP also has a functioning Board of Directors and serves as a
conduit for funding for three partner agencies: the YMCA, the Hispanic Services Council, and the
Redlands Christian Migrant Association. The current mission of the RSSP is to develop and enact a
comprehensive plan of action to address the social and human service needs of the East and South
County areas in partnership with community members and social service agencies that plan, provide
and integrate services.
The present study focused on identifying the current social and human service needs in these
communities, in light of substantial change and development since the original needs assessment
was conducted. As with the original needs assessment, this study sought to identify signiﬁcant
barriers impeding access to the services available in these communities, particularly in areas where
limited transportation and/or cultural and linguistic diﬀerences among community populations
had been identiﬁed nearly a decade ago. The ultimate goal of the current study is to propose new
recommendations for the RSSP to help guide their strategic planning and coordination eﬀorts in the
future.
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Study Methodology
The 2006-2007 Needs Assessment was conducted from October 2006 through March 2007.
Because of the limited time available in which to achieve the study’s goals of identifying the current
human and social service needs and the barriers to meeting those needs, the study used a mixed
methodology approach and relied on the triangulation of data collected through document reviews,
provider surveys, focus groups with providers, and interviews with community residents receiving
services from and/or aﬃliated with various RSSP providers. This report has been organized in the
following manner:
Introduction
his section provides background information on the Rural Social Services Partnership, the study
goals and methodology, baseline data for the target areas, and service use data by some of the RSSP
partner agencies.
Summary of RSSP Provider Survey Responses
This section presents ﬁndings from self-administered surveys with RSSP partners. Data presented
include characteristics of the respondents and the agencies they represent, as well as information
about service recipients including perceived needs and access barriers.
Summary of Provider Focus Groups
This section presents ﬁndings from focus groups held with providers in each of the target areas. The
focus groups were held to provide additional detail related to how the study target areas have changed
over the past decade, as well as a ranking of the priority needs and signiﬁcant barriers identiﬁed by
providers in each group. This section also presents a discussion of policy issues that providers felt
might hinder their eﬀorts to provide services to their target populations, and recommendations on
how the RSSP might work to address needs and barriers in the future.
Summary of Interviews with Community Residents
This section presents ﬁndings from focused interviews conducted with residents from the RSSP
target areas who were aﬃliated with one or more RSSP partner agencies. Data presented include
participant characteristics, service use data, information on why residents chose to live in their
neighborhoods, community problems or needs, and suggestions for providers on how to provide
more eﬀective services.
Discussion of Findings
This section presents a synthesis of ﬁndings from all data collected during the course of the needs
assessment.
Recommendations for the RSSP
This section presents recommendations for the RSSP leadership based on ﬁndings and information
related by providers and consumers.
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Demographics – Geographic Areas Targeted
This section presents demographic data from the 2000 U.S. Census, as well as live birth trends to
establish a current baseline of data for the target communities.
The East and South County areas targeted for this needs assessment include a number of
communities traditionally considered to be rural with an emphasis on agriculture as the main
industry. Generally, these areas include the following communities:
East County – Thonotosassa, Plant City, Seﬀner, Dover, Mango, Brandon, and Valrico
South County – Apollo Beach, Gibsonton, Riverview, Sun City Center, Ruskin, and Balm/
Wimauma
In general, agriculture still accounts for 20 percent or more of land use in most of these
communities. However, as Table 1 indicates, urban development also accounts for a substantial
percentage of land use within many of these communities. As these ﬁgures indicate, the proportion
of land devoted to agriculture in the communities of Brandon, Sun City Center, and Plant City falls
below 20 percent. Further in Plant City, Brandon, and Valrico, urban development accounts for 50
percent or more of the land use.
Table 1. Land Use: East and South Hillsborough County*
Community

% Agriculture

% Urban

% Wetlands

East County
Thonotosassa
Plant City
Seffner
Brandon**
Valrico

36.64%
18.91%
26.33%
11.43%
20.81%

29.76%
50.47%
43.36%
66.45%
63.67%

14.19%
13.33%
8.78%
5.25%
6.66%

South County
Apollo Beach
Gibsonton
Riverview
Sun City Center
Ruskin
Balm/Wimauma

44.38%
21.22%
21.95%
10.05%
39.82%
62.80%

20.50%
27.23%
28.99%
44.09%
16.54%
5.44%

18.45%
11.60%
13.66%
17.86%
23.81%
13.82%

*Source: Hillsborough Community Atlas (http://www.hillsborough.communityatlas.usf.edu/)
**The Community Atlas website does not provide land use information for the East Hillsborough communities
of Dover and Mango, these are included with Brandon land use figures.

The tables that follow provide basic demographic data, culled from the 2000 U.S. Census, for
the East and South County communities served by the RSSP. These data are meant to provide a
“snapshot” of population characteristics and highlight changes between the ﬁgures recorded in
1990 and 2000 as part of the decennial census. Table 2 highlights the population trends for each
community. The ethnic breakdown for the target communities is presented in Table 3, while Table 4
presents data on income and poverty.
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As the data in Table 2 indicate, all of the communities within the target areas have experienced
population growth over the past decade, with communities such as Balm/Wimauma, Ruskin,
Brandon, and Riverview exhibiting signiﬁcant increases in population.

Table 2. Population Trends: East and South County Areas*
Community
East County
Thonotosassa
Plant City
Seffner
Dover
Mango
Brandon
Valrico
South County
Apollo Beach
Gibsonton
Riverview
Sun City Center
Ruskin
Balm/Wimauma
Hillsbrough County

2000

1990

% Change

6,091
29,915
5,467
2,798
8,842
77,895
6,582

22,754
5,371
2,606
8,700
57,985
-

31.5%
1.8%
7.4%
1.6%
34.3%
-

7,444
8,752
12,035

6,025
7,706
6,478

23.6%
13.6%
85.8%

8,321
4,246

6,046
2,932

37.6%
44.8%

998,948

834, 054

19.8%

*Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 1999 and 2000 Census Counts.

Another important demographic characteristic for some of the target communities is the presence
of a substantial Hispanic origin population. While the percentage of Hispanics in Gibsonton and
Plant City is on par with the county proportion of 18%, the Hispanic population in the communities
of Ruskin, Balm/Wimauma and Dover far exceeds this rate.

— 10 —

An Assessment of the Social Service Needs of Residents in the Changing Rural Communities of Hillsborough County 2006-2007

Table 3. Racial/Ethnic Breakdown: East and South County Areas*
% White

% Black

% Asian

% Hispanic
Any Race

East County
Thonotosassa
Plant City
Seffner
Dover
Mango
Brandon
Valrico

83%
70%
88%
74%
87%
82%
89%

11%
18%
5%
0
6%
9%
5%

1%
1%
1%
1%
1%
2%
2%

6%
18%
9%
51%
9%
13%
9%

South County
Apollo Beach
Gibsonton
Riverview
Sun City Center
Ruskin
Balm/Wimauma

91%
90%
86%
99%
88%
63%

0
1%
8%
0
1%
4%

1%
0
2%
0
0
1%

15%
18%
8%
2%
29%
53%

Hillsborough County

75%

15%

4%

18%

Community

*Source: U.S. Census Bureau, SF1 and SF3, 2000.

Only ﬁve communities within the RSSP target area match or exceed Hillsborough County’s per
capita income ﬁgure. Further, six communities have a higher percentage of individuals living below
federal poverty guidelines, when compared to the county’s overall ﬁgure. The poverty rate in Balm/
Wimauma, where nearly 63% percent of the land is used for agriculture, is double the overall poverty
rate for Hillsborough County.
Table 4. Per Capita Income and Individuals Below Poverty Level*
Community

Per Capita
Income

% Below Poverty
Level

% Children
Below Poverty
Level

East County
Thonotosassa
Plant City
Seffner
Dover
Mango
Brandon
Valrico

$16,915
$18,260
$17,219
$10,728
$15,478
$22,080
$25,658

16%
16%
10%
28%
12.6%
5.4%
5%

34%
46%
40%
34.4%
20.1%
5.7%
30%

South County
Apollo Beach
Gibsonton
Riverview
Sun City Center
Ruskin
Balm/Wimauma

$26,819
$14,660
$21,911
$28,217
$14,091
$12,618

6%
19%
8%
5%
15%
25%

24%
44%
38%
6%
35%
48%

Hillsborough County

$21,812

12.5%

17.2%

*Source: U.S. Census Bureau, SF1 and SF3, 2000.

Rural Social Services Partnership, Inc.

— 11 —

The baseline data gathered at this project’s inception reﬂected substantial population growth in
Hillsborough County that has continued into the present day. Between census counts, Hillsborough
County experienced a 19.8% growth in population. During this time period, a number of
communities within the RSSP target areas exceeded this growth rate. The communities with
corresponding rates in population growth are: Riverview (85.8%), Balm/Wimauma (44.8%), Ruskin
(37.6%), Brandon (34.3%), Plant City (31.5%), and Apollo Beach (23.6%). Long-range growth
and development of county land use is guided by the Future of Hillsborough Comprehensive Plan for
Unincorporated Hillsborough County, Florida. This legal document meets state requirements related
to land use planning and establishes oﬃcial county policies toward growth and development. The
Comprehensive Plan can be found at http://www.theplanningcommission.org/hillsborough. The
Adopted 2015 Land Use Map for Hillsborough County is presented in Appendix A.
In addition to this broad comprehensive plan for all unincorporated areas of the county, the
Hillsborough County City-County Planning Commission works collaboratively with individual
communities to develop community plans. These community plans delineate local growth plans
that are concordant with the broader comprehensive growth strategy espoused by the planning
commission. The following RSSP communities have community plans in place:

East County
Brandon (Main St. area only)
Thonotosassa

South County
Apollo Beach
Gibsonton
Riverview
Ruskin

Additionally, eﬀorts are currently in progress to develop community plans for the communities of
Seﬀner and Wimauma. The development of community plans for Balm and Valrico, although not
currently in progress, is part of the larger Comprehensive Plan. The City of Plant City has its own
comprehensive plan that addresses future land use for the city, as well as some of the surrounding
communities. The Comprehensive Plan for the City of Plant City, Florida can be found at http://
www.theplanningcommission.org/plantcity. The Plant City 2015 Future Land Use Map is also
presented in Appendix A.
The vast majority of the territory served by RSSP partners in south Hillsborough County falls
inside of the containment boundary that delimits where future urban development and population
growth will be directed. Accordingly, much of the future land use in South County will be focused
toward residential and commercial development rather than agricultural or rural lands. This
population shift has implications for the current South County population and the human services
that such change will require in the long-term. East County communities are also projected to
experience considerable growth and development as delineated in the Plant City Comprehensive
Plan, although more of the land use is expected to remain agricultural/rural. A stated main goal
of the comprehensive plan for unincorporated Hillsborough is to connect high-density zones with
public transportation hubs. Although housing developers are currently required to submit plans for
facilitation of public transportation to proposed communities, monitoring for the implementation of
such transportation plans is not clearly established.
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Live Births Recorded for Target Areas, -
The following tables present ﬁgures reported by Healthy Start (an RSSP partner) and the
Hillsborough County Health Department and provide additional data related to population trends in
the target communities. They show rates of live births recorded for the East and South County areas
from 2001 through 2004. Health Department ﬁgures were reported by zip code for each target area.
The zip codes included in the East County area are: 33511, 33565, 33566, 33584, 33592, 33610,
33617. The zip codes included for South County are: 33567, 33569, 33570, 33594, 33598, and
33619.
As Figure 1 indicates, births in East and South County remained fairly constant from 2001 to
2004, despite a slight increase in the number of births in the rest of the county. Both East and South
County showed slight declines in the number of live births between 2003 and 2004.

Figure 1. Number of Live Births Recorded Hillsborough County, 2000-2004
20000
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16000
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Figures 2a and 2b show the breakdown of live births by mother’s reported race and ethnicity at time
of birth. Although variations were recorded for each racial/ethnic category, sharp diﬀerences in the
number of births recorded in each of the target areas.
While the overall number of live births recorded in East County remained fairly constant from
2001 to 2004, a general decline in the live birth rate was noted among White, non-Hispanic, Black,
non-Hispanic, and Other Hispanic mothers. Although live births increased among White mothers in
2002, the number of live births declined in 2003 and 2004 within this group. Among Black mothers,
a sharp decline in the number of live births is shown in 2004 following a fairly constant birth
rate in the preceding years. While live births to White Hispanic mothers remained fairly constant
throughout the reporting period shown, a decline in live births was also noted in 2004 among Other
Hispanics.
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Figure 2a. Race and Ethnicity of Mothers in East Hillsborough County
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The number of live births recorded in South County show less variation, except in a few cases. The
rate of live births among White, non-Hispanic and White Hispanic mothers remained fairly constant
throughout the reporting period shown, except for slight decreases in 2004 noted for both of these
groups. A sharp increase in the number of live births was recorded for Black, non-Hispanic mothers
in 2004. As in East County, there was also a decrease noted in the number of live births recorded for
Other Hispanic mothers.
Figure 2a. Race and Ethnicity of Mothers in South Hillsborough County
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Figures 3a and 3b show the breakdown of live births among Hispanic mothers by country of
origin. Head Start ﬁgures include Haitian mothers within the Hispanic mother category. In East
County (Figure 3a), mothers of Mexican origin accounted for the highest rate of live births recorded
throughout the reporting period shown. Among Mexican mothers, a substantial increase in births
is noted between 2001 and 2002, and that rate remained fairly constant through 2004. The rate of
live births among mothers of Puerto Rican descent also showed a general increase, following a slight
decline in 2002. Yearly variations were noted among mothers of Central and South American descent,
while rates for Haitian descent mothers remained fairly constant. A sharp increase in the number of
live births to Other Hispanic mothers was noted in 2004.
Figure 3a. Nation of Origin for Hispanic Mothers in East Hillsborough County
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Overall, the number of live births recorded among Hispanic mothers in the South County area did
not reﬂect substantial changes. (See Figure 3b.) An increase in the number of live births was noted
among mothers of Central or South American descent in 2003 and Other Hispanic mothers in 2004.
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Tables 5a and 5b present the breakdown of mother’s age reported at birth for the years 2001
through 2004 in the target communities. As the ﬁgures indicate, a steady decline in births was
recorded among mothers under 18 years of age in the East and South County communities, especially
for the youngest age group.
Table 5a. Age of Mothers Giving Birth in East Hillsborough County
Mother’s age
14 years or younger
15 to 17 years old
18-19 years old
20 years or older
Totals

2001
9
164
332
2932
3437

2002 2003 2004
10
8
7
152
159
151
320
322
266
3048 2942 2776
3530 3431 3200

Table 5b. Age of Mothers Giving Birth in South Hillsborough County
Mother’s age
14 years or younger
15 to 17 years old
18-19 years old
20 years or older
Totals

— 16 —

2001 2002 2003 2004
11
13
4
8
134
139
117
105
272
232
230
196
2273 2351 2467 2230
2690 2735 2818 2539
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RSSP Member Service Use Data
Consumer demographic and evaluation data was gathered from some of the RSSP partners in an
attempt to provide more detailed information about service recipients (i.e., demographic data), as
well as service use data. Summaries of service use data from the Hispanic Services Council and the
Ruskin Community Service Center are presented in this section
Hispanic Services Council (HSC)
The Hispanic Services Council Hispanic assists families and individuals in their successful
integration into the community through bilingual and bicultural support services, education and
advocacy. HSC receives funding from the RSSP to provide bilingual information and referral
services through their Plant City. Figures shown were reported for quarterly periods between
October 2005 and March 2006. Table 6 shows a large increase in number of clients served for the
3rd quarter reported by HSC.
Table 6. Adults served by HSC, 2nd and 3rd Quarters, FY 2006
Females

Males

Oct – Dec 05

118

129

Jan – Mar 06

335

328

As Table 7 indicates, the majority of HSC clients served through the Plant City oﬃce are 28 years
of age or younger.

Table 7. Age Distribution of HSC Clients, 2nd and 3rd Quarters, FY 2006

Males
0-8 years
9-15 years
16-28 years
29-39 years
40-49 years
50-59 years
60-69 years
70+ years
Age Not Recorded
TOTALS

157
124
55
20
18
7
4
1
12
398

Females
142
83
61
65
33
11
13
7
21
436

Total
299
207
116
85
51
18
17
8
33
834

The Plant City oﬃce of HSC records service visits for clients who visit the oﬃce and undergo an
intake session prior to receiving case management and referral services. The ﬁgures for individuals
who received these services are reported in Table 8. Although the oﬃce is located in Plant City, HSC
staﬀ provides case management to individuals who traveled from South County during the reporting
period shown.
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Table 8. Number of HSC Clients Served by Zip Code, 2nd & 3rd Quarters FY 2006
Zip Codes
East County
33527
33564
33565
33566
33567
33592
33594
33584
33563
TOTAL

Total
25
3
19
47
17
2
5
3
75
190

Zip Codes
South County
33534
33547
33569
33570
33573
33586
33598
33571
33530
TOTAL

Total
1
1
5
4
0
0
20
1
1
33

Figure 4 presents ﬁgures reported by HSC on the number and type of calls received for Information
and Referral (I&R) Services at the Plant City oﬃce from October 2005 through March 2006. The
ﬁgures may include duplicate calls and/or clients calling for multiple reasons. The area in which callers
may reside is not reported. Callers to HSC most often requested the following services in order of
frequency:
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)

Contact another agency on caller’s behalf
Other services (not speciﬁed)
Translation/Interpretation Services and Furniture
Food/Food Pantry and Section 8 & Public Housing Assistance
Immigration
Adult Education, including ESL, Parenting, Citizenship
Mental Health
Child Care

Given the fact that HSC is one of the only providers in Hillsborough County focused on the needs
of the Hispanic population, it is not surprising that communication assistance and/or translation and
interpretation services were among the most frequently reported service requests. Services associated
with poverty conditions, such as need for furniture, food, and housing assistance were the next most
frequently requested services among HSC clients during the reporting period.
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Figure 4. Documented Reasons for Client I&R Requests, 2nd and 3rd Quarters, FY 2006

Other

Translation/Interpreter

Mental Health (Child/Youth/Adult)

Medical (Child/Youth/Adult)

Legal Matters

Landlord/Tenant Issues

Immigration

Housing: Sec 8/Public

Furniture

Food/Food Pantry

Financial Difficulties

Employee/Employer Issues

Education (K-12)

5

Clothing Emergencies

10

3

Children’s Needs

15

Child Care

Number of Calls

20

Classes/ Citizenship/ESL/Parenting

25

Contact another agency on their behalf

30

0
Documented I&R Requests

Ruskin Community Service Center
The Ruskin Community Service Center (RCSC) provides health and social services to low- income
South County residents in a community-based environment. The Ruskin Center is one of ﬁve
Neighborhood Service Centers located throughout the county and is overseen by the Division of
Social Services in the county Health and Social Services Department. Figures presented below show
general demographic data reported by ﬁrst time applicants to the Health and Social Services Program
at the RCSC for ﬁrst quarter of their most recent ﬁscal year (2006-2007).

Table 9. Race/Ethnicity of RCSC Clients, 2nd & 3rd Quarters, FY 2006-2007

Hispanic
African American
White
Native American
Asian
Other
Total

Oct 2006 Nov 2006
76
37
51
58
119
57
2
4
3
0
4
3
255
159

Dec 2006
53
38
101
6
1
3
202

Total
166
147
277
12
4
10
616

Percent
27%
24%
45%
2%
1%
1%
100%
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As the ﬁgures in Table 9 show, the majority (45%) of ﬁrst time applicants visiting the Ruskin center
for health and social services were White, followed by 27% Hispanic, and 24% African American.
The age distribution of applicants is shown in Table 10. Requests for health and/or social services
on behalf of children under the age of 18 accounted for the majority of applications reported (43%).
This was followed by applications submitted for individuals between the ages of 26 and 44 (27%).

Table 10. Age Distribution of RCSC Clients, 1st Quarter, FY 2006-2007
Oct 2006

Nov 2006

Dec 2006

Total

Percent

0-5 years

100

48

51

199

16%

6-11 years

91

41

54

186

15%

12-17 years

72

39

45

156

12%

18-25 years

68

31

36

135

11%

26-44 years

164

82

98

344

27%

45-54 years

60

27

33

120

9%

55-59 years

21

6

10

37

3%

60 + years

43

21

28

92

7%

619

295

355

1269

100%

Total

Table 11 provides a breakdown of the housing type for clients visiting the Ruskin center during the
reporting period. More than half of the Ruskin clients (61%) indicated that they rented their home.
Although only six percent of clients indicated that they were homeless, another 15% reported that
they were “living with others” suggesting that the true number of individuals without housing of their
own was actually closer to 21%.

Table 11. Housing Type of RCSC Clients, 1st Quarter, FY 2006-2007

Rent
Own
Homeless
Living with Others
Total Households
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Oct 2006
163
57
11
36
267

Nov 2006
104
29
9
26
168

Dec 2006
124
30
15
33
202

Total
391
116
35
95
637

Percent
61%
18%
6%
15%
100%
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The majority of clients (61%) receiving services the Ruskin center during the last quarter of 2006
were women who identiﬁed themselves as heads of households. Further, 34% of clients lived in
households headed by a single parent who was female.

Table 12. Household Type Among RCSC Clients, 1st Quarter, FY 2006-2007

Head of HH Male
Head of HH Female
Total
Single Male (no children)
Single Female (no children)
Single Parent Male
Single Parent Female
Two person no children
Two parent household
Total

Oct 2006
100
161
261
28
57
2
106
28
41
262

Nov 2006
55
77
132
21
33
0
46
22
38
160

Dec 2006
64
108
172
31
45
0
57
19
45
197

Total
219
346
565

Percent
39%
61%
100%

80
135
2
209
69
124
619

13%
22%
0%
34%
11%
20%
100%

Education levels of RCSC clients were more evenly distributed, although the majority of clients
were identiﬁed as having completed high school or less.
Table 13. Education Levels of RCSC Clients, 1st Quarter, FY 2006-2007

th

Less than 9 grade
Some High School
HS graduate or GED
Some college
College degree (2-4 yr)
Total

Oct 2006
182
83
107
25
25
422

Nov 2006
30
52
78
23
8
191

Dec 2006
37
56
99
34
13
239

Total
249
191
284
82
46
852

Percent
29%
22%
33%
10%
5%

Over half of the clients seen at the Ruskin center were unemployed (56%). Six percent of the
clients were receiving unemployment compensation during the reported period shown in Table 14.
The majority of clients (57%) receiving some form of income assistance or supplement reported
receiving Social Security Disability (SSD) or Supplemental Security Income (SSI). Twenty percent
of these clients reported that they relied on Social Security retirement and/or pensions as their main
source of income, and another 20% listed child support as income. Less than ﬁve percent of clients
reported receiving welfare beneﬁts or Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). Of 618
clients queried regarding their use of food stamps, 29% reported receiving Food & Nutrition Services
(FNS) assistance.
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Table 14. RCSC Clients' Employment and Supplemental Income Characteristics, 1st
Quarter, FY 2006-2007
Oct 2006

Nov 2006

Dec 2006

Total

Percent

Employed

100

61

77

238

44%

Unemployed

113

72

89

274

50%

27

4

2

33

6%

240

137

168

545

Child Support

7

10

9

26

20%

TANF

2

1

1

4

3%

SSD/SSI

31

20

24

75

57%

SSA/Pension

11

9

7

27

20%

51

40

41

132

100%

82

42

58

182

29%

No Food Stamps

168

122

146

436

71%

Total

250

164

204

618

100%

Unemployed Comp
Total

Total
Active Food Stamps

As Table 15 indicates, the majority of clients (72%) receiving services at the RCSC during the
reporting period shown did not have insurance coverage of any kind. The remaining clients were
either covered by another form of insurance, not identiﬁed, or received medical care through the
Hillsborough Health Care Program, which provides health care for the County’s eligible medically
poor residents who lack other coverage.

Table 15. RCSC Clients' Health Insurance Coverage, 1st Quarter, FY 2006-2007
Oct 2006

Jan 2006

Total

Percent

Hills Health Care yes

61

24

27

112

14%

Hills Health Care no

203

116

152

471

60%

Other Insurance yes

47

29

34

110

14%

Other Insurance no

35

30

32

97

12%

346

199

245

790

100%

Total

— 22 —

Nov 2006

An Assessment of the Social Service Needs of Residents in the Changing Rural Communities of Hillsborough County 2006-2007

Section Summary and Discussion
Information garnered from existing sources points to several important issues. First, the areas served
by the RSSP are undergoing a period of tremendous population growth. Associated with this growth,
there have been noticeable changes in the land use characteristics and associated economic activities.
Most of the communities within the RSSP service area are witnessing a decrease in agricultural
activity and an increase in urban development. Although there is noticeable variability across
communities in the RSSP service area, overall, the communities served by the RSSP have a greater
proportion of individuals and children living below the poverty level than the county average. Not
surprisingly, information gathered from RSSP member agencies/organizations reﬂects a robust need
for human and social services.
The substantial growth and associated change in economic activities that is evident in the
vast majority of the RSSP service area is an important underlying theme that will be reappear
throughout this report. Demographic projections suggest that the urban development of much
of the RSSP service area will continue. This growth is likely to have multiple eﬀects on the needs
of the community and the ability of current human services providers to meet these. Along with
the pressures that a dramatically increasing population will continue bring on service providers in
terms of overall capacity, the associated changes in economic activity are likely to aﬀect the types of
services needed. For instance, continued loss of agricultural activity in certain communities may lead
to a decreased need for specialized migrant healthcare services. Additionally, the move away from a
strongly agricultural economy could jeopardize the economic wellbeing of families whose livelihood
has traditionally been determined by these activities. Should this happen, RSSP agencies could
anticipate increasing needs for vocational re-training and other types of support as families adapt to
new economic conditions.

Rural Social Services Partnership, Inc.

— 23 —

Summary of RSSP Provider Survey Responses
The second phase of the needs assessment focused on collecting data through self-administered
surveys of RSSP partner agencies. As part of this eﬀort, the RSSP identiﬁed a total of 90 providers
who are either funded partners, regularly attend RSSP monthly meetings and/or actively support the
RSSP’s mission in the target areas. Surveys were distributed through a variety of channels to facilitate
completion by providers. These included direct mailings, online surveys (using Survey Monkey
software), and Adobe PDF documents that could be emailed as attachments or printed out and faxed.
A copy of the survey protocol is provided in Appendix B.

Respondent Characteristics
A total of 31 providers completed and returned the survey. Twenty-four of the surveys (77%) were
completed online, 3 (10%) were returned as e-mail attachments, 3 (10%) were printed and faxed in,
1 was printed and mailed in. Twenty-nine respondents provided information regarding the nature
of their position and duties within their agency/organization. This information was used to infer the
classiﬁcation of the position in the organization. Figure 5 summarizes the organizational roles of the
survey respondents who provided this information. The percentage value indicates the percentage of
respondents whose organization role best ﬁt within a given category.
Figure 5. Organizational Roles of Survey Respondents
Support
10%

Direct Service
14%

Management
59%
Executive
17%
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Characteristics of agencies/organizations represented in the survey.
Length of existence
Twenty-six respondents (83%) provided the date in which their agency/organization was founded.
Responses to this question ranged from 2 to 83 years with an average of 18 years in existence. The
distribution of years in which these agencies/organizations were funded is summarized in Table 16.
Table 16. Number of Agencies/Organizations Founded by Time Period
Time Period
<1960
4

1960-1969
4

1970-1979
6

1980-1989
2

1990-1999
4

>2000
6

Service Oﬀerings and Service Use
Twenty-nine respondents (93%) provided information about the types of services they provide.
Respondents ranged from providing only 1 service to 11 diﬀerent types of services. The total number
of agencies providing services in each of the categories queried is summarized in Table 17.

Table 17. Types of Services Oﬀered by Survey Respondents
What kinds of services does your agency or organization provide?

Other
12

Healthcare /
Health
Promotion
9

Interpreters /
Translation
8

Transportation

Food /
Meals

Employment
Services

Legal Aid

5

5

4

4

Information
/ Referral
19

Parent
Education
13

Family
Support
13

Mental
Health

Housing /
Housing
Support

6

5

Health
Education
8

Childcare /
Afterschool
7

Immigration

3

Respondents were also asked to name the three services most used at their agency/organization.
Figure 6 summarizes the information provided by the 27 respondents (87%) who answered this
question. As can be seen, the largest category that could be derived from survey responses was
healthcare, followed by childcare, information and referral, education, and housing. Mental health
services, employment services, domestic violence services, and services providing social/emotional
support were next in prevalence. The list is rounded out by transportation services, language
services, legal assistance, and services focused on outcomes associated with poverty (e.g., providing
aﬀordable clothing, food, etc.), which had similar response prevalence rates. Only one provider listed
immigration-related services.
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Figure 6. Most Frequently Used Services
18
Other
16
16

14

12
Healthcare
10
10

8
Education
Domestic
6
M. Health
Violence Housing
4
4
5
Soc. Support
Employment
4
4

6

I and R
7

Childcare
8

4

2

Transp. Poverty Legal Language
2
2
2
2
Immigration
1

0

There were a large number of services listed that could not be successfully classiﬁed into any of
the aforementioned categories. These included services such as administrative/technical support to
other agencies/organizations, training in daily living skills for individuals with disabilities, advocacy,
parenting courses, car seat programs, conﬂict mediation, and ﬁnancial services.

Information about service recipients
Ethnicity
Twenty-three respondents (74%) provided estimates of the ethnic membership of the people served
by their organization. The average proportion of clientele with a given ethnic background for all
respondents providing data is reported in Table 18.

Table 18. Average Estimated Ethnic Makeup of Clientele Served by all Agencies/Organizations
Q.8a Please tell us about the people served by your organization. Ethnicity/Race
Caucasian
/ White
40.52
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African American /
Black
Hispanic
14.35
37.82

Asian American /
Pacific Islander
1.15

Native
American
0.37

Other
5.91
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Although average values are presented in Table 3, there is notable variety among survey respondents
in terms of the estimated ethnic makeup of the clientele. This variety is captured in Figure 7, which
summarizes the data from all 23 respondents providing responses to this question.

Figure 7. Estimated Ethnic Makeup of the Clientele by Agency/Organization
100%
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60%
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40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
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2

3
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8

9

10

African American/Black

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

Asian American/Pacific Islander

18

19

20

21

22

Native American

23

Other

Age
Twenty-four respondents (77%) provided estimates of the proportion of the people served by their
organization falling in each of ﬁve age groups. The average proportion of clientele in each age group
for all respondents providing data is reported in Table 19.

Table 19. Average Age Makeup of Clientele Served by all Agencies/Organizations
Q.8b Please tell us about the people served by your organization. Age

0 to 5 years
10.2

6 to 12 years
5

13 to 17 years
9.47

18 to 64 years
66.97

65 years and
over
8.37
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As was the case for ethnicity data, there is notable variety among survey respondents in terms of
the estimated proportion of clientele within a certain age group. This variety is captured in Figure 8,
which summarizes the data from all 24 respondents who provided information on this question.

Figure 8. Average Age Makeup of Clientele by Agency/Prganization
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Income
Twenty respondents (64%) provided estimates of the proportion of the people served by their
organization falling in each of seven income categories. The average proportion of clientele in each
category for all respondents providing data is reported in Table 20.

Table 20. Average Income of Persons Served by Survey Respondents
Q8c. Please tell us about the people served by your organization. Income
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$10,000
and
below

$10,000
to
$24,999

$25,000
to
$39,999

$40,000
to
$54,999

$55,000
to
$69,999

$70,000
to
$84,999

$85,000
and
above

34

35.65

15.65

6.4

2.55

0.65

5.1
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Unlike other demographic categories, the ﬁnancial proﬁle of the average service recipient seems
to be quite consistent across agencies. As illustrated in Figure 9, 70% (N = 14) of the agencies
completing the survey reported that 70% or more of their clientele had an estimated income of less
than $25,000.

Figure 9. Estimated Service Recipient Income by Agency/Organization
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Citizenship/Immigration Status
Twenty-seven respondents (87%) indicated whether citizenship was required in order to be eligible
for services. Among these respondents, only 3 (11%) reported requiring citizenship in order to qualify
for service.
Out of 29 respondents answering the question (93%), eight (27%) reported verifying
documentation of immigrant status before providing services to clients. The discrepancy between
this percentage and that of respondents requiring citizenship for eligibility could be explained by the
diﬀerence between requiring legal status (i.e., citizen or legal residence) in order to qualify for services
and requiring citizenship.
Although only one of the three respondents requiring citizenship in order to qualify for service was
among the group that veriﬁed documentation, a second of these three respondents reported that most
individuals receiving services from their agency/organization were funded through state programs that
verify immigration status.
Eighteen respondents (58%) provided estimates of the proportion of their agency/organization’s
clientele who could be classiﬁed as an undocumented immigrant. Although the average reported
proportion of clientele who fell into the undocumented immigrant category was 15 percent, there
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was notable variability around this average. This variability is depicted in Figure 10. As can be
observed, six respondents indicated that they did not serve undocumented clients and the estimates
for the proportion of undocumented clients served among most of the remaining organizations
ranged between 2 and 25 percent. However, two additional organizations estimated that at least half
of their clientele was comprised of undocumented individuals.
Figure 10. Estimated Proportion of Clientele Holding Undocumented
Immigration Status by Agency/Organization
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Community Needs and Access to Services
Needs
Twenty-three respondents (74%) provided information regarding the top 3 diﬃculties for which
individuals and/or families in the community were seeking services. As can be seen in Figure 11,
most responses tended to fall into one of 8 categories, with an additional 5 responses not able to be
accommodated into this categorization scheme.
As summarized in Figure 11, one of the two most common need categories involved improved
employment opportunities. Needs classiﬁed under this category included circumstances that were
both external and internal to the service recipients. Needs in this category that are external to the
service recipient such as the need for employment opportunities that were (a) stable and (b) aﬀorded
a living wage. Needs in this category that more closely involved the service recipient included the
need for vocational training and other educational opportunities focused on enabling access to better
employment. The need for the development of aﬀordable housing opportunities in the community was
as frequently brought up by respondents as were all needs related to improved employment.

— 30 —

An Assessment of the Social Service Needs of Residents in the Changing Rural Communities of Hillsborough County 2006-2007

The next most prevalent need category involved improved health care. Although many of the
respondents indicated that there is a general need for more aﬀordable, good quality health care,
others pointed to speciﬁc needs in this area. These included needs for improved prenatal and pediatric
care (including greater access to immunizations), increased access to family planning services, and
increased access to medication.
A broad notion of the need for increased access to reliable transportation constituted the next most
prevalent need category, and was followed by needs related to increased availability of after-school
and daycare programs. This last category included mention of the needs for tutoring services, and for
structured activities targeted at high risk children.
Needs falling in the category of Improved Human Services were the next most frequently mentioned.
Speciﬁc needs included increases in the funding available for services, an increased ability to educate
consumers about the services available to them and the manner in which to procure these, and a need
for both greater coordination among existing human services and for a centralized location in which
many services could be accessed.
Figure 11. Classiﬁcation of Service Needs Provided by Survey Respondents
20
Aff. Housing Employment
17.91
17.91

18
Health Care
14.93

16
Transportation
13.43

14

12

Childcare
10.45
Imp. Ho. Svcs.
8.96

10
Other
7.46

8
Language
5.97
6

4

Immigration
2.99

2

0

Needs related to increasing accessibility in terms of language barriers and documentation /
immigration status were the ﬁnal two broad categories under which the respondents’ reports could be
classiﬁed. Needs not directly classiﬁable in any one of the eight categories mentioned above include
the need for food, for ﬁnancial assistance, for assistance with utilities, for assistance regaining child
custody, and for assistance with domestic violence situations.
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Factors Aﬀecting Access to Care
Twenty-two (78%) out of 28 (90%) respondents providing an answer to the survey’s question
on accessibility indicated that they believed individuals/families in their communities encountered
diﬃculty in getting the services they needed. As summarized in Figure 12, most responses could be
classiﬁed into one of 13 categories, with an additional 6 responses not able to be accommodated into
this scheme.
As mentioned previously, the barriers to access provided by the survey respondents were amenable
to a 12 category classiﬁcation system. The most prevalent barrier in this classiﬁcation system involved
a (1) lack of access to reliable, low cost, transportation. This was followed by a perceived (2) lack of
services in the client’s language, a concern that included lack of sign-language services as well as a lack
of bi-lingual services.
The third most commonly mentioned barrier involved a (3) lack of awareness of the services
available in the community. In addition to a focus on the agencies/organizations’ failure in making
their existence known to potential service recipients, this category also included a failure to create
awareness of the agency/organization’s existence among other providers in the community.
Figure 12. Classiﬁcation of Access Barriers Provided by Respondents
25

Transportation
19.8

20

Language
15.625
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Awareness
Svc. Limits 12.5
11.5
10

Childcare
7.3
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6.3
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4.2
Funding
3.1
Discr.
2.1

Jobs
3.1

Housing
4.2

Poverty Education
5.2
5.2

0

Respondents’ responses pointed to (4) limitations in the existing human service infrastructure as the
next most prevalent access barrier. These limitations included a current lack of integration among
available services, deﬁciencies in support services within existing service providers, and a perceived
dearth of available services (particularly in the area of accessible quality health care).
(5) Limited access to aﬀordable, quality, childcare and after-school care was the next most prevalent
service barrier, and was followed closely by four variables that are typically associated with low
socioeconomic status: (6) low educational levels among consumers; (7) lack of ﬁnancial resources; (8)
lack of aﬀordable, quality, housing, and; (9) unavailability of long term, ﬂexible, employment that can
accommodate for absences to attend to personal/family needs.
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Survey responses also suggest that (10) a person’s immigration status, and ensuing repercussions for
service eligibility, are a signiﬁcant barrier to access. The ﬁnal two categories into which the barriers
provided by the survey respondents could be placed included (11) limited funding for services, and;
(12) discriminatory practices. This last category includes both active discrimination and a lack of
culturally responsive services, which are often considered passive or institutional discrimination.
Reported barriers not directly classiﬁable in any one of the twelve categories mentioned above
include deﬁcient skill sets, a lack of time, ineligibility for services, domestic violence, client’s resistance
to receiving service in speciﬁc locations, and mental health issues.
Primary Barriers to Services. Survey respondents were also asked to indicate which of the barriers
they had listed posed the greatest barrier to accessing services. All of the twenty-two respondents
who had listed barriers answered this question. Figure 13 summarizes the categories into which their
answers were classiﬁed.

Figure 13. Classiﬁcation of Primary Access Barrier
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In large part, answers to this question were consistent with the results reported in the previous
section. In order of frequency, the barriers to services identiﬁed by respondents as having the greatest
impact on access were:
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)
(9)

Lack of access to reliable, low cost, transportation;
Lack of awareness of the services available in the community;
Lack of services in the client’s language;
Limitations in the existing human service infrastructure;
Limited funding for services;
Low educational levels among consumers;
Unavailability of long term employment that provides a living wage;
Limited access to aﬀordable, quality, childcare and after-school care;
Lack of mental health services.
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Figure 14 contrasts these results with those generated by categorizing the barriers to services listed
by the survey respondents in the previous question. This helpful rubric considers the response pattern
that results when comparing slight diﬀerences between categorization of responses to the question
“what are the barriers to care experienced in your community.” Data on the perceived frequency with
which a barrier is encountered is contrasted with barriers identiﬁed as having the greatest eﬀect on
service access.

Figure 14. Barriers to Services: Comparison of Frequency and Intensity Information
Frequency

Intensity

30

25

20

Transportation
15

Language
10
Svc. Limits

5
Funding

Jobs

Imm. St.

Housing

Poverty

Awareness

Childcare
Education

0
Mental Health

As stated previously, results from this comparison suggest that the ﬁve greatest barriers to services
are lack of transportation, lack of services in the client’s language, client’s lack of awareness about
services, limitations to the existing human service infrastructure, and clients’ lack of education.
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Facilitating Client Awareness of Services
Thirty respondents (97%) provided information about the manner in which they facilitated client
awareness of their services. As summarized in Figure 15, referrals, walk-ins, and outreach were used
in by a majority of respondents. Telephones/Hotlines were used by 43% of respondents, and an
additional 5 respondents (16%) used word of mouth. Four respondents reported using additional
techniques such as ﬂyers, news articles, and a website.
Figure 15. Pattern of Responses to “How do Clients Learn About Your Services?”
Outreach
24

Telephone/Hotline
13

News Articles
1

Flyers
1
Word of Mouth
5

Other
4

Walk-in
20
Referrals
28

Website
2

Streamlined Procedures
Twenty-seven respondents (87%) indicated whether their agency had intake procedures or service
plans that were shared with other agencies when serving the same individual. Forty-one percent of
these respondents reported having these procedures in place.
Language Issues
Twenty-seven respondents (87%) indicated whether their agency/organization had procedures in
place that were eﬀective when working with people who were learning English. A majority of those
responding (i.e., 87%) indicated that this was indeed in the case.

Section Summary and Discussion
Three interesting patterns arise from the examination of the data provided by RSSP member
agencies/organizations. First, the population served by these groups is culturally diverse and
overwhelmingly poor. This suggests that issues of cultural competence and of competence in
providing services to economically underprivileged populations will be an important component of
professional competence for all RSSP member agencies/organizations.
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Second, while the RSSP members responding to this survey seem to be providing a diverse array of
services that address many of the community’s important needs, current results highlight the potential
for the current need to exceed available services. Particularly, while provider data suggests that
employment, aﬀordable quality housing, health care, and transportation are the four most pressing
needs in RSSP member communities, only healthcare was among the top four services accessed by
community members. Further development of services targeted at enabling access to aﬀordable and
quality housing, gainful employment, and reliable transportation, seems like an important direction
for future human services development in the RSSP service area. It is also interesting to note that the
top four needs identiﬁed by providers in this survey did not fully overlap with those identiﬁed in the
conclusions of the 1997 RSSP needs assessment.
Finally, a clear picture of structural barriers to service appeared from this survey. Responses suggest
a lack of reliable transportation, language issues, lack of client awareness of the services available, and
limitations to the existing human service infrastructure as the top four barriers to services in the RSSP
service area. The barriers identiﬁed by providers in this survey were more similar to those identiﬁed in
1997.
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Summary of Provider Focus Groups
The third phase of the needs assessment involved holding focus groups with providers in each
of the target areas. Focus group interviews are most often used to elicit more detailed qualitative
data, especially with regard to how people feel about a particular topic or issue (Krueger & Casey,
2000). Two focus groups were held with participants identiﬁed from the list of 90 partners
provided by the RSSP, and the makeup of each group consisted of providers representing the
same constituent group in each area, to the extent possible. For instance, each group included a
representative from a community health center, a non-proﬁt legal aid agency, a domestic violence
agency, and a migrant childcare and family support organization. Unfortunately due to availability
and scheduling diﬃculties, each group did not have the same number of participants although the
core of participants described above was maintained in both focus groups. The focus group with
South County providers included a total of 8 participants with additional representatives from: the
local Neighborhood Service Center (county health and social service provider), an agency providing
homeownership assistance for low to moderate income ﬁrst-time home buyers, a representative from
the Hillsborough County Oﬃce of Neighborhood Relations, and a community activist. The focus
group with East County providers included a total of 6 participants, with two representatives from
the same community health center. Each of the focus groups was held at a local neighborhood service
center to facilitate provider participation.
Focus group participants were asked to discuss a number of questions related to community
needs, barriers to service access, policy issues that can constrain their ability to serve the community
eﬀectively, as well as what role they would like to see the RSSP play in addressing the needs and
barriers identiﬁed. A copy of the focus group protocol is available in Appendix C. Following
discussion of a question, each group was asked to come to consensus on the main areas of focus
(i.e., top priority needs, most signiﬁcant barriers, most important policy issues to address, and
recommendations for the RSSP).
Before discussion of priority needs, each group was asked to characterize the community they serve
and identify important changes. East County providers mentioned a large increase in the population,
high rates of poverty, and large numbers of Latinos who speak Spanish as their primary language.
These providers also characterized the migrant population as a stable, if not growing population,
despite an increase in housing developments in some East County communities. The group also
noted two changes with regard to the migrant population in East County. The ﬁrst was that the most
recently arrived migrant workers were more likely to speak an indigenous language or speak Spanish
as a second language and originate from Mexican states such as Guerrero and Oaxaca, which have
large populations of indigenous Mexicans. They also noted that more established migrant workers
were leaving agricultural work for more stable, year-round work in construction, landscaping, and in
meatpacking factories.
South County providers characterized their community as one experiencing substantial population
growth, as well, but emphasized an increase in the diversity of the population. Providers also
mentioned a discernible shift in the age of residents, including more families with children. In
addition, they noted a large and recent increase in mid- to high-range housing developments in the
area, which were replacing some of the agricultural lands and a concomitant decrease in aﬀordable
housing. Interestingly, some of the providers indicated that they noted a decrease in the number of
individuals who spoke Spanish as their primary language. Another important change noted by these
providers was a decrease in agriculture as the main industry in the area. They noted that this decrease
has not been followed by an increase in other industries in the area, resulting in fewer jobs.
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Priority Needs Identified During Focus Groups
The priority needs identiﬁed by each group were virtually the same, although the degree of priority
assigned to each need diﬀered by target area. Accessible public transportation and aﬀordable housing
were named as the top two needs in the target communities, although East County providers also
discussed a growing problem with traﬃc congestion and small roads no longer able to adequately
handle the growth in population and increased congestion. East County providers identiﬁed
aﬀordable childcare as the next most important need in the area. Although they felt that childcare was
available in East County communities, they felt that the average rates for care were too high for many
families, especially families with more than one child. South County providers also noted the high
cost of childcare when discussing this need.
For South County providers, adult education and/or vocational training was important as a means
to increase job participation and awareness of existing services and resources in the community.
In discussing the need for educational support to middle and high school students in particular,
providers in both areas mentioned the importance of providing information to students and their
parents about how to apply and better prepare for college. South County providers also noted
that such services could be provided in conjunction with much needed recreational or after-school
activities for children in middle and/or high school. Discussion of access to healthcare among East
County providers focused on the lack of health insurance among residents, especially migrant workers
and low-income or working poor families and individuals. South County providers mentioned
the need for specialty healthcare services, particularly a near total lack of OB/GYN and mental
health providers in the South County area. According to some of the focus group participants, the
high liability associated with OB/GYN practices, combined with a provider pool geared toward
a population that has traditionally been an elder one means that women needing these services
must often travel to Brandon to receive services. With regard to mental health services, providers
mentioned that while some agencies such as Catholic Charities (an RSSP partner) provide individual
and family counseling, services for individuals with serious mental health symptoms or diagnoses
were also generally unavailable in the area. The need for specialty healthcare (including mental health)
was identiﬁed as one that aﬀects all segments of the population residing in South County.
East County Needs
1. Accessible public transportation/decrease traﬃc congestion
2. Aﬀordable housing
3. Aﬀordable childcare
4. Educational support, K-12 students
5. Adult education/vocational training
6. Access to healthcare
South County Needs
1. Aﬀordable housing
2. Accessible public transportation
3. Adult education/vocational training
4. Increased educational support and after-school/recreation programs
5. Aﬀordable childcare
6. Specialty health services
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Significant Barriers to Services Identified During Focus Groups
The barriers to existing services mentioned by providers varied by target area, although limited
public transportation and a growing anti-immigrant sentiment were identiﬁed by both groups as
signiﬁcant barriers. For South County providers, the lack of accessible public transportation was
identiﬁed as the most signiﬁcant barrier to services and resources in the community, while East
County providers identiﬁed it as the second most signiﬁcant barrier. East County providers contended
that a lack of knowledge about existing services and resources, especially among Spanish-speaking
Latinos, was the most signiﬁcant barrier to service access in their area. Within both groups, discussion
of a growing anti-immigrant atmosphere centered on recent legislation requiring documentation of
immigrant status for driver’s license applications. Providers also noted that agencies receiving federal
funding could not provide services to individuals who were unable to produce documentation
regarding their immigration status unless they had additional funding from sources that did not
require such documentation.
The responses provided by each group diﬀered in the qualitative nature of the responses. East
County providers generally identiﬁed barriers that were intrinsic to the target community, whereas
South County providers focused on barriers that decreased the ability of agencies themselves to
provide better and/or more eﬀective services.
East County Barriers
1. Lack of knowledge about existing services
2. Limited public transportation
3. High levels of illiteracy
4. Long work hours of working poor
5. Anti-immigrant sentiment
South County Barriers
1. Lack of accessible public transportation
2. Lack of available/adequate space for providers
3. Homeland Security/Anti-immigrant sentiment
4. Limited knowledge (among providers) about available funding
The needs and barriers identiﬁed in the focus groups were reminiscent of the needs and barriers
identiﬁed in the 1997 needs assessment of rural communities in Hillsborough County. The priority
needs identiﬁed for the entire RSSP target area in 1997 were childcare, after-school/recreation
activities, vocational training, and substance abuse treatment/prevention. The main barriers identiﬁed
for all rural communities in 1997 were also quite similar to the barriers identiﬁed during the current
study: lack of transportation, lack of childcare, lack of bilingual providers, and a lack of knowledge of
available services.
Table 21 compares the priority needs identiﬁed in provider focus groups in both studies for each
target area. Signiﬁcant barriers were not reported for each area in 1997. Transportation issues,
childcare, and vocational training were needs identiﬁed for East County in both studies. The main
diﬀerence a decade after the original RSSP needs assessment relates to the increased congestion in
East County communities, as well as a need for more and accessible bus routes, especially to areas that
serve as major hubs for residents. South County providers in 2007 also identiﬁed some of the same
needs that had been identiﬁed in the past: transportation and after-school/recreation activities.
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Table 21. Comparison of Needs Identiﬁed in Provider Focus Groups, 1997 and 2007
RSSP Target Area

Needs Identified
2007

Needs Identified
1997

East County

1. Accessible public transportation
/decrease traffic congestion
2. Affordable housing
3. Affordable childcare
4. Educational support, K-12 students
5. Adult education / vocational
training
6. Access to healthcare

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Transportation
Child Care
Substance Abuse
After-school Recreation
Vocational Training
Drop-out Prevention
Emergency Assistance
Health Care

South County

1. Affordable housing
2. Accessible public transportation
3. Adult education / vocational
training
4. Increased educational support and
after-school / recreation programs
5. Affordable childcare
6. Specialty health services

1.
2.
3.
4.

Transportation
After-school Recreation
Bilingual Staff
Information and Referral

Policy Issues Affecting RSSP Partners
Focus group participants were asked to identify any policies they felt might hinder their eﬀorts to
provide services in the target communities. By and large, this discussion highlighted the diﬃculties
faced by migrant workers in particular, in light of Homeland Security legislation, which requires
more stringent documentation of immigration status. Providers in both focus groups discussed the
diﬃculties faced by undocumented families who felt unable to continue working because they were
unable to renew driver’s licenses once expired and felt uncomfortable driving. According to providers,
such families also found it increasingly diﬃcult to ﬁnd adequate medical services and insurance
coverage because of tightening restrictions. Providers in both groups noted that while diﬀerences
of opinion may exist with regard to the policies for dealing with undocumented workers and their
families, they overwhelmingly felt that the current situation has fostered a great deal of prejudice
and bias and is forcing providers to treat individuals and families inhumanely and without regard to
what are often very serious needs. Many expressed concerns about the larger eﬀects of policies that
do not extend Medicare coverage and other beneﬁts to infants born in this country to undocumented
parents. Providers also expressed support for eﬀorts to extend in-state college tuition to the children
of undocumented parents who have attended local public schools all their lives.
Providers in both groups were particularly concerned about the continuing decrease in aﬀordable
housing and/or housing assistance for low-income community residents, especially in light of
increased development in the RSSP target areas. Providers in both groups mentioned the diﬃculties
they experienced when trying to refer clients needing housing. East County providers also expressed
concern about a lack of aﬀordable healthcare and insurance coverage among community residents.
Although community health centers were used by many in the community, such centers are not
equipped to provide specialty services on a large scale. Providers felt that both of these issues required
immediate attention from politicians and policymakers at a variety of levels. Some of the South
County providers maintained that county commissioners, in particular, should analyze these issues
more closely and seek more funding to address them in the near future.
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Local funding policies were also mentioned by both groups, especially with regard to funding
for children over the age of eight. South County providers, in particular, felt that the funding
priority focused on targeting services primarily to children ages 0 to 8, which was established by the
Children’s Board of Hillsborough County in 2002, resulted in a decrease of much needed services for
older children. They viewed this issue with particular concern for middle school aged children, who
may be at risk of gang activity and/or dropout in the target areas. Both groups of providers felt they
needed help in identifying additional funding streams to address this gap in services. Some providers
also felt it important to document the need for services to older children and present them to local
policymakers, including the Children’s Board and the County Commission.
South County providers also noted that local policies restricting availability of licenses for taxi
drivers in the target areas was needed to supplement limited bus lines in the area. According to
providers, there were currently no licenses available for taxi drivers in South County. Expanding the
availability of these licenses would increase the availability of public transportation for community
residents who did not have their own personal vehicles. In East County where taxis are available, this
alternative was seen as a costly one. However, South County providers argued that it might increase
access to services, as well as help residents reach shopping, work, and other destinations.

Role of RSSP in Addressing Needs and Barriers
Following discussion of the needs and barriers identiﬁed in each focus group, providers were asked
to provide recommendations for how the RSSP might address the important issues identiﬁed for the
target communities. Both groups envisioned the RSSP as an organization that might take a more
deﬁned leadership and advocacy role on behalf of the providers it represents and ultimately, the
communities of east and south Hillsborough County. The speciﬁc suggestions made by each group
diﬀered slightly and are presented here as one set of recommendations.
1. Expand networking eﬀorts and increase connections between partners. Both groups noted that
one of the main strengths of the RSSP has been the opportunity for networking and distribution
of information among partners. Both groups indicated that they would like to see such eﬀorts
expanded through the creation of an extensive database that identiﬁes the services provided by
each RSSP partner along with contact information that is made available to every RSSP partner
in a variety of formats, i.e., printed publication, CD-Rom, and/or the Internet. In addition,
collaboration between partners should be fostered and encouraged, especially for providers who
may be serving the same individual and/or families. Providers noted that they would like to see
a decrease in the number and length of intakes undergone by an individual or family receiving
services from multiple RSSP partners.
2. Create and launch public education campaigns and/or targeted outreach to increase awareness
about available services in target communities. Providers felt that the RSSP could help lead
targeted outreach or public service announcements addressing particular needs and/or the services
available to address them to reduce the lack of awareness in target communities. These eﬀorts
should be conducted in English and in Spanish to ensure wide dissemination among residents.
3. Increase leadership and advocacy activities that address community needs related to poverty, lack
of infrastructure, and/or issues aﬀecting providers. Both groups indicated that the RSSP was in
a strong position to lobby government and business entities on behalf of community residents
facing critical needs including homelessness, lack of jobs, and lack of healthcare services and/or
insurance coverage. Focus group participants also felt that the RSSP could engage in advocacy on
behalf of providers and work with local communities to ﬁnd adequate space and seek increased
community support for provider agencies.

Rural Social Services Partnership, Inc.

— 41 —

4. Provide technical assistance for partnership related to identiﬁcation of funding sources and
grant writing. Providers indicated that they would like the RSSP to provide them not only with
information about available funding, but more focused help with ﬁnding new sources of funding
and/or preparation of grant proposals.
5. Collect data for all partners that will continually update the needs of service recipients in target
communities. Providers noted the importance of collecting detailed data from service providers
that gives an accurate representation of community characteristics and changing needs over time.
For RSSP partners who do not have the capacity to conduct such extensive evaluation and/or
research activities, funding sources to support such activities could be identiﬁed.

Section Summary and Discussion
A number of important themes arose during the focus discussions. The ﬁrst of these has to do with
diﬀerences between the manner in which development and growth have aﬀected the eastern and
southern sections of Hillsborough County. For instance, while South County providers observed a
decrease in the migrant population, East County providers characterized the migrant population as a
stable one. This observation coincides with current projections for development in the South County
area, which will undoubtedly lead to a continued decrease in overall land use dedicated to agriculture.
The main community needs identiﬁed by the providers were relatively stable between focus groups
and included needs for: accessible transportation, aﬀordable housing, aﬀordable childcare, adult
education/vocational training, accessible (specialty) healthcare, and increased educational support
/after school programs. There was also signiﬁcant overlap in the barriers to service identiﬁed by both
of these focus groups. Speciﬁcally, both groups included a lack of accessible public transportation,
lack of knowledge about existing services, and a growing anti-immigrant sentiment, among their top
barriers to care.
Finally, important strategies that could have a meaningful positive eﬀect on the ongoing
development of the RSSP were identiﬁed by the focus groups. The strategies are revisited in the
recommendations section of the report, which integrate information from other components of this
study.
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Summary of Interviews with Community Residents
The ﬁnal phase of the needs assessment focused on conducting interviews with community
residents who were in some way aﬃliated with RSSP partners. Participating providers either identiﬁed
speciﬁc individuals that were willing to complete an interview or gave researchers access to large pools
of service recipients at their agency. Interviews were conducted in the language of preference of each
respondent (English or Spanish) and potential respondents were asked to verify informed consent
prior to commencement of the interview. Interviews with community residents generally lasted from
15 to 30 minutes and contained open-ended and close-ended questions. A copy of the Community
Resident Interview Protocol is provided in Appendix D.

Participant Characteristics
Thirty-ﬁve individuals living within the RSSP service area and who have knowledge of at
least one of the RSSP member agencies/organizations participated in individual structured interviews
designed to identify the perspectives of community members. The majority of these respondents
were either active recipients of services provided by an RSSP member agency/organization (66%),
ﬁrst-time applicants seeking services from a RSSP member agency/organization (11%), individuals
who volunteer with an RSSP partner (11%), three employees for one of the RSSP partners also
participated in the interviews (9%). One respondent was related to a person actively receiving services
from a RSSP member agency/organization (3%).

Figure 16. Relationship to Referring RSSP Partner
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66%
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Twenty-one interview participants (80%) lived in East Hillsborough County, the remainder lived
in South Hillsborough County. The communities of provenance for the respondents from East
County were Plant City (N = 16), Brandon (N = 4), Valrico (N = 4), Dover (N = 1) and Lithia (N
= 1). Participants living in the South County area resided in the communities of Wimauma (N = 4),
Ruskin (N = 4), Riverview (N = 2), Gibsonton (N = 2), East Bay Village (N =1) and Apollo Beach.
(N = 1). Additional descriptive information for the interview participants is provided in Table 22.
As can be observed, the participant groups from the eastern and southern parts of the county were
roughly equivalent in terms of basic demographic characteristics.
Table 22. Descriptive Information on Interview Respondents.
%
Female

%
European
Am.

%
Latina/o

% African
American

Yearly
Family
Income

Education

Years in
Community

South County

72

21

71

9

$23,233

9.6

9.0

East County

66

19

62

7

$22,979

11.4

7.5

Overall

68

20

66

8

$23,077

10.7

8.1

Reasons for Living in the Community
Respondents were asked to identify all the reasons that they chose to live in their community. These
responses were generally selected from a prepared list, but they were also given the opportunity to
identify additional or “other” reasons. Figure 17 summarizes the reasons that participants gave for
living in the community. The values in this ﬁgure represent the percentage of respondents from each
geographical area that mentioned a speciﬁc reason for living the area.

Figure 17. Reasons for Living in the Community of Residence
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The fact that their community was conveniently accessible to their friends and family was the most
frequently cited reason for choosing to live in their community for participants from both the eastern
and southern regions of Hillsborough County (overall endorsement 68%). Twenty-eight percent of
participants in each section of the county chose proximity to work as one of the reasons for living in
their community. Similar endorsement patterns among residents in the eastern and southern regions
of the county were noted for all but one category, aﬀordable housing. While this last category was
endorsed by almost 20% of participants in the eastern part of the county, none of the participants
from southern Hillsborough County endorsed this as reason they choose to live in their community.
Those respondents who most often cited aﬀordable housing as a reason for living in East County
reported that they lived in mobile homes.
Services used. Twenty-ﬁve participants (71%) provided information about the services that they
used with greatest frequency. This information is summarized in Figure 18. In order to facilitate direct
comparison of information drawn from participants from each of the two regions of Hillsborough
County served by the RSSP, results represent the percentage of all services listed by participants from
each of these regions that can be accounted for by each speciﬁc service.
Figure 18. Frequency of Service Use for Residents Interviewed
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Figure 18 suggests that there are noticeable diﬀerences in the services most utilized by participants,
presenting the responses in groups formed by geographic location. Medical services where used by
most of the participants in South County but a minority of participants in East County. Similarly,
while that data suggests that Information and Referral and Translation/Interpretation are among the
most used by participants in eastern Hillsborough county, no participant for the southern section of
the county made mention of these services. Moreover, while participants from eastern Hillsborough
County frequently listed ﬁnancial assistance services their most used, ﬁnancial assistance was only
mentioned by one of the participants from the southern part of the county. Finally, while some
participants from the southern part of the county included mental health services among those used
most frequently, no participant in the eastern section of the county made mention of these services.
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It is important to be mindful about the diﬀerences in service utilization patterns between the
groups of participants from the two diﬀerent parts of the county as these suggest some limitations to
drawing direct comparisons between the two groups. These diﬀerences in service utilization patterns
are likely associated with the diﬀerent locations in which subjects were recruited and interviewed.
Table 23 summarizes the service utilization responses, grouping them according to the agencies in
which participants who provided them were recruited and interviewed. The agencies who referred
respondents for the study are: the Brandon Family Support & Resource Center, the Plant City
oﬃce of the Hispanic Services Council, the Plant City Neighborhood Service Center, the Ruskin
Community Service Center, and the Suncoast Community Health Center (Ruskin Clinic).

Table 23. Service Utilization of Respondents by Referring RSSP Partner
Medical
East County
Brandon FSRC
HSC Plant City
Plant City NSC

1
2

South County
Ruskin CSC
Suncoast - Ruskin

1
6

I and R

Language Financial

1
5

5

Mentl.
Hth.

Other
1
2

3
4

1

2

Table 23 conﬁrms that participants’ services use patterns were closely associated with the location
in which they were recruited and interviewed. This further strengthens the suggestion that the data
discussed in the remainder of this report should be considered in lights of the characteristics of the
participants who provided it.

Community problems and participant needs
Problems That Exist in the Community
Participants were asked weather each of 11 community problems occurred in their neighborhood.
To facilitate comparison with the provider survey, two of the problems (i.e., condition of housing,
cost of housing) were collapsed into one category called the lack of aﬀordable quality housing. Figure
19 presents the percentage of overall respondents from each geographical area that identiﬁed a given
problem as occurring in their community.
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Figure 19. Existing Community Problems or Needs Identiﬁed by Respondents
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Overall, participants from the eastern and southern sections of the RSSP service delivery were
similar in their endorsement of most problems; however, there were two signiﬁcant diﬀerences in the
reported prevalence two speciﬁc problems: unemployment and lack of aﬀordable quality childcare.
Unemployment had the highest endorsement rate amount southern Hillsborough County
participants (i.e., 86%); however, less than half of the participants in eastern Hillsborough County
agreed that this was a problem in their community. Among participants from eastern Hillsborough
County, the unavailability of quality low income housing (57%), lack of organized activities for
adolescents (67%), substance abuse (48%), ineﬃcient public transportation (62%), and the presence
of youth gangs all had higher endorsement rates than unemployment (43%). Similarly, while almost
two thirds of participants residing in southern Hillsborough County reported that the unavailability
of aﬀordable quality childcare was a problem in their community, less than one third of participants
from eastern Hillsborough County agreed that this was a problem in their community.
Most Pressing Community Needs
Participants’ responses to an open-ended question about the three most pressing needs in their
community are summarized in Figure 20. The values presented in this ﬁgure represent the percentage
of all answers for each of the two groups of respondents (Southern and Eastern county) that could be
categorized as representing a given need.
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Figure 20. Priority Community Needs Identiﬁed by Respondents
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Overall

There was close agreement between participants from eastern and southern Hillsborough County
on the top two out of the four most pressing needs in their communities: recreational programs and
spaces for youth, and increased access to public transportation. In contrast, the third and fourth most
frequently mentioned pressing needs diﬀered noticeably between these two groups. Participants in
South County included a need for more quality jobs that provided a living wage and increased access
to aﬀordable quality daycare while participants from the eastern part of the County mentioned the
need to control growth and the need to lower the cost of living. It is also worth noting, that the top
four needs among South County residents were mentioned with equal frequency. This is only true of
the top two needs among East County residents.
Factors that facilitate access to care. Participants were asked to list factors that allowed agencies/
organizations such as those that they were involved with to work eﬀectively with communities. This
information was then reviewed in order to establish categories into which each of the factors listed
could be classiﬁed. Table 24 summarizes the classiﬁcation of responses provided by the participants.
Data represents the percentage of successfully classiﬁed answers falling into each category.
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Table 24. Service Access Facilitators Identiﬁed
by Respondents
Category

Percentage

Specific Factor
Access Factors
Language
Location
Hours of Op.
Cost
Streamlined Eligibility

21%
9%
3%
3%
3%
3%

Interpersonal Factors
Caring Demeanor
Respectful Demeanor
Sense of being listened to
Lack of Prejudice

70%
29%
23%
12%
6%

Professional Skill
Perceived Competence

9%
9%

The data presented in Table 24 suggests that participants view interpersonal dimensions of their
treatment experience as the most important access factors. Speciﬁc interpersonal characteristics
mentioned by participants included a caring demeanor, a respectful demeanor, an attitude of listening
and concern for participants’ needs, and a perceived lack of prejudice on the part of service providers.
Traditional access factors such as hours of operation, location, language, and streamlined eligibility
together accounted for 21% of participant responses and were the second most important access
category. Finally, nine percent of participants mentioned a provider’s competence as an aspect that
facilitated access and retention.

Suggestions/Recommendations for Providers
Before completing the interview, community residents were asked to provide general suggestions
and/or recommendations that might help providers more eﬀectively serve the needs of their
communities. Twenty participants (57%) provided responses to this request. The general
recommendations or suggestions are listed below. The top three recommendations listed were
mentioned by more than one respondent: respect for clients (which included statements related to
caring, listening closely, and compassion) was endorsed by ﬁve diﬀerent respondents, followed by
increase bilingual personnel and materials (4 respondents), and increase provider knowledge of target
populations was mentioned by 3 respondents. The rest of the recommendations received only one
endorsement each.
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(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)
(9)
(10)

Treat clients with respect
Bilingual personnel and materials
Know target population
Provide more information on changes to service requirements/service system processes
Provide more information on services available in community
Coordinate services between providers
Few restrictions/requirements as possible
Timeliness in providing services
Provide space/activities/recreation for families
More services for the elderly, in particular

Suggestions made by residents were listed in clusters to show similarities to help generate larger
recommendations for providers. The ﬁrst three suggestions (respect, language, and knowledge of
target populations) are all associated with increasing provider knowledge about a target community’s
language and cultural values and/or preferences and using this knowledge to more eﬀectively engage
service users and build rapport with them. Suggestions (4) and (5) address a perceived need for
increased outreach on the part of providers to keep community residents informed about available
services, requirements and/or restrictions for services, and/or changes to application procedures
for services (i.e., computerized applications for public assistance). Suggestions (6) and (7) relate to
systemic service considerations that help drive service delivery and can help facilitate service use. The
last three suggestions reﬂect direct service needs not identiﬁed earlier in the survey.

Section Summary and Discussion
Interview data suggest that there are many similarities, but some meaningful diﬀerences, between
the need proﬁles of residents from South and East County. For instance, data from both regions
suggests that the development of organized activities for youth, increased access to aﬀordable housing,
and increased access to reliable transportation are important community needs. However, the need for
increased employment opportunities and more aﬀordable daycare seem to be of greater importance
among South County residents than it is among their eastern counterparts. Similarly, data suggests a
greater concern with the management of urban growth among East County residents.
When asked about factors that inﬂuenced access to services, respondents focused predominately
on interpersonal characteristics of the service encounter. Participant answers reﬂected the belief
that service interactions occurring in a manner that builds trust and rapport with service users will
result in increasing service engagement. This focus contrasts with that of providers, whose answers
to similar questions tended to focus on structural barriers to care and on user’s lack of information
about available services and about how to engage these. Taken together, this information suggests
that although structural barriers are important in ensuring access to care, the manner in which service
recipients are engaged is also an important element in ensuring ongoing service utilization.
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Discussion of Findings
The present study focused on identifying the current social and human service needs in the target
communities served by the partner agencies and providers that comprise the Rural Social Services
Partnership, Inc. The study compiled data collected through a variety of methods, including
document reviews, provider surveys, focus groups with providers, and interviews with community
residents in order to provide as accurate a picture as possible for communities that make up a large
portion of the county’s geographic area. Data collection for the study was conducted from October
2006 through March 2007 and relied on samples of convenience comprised of RSSP partners who
voluntarily participated in study phases and/or allowed access to their client pools. As such, the
study ﬁndings here presented are not necessarily generalizable to all of the community residents
within the study target communities. However, because this needs assessment sought to identify
needs and barriers as they relate to RSSP service recipients, the ﬁndings highlight important issues as
identiﬁed by providers who work with speciﬁc populations of East and South County residents and
a portion of these service users. The ultimate goal of this study is to provide useful information and
recommendations for the RSSP to help guide their strategic planning and coordination eﬀorts in the
future.
The conditions of rapid urban development that are aﬀecting much of the RSSP service area
have been highlighted throughout this report. Because Hillsborough County is likely to continue
growing at this rapid pace in the foreseeable future, and because growth management policies of
local planning authorities have channeled urban development to much of the RSSP service area (and
to the southern part of the county, in particular), increasing change toward an urban or suburban
environment is likely to be a patent reality for the RSSP and its aﬃliated agencies/organizations in
years to come. As discussed previously in this report, growth is likely to have an eﬀect both on the
number of individuals requiring services and on the types of services required by these individuals.
Along with these increased challenges, urban growth may provide opportunities for RSSP and its
aﬃliates. For instance, collaborative work with local planning authorities can result in circumstances
that address some of the needs identiﬁed in this report such as the extension of public transit routes.
The development of an urban or suburban economy in place of the agricultural economy displaced
in many RSSP communities can be an opportunity to address some of need for quality employment
identiﬁed as a major need in this report. This last outcome will become more likely if RSSP and its
aﬃliated agencies/organizations work to create opportunities for re-training so that individuals with
a long-standing in the RSSP communities can successfully transition into new form of employment.
The main point is that ongoing population growth seems to be a patent reality for much of the RSSP
service area, and that this can pose challenges and create opportunities for the RSSP and its partners.
The notion that the eﬀects of growth are likely to continue to diﬀer slightly in the East and South
County areas has been implicit in much of this report. As evidenced by the very similar need proﬁles
generated in this assessment, these diﬀerences are not at this time so overwhelming as to necessitate
a fragmentation of eﬀorts. However, there are some diﬀerences that have begun to emerge between
these two areas suggesting that it may be important to monitor these changes over time in order to
evaluate whether diﬀering humans services strategies may become necessary in the future.
As this time, the primary areas of need in RSSP communities involve the development of
recreation opportunities for youth, the development of improved employment opportunities for
community residents, the increase of access to reliable transportation, and the increase in access
to aﬀordable housing. The development of recreation opportunities involves both the creation of
increased recreational programming for youth and the increase of available recreational spaces.
The development of improved employment opportunities may involve traditional strategies, such
as vocational training, and more innovative strategies, such as an increased coordination between
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the RSSP and the business communities within its services area. The need for increased access to
aﬀordable housing and reliable transportation point to an important direction for the development
for the RSSP in a role as an agency partly focused on community advocacy and organization. For
instance, current land development eﬀorts by the Hillsborough County City-County Planning
Commission seek to coordinate the zoning of low-income housing with the development of new
public transit routes. An RSSP that is active in public policy matters that pertain to the needs of its
community could work toward facilitating these land development eﬀorts and bring them to fruition
within its service area.
The current assessment provided a more complex, and perhaps more accurate, picture of factors
that facilitate access to service. A ﬁrst area of focus involved social infrastructure issues. Factors within
this area include the limited availability of transportation in the RSSP area, potential users’ limited
knowledge of available services, and language barrier issues. A second area of focus involved the
infrastructure of the human services themselves. This area includes factors such as the location, hours
of operation, and cost of these services along with the streamlining of procedures to ensure eligibility.
Finally, the third area of focus involves the interpersonal context in which services are provided. These
are factors that users identiﬁed as having great importance to their willingness to use services and
included issues such as oﬀering user-centered services, and having personnel that behaves in a caring
and respectful manner.
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Recommendations for the RSSP, Inc.
Based on the ﬁndings of the RSSP Needs Assessment, 2006-2007, the following recommendations
are made:
1. Expand networking eﬀorts and increase connections between partners. Expand networking
eﬀorts and increase connections between partners. Collaboration between partners should
continue to be fostered and encouraged, especially among providers who may be serving the
same individual and/or families. An important goal might be streamlining of services, to
facilitate a common intake (tied to a shared database) wherever possible. Providers also indicated
that they would like to see the RSSP expand its successful networking activities through the
creation of an extensive database that identiﬁes the services provided by each RSSP partner
along with contact information that is made available to every RSSP partner in a variety of
formats, i.e. printed publication, CD-Rom and/or the Internet.
2. Create and launch public education campaigns and/or targeted outreach to increase
awareness about available services in target communities. Consumers identiﬁed a need
for more outreach on services and requirements for entry into the service system. Providers
suggested that the RSSP could help lead targeted outreach or public service announcements
addressing particular needs and/or the services available to address them to reduce the lack of
awareness in target communities. These eﬀorts should be conducted in English and in Spanish
to ensure wide dissemination among residents.
3. Increase leadership and advocacy activities that address community needs related to poverty,
limited infrastructure and/or systemic service delivery issues. Providers indicated that the
RSSP was in a strong position to lobby government, business, and other policymaking entities
about larger systemic issues aﬀecting service systems (especially related to access barriers) and
community needs. Providers also felt that the RSSP could engage in advocacy on behalf of social
and human service agencies and work with local communities to ﬁnd adequate space and seek
increased community support for provider agencies.
4. Provide technical assistance for partnership related to identiﬁcation of funding sources and
grant writing. Providers indicated that they would like the RSSP to provide them not only
with information about available funding, but more focused help with ﬁnding new sources of
funding and/or preparation of grant proposals.
5. Collect data for all partners that will continually update the needs of service recipients in
target communities. Providers noted the importance of collecting detailed data from service
providers that gives an accurate representation of community characteristics and changing needs
over time. For RSSP partners who do not have the capacity to conduct such extensive evaluation
and/or research activities, funding sources to support such activities could be identiﬁed. Such
information should be regularly disseminated to continually update providers’ knowledge of
target communities.
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Appendix A:
Provider Survey Protocol
2006-2007 RSSP Needs Assessment
Survey questions – Providers
1. What is your role/position at your
agency/organization?

2. Please describe your main activities or
responsibilities within this role.

6. Please list the top 3 services that
are used most at your agency /
organization.
1. ______________________
2. ______________________
3. ______________________

7. Why do families use these services
the most?
3. When was your agency founded?

3a. How did it come to serve residents in
your community?

4. What are the vision and mission of
your agency or organization?

5. What kinds of services does your
agency or organization provide?
(Check all that apply)
Housing
Food /Meals
Healthcare
Immigration
Transportation
Mental Health
Parent Education

Legal Aid
Childcare/Afterschool
Health Promotion
Health Education
Family Support
Interpreters/Translation
Information/Referral

Other _____________________________

8. Please tell us about the people served
by your organization.
a. Ethnicity/Race (Please estimate
percentage served for each
category.)
Client Ethnicity
Caucasian/White
African American/Black
Hispanic
Asian American/Pacific
Islander
Native American
Other
Other

Percentage

b. Age (Please estimate percentage
served for each category.)
Client Age Ranges
0 to 5 years
6 to 12 years
13 to 17 years
18 to 64 years
65 years and over

Percentage
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c. Income (Please estimate percentage of
clients served for each category.)
Estimated Income
Ranges
$9,999 or below
$10,000 to $24,999
$25,000 to $39,999
$40,000 to $54,999
$55,000 to $69,999
$70,000 to $84,999
$85,000 and above

Percentage

b. Do you verify documentation of
immigrant status before providing
services to clients? (Check one.)
Yes
No
c. If you answered yes, how does your
agency verify documentation status?

d. Is citizenship a requirement for
receiving services at your
agency/organization? (Check one.)
Yes
No
e. Please provide an estimated
percentage of undocumented clients
served by your agency, if possible.

9. Please list the top 3 difficulties
individuals and/or families in your
community are experiencing for which
they are seeking services?
1. ___________________________
2. ___________________________

11. Please list any barriers that might
make reaching services difficult.
What would you say is the number
one challenge community residents
have in meeting their needs?
1. ____________________________
2. ____________________________
3. ____________________________
4. ____________________________
5. ____________________________

No. 1 barrier: ______________________
12. How do clients learn about your
services?
(Check all that apply)
Referrals from other providers
Walk-in
Community outreach
Telephone/hotline
Other ______________________
Other ______________________
13. Does your agency share intake
information or use a common service
plan with other agencies when serving
the same client?
Yes
No

14. Does your agency/organization have
procedure in place that it effective in
serving people who are learning
English?
Yes
No
15. What would you say are the three
most important things that your
organization accomplishes for the
community it serves?

3. ___________________________
10. In general, do individuals/families in this
community have difficulty getting the
services they need? (Check one.)
Yes
No
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Appendix B:
Focus Group Questions
RSSP Needs Assessment 2006-2007
Focus group protocol

1. Ask each participant to introduce himself/herself, the agency for which he/she
works, the type of services they provide to the community, and how long they
have worked in East/South County.
2. How many of you live in East/South Hillsborough County? Make note for tape.
3. How would you describe the East/South County population that you serve?
4. What would you say are the biggest changes you’ve noticed in East/South
Hillsborough County since you began working here?
5. How long have you been an RSSP partner or attending meetings?
6. How many of you participated in the original needs assessment conducted in
1997?
7. The four main areas of need identified for rural Hillsborough County were:
a. Childcare
b. After school activities for youth
c. Vocational training
d. Substance abuse treatment and prevention
8. What do you think are the four main areas of need today?
9. The main access barriers identified in 1997 were:
a. Lack of transportation
b. Lack of childcare
c. Language – lack of bilingual personnel
d. Lack of knowledge of available services
10. What do you think are the four main access barriers in 2007?
11. How often do RSSP partners work together to solve families/individuals needs?
12. What role would you like to see the RSSP play in addressing these needs?
13. What role would you like to see the RSSP play in addressing these barriers?
14. What policy issues get in the way of providing services?
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Appendix C:
Community Resident Interview Protocol
2006-2007 Rural Social Services Partnership/RSSP Needs Assessment
Consumer Survey

1. Please indicate in which target community the respondent currently resides. (Circle one.)
East Hillsborough County
South Hillsborough County

2. Please indicate the particular community and neighborhood in which the respondent
currently resides.
3. Please indicate whether any of the following are reasons you live in this community? [Can
you tell me what you think are good reasons to live here in _______?] (Please circle)
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.
j.

Convenient to job
Convenient to friends/relatives
Convenient to public transportation
Good schools
Available shopping
Affordable housing
Ethnic diversity
Rural setting
“This is where my family has always lived.”
Other (please list)

1. Which, if any, of the following are problems in your neighborhood? (Please circle
response)
Condition of housing
Cost of housing
Vandalism
Burglaries
Other crimes, list
Lack of activities for teens
Youth gangs
Lack of adequate childcare
Substance/alcohol abuse
Unemployment
Lack of public transportation
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Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No

Don’t Know
Don’t Know
Don’t Know
Don’t Know
Don’t Know
Don’t Know
Don’t Know
Don’t Know
Don’t Know
Don’t Know
Don’t Know
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2. Please list the top three most pressing problems or needs found in your neighborhood,
including issues not listed in previous question.

1. _____________________ 2. ____________________ 3._____________________

5a. If you or someone who lives in your household had a problem and it required assistance
or resources that were only available to you outside of your home or immediate family,
where would you go to seek help? (Circle all that apply; then rank the responses in order of
likelihood: 1 = most likely; 2 = next, etc.)

Relative/Family Member (not in HH) __________
Friend
__________
Neighbor
__________
Work Colleague/Boss
__________
Community Leader
__________
Church/Church Group
__________
Formal Agency/Provider
__________
Other (please identify)
__________
3. What is your relationship with the agency/organization that you referred you as a
participant for this study?

4. How did you find out about this agency/organization?

a. (Prompt) How did you know you could come to this agency/organization for
services?

b. What services were you looking for?

5. What kind of help did you get before you came to this agency/organization?
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a. Were other organizations as helpful as this agency/organization?

b. How easy was it to get into services at this agency/organization? (Please circle)
Very Easy

Easy

Somewhat Difficult

Very Difficult

9. Did you have any problems qualifying for the services you needed?
Yes

No

a. If so, please describe the problems you encountered.

10. How long did it take you to start receiving services?

11. Has this agency/ organization helped connect you to other services they don’t offer?
Yes

No

12. Of all the services and supports provided by this agency/organization, which ones have
you used the most? (Example: Transportation, interpreters, housing support?)
a. Why did you use these particular services the most?

13. Tell me some things about this agency/organization that make it possible for the to work
effectively with families in this community.

14. What would you say are the three most important things that this agency/organization
accomplishes for the community and families it serves?

15. What were the most important things that this agency/organization accomplished with
your family?
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a. Were you satisfied with what was accomplished?

Yes

No

16. Do you have any advice for how other organizations can help families like those served
by this agency/organization to get the services they need?

17. Would you like to add anything to this interview that we haven’t thought to ask you
about?

We are also asking for background information to help us get a better picture of the community
served by the agencies and organizations in this area.
18. Are you: (Please circle)

Male

Female

19. How old is the head of household in which you currently live?

20. How do you identify your race/ethnicity for official purposes?
21. How many individuals currently live in your home?

22. In which occupational group or industry is the principal wage earner in your household
employed?

23. Do you rent or own your current home? (Please circle)

Rent

Own

24. Please provide an estimate of your total family income (from all sources including children)
during the last year.
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25. What was the last grade or year of school that you completed?

26. How many years have you lived in your current neighborhood?
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Appendix D:
2015 Future Land Use Maps - Unincorporated Hillsborough
County and Plant City
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