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Working Wardrobes confinues to bring professional
clothing, careerreadiness training, and hope to
recple in need throughout Southem Califomia,
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ne Sunclay in late spring, a group of women veterans
traveled from Long Beach o Fountain Valley. After
senving their country, they were retuming lo civilian life as
clients of the LLS. Vels' Women's ADVANCE Program, a
residental program which provides female veterans with
a gale and sober living environment.

As the culmination of a five-week career-readiness program, they wers
participating in Warking Wardrobes' Women's Day of Sef-Estsern, an
arnual event that pravides motivatian, clothing ancd personal grooming for
people in neecl.

“On the day of the event our women ware transformed, they laft feeling
confident and beautiful,” sad Dawnita Boulton, UE Vets Workforce
Developrment Coordinator

Every year, Working Wardrobes helps 5,000 wormen and mean throughout
Leng Beach and Southern Califormia move forward from difficult life
situations which include domestic violence, alcohol and substance abuse,
and transitional homelessness. The Costa Mesa-based non-profit pariners
with more than 65 local sccial service agencies, providing carser-readiness
workshops and professional clothing, personaly selected for each client
by a volunteer personal shozper,

“It's about reating mean and women with dignity and increasing their
sel-esteem—our vehicle just happens o be the dothing and the career
developrnent,” said Jeni Rosen, Working Wardrebes Founder and CEQ.

Since 1921, the organization has transformed more than 50,000 lives
lhrcugh programs thal include ils wo annual Day of Sell-Esleem svenls
and a Clnderalias for Life prom dress and makeover event.

Roszen founded Werking Wardrobes with a group of friends as a way to
help victims of domestic viclencs, assisting women enter or return to the
workiorce with an event that would become the first Day of Self-Esteem.
It quickly grew into an annual event then an annual weekend of events.
Agency parinerships also expanded 1o include homelass shalters and
drug and alcohol recovery programs, then further expanded to include
vaterans and tzens.

A designated non-profit arganization since 2000, Working Wardrabes now
fills a busy warehouse in a Costa Mesa indusirial park At the heart of the
building is the organization's walk-in job center and men's and women's
dathing bouticjues, each with a distinct department stors look and fesl

Here, agencies make group appaintments, matching each client with a
wolunteer personal shopger who helps them select one or two work cutfits,
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blouses ar shirts, and all accessaries. Clothes are free to each client with
agencies paying fees (o use Working Wardrobes senvices

These services include the use of the volunteer-staffed computer lab
and job center, which is open to clients as a drop-in service. The center
provides assistance in searching and applying for jobs online, building a
resume, and improving interview skills.

On the far side of the building, the Working Wardrobes Donation Center
processes 12,000 to 15,000 items of clothing each manth from community
donors, clothing drives, and donalions from manufacturers and retailers.
Carporate doners include long-time pariners Kiyonna plus-size clothing for
women and the Men's Wearhouse, which now provides 40%-50% of the
men's clothing for the arganization

Clothes are requested lo arrive clean and on hangers, then each piece
is sized, tagged and sarted in four ways—as business attire suitable for
clients, high-end and designer pieces which are scld at the organization's
The Hanger Resale Boutigues in Tustin and Laguna Niguel, casual items
which are sold at their thrift store in Anaheim, or excess clothing which is
donated to other organizations.

Josh Milius, Working Wardrobe's Adminisirative/IT Assistant and unofficial
Goodwil Ambassaclor, notes that the Donation Center is able to manage
the sheer volume of clothing due to the efforts of dedicated volunteer
teams. They are part of the organization’s 2,000 volunteers who contribute
time and talent as personal shoppers, salon stylists, job center staff,
administrative help, and more.

Volunteers also serve as Success Coaches who teach the off-site
workshops that precede sach Day of Sell-Esteem event. Because the nesd
for transportation and child care may keep clients from attending career
readiness workshops, Working Wardrobes volunteers fravel to partner
agencies, such as U.S. Vets in Long Beach, teaching two nights each week
to clients in residential programs. Only those clients who complete the five-
week workshop are invited to parlicipate in the Day of Seli-Esteem events.

Violunteers even lead Working Wardrobes' two-week cusiomer service
training, which is certified by the National Retail Federation and praised by
US, Vets’ Boulton.

“This program taught [our clients] about customer service basics but they
left with much more than that. | have seen lasting changes in some of our
women as a result,” she said.

Boulton credits Working Wardrobes' staft and volunteers with making a
difference for her clients, helping those in need get back on their feet, one
step ata time,

"The individuals that are sent ta us obviously are coming from very difficult
life challenges and crises, so when someone tells them, "Hey, you need to
find a job,' it's terrifying and overwhelming for a lot of them,” said Milius. “So
to have an crganization just break it down into simple, easy manageabie
steps, then walk them through each one is just amazing. | can't tell you how
many times we have seen this look of relief across our clients’ faces when
they understand what we can offer them. It's fantastic." @

LONGBEACHMAGAZINE



