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Introduction

This brief takes an initial look at Families First,
Tennessee’s program to provide assistance to families in
poverty through federal funds from Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF ). We looked at a
number of specific policies to assess their potential
responsiveness to the needs of women, particularly
female heads of households.

The Women’s Economic Security Campaign (WESC), led
by four women’s funds - the Women’s Foundation for
a Greater Memphis, the Chicago Foundation for
Women, the Washington Area Women’s Foundation,
and the Women’s Foundation of California - is
dedicated to increasing opportunity for low-income
women through policy, advocacy, public education, and
grant making to organizations that use a gendered lens
to focus attention on the problem of poverty.

One of the goals of WESC s to create, strengthen, and
protect policies and practices that support the ability of
women and their children to achieve economic security.
As WESC begins its policy studies, the federal TANF
program and its affiliated state-run projects are a
logical beginning.

As a part of its work WESC has commissioned both
national and local/regional research briefs on specific
policy issues that impact the well being of low-income
women. An initial review of the literature on women
and poverty led us to identify several current
Tennessee policies that we believe should be revised,
and/or which deserve more careful analysis. The
following report briefly reviews gender poverty
disparity, provides basic overviews of the TANF and
Families First programs, and discusses the importance
of viewing welfare reforms through a gendered lens. It
then provides preliminary recommendations for policy
revisions and/or additional research to insure that the
program effectively supports low-income women
towards the goal of economic stability and ultimately
towards self-sufficiency.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Expand 12-month time limit on
postsecondary education.

Extend lifetime benefits limit for
recipients making satisfactory
academic progress toward a degree.
Redirect Marriage Promotion funds
towards other program needs.
Eliminate use of a Family Cap.

Adopt an alternative assistance
standard in line with the actual costs of
living in Tennessee, and a comparable
increase in the amounts of cash
assistance grants awarded.

Investigate fiscal and programmatic
impact of eliminating Asset Test for
single female heads of households.
Institute a sliding scale system of child
care assistance following the 12 months
of At Risk care subsidy based on
percent of income to assist Families First
participants in stabilizing their financial
situations.

Provide all caseworkers with basic
domestic violence sensitivity training.
Require caseworkers to screen for
domestic violence in all intake and
subsequent interviews.

Reinstate a transportation assistance
program.

Disaggregate all Families First reporting
data by gender.

Ancillary Recommendation

Initiate a comprehensive evaluation of
public assistance and health care
services available to low income women
of childbearing age in Tennessee.
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Overview of TANF and Families First

THE FEMINIZATION OF POVERTY

In Tennessee, as in the nation and around the globe, poverty is becoming an increasingly female
problem. And for those females who are the sole providers for their families, the problem is severe.
Although the overall poverty rate for Tennessee women is higher than for men (18% vs. 14%) the
difference increases dramatically for families headed by women." Slightly more than a third (34%) of
our state’s female-headed households are at or below the Federal poverty level, as compared to 12%
of all families." As a result, more and more children are following their mothers into poverty.

Research suggests a number of potential reasons for this feminization of poverty. Women are often
paid less than men even when education and experience are equal. They spend more time than men
providing unpaid care-giving, and are more likely to bear the financial brunt of child-rearing.?
Pregnancy can have a negative impact on women’s work and educational opportunities, as can
divorce. Being victimized by an intimate partner or other sexual violence can often initiate or
aggravate an ongoing cycle of poverty.

Single motherhood is sometimes cited as having a significant impact on the gender poverty gap, and
both TANF and Families First guidelines contain specific initiatives promoting approaches such as
abstinence and marriage as means for reducing female poverty. However, some research suggests
that there is no unique impact from the percentage of female headed families on poverty rate, and
that much of the gender poverty gap (41%) can be attributed to occupational segregation that keeps
women in low paying jobs and keeps the wages low in female-dominated fields.?

There is also research to suggest that TANF and its various State administered programs may
actually support the continuation of poverty patterns through the enforcement of (often low wage)
work requirements, benefit time limits, and restrictions on work credit for higher education.*

It is imperative for us to review these major public assistance policies through a gendered lens in
order to ensure that women actually benefit from such a substantial government investment.

OVERVIEW OF TANF

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 (Public
Law 104-193) is a national welfare reform plan that replaced the previous Federal program Aid to
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC).

The PRWORA eliminated AFDC's open-ended entitlement and created a block grant for states to
provide time-limited cash assistance for needy families, known as the Temporary Assistance to
Needy Families Block Grant. The law also made far-reaching changes to child care, the Child Support
Enforcement Program, benefits for legal immigrants, the Food Stamp Program, and Supplemental
Security Income (SSI) for children. Modifications to the child nutrition program and reductions in the
Social Services Block Grant (SSBG) were also included.
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Overview of TANF and Families First

The four stated purposes of TANF are (1) assisting needy families so that children can be cared for in
their own homes; (2) reducing the dependency of needy parents by promoting job preparation,
work, and marriage; (3) preventing out-of-wedlock pregnancies; and (4) encouraging the formation
and maintenance of two-parent families.?

The TANF Block Grant requires work as a condition of receiving benefits, imposes time limits and
sanctions, focuses on family formation issues, and places most of the control over administering
welfare into the hands of the States.®

Each State designs and operates its own TANF program and establishes the specific eligibility criteria
that must be met to receive financial assistance payments or other types of benefits and services.
Although States have broad flexibility to use the grant funds in any manner that is reasonably
calculated to accomplish a purpose of the TANF program, there are certain federal requirements for
Federal TANF dollars and State dollars that count toward the maintenance of effort, including:

e Assistance cannot be provided to families who have already received assistance under the
programs for a cumulative total of 60 months. Up to 20% of the caseload in any one year can be
exempted from the five-year time limit. Also, States are at liberty to set time limits that are
shorter than five years.

e Unmarried teen parents must stay in school and live at home or in an adult-supervised setting.

e Persons ever convicted of a drug-related felony are banned for life from TANF and the Food
Stamp Program, although states can opt out of the ban or limit it.

e Persons who do not cooperate with child support enforcement requirements including paternity
establishment receive a reduced benefit or may lose it entirely.

A State may also use the funds in ways that
had been authorized and allowable under
its former approved AFDC, Job
Opportunities and Basic Skills Training
(JOBS), and Emergency Assistance (EA)
plans. A State may also transfer a limited
portion of its Federal TANF funds to the
Child Care and Development Block Grant
(CCDBG) and SSBG Programs. No State may
spend more than 15% of its Federal TANF
funds on administrative costs, exclusive of
certain computerization and information
technology expenses.’
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Overview of TANF and Families First

OVERVIEW OF TENNESSEE’S TANF PROGRAM—FAMILIES FIRST
Eligibility

Families First is Tennessee’s program to direct TANF funds to needy families in the state. The
program is administered by the Tennessee Department of Human Services (DHS) and provides
financial assistance and services to poor and low-income Tennessee families with children as well as
to low-income pregnant women (once they reach the sixth month of their pregnancy), and to some
qualified children directly.

To be eligible for the program, participants must agree to follow a Personal Responsibility Plan
(PRP), the requirements of which include participants agreeing to keep immunizations and health
checks up-to-date for their children, keep their children in school, and co-operate with Child Support
Services to establish the paternity of their children.

The program uses an Asset Test for eligibility which limits applicants’ assets to $2,000 (in cash,
savings, stocks/bonds, etc.) plus a $4,600 cash allowance for a vehicle. A home or lot owned or
being purchased and occupied by the applicant is not counted toward the $2,000 limit.

Work Requirements

Most Families First recipients are required to work or participate in work-related training or other
activities for at least 30 hours per week. Unless a participant is exempt from the work requirement,
he/she must also agree to develop, follow, and complete a work plan. The work plan is based on the
individual's needs and skills. The program uses the federal definitions for the countable work
activities which include:

e Unsubsidized employment

e Subsidized employment in the public or private sector

e Jobsearch and job readiness assistance

o Community service

e Work experience

e Vocational education including post-secondary education
(limited to 12 months in the lifetime of participant)

o Job skills training directly related to employment

e Adult education (education directly related to employment)

Caretakers of infants up to 16 weeks of age are eligible for
exemption from work requirements (limited to one caretaker per
family).
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Overview of TANF and Families First

Assistance Levels and Limits

Tennessee uses a “consolidated need standard” to determine level of need. This standard
represents the amount of income an Assistance Unit (AU) would need to meet subsistence living
costs, according to a formula set by the state, for items including food, clothing, fuel, lights,
household operations, personal incidentals, and shelter. According to the current standard, a family
of three would need $1,066 per month. This same family would receive approximately $185 in cash
assistance from Families First each month.

A Family Cap component prohibits an increase in the cash payments when a newborn is added to
the qualifying family, or AU. There are exceptions when the birth is the result of rape or incest or
when the birth is the first child born to a minor in an assistance group.

Child Care

If child care is required to enable a Families First recipient to accept or hold employment or to
engage in employment-related activities, the program provides for the cost of child care and no
co-pay is required. Participants who go to work and lose cash benefits continue to receive
transitional benefits, including Transitional Child Care (TCC) assistance for up to 18 months. After the
18-month period, clients who are determined by their caseworkers to be “at-risk” of returning to the
program or losing employment due to lack of child care are eligible for At-Risk Child Care (ACC) for
one year. There is a co-pay for TCC and ACC child care.

Marriage Promotion

Families First employs a variety of marriage promotion efforts. The primary focus seems to be the
provision of a three month waiver - if a single parent marries during the receipt of Families First
assistance, she may choose to exclude the new spouse from the AU for 3 full months, regardless of
income. Following the 3 months, the AU must meet TANF eligibility requirements to continue to
receive assistance. Other Families First marriage promotion efforts include mandatory education for
married participants with children on the financial effects of divorce, encouraging couples
experiencing a pregnancy to marry, and forgiveness of child support arrearages owed to the state if
a couple reunites.®

Special Programs and Accommodations

From 1999 through 2007, the State provided transportation assistance for eligible recipients
through "First Wheels," a revolving loan program which provided zero interest auto loans for
vehicles up to a maximum of $4,600. The State’s Department of Human Services contracted with
the Tennessee Resource Conservation and Development Service to administer the program. The
First Wheels program was suspended in December 2007 and is not taking new loan applications,
although current loans are still being serviced.
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Overview of TANF and Families First

In July 2007, Families First began offering a “diversion” program which entails paying lump-sum
payments to qualifying families who would otherwise be eligible for full TANF program
participation. Families receiving lump sum payments must have short-term needs that would be
better addressed with a one-time payment than through full program participation.

The program provides counseling services for recipients with significant barriers to work such as
mental illness, substance abuse, domestic violence problems, and learning disabilities.

Families First makes some work requirement accommodation for participants who are victims of
domestic violence. Those participants living in a residential shelter that provides rehabilitative
services such as therapy or activities geared toward work, and requires sole participation in the
shelter’s program, will be considered to have met their 30-hour work and/or training requirement.
These individuals may be referred to the work activity contractor for support services if needed.
Identified victims of domestic violence who are unable to participate in a Families First activity
because it would pose a threat to their welfare or to the welfare of their children are granted a
temporary waiver from the work requirement not to exceed thirty days due to a “short term
temporary crisis.”

GENDERED IMPLICATIONS OF FAMILIES FIRST POLICIES

It is important to examine and clarify the gendered implications of the manner in which Tennessee
has opted to administer the TANF Block Grant. The TANF program itself does not set as its goal
“the reduction of poverty,” rather its stated purposes include providing assistance to needy
families, fighting “welfare dependency” through the promotion of work and marriage, reducing
non-marital births, and encouraging two-parent families.

Progressives argue that these programs put little emphasis on what they consider the ultimate goal
of true social welfare reform: improving the economic-well being of poor families with children,’
whereas conservatives argue that the family formation initiatives actually constitute TANF’s most
important goals.”" Feminist scholars and activists maintain that to suggest that marriage in itself is
the solution to women’s poverty is incorrect, and that for the government to impose a particular
family structure (in this case traditional and patriarchal) through its assistance programs is both
inappropriate and ineffective.”

A gendered view of a system designed to support poor families recognizes the significance and
constraints of women’s often unpaid role as primary caretakers of children and others, and stresses
the importance of calculating the social and economic cost and value of this work. ™"

Our initial review of TANF and Families First policies through this gendered lens, along with a
preliminary review of existing research and critiques of these programs, have led to the
recommendations that follow.
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Selected Policies and Recommendations

SELECTED POLICIES AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Time Limits on Post-Secondary Education

The work-focused policies of welfare reform appear to have had a negative effect on the
educational attainment of recipients. The share of low-income single parent recipients who had
some college education declined from 24% in 1996 to 17% in 2000."®

To receive Families First cash assistance recipients must participate in a Personal Responsibility Plan
(PRP) that includes 30 hours per week in work activities. Of the 30 hours per week, a minimum of 20
hours must be in core activities. The remaining 10
hours may be in core or non-core activities. Recommendations

Clients who are participating in a bachelor’s degree . ..
or advanced degree program (as well as two-year |° Expand 12-month time limit on

degree programs and vocational certificate post-secondary education for
programs) or a post-secondary program that Families First participants.
results in a vocation-specific diploma or certificate
(such as nursing), may only count this program as a
core activity (under vocational education) for a . Extend lifetime benefits limit
lifetime total of 12 months. After 12 months the fOl' recipients making
participant must work a minimum of 20 hours per . "
week in addition to attending school for the SatlsfaCtory academic progress
education to be considered a non-core “countable toward a degree.

work activity.”

In today’s job market, a college degree is becoming essential to economic self-sufficiency. Evidence
shows that support for post-secondary education is a sound investment that helps permanently
move women and their families from welfare to good jobs with benefits."” Nearly two out of three
(63%) of the 18.9 million new jobs that will be created during the decade between 2004 and 2014 are
projected to be filled by individuals with at least a bachelor’s degree. Ninety percent of the fastest
growing jobs in the United States require some level of post-secondary education or training.18

However, for those who are just beginning a post-secondary career, the five-year lifetime limit on
receiving TANF support might not provide enough time to complete a degree. This would be
especially true for single female heads of households required to combine school with both child
rearing and, after the current 12-month time limit, a job.
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Case Study: Alicia Walker

Alicia Walker” has worked as a case manager with the
Families First program for 8 % years. She handles
approximately 5 cases per day, and has a total work
load of about 300 cases at one time. Her case load is
primarily women, although she usually has one or two
men. During her time as a case manager, many of her
clients have complained of certain challenges and
barriers. Despite these challenges, Ms. Walker has
been able to use her own experiences to help guide
her clients.

Ms. Walker has observed many challenges faced by
clients. She believes that several clients do not have a
clear understanding of the full purpose of the
program, although she has explained the
requirements, and some are so dependent on the
system that they do not know how to become
self-sufficient. Many of them seem to focus on “what
do I have to do to keep my check rather than what do |
have to do to become self-sufficient and get back on
my feet.” In contrast, other clients understand what it
means to become self-sufficient, but they have had a
difficult time reaching self-sufficiency because of
other barriers in their lives.

One of the major barriers to self-sufficiency that Ms.
Walker has observed is environmental influences.
That is, many of her clients live in an environment
where their mothers and grandmothers were on
some type of assistance. In addition, many of her
clients are very young mothers whose own mothers
and grandmothers were young. She described this as
““a vicious cycle of babies having babies... it is a cycle of
the norm for them and they need a sense of diversity.”
Education is another major barrier to self-sufficiency
for her clients. She notes that many women come
into the program when they are very young and they
do not fully understand the meaning of
independence. Lack of education has hindered them
from moving forward.

There are also many barriers to effectively
maintaining assistance while trying to increase job
readiness. One of the most common reasons clients
lose eligibility is not consistently attending required

classes such as job readiness and computer classes.
When clients miss a certain number of days, they lose
eligibility unless they start the classes over again. Ms.
Walker said, “I have to ask myself, what kind of
incentive are they getting... not in terms of a physical
incentive, but what are they getting out of it?” She
pointed out that many of the clients complain that
they do not want to sit in class and “get talked to”
because they get bored and “they sit and talk to you
about keeping a job. Many of the classes are repetitive.
They don’t see a sense of change. | do not think that the
classes are hands on. That is their biggest fuss, | do not
want to sit there and listen to them talk.” Ms. Walker
suggested that classes become more practical, such
as budgeting and educational classes.

Additional barriers to attending classes include
transportation and child care issues, however, Ms.
Walker noted that “Some say that transportation and
child care are some of the reason, but it is kinda hard to
get around transportation because it is

provided” (referring to vouchers that cover cost, but
do not overcome route, scheduling, and other
accessibility barriers).

Ms. Walker has added insight into her clients’
experiences based on her own history. As a young
mother she benefited from assistance for a little over
two years. She noted that her strong family network
helped her to gain the self-sufficiency that she
needed to succeed in life. “I still believe that it was
because of the diversity that I had in my life that helped
me. If it wasn’t for my uncle, who has traveled the
world, I do not know what would have happened to
me.” He served as a role model, reminding her that
there was a better life out there for her.

Ms. Walker’s personal experiences have played a vital
role in her position as a case manager, allowing her to
compassionately relate to her clients. When she is
faced with clients who feel that they are not able to
move forward in life, she is able to share her story
and provide motivation and support to foster a sense
of hope for their future.

*
Name was changed to protect the participant’s identity
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Selected Policies and Recommendations

Marriage Promotion Programs

When Congress reauthorized TANF in 2006, it created
the Healthy Marriage Promotion and Responsible Recommendation
Fatherhood Program and provided support of $150
million/year over the next five years for these
initiatives. As much as $1.5 billion in TANF work support | Redirect marriage

funds were diverted to marriage promotion activities promotion funds where
under the Bush Administration.’” Although research

may suggest a correlational relationship between allowable towards other
marriage and increased socio-economic status, it is documented program
difficult to show a causal relationship that would needs, i.e. expansion Of
support such significant investments in governmental . .
marriage promotion programs.*® For example, the child care benefits,
correlational relationship may reflect a pattern transportation assistance
whereby those with more resources are more likely to programs, etc.

marry, and therefore the act of entering into a marriage
for alow income couple would not in itself have the
effect of raising them out of poverty.

A study of gender poverty disparity in U.S. cities found no evidence of a unique impact from the
percentage of female-headed families on the gender poverty gap. This provides initial empirical
support for the likely ineffectiveness of TANF initiatives promoting marriage for alleviating female
poverty.®> A 2004 study evaluating the role of marriage for Tennessee welfare recipients reported no
evidence to suggest that marriage led to improved poverty or child well-being outcomes for Families
First participants and recent leavers.”

Use of Family Cap to Reduce Pregnancies

Families First imposes a family cap on benefits which prohibits an Recommendation

increase in the cash payments when a newborn is added to the
qualifying family, or AU. There are exceptions when the birth is the | | Eliminate the use
result of rape or incest or when the birth is the first child born to a .
minor in an assistance group. The policy is intended to reduce Of Fam"y Cap.
mothers’ incentives to have additional children while receiving
public assistance. Evidence suggests, however, that the presence
of a family cap does not influence reproductive decisions.”
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Selected Policies and Recommendations

Research also suggests that the family cap disincentive yields an inequality of results along both
racial and geographic lines, thus highlighting a need for research that is focused on differential racial
effects.” One researcher summarizes the findings on the efficacy of the family cap this way: “If this
empirical result is correct, then the widespread adoption of family cap policies appears ineffective at
best and misguided at worst. Women are not responding by having fewer additional births, and
consequently, fewer resources are being provided per child on welfare.”**

Use of Consolidated Need Standard vs. Other Measures

To determine financial eligibility for Families First benefits, the DHS uses a “consolidated need
standard.” This represents the amount of income a family (or Assistance Unit) would need to meet
subsistence living costs, according to allowances set by the state, for items including food, clothing,
fuel, lights, household operations, personal incidentals, and shelter.” As stated earlier, the
consolidated need standard for a family of three is
currently $1,066 per month. Recommendation

According to Families First program rules, “Tennessee Adont alternative assistance
does not meet One Hundred Percent (100%) of needas  ° P

defined by the consolidated need standard. Rather, a standard in line with the
maximum payment by family size, dependent on actual costs of ’,‘V,‘ng in
available State and Federal funds is paid...”.”°

Theoretically the state looks at what the family has in Tennessee, anda
income and subtracts that from the need standard to comparable increase in the
determine the family’s cash assistance grant, up to the amounts of cash assistance
maximum allowed. The cold reality is that the maximum

allowable amount for a family of three is $185, and the grants awarded.
average assistance amount received by Families First
cases statewide for July 2009 was $167.12.

If Families First instead used the federal poverty level as its standard, as do a number of other states
(e.g., New York, Virginia, Wisconsin), the need standard for a family of three would be $1,526 instead
of the current $1,066. If the program used the Self Sufficiency Standard (often referred to as a
Living Wage standard) it would be between $2,000 and $2,300 per month depending on the
county,” or more than twice the amount currently used to calculate the amount of cash assistance
payments.

We believe that both the “consolidated need standard” itself, as well as the state formula used to
calculate cash assistance payments to families, are both unreasonably low and do not provide an
acceptable level of assistance for those single mothers and their children who are living in deep
poverty.
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Selected Policies and Recommendations

Tennessee’s Asset Test Amount Compared to Other States

States are free to set their own asset limits under
TANF, Medicaid, and the State Children’s Health Recommendation
Insurance Program (SCHIP). Families First currently
imposes an asset limit of $2,000 limit, plus $4,600 . .
for a vehicle. This amount puts Tennessee in the * lnvestlgate ﬂsca’ and

mid-range of states’ asset limits which range from programmatic impact of

$1,000 up to $6,ooo.28 Some states have eliminated eliminating Asset Test for single

assets-based TANF grants (e.g., Virginia, Ohio) and
have not experienced significant upticks in abuse of fema’e'headed households.

the system.”

Child Care Support Time Limits

Research has shown that lack of access to child care is a major obstacle to mothers’ participation in
the work force.>® Families First participants currently have access to child care with no co-pay while
they are enrolled in the program. Once participants go to work and lose cash benefits they are eligible
for Transitional Child Care (TCC) with co-pay for up to 18 months.

After the 18-month TCC period, clients who are determined to be “at-risk” of returning to the program
or losing employment due to lack of child care are eligible for At-Risk Child Care (ACC) for one year,
which also requires a co-pay. DHS staff reports that in practice, families that reach the end of their 18
month transitional child care, providing they are still
working or going to school for 30 hours, are Recommendation
automatically assumed to be “at risk” for returning to
welfare, and are therefore eligible for the additional
12 months of subsidies. « Institute a sliding scale system

of child care assistance
Child care needs remain a significant long-term

obstacle to work if subsidies are not available and/or foHowmg the 12 months Of
a mother cannot find an acceptable child care At-Risk Child Care subsidy based

provider.®' Infant care, part-time care, and care during on percent of income to assist
nonstandard work hours are particularly difficult to

find. Families First participants in
stabilizing their financial
In Tennessee, some estimates for the average cost situations.

for non-subsidized child care for one infant and one
four year-old is approximately $13,000 per year.> This
is more than the median income ($11,400) for
employed adults leaving Families First.>
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Selected Policies and Recommendations

The bottom line is that the level of child care services necessary
to support a work-based safety net are clearly not accessible to
all who need them and is one of the primary barriers to
women’s economic well-being and self-sufficiency. The high
proportion of a low-income mother’s earnings required to fully
pay for child care basically prevent her from escaping poverty
through employment as long as she has young children.**

Screening for Victims of Domestic Violence

As required by Federal policy, Families First makes some work
requirement accommodation for participants who are victims
of domestic violence. Those participants living in a residential
shelter that provides rehabilitative services such as therapy or
activities geared toward work, and requires sole participation in
the shelter’s program will be considered to have met their 30-
hour work and/or training requirement. These individuals may
be referred to the work activity contractor for support services
if needed.

Clients who reside in a shelter that does not require sole
participation in the shelter’s program and/or does not provide work Recommendations
programs will have a mandatory work requirement to participate in
Families First, unless participation poses a threat to the safety of the
individual. Work activity participation hours for individuals who are |« Provide all

victims of domestic violen.c.e ar'1d are unable to meet the 30-hour caseworkers with
requirement may be modified if necessary to protect the safety of

the individual. In addition, victims of domestic violence who are basic domestic
unable to participate in a Families First activity because it would violence Sensitivity
pose a threat to their welfare, or to the welfare of their children, will training.

be granted a temporary waiver from the work requirement not to
exceed thirty days due to a “short-term temporary crisis.”

- Require that

Although much research sugggsts that domestic violence affects a caseworkers screen

substantial percentage of low-income women, Federal TANF .

guidelines do not require states to report the number of domestic fOl’ domestic

violence waivers granted. Studies show that 50%-60% of welfare violence in all intake
. . . . . 35

recipients report being recent or current victims of abuse, and Subsequent

whereas the limited data available from states indicate that . .
relatively few TANF recipients use DV waivers (2%-9%). 3 interviews.
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Selected Policies and Recommendations

Domestic violence victims may be reluctant to disclose the information for many reasons - lack of
privacy during the interview process, hesitation to share with someone they just met, shame, fear of
retribution by the abuser, or potential loss of custody of their children. Perhaps these recipients
choose not to request waivers because they can opt out of TANF requirements in other ways or can
still comply despite their situations. However, such a large discrepancy between numbers of victims
and requests for waivers suggests that agencies may need to improve their screening and assessment
practices in order to create an environment in which clients feel comfortable disclosing their
victimization and can receive the services they are eligible for.”

Transportation Assistance Program

In 1999 Tennessee began a “First Wheels" program
which gave eligible recipients access to zero
interest auto loans for up to $4,600. The program

reported that in total approximately 80 participants |, Reinstate a transportation

obtained vehicles through “First Wheels,” many of .
them single female heads of households. The assistance program that

program eventually depleted its allocated funds and includes a vehicle loan
was discontinued in December 2007. program in addition to car

A 2005 survey of current and former welfare repair SUbS,d,es’ transportation
recipients in Tennessee examined the effects of car reimbursement, and access to
access on employment, weekly hours of work, and public transportation.

hourly wages. Contributions included a focus on car
access instead of ownership, treatment of urban
and rural differences, and controls for the simultaneity of car access and employment outcomes. The
results indicated that car access generally increased the probability of recipients being employed and
= leaving welfare. Car access also led to more
hours of work for welfare recipients with a
work requirement and enabled participants to
find better-paying jobs.>®

Recommendation

Participants in the Workforce Action
Collaborative coordinated by the Memphis
Area Women’s Council (2005-2007) repeatedly
cited lack of reliable transportation as a major
barrier to stable employment. In fact only 45%
of Families First recipients (2005) reported that
they had a car.’® And for the rural poor, access
to public transportation is often limited if not
non-existent.
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Case Study: Sheila Bates

Sheila Bates” has been a Families First client off and on
for 9 years. She has worked with several case
managers, some more helpful than others, and notes
that her current case manager is very helpful.

Ms. Bates has found the system somewhat difficult to
navigate. For example, recently she received a letter
informing her that she was no longer eligible to
receive benefits because her son was born in 1996,
however, when she tried to clarify that her son was
actually born in 2001, she was told that “it doesn’t even
matter because you are at the 60 months and you are
going to get cut off.” Since then she has received 4
additional letters, but when she calls to ask for
clarification no one seems to know who sent the letter
or what she is referring to. Inconsistent
communication has left her confused about the
eligibility requirements. Only recently was she made
aware of the 60 month time limit, which will expire
this month for her family, leading to anxiety over how
she will handle her family’s bills.

The eligibility requirements can be difficult for Ms.
Bates to maintain. Several of the classes that she has
to attend are on the other side of town. “They got
places that are right here in my area, but they send me
all the way across town. They do give us gas cards and
bus passes but we have to have been there for a week
before we get the card and how am | going to make it
there during the first week if | do not have
transportation?” Sometimes when her classes are on
the other side of town, she just doesn’t attend
because she does not have transportation. “If you
come in after 8:00 am, then you are late. Where | stay at,
the first bus does not come until 6:00 and then | have to
transfer bus terminals. So, by the time you get down
there, you have done all of that for nothing because they
want to send you back because you are late. They want
to act like it is your fault that the first bus does not run
until 6:00. | can’t get out there and make the bus
come.” Ms. Bates suggests that case managers place
clients in classes that are closer to their
neighborhoods. Although she has tried to discuss this
with case managers, in her view, “they don’t care.”

In order to fulfill the requirement to work or
participate in work-related training for 30 hours a
week, Ms. Bates has attended computer classes,
although she had to start over three times because of
attendance issues and arriving late. She felt that the
computer classes were a little too tough for her. “I am
thirty years old now and they think everybody is
supposed to have a MySpace page... At first | thought
the classes were difficult, but now that | have taken it
several times it seems easy. Most of the people who
complete the computer class go on to a GED, but I have a
diploma.”

Ms. Bates has been concerned about getting small
raises in the past because she did not want to lose her
benefits. She notes that this is a tough situation
because she wants to do better, but she has to be able
to pay her bills. Although Families First has helped her,
she thinks that some changes are needed. “The
program does help in a way because it teaches you to
budget your money throughout the month... however,
they should get rid of the 60 month limit.”

*
Name was changed to protect the participant’s identity
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Selected Policies and Recommendations

Lack of Gender Specific Data

Many of the statistical reports on Families First currently R
use reporting categories such as Assistance Units, Recommendation
Individuals, Adults, and Children. *° With such limited

aggregate data it is difficult if not impossible to assess . Disaggregate all Families
women’s program participation rates, benefit use ratios,

child care support requested or provided, etc. First reportmg data by
gender.

In order to facilitate accurate research on program
effectiveness it is imperative for all Families First data to be identifiable by gender. The National
Council for Research on Women says “clear, accurate data and comparative analyses are crucial to
solving problems and achieving equality. Without accurate and timely publication by federal
government agencies of unbiased and gender-disaggregated data - information that is broken down
to show what is happening in the lives of both women and men - this becomes impossible.” ¢

Ancillary Issue: Health Care Availability to Women of Child-bearing Age

Currently pregnant women are not eligible for Families First benefits until their 6th month of
pregnancy. Because pregnant women are eligible for Medicaid and WIC, this restriction should not
impact their ability to get early prenatal care and nutritious food. However, because many women
believe that they are not eligible for Medicaid unless they are eligible for Families First, they may not
seek Medicaid coverage, and therefore prenatal care, until after the 6™ month of pregnancy. Current
evidence-based best practices for prenatal care recommend care

begin in the first trimester due to heightened fetal vulnerability in

the first trimester.*

According to the Tennessee Department of Health (TDOH), access
to early and regular prenatal care has a direct effect on the health
outcomes of both mothers and infants. Babies born to mothers
who have not had prenatal care have more health problems (e.g.,
preterm delivery, low birth weight babies) than babies born to
mothers receiving adequate and regular prenatal care. Mothers
who have not had regular prenatal care also have more health
problems during and after delivery. Babies who are born pre-term
or low birth weight are vulnerable to many medical complications,
and the March of Dimes (2008) estimates the cost of care is
approximately $50,000 in the first year. Longer-term outcomes for
children born premature include neurological and cognitive
impairments.* Providing adequate prenatal care to women can
improve outcomes for both mothers and children.**
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Selected Policies and Recommendations

Recent evidence suggests that early prenatal
care, however, may be insufficient to
prevent adverse outcomes. Instead,
comprehensive preconception health care is
necessary for all women of childbearing age
to prevent complications that lead to
adverse outcomes for mothers and
children.* #® This would mean that all
women of childbearing age have access to
adequate health care, nutrition, and other
services to foster healthy conception,
pregnancy, and delivery.

Recommendation

Initiate a comprehensive evaluation of
all public assistance and health care
services available to low-income
women of childbearing age in
Tennessee.
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