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Minutes

November 7th, 2002 Conference Call  — Transitional Benefits

Presenters included: 

Dr. LaDonna Pavetti, Senior Fellow at Mathematica Policy Research. 


Ms. Rose Masure, TANF Program Director, Maine's Bureau of Family Independence (BFI). 

Ms. Georgia Gilkey, Administrator of the Arkansas Food Stamp Program 

Mr. Bill Gibbons, Office of Field Operations, Arkansas.

Resources from the Call

The Mathematica report is available at:

http://www.mathematica-mpr.com/PDFs/promotemedicaid.pdf
The Maine Bureau of Family Independence website:

http://www.state.me.us/dhs/bfi/
The Arkansas Food Stamp Program website:

http://www.state.ar.us/dhs/dco/index.html
Notes from the Call

Jay Surdukowski, Taskforce moderator, introduced the call topic and the speakers.
Dr. Pavetti  spoke on the report "Promoting Medicaid and Food Stamp Participation: Establishing Eligibility Procedures that Support Participation and Meet Families' Needs." The report focused on the decline of Food Stamp and Medicaid participation in the aftermath of Welfare Reform. 12 States and 15 sites were included in the research including a number of rural sites. To determine what the barriers were to participation, the teams employed background interviews, site visits, group interviews, and focus groups.

A keen interest of the research is what the states are doing with the new flexibility they have in the TANF system.  It was found that families valued the programs but ran into some trouble. There were mixed reactions to individual caseworkers. Some would walk the extra mile, others were not supportive.

Other problems were the hassles of verification and certification and the perils of errors and duplications.

Public outreach campaigns for Medicaid were found to be successful. Many of these had a specific focus on children. It was more palatable politically in some communities to rally around the concerns of children’s health.  The more widespread campaigns with multiple methods of outreach were found to be the best.

Food Stamp outreach on the other hand was found to be more successful when it was targeted and local. Also drawing in other local partners was helpful, such as PTAs. Clinics, and schools. 

Roaming workers outside of the welfare office like they have in Oklahoma and Georgia are successful. 

Matters of welfare office culture are very key. When TANF and its welfare to work focus was initiated, the emphasis in a big way was getting folks off of benefits. At the same time, welfare offices have benefits for working families that can aid the transition from welfare to work. By being heavy handed with weaning people off TANF benefits, the transitional benefits sometimes get lumped in too and people are discouraged because of the mixed message. States have had to walk a fine line and evolve an approach to promote transitional benefits while simultaneously pushing self-sufficiency.

The study looked at what kinds of procedures could be initiated to mollify the stigmas and inconveniences of the welfare office.  Some of these included: Same day service. Convenient locations. Decentralized welfare offices. Simplification of applications. 

Important work is being done on making sure that when TANF benefits are ended Food Stamps and Medicaid aren’t automatically cut-off. Automated systems are helpful in this regard. 

Ms. Pavetti then outlined various recommendations that were tied to these findings of best practices. Interestingly, Medicaid has eclipsed Food Stamp procedures as being the more complex and barrier-fraught.

[See attached synthesis report pages xiii-xiv, xxiii, and xxviii for summary listing of recommendations]

Jay then opened the floor to questions.

Dianne McSwain asked about what happens to the cases of people that move to a new area for employment, and what impact this has on eligibility continuity?

Dr. Pavetti noted that this wasn’t explicitly examined but that she assumed there was some continuity if it happened in the structure of the state. 

Dianne asked about instances where people move out of state.

Dr. Pavetti replied that it would be a new case and there would be a disconnect by virtue of entry into a completely new TANF system.

Jay Surdukowski asked about the stigma attached to transitional benefits as welfare.

Dr. Pavetti observed that active efforts to tamp down the stigma are happening on the Medicaid side more because aiding children is more politically palatable. The key and also the challenge is to parlay transitional benefits as supports to working families.

Sharon Seiling asked about employers as potential viable agents to spread word about transitional benefits. 

Dr. Pavetti answered that this happens in South Carolina. 

Sharon followed up that one scenario where employers can help with outreach is when they are unable to cover children…

Dr. Pavetti stated that broad outreach that gets at every angle is important, and employers can be a part of that network.

Leslie Bloom asked about the impact of office closings and the trimming of employees doing outreach.

Dr. Pavetti noted that much of the study was completed before the current budget crisis in states.  There is much complexity in the issues of priority. Does an office do well to have a staff generalists or have a staff of specialists?

Leslie followed up and asked if a look was taken in the study at other programs like energy assistance, WIC, etc?

Dr. Pavetti said that Food Stamps and Medicaid already made the project very complex. They had thought of adding childcare but it was too much to tackle in the study. 

April Bender asked about welfare leaver studies that point to people newly in employment being very reluctant to return to the welfare agencies for benefits now that they were past TANF assistance and that there was more willingness to go to workforce development people for transitional assistance… 

Dr. Pavetti cautioned that replacing the welfare offices with satellites or proxies does not automatically strip away stigmas and lead to better results. In the case of Indiana where satellite offices were prominent, matters were grayer because families going to welfare offices were able to access the whole package whereas in some instances the satellites were focused just on kids.

April next asked about dynamics of rural pride and rural underground economies and how these issues came into play. 

Dr. Pavetti lauded some of the conditions of rural TANF administration. In the study they observed better customer service and more individual outreach. This may be linked to fewer turnovers among front line workers.

Leslie Ventura asked about what kind of barriers community outreach centers for benefits might cause, for instance if there was the need to check back in at the welfare office, whether this lead to duplication of efforts, etc.

Dr. Pavetti responded that online and other outreach systems are different, sometimes the welfare office can’t be replaced in terms of assistance and number of resources under one roof. The situation is evolving.

Ms. Rose Masure then gave a presentation on Maine’s “All Inclusive Approach” in which the Bureau for Family Independence (BFI) considers all clients eligible for a myriad of services upon entry into the system.

BFI has a one-stop-shopping system at 16 offices, one in each county, staffed by generalists. 

They have used a combination application for ten years that allows people to apply simultaneously to multiple forms of assistance.  A new computer system is now used to determine eligibility by cascading the information through all programs. The system is quite new and they are still working out the kinks. 

BFI has informative handouts available on state and federal resources as well as on other community resources. 

Each new client goes through an orientation that includes a video, PowerPoint presentation, and a one on one meeting with staff. 

BFI strives to make assistance very easy to access. An example is that a verbal request over the phone is sometimes enough for a form of assistance such as transportation.

The combined “All Inclusive” approach cuts down on errors and redundancy and had kept Maine’s program successful.

Ms. Masure urged other states to think about adopting such a model.  

Jay Surdukowski asked about how clients felt about the computers, were any people intimidated putting information into the computer...

Ms. Masure clarified that information is inputted straight into the computers by BFI staff with the computer turned towards the client so they can see everything being plugged-in. The client is not left in a room alone with the computer. They get a print-out summary which they may keep and amend as changes in their situation occur.

Ms. Georgia Gilkey, Administrator of the Arkansas Food Stamp Program discussed the Food Stamp outreach efforts of Arkansas.

The central thrust of Arkansas’ efforts is to dispel the myth of Food Stamps as welfare and to make Food Stamps a question of nutrition. 

Extensive partnerships were formed with local non-profits, food kitchens, churches, and the cooperative extensions of two universities that do work with nutrition education. This wide network is provided with a common fact sheet on eligibility and application procedures. 

The office also participates actively in local fairs and health expos.

Each county tailors its own outreach plan. 

New software is being piloted to monitor eligibility reporting and to consolidate the application processes for Food Stamps, Medicaid, and TANF.

Arkansas makes outreach to the growing Hispanic population a priority. There is an 800 number with bilingual information available.

Arkansas Food Stamp forms are also available on the Internet, ahead of the Farm Bill requirement for states to do so.

Mr. Bill Gibbons from the Office of Field operations then spoke.

He addressed the constructive and results-yielding interplay between the state and counties.  Automatic closure of Food Stamps and other benefits when TANF cases close is not permitted anymore.  Lots of attention is focused on matching up the rolls of welfare leavers with those utilizing transitional benefits to make sure that people are not falling through the cracks that are eligible and would benefit from Food Stamps and like programs. 

The state carefully monitors such information and hold counties accountable. Part of ensuring strong performance at the county level is the setting of goals. The state monitors those goals and if there is a dramatic lag behind, state and county officials meet to construct a plan to make sure goals are met.

Julie Zimmerman was very interested in the fact that Arkansas works with cooperative extension and wanted to know what the learning curve was like and what suggestions there might be for other states.

Ms. Gilkey noted that the relationship started in 1996 and it has flourished.  

Dr. Pavetti pointed out that Minnesota also works with cooperative extension and that this information is in the report on Minnesota (which also examines Arkansas, conveniently). Found at http://www.mathematica-mpr.com/PDFs/arkansas.pdf).

April Bender asked about the Maine and Arkansas earned income disregard figures.

Ms. Masure noted that in Maine it is $108 and 50% of remaining income. She qualified that Maine is a gap state. 

Mr. Gibbons noted that the disregard is 25%. 20% and 60% for the remainder. Meant as an incentive for finding a job.

Respectfully submitted,

Jay Surdukowski

Moderator – NRDP Welfare Reform Taskforce

Room 630F.3 – U.S. Department of Health & Human Services

200 Independence Avenue, SW – Washington, DC 20201
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