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The primary objective of this study, which was conducred in 199697 b I. Lynne Brown, PhD., B.D,, at
the Pennsylvania State University, wag 1o asscss the needs of divorced, single mothers, and 1o documen:
their attitudes toward and wse of @ variety of public assistance and educational programs,

Tounderstand the risks that divorced, smgle mothees may face becauss of reduced family income, the
researchers conducted a needs asscssment to document the participants® initial reactions about workfare,
their use of educational programs, their opinions of certain assistance programs, their food procurement
habits, and their opinions abot their food security.

Remeachers interviewed 107 diverced, single mothers from six Pennsylvania countics. The study Sound that
many participants wers nol awares of the community programs availablc that may help them avoid public
assistance: intense stigma aften makes vse of Wellare programs unpleasant for flose in need; women using
WIC experienced fewer stigmas because tle program handled requirements and vouchers differently than
Wellare; current users of Welfars and those with less education wore wiscertain of their abilitics to SUPEOTT
their farmlies under workfars miles, divorce forced most of the women to use mor: economical shopping
anl food preparation methods, lowered their peresived food seeurity, and chanpeed their methods of
stretching their food dollar; those with less confidence in their food security reparted thar the loss of an ex-
spause’s ineoma, erratic child suppoet, and competing bills undecmined their food SCTUTLY,



Finaf Report Exacufive Summary

Single Parents’ Attitudes Toward and Use of Government and Community
Asslstance: A Needs Assessment to Plan Interventions That Preserve Family
Function and Lowar the Risk of Poverty

Imvestigators: J. Lyone Brown, PhD,, R.D,, Leif Jensen, Ph D, and Jennifer Mastrofeki, PhD.
Project Coordinator; Caroblm Seott

Stalistician: Jav Goodwin

Intervgwers: Susan Evans, Elisabeth Hildebrand and 1.imda LaSallc

Purpose

Divoreed, single mothers are at risk for needine public assistance due to reduced family income especially
if thew are less educated and unskilled, and may be adverscly affected by Welfure reform, In an effort to
understand their situation, the researchers conducted a needs assessment of drvorced, single mothers which
documents their actitudes tovward and use of a vanely of public assistance and educational programs. Tho
researchers also assessed whether the participants falt at rizk of needing these programs, their initial
reactions to workfare, the educarional proorames of most 1se o e (and bow und when these should be
offered), their opinices of programs to requine at lifs cyele events, their food procurcment habits, and their
apinions ghort their cwn food securiby.

Procedures

Volunteers who had lcgal custody of minor children were solicited by mail. Flyers wens sent to all women
wha were awarded divorce decrees in 1995 and 1996 m six Pennsylvania counties (Bedford, Huntingdon,
Cerere, Columbia, Tioga, and Bradford) and who had similar economic and ethnic factors. Women
remrhing business reply posteards were sereened to check Lhe ape of their childron and their marial status,
aid thal any permancnt separation prior to divorce had not execeded five vears. Interviews were conductad
orally n each woman's home by trained intecviewers, using a proviously tested interview guide that
inchuded questions with a choice of fxed answers as well as open-ended questions that required verlal
replics, The intervieiver recorded the respondents' answers to fixed choice questions in the inferview wuide
and tape recorded ther verbal answers, Each intesview ook spproximately 2 to 2.5 hours to complate, and
these who compleled the interview reecived a $40 procery store gift certificate.

The quantitative data from the fixed answer questions were checked te correct recording errors, coded,
entored into data files, and anelyzed using standard statistical procedures. The tape reconded data was
transcribed mto text documents, which were coded for themes wsing a compater software program and were
summarized using text retrieved by key word ssarches,

Results

The 107 divoreed, single women, who completed thess intorviews, were 99 percent white, with a mean age
of 34, Only 37 percend had moere than a high school education, but 80 percent held a full or pant-time job,
52 percent of which were blue collar or serviee jobs. Nearly 60 percent had anmual incomes of less thar
320,000 Over @)} percent of these women were permanently scparated prior to divorce and had lived apart
from their ex-spovse an average of three years, All had children and slightly over half had several children.
Mearly 70 percent of these women were the only adult in their househeld; the rest lived with other adults,
and over hall of these wers a significant other,
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Thz community assistance programs currently most uscd hy these women were demestic relations (66
pereent), Weliare (34 percent), Food Stamps (22 perceut), individual and family coumscling (IFC)
programes (13 percend), and 351 (11 pereent). The most used programs in the past wore Welfare, Food
Starnps, WIC, and [FC., Throe quarters or mare had never used SS1, rent assistance, EFNEP, Head Star,
emergency food and shelter programs, children and youth services, support groups, parenting cducatios,
maongy managemenr, [ood education, and carser developrent. programs. An analysis of willingness to nse
familiar programs supersted that anfamiliarty was a reason soms programs were not used,

The rescarchers examined the women's attitudes toward groups of programs: Welfare (general assistance,
AFDC, 551, Food Stamps, and Rent Assislance), child foeding programs (WIC, EFNEP, and Head Start),
emergency programs (food banks, domestic viclence shehiers, and homeless shelters), and educational
programs {parenting, divorce, money, and food education), using an attitude scale based on perceived
access, need, stipma, and comfort in discussing nse of these programs with others, Theae women had mare
positive attitudes about Welfare and child foeding programs than about emergeney or edecational
programs. This was partially based on perceived need. Those with lower income ($20,000 or less) needed
Wellare programs more than thoss with higher income, and those with preschoal children needed child
feeding programs mors than these with older children. Higher income women expressed mare necd for
sducational programs. Child feeding programs wors vicwed as more accessible than Welfare and
emergency programs, but they were neutral about education programs,

Questions were asked regarding the stigma the women assaciated with using Welfare, child feeding
programs, and emergency programs, but nod educalional programs, Higher income women associated the
preatest slipma with Welfare programs, an imermediate level with emergency programs, and the lowest
with child feeding programs. Lower income women aseociated the lowsst stiema with child [eeding
programs, and similar, but lower, levels of stigma with Wilfare and emergency programs, compared to
bigher income women. Use of a program lowered the perceived stigma. 2ssociated with it However, the
stigma applicd by relatives, Welfare staff, and the comnunity made using Welfar: more unpleasant. but
did not deter all wemen in nesd from using it. In contrast, women's experences with WIC were highly
positive. Less stgma was associated with WIC because of =ligibility rales, restrictions an voucher use, and
yaung children being the tasget recipients. Reactions to workfare dillered by the women's cxpericnce 2nd
education. Current users of Welfare and those with less education were less certam they eould suppor: their
children under the new rules and felt that they were more Likely to face competition for lecal jobs. The
women fielt that drvoreed mothers needed belp improving their sclf-cateem as well as subsidized child eare,
transportatian, job training, and money management and parcnting skills to avord using Welfars,

From 3 list of 17 educational topics, the women rated financial and coaflicl menagement, parent-child
commhication, emolicnal adjustment, and comanminity resource location programs most nseful now. The
agc of children in the howsehold significantly affected some ratings; thase with younger children fislt parent-
child communication, parcrting skills, ehoosing pood childears, and food skill programs mors importznt
than those with feenagers. The most important charactoristics of any educational program were acrangine
mecting tumes fo [t the participant's schedule, providing practical skills for mmediate use, locating the
progearm within 10 miles of home, and the total time the program requered, The most importent advertising
channels wers the mail and sending a note home from school with theie child. Waormen indicated that they

might not attend programs because of time constraints, transporiation problems, fees, location, and thame
atd ernbarrassment about secking help.

When they were asked il any educational programs should be required in order 1o marry, divoree, or obtain

legal custody of children, the majority of these wemen favored roquiring educational programs (addressing
communication, mency managemnent, viderstanding and making marmiage work, and parenting skills end
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insncs) to obtain a mardage heense. More of flose living alooe who wire bettor educated and acparatod
longer lelt such programs shauld be required. The majority did noe faver requiring educational programs at
the other lhife cvele events.

These women were shopping less frequently per month and were less likely to raise a garden or serve game
now than before their divorce, These familics wete eating an averape of 20 evening meals prepared at home
o, With their children eating an averags of 7 meals a month with relatives, Over half were exchanging
meals or receiving support fiam relatives o feed (heir familics. They were using generic brands and
specials most of the time, regardless of income; use of these now was significantly greater than before
divorce, They were significantly less secure about foeding their childeen (based on four questions) now than
betore their diverce. Those hving along, with lewer income end older children, scored lower on some of the
toed secunty questions than their counterparts. Those with less tangible support reported less mmomey for
fioed and feeling less confident about feeding their family. Less confident women indicated that the loss of
the: hushand's income, nnreliable child support, and competing bills contributed to their insecurity about
feeding their family. More confident women reported that a steady job, comtrol over financial decisions, and
family support coniobuted to their food sccarity.

Conclusions

Many women were not aware of community prograrms that could help them avoid using public assistanes
programs. Intense stigma often makes vsz of Wellire programs wnpleasant for those n need. The women
using WIC experienced bess stigma because this program handicd requircments and vouchers differently
than Welfare. Current users of Welfare and those with less cducation el unsurs they can support their
families under workfare rles. The ages of the divorced mather's children, tme constraints and needs,
[ewability of mecting times, delivery methods, and location will all affect her use of sducational prourams,
Money and confliet management, emotional adjustient, and communication skills PrOgCarms were most
usefl to the study parlicipants.

They filt that educational programs could be required (o ohtain a marsiage license, but not to obkain 2
divorce or custedy of children, Divoree forced most of these women to use more econamical shopping and
fiood preparation methods, lowered their perceived food sceurity, and changed (heir usc of metheds of
stretehing thear food dellar, Thoss with lewer income, Ining alone, and with older children wers
particulacly hard hit, "Those with less confidence m their food seeurily reported that loss of fheir ex-spousg's
income, crratic child support, and competing bills undermines their food security.

Recommendations

* Increase awaroness of local and statewdds human zeevice referral nenbers and proeearms,

* Caonsider providing some assistance (such as some combination of Food Stamps, medical benefits, or
subsidized child care) to needy, single parent families for sach of their children from birth to an
appropriate age {perhaps 3-8 years), This would focus benefits on children’s needs, reduce stipma
aboul using programs, and ense sinele mothers' transition ta work.

* 5ot eligibility rules for workdars so that singls mathers ¢an work, save some meney, and ewn a car, and
s(ill be eligible to reectve subgidized child care.

* Increase subsidized childzars benefits, and support training and licersing of qualified child care
providers m ryral arcas,

* Implement a program, where aeeded, to change tha attitudes of Welfare staff 1o be more pogitive
toverard clicits, and increase slaff persons' sengitivity to homan suffering and individual needs.
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* TFocus job training for single parents on building solf-csieem aind skill assessment, followsd by skill
traiming, LUse job training ta increase their competitiveness for jobs and eliminate employer incentives Lo
hire workfane recipicnrs,

* Increase job opportunities for all thoss in rural areas, not just those on workfare,

»  Form partnerships with local agencies to provide programs on money and conflict management,
communication, divorce adjustmenr, and parenting, along with job treining programs, Uss peer
cducators to deliver these programs.

+  Involve participants in determinimg locations, mesting times, childear noeds, delivery methods, and
activities for these programs, Offer programs at multiple locations in a county.

*  Consider introducing two levels of marriage license fees designed to encouraps participation in
marriage prepacation classes, pros [ receiving a marmiaee license. A higher priced martage license
would not requirs any prenuptial education abonst mamriage and family, while a couple eould abtain a
lower priced license by takdng credits or heurs of classes at a school, community college, or with a
counsslor, :

*  Encourage local food assistance pragrams to refer elients to local apencies that provide classes about
purchasing fond and cooldng on a limired budger.

Bascd on the findings of this study of divoreed, singk: women in six Permsylvania counties, e researchers

belicve that implementing the above recommendations would enhanee the succcss of workfare and reduce
these women's need for Welfare overall, which conld hopefully be the eass thioughour the state.
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