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I.

Introduction

New research linking long-term welfare receipt and domestic violence has important implications
for the current drift of welfare reform policy at both the federal and state levels. /1/ Given emerging
evidence of the high percentages of current and past domestic violence victims within the Aid to
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) caseload, the conclusion is inescapable that timelimited welfare proposals will serve to exacerbate domestic violence where it currently exists or
cause it to arise. Moreover, unless specialized domestic violence services are made available to
victims who continue to suffer from the effects of past trauma, they will be unable to sustain
employment over time. This article summarizes the recent research and offers some basic guidance
for the development of welfare policies at the state level that are more sensitive to the unique needs
of AFDC recipients who are domestic violence victims and survivors. /2/

II.

Research Data

Over the past few years, grassroots welfare-to-work and job training providers have learned that
many women on welfare have a formidable obstacle on the road to work. Many of the men who
move in and out of the lives of women on AFDC do not want their partners to become independent.
In fact, many women, and the welfare-to-work and job training programs that help them, report that
these men sabotage their efforts to move from welfare to work and frequently resort to violence to
prevent the women from completing employment training programs or from entering the work
force. /3/ Anecdotal reports from grassroots welfare-to-work programs around the country describe
multiple cases of sabotage, from physical violence, emotional coercion, destruction of books and
homework assignments, and harassment on the job, to turning off alarm clocks and failure to show
up to drive their partners to important job interviews or the general equivalency diploma (GED)
examination. /4/
Nor do the sabotage and violence end when women leave their abusers. Although divorced and
separated women comprise only 10 percent of all women in this country, they account for threequarters of all battered women. Divorced and separated women report being physically abused 14
times as often as women still living with their partners. /5/ Programs report that survivors of
domestic violence often face more violence and potential injury when they end abusive
relationships and attempt to leave welfare through work. Stalking, kidnapping, and physical

violence and harassment on the job often force women to quit work to hide out; sometimes,
unfortunately, these women are severely injured and even killed. /6/
Program providers also report that women on AFDC who have effectively removed themselves
from a violent relationship can suffer effects of prolonged trauma that interfere with their ability to
succeed on the job. Often labeled posttraumatic stress, symptoms include poor concentration,
markedly diminished interest in significant activities, failure to sleep at night, and a sense of a
foreshortened future. /7/ Some trauma victims describe difficulty in dealing with control and
supervision on the job. Still others have low reading skills because living with long-term, persistent
violence has temporarily interfered with their ability to read, to process new information, or to
learn, a result of disassociation, the coping mechanism used by trauma victims to deal with the
reality of the violence. /8/ Domestic violence experts believe that these factors account for the
difficulty some women have in successfully completing job training programs and finding and
keeping work.
Moving from the collection of anecdotal information to determining the extent of the problem has
proven difficult. To date, only one formal study to determine the number of AFDC participants
who are affected by domestic violence has been undertaken. In 1992, the Washington State Institute
for Public Policy’s Family Income Study asked a representative sample of the entire AFDC
population in the state of Washington if they had been physically or sexually abused as adults.
Sixty percent reported some type of abuse. /9/ Unfortunately the study did not differentiate between
current and past abuse.
Until a comprehensive survey of a state’s AFDC caseload is completed, /10/ it will be necessary to
rely on data from programs working at the grassroots with welfare participants in literacy, GED,
job training, and job placement activities. Recent data compiled as a result of interviews with
welfare-to-work program providers conducted by Taylor Institute, a Chicago-based research and
advocacy organization, uncovered startlingly high percentages of domestic violence among
participants.
The Chicago Commons West Humboldt Employment Training Center (ETC), a comprehensive
welfare-to-work program on Chicago’s west side, has been tracking the incidence of domestic
violence since 1991and discovered that, of approximately 90 participants who entered the program
between July 1, 1994, and June 30, 1995, 58 percent were current victims of domestic violence and
26 percent were past victims. Twenty-three percent were currently addicted to drugs or abusing
alcohol, and 15 percent were past or recovering drug or alcohol abusers. Twelve percent were past
victims of sexual assault or incest survivors. /11/
Available figures from other programs around the country confirm ETC’s experience. The Passaic
County Board of Social Services annually provides services to 845 women who are required to
participate by the local welfare department. From an initial sample of 105 participants gathered in
December 1995, the board found that 58 percent reported having been a victim of physical
domestic abuse in the past, and 66 percent reported having been a victim of verbal or emotional
abuse. Sixty-seven percent of respondents were currently in a relationship with a man; of those, 21
percent were currently a victim of physical domestic abuse, and 36 percent were currently a victim
of verbal or emotional abuse. Forty-nine percent of the respondents stated that their boyfriends did

not encourage education or training efforts, and 16 percent that their boyfriends prevented them
from obtaining education or training. In addition, 27 percent had been victims of sexual assault; 21
percent, childhood molestation; 13 percent, incest; 25 percent, sexual abuse Fourteen percent had a
problem with drugs or alcohol. /12/ Welfare-to-work programs in Colorado Springs, Colorado;
/13/ Kansas City, Missouri; /14/ Marshalltown, Iowa; /15/and one southeastern state /16/ report
similar data.

III.

Policy Implications

Domestic violence may be exacerbated where it already exists, or arise for the first time, when
women receiving AFDC are required to work for the first time and under extremely tight deadlines.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that many men, threatened by their partners’ education and job
training, continue to prevent them from working, even at the risk of losing welfare benefits. /17/
Although ultimately time limits may encourage many women to end violent and abusive
relationships in an effort to go to work, the welfare-to-work transition could result in serious injury,
or even death, if attention is not paid to the issue of domestic violence. /18/ Certainly, short time
limits will restrict some women’s ability to make and implement safe choices for themselves and
their families. Past victims may also need more time and access to specialized services than will be
available under some states’ time-limited programs.
That percentages of domestic violence victims and survivors in AFDC caseloads is large should not
paralyze state advocates or policymakers. With proper assessment, effective case management, and
service referral, many women may be able to go to work within time limits. Clearly, failure to
assess and refer women properly will doom many domestic violence victims to multiple failures,
will waste scarce programmatic resources, and may leave many women without welfare benefits
and hence more dependent upon their male abusers than ever before.
A.

Policy Principles

The interconnection of AFDC and domestic violence compels a new way of looking at welfare
reform. Accordingly, state welfare reform programs must consider the safety of women and their
children first. Next, programs must offer sufficient time and supportive services to allow current
victims or survivors of domestic violence the opportunity to recover from trauma in a way that
honors and deals with what has happened to them. Experts know that the recognition of trauma as
the source of dysfunctional symptoms such as depression or persistent anxiety is essential to
recovery from the effects of domestic violence. /19/
To accomplish these goals, up-front assessment of domestic violence in welfare department offices
must be mandatory. If women are to be safe and to recover from the trauma resulting from
domestic violence, the inherent difficulties in its assessment in welfare offices -- most important,
resolution of the issue of confidentiality -- must be overcome.
Whenever possible, a welfare-to-work system must be flexible with the amount of time and
services offered to domestic violence victims, who suffer from differing degrees of crisis and have

widely divergent needs. Some domestic violence victims want to work, and their choice should be
honored. For others, 24-month limits can be more than adequate, provided that domestic violence
support services are made available. For still others, the difficulties or danger to themselves and/or
their children must be acknowledged and an appropriate safety plan designed and executed before
employment is a viable option. Some women with large families, for example, need time to plan for
an affordable housing arrangement before they can escape from violence. Because entry-level jobs
paying the minimum wage do not often provide enough income to make independent living
possible, short-term job training -- with its promise of higher wages -- is often a better option. What
domestic violence victims and survivors need is information and choices. At the same time, they
must have the flexibility to be able to revisit their decisions when an emergency arises and the
family is put in danger of violence.
Lastly, an integrated, community-based services system must be developed to meet the specific and
specialized needs of AFDC recipient domestic violence victims. Undoubtedly, early assessment
and referral by welfare departments will overwhelm already overstretched and underfunded local
domestic violence services. /20/ Domestic violence victims making the transition from welfare to
work need information and referral, group support and other therapeutic activities, assistance in
safety planning and locating affordable housing, and information about using the legal system, as
well as skills enhancement through literacy, GED, job training, or preemployment job placement
programs. Not surprisingly, their children may suffer trauma, and treatment services for them are in
order. /21/ Because it is highly unlikely that one agency can provide all the necessary assistance, an
enhanced level of coordination and integration of services is necessary. Battered women’s service
providers must work with welfare-to-work, literacy, and job training providers to create and
implement such systems within their communities.
B.

The Issue of Time

A welfare reform plan should allow domestic violence victims or survivors the time needed for
safety planning and recovery. In such a system, women who were in crisis because of domestic
violence, and for this reason were not job ready, would be referred to domestic violence services
and provided the time needed until the crisis abated. /22/ This flexibility can take the form of an upfront exemption from state time limits -- a provisional pause -- or an extension of time, provided by
the welfare caseworker when necessary. In addition to gauging the effects of current domestic
violence, the assessment process must also be capable of determining whether the participant is in
crisis due to the effects of past domestic violence or sexual assault, including depression and other
symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder.
For some victims or survivors, domestic violence may not be creating current barriers to labor
market participation, and they may be considered "job ready." However, welfare departments must
be careful to pay attention in employment planning to the issue of domestic violence and, during
the assessment process, to the likelihood of the ex-abuser’s sabotaging the employability plan.
Moreover, if domestic violence does recur or become exacerbated during the welfare-to-work
process, participants must be reassessed as being in a crisis.

C.

The Assessment Process

Assessment for domestic violence should be viewed as a process during which participants obtain
information and, in partnership with their caseworkers, make choices regarding their own safety
and that of their children. Women’s ability to evaluate their potential risk at the hands of an abusive
partner should be given credence.
l.

Confidentiality

In the past, AFDC recipients would not share information with the welfare department about
domestic violence for obvious reasons lest their eligibility for AFDC be compromised or they lose
custody of their children due to the violence in the home. In order for welfare departments to obtain
information about domestic violence, participants must be informed that all information given will
be held in confidence and will not affect eligibility for AFDC. For this reason, assessment for
current or past domestic violence, sexual assault, or incest should not occur during the financial
eligibility process in the welfare department office. Participants are at their most anxious during the
AFDC eligibility process.
One welfare department explains that, in assessing domestic violence, it does not ask whether the
abuser is in the home and what the participant’s relationship is to the abuser. This practice ensures
that eligibility-related information not relevant to the screening for domestic violence is not
collected during the assessment. /23/
2.

Assessment Method

The challenge for welfare reform advocates is to devise an assessment method that works best
within the context of a state’s welfare-to-work system. The assessment protocol is best designed by
using the expertise of domestic violence practitioners and welfare department staff. One welfare
department has successfully experimented with a written self-assessment questionnaire, which asks
participants open-ended questions and allows them to express themselves freely. /24/
A different assessment strategy involves a group orientation process of at least two days. A group
facilitator, often a former victim, presents information about domestic violence, sexual assault,
incest, and drug and alcohol abuse and tells her own successful welfare-to-work story. Even within
the welfare office, most participants will talk about their own situations as long as they feel safe
and comfortable and confidentiality is assured. Information about components, services, and
referrals can be given. At its end, the welfare case manager can approve the welfare-to-work
module and services selected by the participant. /25/
All AFDC participants should be informed in writing about the assessment process and the
procedure for changing from one module to another if a crisis due to domestic violence develops.
Optimally, standard protocols to define crisis situations, possible referrals, and the time frame for
progress should be created jointly by welfare departments and domestic violence experts so that
case workers have some standard policies and procedures and know what is expected. Of course,

such protocols should be flexible enough for caseworkers to make necessary judgments about
individual participants’ needs. Obviously, caseworkers need training in the use of the protocol, the
menu of services, and information about domestic violence services available in the community.
D.

Paternity and Child Support

Current federal law mandates a "good cause" exemption from mandatory cooperation in paternity
and child support collection efforts if the participant is afraid that serious physical or emotional
harm will come to her or her children as a result of child support enforcement. /26/ According to
the Department of Health and Human Services, less than 1 percent of AFDC recipients nationally
use the exemption for good cause. /27/ This low percentage raises questions about whether AFDC
participants are being told about the exemption or whether worries about confidentiality affect its
use.
Many domestic violence victims who have gone "underground" to avoid violence cannot seek child
support because they might alert their abusers to their location. By their very nature, paternity and
child support enforcement court proceedings involve physical contact with the abuser in the
courtroom, and this often leads to renewed violence or stalking. Advocates have seen that many
abusers react to child support enforcement by beginning or reviving efforts for visitation and child
custody, which could endanger the women and children. For these reasons, several important policy
principles must be implemented within the context of paternity and child support enforcement.
l.

Information

AFDC participants need written information about the paternity and child support requirement,
what participation means, and the exemption that is available to them. Domestic violence experts
should work with welfare departments to design these materials. Optimally, participants should
sign a statement indicating that they have received, read, and understood them. The process should
facilitate the AFDC participants’ ability to make the best decisions about their and their children’s
potential risk and safety.
2.

Timing

Many state welfare reform schemes have placed new emphasis on child support collection efforts.
In many welfare offices, information about paternity and child support is now obtained during the
first eligibility interview. This up-front placement of child support enforcement works against
domestic violence victims and survivors. Applicants do not readily give information about
domestic violence at the intake level when financial eligibility for needed AFDC benefits is at
stake. Child support enforcement information should be given to applicants during the domestic
violence assessment process. In that context, the information given is confidential and the
participant is being attended to in a safe setting by a caseworker with some knowledge and
understanding about domestic violence.

3.

Location

Many states are adopting systems that begin the paternity and child support enforcement process at
the hospital bedside after the birth of the child. A hospital worker is activating a legal process when
the participant is not at her most alert or at ease and when her abuser might also be present in the
hospital room. All hospital workers involved in the paternity process ought to have comprehensive
training in domestic violence as well as written materials to leave with participants.
4.

Corroboration

Federal regulations require AFDC participants claiming good cause for failure to cooperate to
furnish corroborative evidence of their claims of domestic violence. /28/ Sworn statements from
individuals other than the applicant with knowledge of the circumstances are allowed under the
regulations and should be relied on as much as possible. /29/ Any requirement for orders of
protection or police reports as corroboration of domestic violence can put women in danger. Police
involvement increases the amount of danger many domestic violence victims face, and as a result
these victims often choose not to seek the protection that the legal system theoretically gives.
Advocates should work carefully to ensure that an AFDC participant’s invocation of the goodcause exemption does not result in a legal inquisition that further victimizes a woman coming
forward to admit she is living with domestic violence. The federal regulations also make clear that
a claim can be credible without corroborative evidence. /30/

IV.

Conclusion

The process of building a state welfare reform model more sensitive to domestic violence victims,
survivors, and their children involves dialogue between domestic violence providers and experts,
welfare-to-work providers and advocates, and welfare department officials. In each locality, a
structure should be created to bring about this dialogue. This structure should allow for training
both welfare department caseworkers and workers in other portions of the social service delivery
system (literacy, GED, job training and job placement providers). All need extensive information
about domestic violence in order better to serve their participants and to make on-site
accommodations to victims’ needs.
In the long run, however, new assessment procedures and training in their use will prove ineffective
unless a delivery system in the locality can bring the necessary services and supports for battered
women on AFDC. In most communities, these services are poorly funded and cannot offer the full
range of opportunities required for the welfare-to-work transition. Nor are there many national
models to draw upon. In this era of declining resources, the extension of existing services and
creation of new supports require all the coordination and innovation that advocates working with
low-income persons can provide.
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