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North Carolina County Reports. Policy Choices and Welfare Reform
1997-2000

Forsyth County
A. ThePoalicy Context

Forsyth County islocated in the Fiedmont Triad Region of North Carolina. Itisa
fairly large urban county with an area of 410 square miles. The population in 1999 was
291,850, with an average annual growth of 0.9% between 1990-1999. The racial make-
up of the county is gpproximately 72% white and 25% African American. Hispanics,
Asans, and Native Americans consst of about 3% of the total population. The county is
sgmilar to neighboring Guilford County in thet it is largely urban (68.2%). The
municipalities within the county are: Bethania, Clemmons, High Point (part),

Kernersville (part), King (part), Lewisville, Rurd Hall, Tobaccoville, Wakertown, and
Wington-Sdem. The population of City of Wingon-Sadlem is 173, 524 people, almost
60% of the entire county population.

Per capitaincome in the county was above the state average at $31,304 in 1998.
Between 1990 and 1998 the average annua per capitaincome growth was 3.8%. The
county, originally settled by Moraviansin 1753, became a firm base for tobacco and RJ
Reynolds. Wachovia, one of the largest banks in the United States, has solid rootsin the
City of Wingon-Sdem. The service, manufacturing, retail, and government sectors lead
the county in total employmen.

Raceisadivisveissue within the county, especidly in the City of Wington
Sdem. Thedity itsdf isdivided both racialy and geographicdly east fromwest. The

growing suburbs of Clemmons, Kernersville, and Lewisville are the largdy middle class,



white, and Republican areas of the county. The county gill is affected somewhat by its
history of paterndism by R.J. Reynolds and Wachovia Bank. While dite community
leaders from the tobacco industry and Wachovia dominated the city of Winston Sdem
for many decades, their influence has diminished over the last two decades.

Palitical Scene

The Forsyth County Board of Commissioners, the chief decisionmaking body, is
elected on a partisan balot and conssts of saven members, with one serving as chair.
Currently, five Republicans and two Democrats are seated on the board. Democrats
make up 48% of registered voters within the county, yet the board has not seen a
Democratic mgority between 1992 and 2000. The low rate of turnover on the board
indicates the low leve of politica conflict within the county. The board has been noted
for its ability to generate unanimous votes, even when tax increase proposals are on the
agenda. A young chair of the board, Peter Brungtetter, has held his position for seven
years. He has been commended for hisfirm, dignified leadership style.

The county manager is responsible for much of the county’s administration, as
well as suggesting new policies and procedures to the Board of Commissioners. He
presents the budget and can appoint department heads and administrators, except those
elected and where certain mandates require that a board do so. Graham Previer, the
current county manager, has held the position for 20 years, quite arare feat for a county
manager, especialy in comparison to neighboring Guilford and Davidson counties. He
has had an excellent relationship with the board. His cam and rationd leadership style

has earned him the respect of both dected and adminigrative officials. He counts himself



fortunate to have “veteran dected officids who like and respect each other and the staff.”
(3uly 2000).

The Socid Services Board is made up of seven members. Thorns Craven, aloca
attorney, has served as chair for severa years. He aso was appointed to head up the
Wedfare Reform Planning Committee. His calm and ddliberate demeanor has kept some
members of both groups from fanning the flames of controversy about welfare reform.
One county commissioner, Democrat Water Marshdl, has adso served on both the DSS
board and the planning committee. While supportive of DSS, he did not endorse welfare
reform, continues to speaks often about its negative effect on clients, and has not
approved of most of the changes introduced in Forsyth County DSS. According to
interviewees, he and some other members are concerned about the impact of welfare
reform on those individua's who cannot adapt to the new requirements, even though the
mgority of the clients have made the adjustment. However, in the last year or two, more
guestions in the community and on the two oversight boards have been raised about child
protection and child welfare than about welfare reform, according to the county manager.
The issue no longer has the sense of urgency and concern thet it had two years ago.

The director of the Department of Socia Services (DSS) is Dr. Ann Hamilton,
who was gppointed by the DSS Board in 1996 after serving in asmilar capacity in other
states. Consdered an experienced, no-nonsense manager, she has been able to facilitate
various groups that would not otherwise work together. Sheis aso known for her
vigorous promotion of program innovations and community partnerships, aswell as

providing careful attention to the details of department adminitration.



B. Highlights of Welfare Reform (1996-2000)

The issue of wefare reform in Forsyth County has been largely confined to the primary
adminigrative officds involved in its implementation, following the decison of the

Board of County Commissonersto be an electing county.

Weéfare Reform Timeine: Forsyth County (from the Winston-Salem Journal)

Summer 1996:

Dr. Ann Hamilton is gppointed director of the Forsyth County Department of Socid
Services

Presdent Clinton signs the Persona Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act
(PRWOA)

January 1, 1997:

Federd wdfare reform takes effect in North Caroling, placing dmogt dl welfare
recipients on afive-year lifetime limit for cash assstance

August 1997:
The NC Genera Assembly votes on the state welfare reform package, which includes
the provision to alow counties a choice of whether to be an eecting or standard
county in implementing welfare reform

September 1997:

The Forsyth County Board of Commissioners cregtes the Welfare Reform Planning
Committee and gppoints its severd of its members

October 1997:

The Wdfare Reform Planning Committee convenes and begins by hearing
background reports by the County DSS staff

The Board of Commissioners votes to be an decting county
December 1997:

The committee decides that the county’ s welfare reform plan should focus more on
incentives rather than punishing welfare recipients



A draft of the county welfare plan is presented to the public on December 29"
January 1998:

The planning committee recommends that Forsyth County withdraw its gpplication to
participate in the state’ s pilot project as an eecting county
The state emphasizes its eagerness for Forsyth County to remain as the only urban
county in the project

February 1998:

The Forsyth County Board of Commissioners formdly votesto participate in the
date' s pilot project, thus giving the county decting Satus

The Wdfare Reform Plan is presented to the Board of Commissioners; it does not
meake changes in bendfit levels

The Forsyth County Board of Commissioners gpproves the plan and submitsit to the
gtate Divison of Socid Services

M ar ch 1998:

The state DSS reviews the plan and requests that Forsyth County make some modest
revisonsin its plan; Forsyth County DSS resubmits its plan with minor changes

April 1998:

The Forsyth County plan is accepted by the state DSS and is ranked 14" in its county
priority list submitted to the Sete legidature

July 1998:
The Work First Planning Committee appoints two resdents to the committee; critics
had argued that the committee lacked input from the resdents, snce dl committee
members were from county agencies

October 1998:

The Generd Assembly picks Forsyth County in alottery to select the eecting
counties whose plans had been approved by the state DSS

November 1998:



Forsyth County DSS organizes a faith conference entitled “ Faith Acts as Welfare
Changes,” held at Wington-Sdem State University; various churches and loca
officids participated in the event.

C. Decision Dynamics 1997-98
The*"Electing” or “Standard” County Decision

The eecting or sandard decision was an interesting one in Forsyth County,
though most participants did not have strong fedlings on theissue. According to the
interviewees, the county manager and the Board of County Commissioners did not care
either way. The DSS director and the Socia Services Board were not strongly in favor of
becoming an eecting county, but Ann Hamilton told the county commissioners
“whatever you decide, we'll do our best to make it work.” On the other hand, within the
socid services network in the state, some county directors had very negative expectations
about the decting status, and they urged Dr. Hamilton not to support it.

What is most sgnificant isthat outsde forces played the grestest role in the
decison. The county manager, DSS director, and the chair of the Socia Services Board
pointed to different influences. The County Manager Graham Previer said that the
Republican legidative ddegation (especidly Lyons Gray and Teresa Esposito) redly
wanted the pilot satus. Gray and Republican wefare reform advocate Julia Howard
from nearby Davie County met with Previer to push their views. State Legidators Cheri
Berry (R-Catawba) and Julia Howard aso visited the commissioners and promoted it.
According to one interviewee, state DSS Director (formerly assstant county manager in

Forsyth) Kevin FitzGerad aso encouraged Forsyth County to choose the e ecting option.



Asthe planning committee aso explored and debated this issue, Dr. Hamilton
tried to obtain a clearer idea of the benefits or pitfdlsin the eecting option from the Sate
DSS. However, the consegquences of choosing the eecting status were “very foggy,”
sgnceit wasa*“chaotic time” and no one at the state level had answers to her questions
about what grester flexibility might mean for the decting counties.

Severd officids indicated that they were not in favor of decting status, citing the
cogts in comparison to benefits of such apolicy. Much of the reluctance semmed from
concerns over changing the benefits and digibility levelsfor recipients. County Manager
Graham Previer suggested that if no concrete changes were going to be made, then
Forsyth County DSS should not participate in the state' s pilot project. Some members of
the planning committee argued that the county would have to spend $3 million to hep
people get off welfare, under eecting status (White, December 1997). The Sate
mandated that counties choosng decting status must provide community service jobs for
people who could not find work elsewhere. Doing so would require the county to find
jobs for about 1,200 people amonth and spend $1.2 million in childcare and
trangportation. About $1 million would have to be spent in changing the way Medicad
and Food Stamps were distributed.

In January of 1998, the planning committee recommended that Forsyth County
withdraw its application to participate in the sate' s pilot project (White, January 1998).
However, the sate response to this possibility demondtrated its eagerness for the county
to remain as the only urban county in the project, even though the plan did not include

broad changes, and followed much of the state’ swelfare policies. DSS Director Ann



Hamilton stated that the choice did not matter much either way, since there appeared to
be no particular advantage, except for some initid up-front funding.

In January 1998 the Forsyth County Board of Commissioners formally agreed to
participate in the state’ s pilot project. County Manager Previer said intheend it was a
“reluctant” decison. DSS Director Hamilton said the decision was not very difficult,
and there were no second thoughts about it.

Wéfare Reform Planning Committee

The origind committee of 14 members was either filled automaticdly by the Sate
legidation or gppointed by the Board of County Commissonersin thefal of 1997. The
chair of the committee was Thorns Craven, alocal attorney who aso serves as chair of
the Socid Services Board. The other members were dmost dl representatives of other
county departments or nonprofit agencies. Theinitial committee did not include any
clients. The following were gopointed as members:

Rick Bagley, Vice-Chair (Forsyth County School Board)

Ken Crews

Douglas Battery

Elizabeth Harris (Manager for Government Affairs, Chamber of Commerce)
Dr. Sherman Kahn (Director, Forsyth County Health Department)

Dr. Rose Johnson (Forsyth Technicd Community College)

Steven Jones (Jobs Specidist, Urban League)

Bob Law (Executive Director, Experiment in Sdf-Reliance)

Wadter Marshdl (Fosyth County Commissioner)

Curtis Mitchell (Manager, Employment Security Commission)



Ron Morton (Executive Director, Forsyth- Stokes Mental Hedlth)

Marie Roseboro (Director, Winstorn Sdem Housing Authority)

John Sheldon (Vice President, Goodwill Industries)

After the plan had been formaly approved by the state DSS, two additiona members
were gppointed following some criticism by Walter Marshdl and others that the
committee failed to include client representatives. Two women were nominated by the
Housing Authority and appointed to the committee:

Ueome Denise Hye (AFDC client and student)

AlicaR. Taylor (resdent, Housng Authority of Wington-Sdem)

However, even though the Planning Committee has continued to meet quarterly for
updates and presentations, only one of these clients attended ore of the meetings.
Oncetheinitid decison was made to go forward with the plan to be an decting
county inthefdl of 1997, DSS officids briefed the Wefare Reform Planning committee
and offered several recommendations and options for their consideration. The
Committee, which was respongible for writing the plan, met five times between
November 3, 1997 and January 15, 1998, conducted focus groups with clients, and
obtained input from various community leedersin their meetings. DSS presented data
that the county could save as much as $645,000 a year by withholding cash assstance
from those families that failed to meet the state’' s Work First requirements. One of the
proposals was to withhold afamily’s cash assstance for three months if arecipient in that
family failed to follow the requirements. The family would have 9x months to comply
before losing benefits for good. DSS aso suggested that the county could diminate cash

assgtance to households in amounts under $50 a month, saving $4,000 a month, and aso
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saving dients from using their lifetime limit for very smdl amounts. Findly, the agency
proposed aworking relationship with the Employment Security Commission, linking
both agencies by computer. The committee discussed this possibility, dong with the
possihility of aworking relaionship with the Housing Authority of Wington-Saem to
establish community-service work sites.

Committee members indicated that they were not in favor of any of the proposals
that included pendties because they could hurt the wellbeing of families. Committee
member Walter Marshdl, also a county commissioner and on the Socid Services Board,
disagreed with DSS projections and proposals, claiming there would be no safety net for
children and the proposals could discourage people to find work. He was often the most
outspoken critic of any welfare reform proposas that involved pendties or limits on
assistance, both during the planning stages and in the process of implementation.

In the end the committee did come to a consensus on the plan that focused
primarily on incentives and proposed some new objectives to reach their god of
encouraging people to work. According to Dr. Hamilton, the focus groups with clients
and the meetings with community agencies did not generate any new or useful idess,
however, both she and her staff agreed that the inclusion of the community agencies was
most hdpful to sart the process of involving them in the implementation of the plan.

One of the interviewees added, “It was wonderful to have the county manager attend
most meetings. He kept raterating that ‘welfare reform is a community effort’ and thet
hel ped the partners redlize that this was not about just DSS.”

Due to the time condraints, DSS usualy brought issues to be considered to the

table, but having full discusson about al aspects was impossible due to the time
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congraints. Asthe DSS planner sated: “We tried to educate the committee about the
changes brought about by Work Firgt, but this was difficult for a very complex program.
| wish we had had moretimeto doit. Overdl, | thought we needed moretimeto plan-to
look at data and educate the committee on what was working and what might need to be
changed....| was new to the postion at the time and was surprised that the state data
systems made it virtualy impossible to get any locd datato andyze in the planning
process.”
Relationshipswith the State DSS

The Forsyth County DSS has aways had a close relaionship with the Sate, in
large part due to access to DSS Director Kevin FitzGerdd. However, Dr. Hamilton
expressed agreat ded of frugtration with the lack of information early on about the
supposed flexibility that the eecting status could give the county. For example, the
proposa to set up individual loan accounts and car saving accounts required up-front
money, but the county could not get it approved. During the planning process, she
received little technical assstance, and often the advice that was given was confusing,
incorrect or inconsstent. Some proposals, such as her ideathat SS| count as part of
family income, were turned down by the state during the planning phase. Interestingly,
the SSI proposa was left in the plan, but not implemented. However, other counties used
this policy and the state accommodated the changes necessary to continue writing the
checks. These counties have subsequently reported that the policy was effectivein
reducing casdoads. On severa occasions during the fall of 1997, DSS wrote the state to
request assistance in evauating the additiona county gods. Since the sate would not

pay for an independent eva uation, the county decided to use the state gods (Hamilton



email, 2000). Asaresult of the lack of support, flexibility and clear guidance, the plan
that was finally adopted was very conservative and was dmogt identical to the state plan.

The submitted plan was returned for additions, minor modifications and
explanations during the spring of 1998. One significant missing piece was the budget for
using the block grant funds for 1998-2000. Another was a mandated community service
component for recipients who could not find employment. A third was a required
county-level appedls processfor clients whose cash assistance had been terminated at the
two-year time limit. On the poditive Sde, the state commended Forsyth County for
developing county goals that exceeded state expectations.
Expectations About the* Electing” Status

After going through the planning process, and obtaining a better idea about the
redlities of the decting status, Forsyth County officias had no greet expectations for any
greater flexibility than would be available for other counties. Asit turned out, Dr.
Hamilton believes that the decting status was no different from the standard approach.
The technical assistance by the state was the same, and the promised additional discretion
for eecting counties did not occur. Standard counties have done a greet dedl of
innovation without that status, she stated. Overall the welfare reform effort, in Dr.
Hamilton’swords, “created amilieu to think outside the box...instead of doing things as

they’ d aways been done.”

D. Goals, Objectivesand Work First Plan Summary

The primary god of Forsyth County’s Work Firgt program was to promote sdif-

sufficiency among the client population, through a number of incentives and daff
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assgtance in job placements and support services. Instead of punishing recipients for not
obtaining or maintaining employment, the committee decided to take an incentives
gpproach. Because Forsyth County had chosen to have the eecting status, the committee
was able to create innovate strategies to enhance job retention. One strategy was to keep
families on wdfare for alimited amount of time after obtaining full-time employment.
Another was to give a one-time cash bonus to recipients who remained employed full-
time for a specific amount of time. The committee agreed that using existing
employment services such as day care and transportation, in conjunction with cash
incentives, would decrease recidivism. After much debate, the committee also endorsed
a 24-month time limit on cash assstance, to encourage recipients to move into
employment. However, a strong emphasis was placed on ensuring that support services
(e.g., trangportation, childcare, counseling) would be available to those families.

The Work First Planning Committee also established thirteen specific objectives
to support thisgod of sdf-sufficiency:
1. Implement the First Stop Inititive
2. Expand diversion assistance
3. Implement job retention assistance
4. Implement substance abuse screening
5. Implement screening for domestic violence
6. Implement biometricsimaging
7. Initigtive family violence option
8. Egablish community sarviceinitiative

9. Egablish “job quit” policy

14



10. Provide cash incentives for retention

11. Coordinate IDA development

12. Expand employer commitment to hiring Work Firgt recipients, develop aWork First
Employer Alliance with the Chamber of Commerce

13. Aggressively plan for use of automation to improve services, develop an intra-agency
automated tracking system.

The Work Firgt Planning Committee ultimately reached a consensus on both the
primary goa and the set of objectives. The committee considered numerous proposals
throughout the planning process. Some of the proposals considered, but not included,
were: 1) changing WFFA Cash Assistance Bendfit Levels, diminaing payments of $50
or lessamonth, and, 2) indtituting full-family sanctions if adult fails to meet work
requirement. The committee decided not to adopt the proposal to reduce payments

because they wanted to focus on incentives and not punishments.

E. Program Implementation: 1998-2000
Distinctive Features of Forsyth County’s Effortsin Welfare Reform

Whether directly due to the electing status or just the state and federa changes,
welfare reform gave Forsyth County DSS “permission to do things differently,” as Dr.
Hamilton stated. While most areas of personnd, budgeting, and program operations were
not given much more flexibility, the TANF funds did provide greater choice and
opportunity to tailor programs to the identified needs in Forsyth County. One of the
primary strategies was to go after grants--dtate, federa, and foundation funding. With the

innovative leadership of the director and the hiring of a planner, who writes most of the
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grants with community partners, DSS efforts have succeeded. The department had
received gpproximately $300,000 in outside funds prior to 1997; by 2000, with the
addition of the new block grants and aggressive grantwriting, $20 million in funding had
been obtained from a variety of sources for the needs of low-income residents. Many of
these grants have required partnerships and matches from other agencies to obtain the
funding and run the programs.

An initiative that Dr. Hamilton is becoming well known for in socid services
circesis her endorsement and promotion of Feminomics, an idea originated by Rita
Wolfson from Asheville, NC. Wolfson was brought in by Dr. Hamilton to train DSS
employees about aform of economic literacy education, to teach women (as well as men)
about persond finances and planning to increase their wedth, not just their income. This
initigtive involves DSS employees as volunteer facilitators in classes geared toward
people with incomes under the 200% of the poverty levd. Setting up individud
development accounts (IDA’s) isacentra piece of this effort to encourage resdents to
dart saving money to reach their financid gods, whether it involves college, retirement,
or starting abusiness. Since they typicaly have specid problems or knowledge gapsin
this areq, the focus is on women learning about money, choices, and power that comes
from economic literacy. This program has been a digtinctive focus of DSSin the last
year, to serve not only welfare recipients, but aso low-income residents more generdly.
“We'reredly proud of the economic literacy piece,” sad the county manager.

Forsyth DSS has dso made a concerted effort over the last three years to establish
the centrd role of the community partners, including other county departments, nonprofit

agencies, and the area businesses. The community agencies now work quite effectively
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together to reduce barriers to self-sufficiency, especidly in the areas of employment and
trangportation. According to interviewees, the perception and trust between DSS and
community agencies have seen adramatic turnaround. DSS used to be seen asan
impenetrable “fortress’ by outside agencies, because DSS did everything themselves
without other agencies. Very little contracting out or consultation took place. After
planning for welfare reform, DSS was seen as having the money and willingnessto
collaborate. Consequently, other agencies now come to the table with ideas and funding
sources that can only be accessed with a combined effort.

DSS has developed many contracts for welfare-reated services with community
partners. One of the chief successes has been the relationship with Goodwill Industries,
which produces job assessment and training, with Forsyth Tech as a subcontractor. They
received alarge performance-based contract after a competitive Request for Proposal
(RFP) process. Other partners include Centerpoint (formerly Forsyth- Stokes Mental
Hedth Authority), Wington- Sdem Trangportation Authority, Experiment in Sdif-
Reliance, Meds on Whedls, Family Services, Servicesfor the Blind, Catholic Socid
Services, SCAN (Stop Child Abuse Now), Adult Day Care and Mt. Zion Church. Two
relationships that were more difficult to get on track were public agencies: Job Link, a
city JTPA agency, which provides job development services, and the Wingon-Sdem
Housing Authority, which recently received funding for housing-related services.

Having avariety of contractors and types of agencies has made service planning
and implementation more complicated than ever before, but most agencies have been
quite cooperative. An example of a drawn-out and difficult process was a recent housing

contract case in which the project required cooperation from certain other public agencies
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that had fundsto add to that of DSS. In late 1999, DSS secured a grant from the state for
housing poor peoplein a partnership with the Wington-Sdem Housing Authority and area
nonprofits. The grant totaled $473,000 and will go to help over 700 people obtain
emergency housing, trangtiona housing, and first homes, aswell as pay their rent. The
housing departments of Winston Salem and Forsyth County, Experiment in Sdf-
Rdiance, Crisgs Control Ministry, Sunnyside Ministry of the Moravian Church, and the
Sdvation Army asssted in writing the grant. After severd months of ironing out the
details and types of cooperation required with the other partners, the contract from this
grant was findly signed in June 2000 by the Board of County Commissioners. Some
agencies aso experienced cash flow difficulties during this period. Participants described
the process as “ very laborious and frudtrating.” A contracts manager was hired in mid-
2000 to help manage the planning process and monitor the compliance of the contracts,
aswdl asto asss agenciesin improving their communication and performance.

The business community has dso been involved in the welfare reform effort to
hire DSS clients, dthough its role has been largdy played out by only a handful of magor
employers. According to Graham Previer, “Not al businesses have done what they
thought they could.” (July 2000) The Chamber of Commerce has also not played the
centra role that was initialy expected during the planning process. Wachovia Bank and
Baptist Hospital have been the mgor employers, however, their wages are low, and the
opportunities for promotion, limited. A good economy has helped everything work well,
since businesses were anxious to hire DSS clientsto fill their vacancies. Dr. Hamilton

gtated proudly that “ DSS employees are no different than the companies’ other
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employees,” but DSS gives their clients more support to stay onthe job. Case managers
work closdy with both the employers and the clients to keep them working.

Churches and faith- based organizations have aso participated in alessvisble or
forma way in the process of welfare reform implementation. A faith planning
conference, entitled “ Faith Acts as Wefare Changes,” was held at Winston-Sdem State
University on November 6, 1998. While DSS sponsored and organized it, various
churches and locd officids participated in the event to encourage faith communities to
become more involved in promoting self-sufficiency. Kevin FitzGerdd, the state€ s DSS
Director, explained how the churches could help poor people by providing counsding,
job-training partnerships, and youth programs. Dr. Hamilton, in her introductory
remarks, stressed that the conference was not going to be bogged down by the traditional
divisonsin the community of faith—race, big/little church, denominations, etc. Shesad
the focus was to help people, and that DSS was not going to tell them how to doit.
While the group of participants did not immediately develop concrete plans, it served asa
darting point to discuss opportunities for individua congregations and partnershipsto be
part of the community-wide ownership of the problem of the poor. Later agroup named
the Interfaith Partnership emerged and adopted the Industria Area Foundation mode that
Dr. Hamilton was familiar with from her Texas experience. It wasthe beginning of an
effort for grass-roots community development and leadership that is not directed by
public agencies.

Organizational Changes
DSS has made some mgor changes in the organization in the process of

implementing wefare reform. Some changes have been Structurd, while perhaps the
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most important ones have been cuturd. The divisons of socid services and income
maintenance have been dissolved and incorporated into three divisons under Adult
Services, Child Wdfare, and TEAM (Temporary Economic Assstance and
Maintenance). The TEAM unit is the centerpiece of welfare reform, Snce it includes any
sarvice that can assgt afamily in reaching its economic gods. These sources include
employment services, day care, WFFA, Medicaid, child support, and Food Stamps.
(Bradshaw, August 24, 2000). Interdisciplinary teams have aso developed in the Child
Wi fare divison with some success. Organizationd and gaff assgnments dso had to be
changed as needs and skills changed from income maintenance to services. Since
assisting dients with arange of sarvicesis expensive, the number of department
personnel has been increased, not cut, even though the number of clients has declined.

The culture of DSS has dso undergone a dramatic ateration, according to
interviewees. The new philosophy of DSSisto affirm clients and community partners.
Prior to welfare reform, the main goal of employees was not to get people jobs. 1t wasto
determine eigibility and hand clients the money and services. Now there is consensus
that jobs are the focus, and that is much more chalenging work for employees.

Using job placements as the primary performance measure for employees was
hard for social workers to accept at first. The goa set for each caseworker was to get
seven new clients to work each month. Though now accepted by supervisor and
employess, they are deding with the mogt difficult clients with the most difficult
problems. Before cutting off cash assstance, workers must make home visits and must
do everything they can at the 18-month point to encourage the clients to find employment

prior to the 24-month limit.
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Changesin County-State Relations

Over the last three years, the role of the state DSS has been dtered from one that
directed dl the funding and detalls of welfare to onethat is a least in principle has
become more of afacilitator and conduit of information about federal and Sate legidative
changes. The focus for Forsyth DSSiin its relationship with the Sate in first year was on
what was different, what they could and could not do (e.g., IRA accounts could not be
done). Dr. Hamilton became frustrated with the short-term thinking by the state and
federd offices, even though the rhetoric about welfare reform had called for decting
counties to be creative. The state blocked some of her ideas, such as setting up IRA
acocounts for clients, counting SSl as family income, and changing some personndl
procedures. She has continued to work with the state DSS as best she can. In her
opinion, the state DSS now has |ess control *because they have been worked over and
worn out.”

The gate information systems were aso woefully inadequate for planning and
monitoring purposes. County-level data were not available, and therefore the department
and planning committee had little concrete trends or evidence to make choices with.
Unfortunately, thisis till the case, according to the DSS planner. She stated,

It is hard to judge what's working and what isn't with little access to detailed data

We know the caseload has gone down dramaticaly but cannot get any profile

information on the composition of the cases remaining and how they differ from

casdoad in earlier years. How much of the success at employment and casdeload
decline is due to the strong economy? We do not have access to data that might
help answer some of these questions.

Forsyth County has spent over $750,000 in automation and computerization over

the past four years, including its linked effort with the Employment Security
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Commission. Yet itsown system till needs to be improved to track clients and outcomes
more easly and accurately.
Successes and Shortcomings

According to interviewees, the chief successesin wefare reform in Forsyth
County are the following: asgnificant reduction in the wefare rolls, increased economic
literacy in the form of IDA’s and Feminomics, amore involved and committed staff, new
way's to overcome barriers to employment (e.g, transportation and daycare), and
increased partnerships with community agencies. The shortcomings have been in some
lags in employment placements and some downess to indtitute innovations suggested in
the plan.

The 13 proposals that were included in the original welfare plan have not dl been
implemented, for avariety of reasons. By July of 2000, 6 of the 13 stated godsin the
Work First Plan had been fully implemented, as reported in a recent meeting of the
Wedfare Reform Planning Committee. Oneinitiative caled for aFirst Stop System. This
program provides a centralized employment registration process, linking DSS and the
Employment Security Commission. Other programs implemented were job retention
ass sance, substance abuse screening, domestic violence screening, family violence
option, and IDA development. The community service initiative, which would provide
jobs within the community for those who could not find employment esewhere, had only
been partidly implemented. For various reasons, biometrics imaging, job quit policy,
cash incentives for retention, aliance with the Chamber of Commerce, and autometion
for improved services had not been implemented. In the case of biometricsimaging, the

state dropped its plan to require it.



Wefare casd oads have declined significantly over the last two years. By April
1998, 750 welfare recipients had gone to work for the fisca year, more than hdf the total
number DSS officids had hoped would be placed in jobs by that June. Mot recipients
were working less than 30 hours aweek, but were supplementing the extra hours with
employment training.  Ffty-nine recipients were a risk of losng their benefits due to
their time clock expiring, haf of whom faled to meet state requirements for training and
employment (Winston-Salem Journal, April 1998). Extraeffort was expended to ensure
that not al would lose benefits. Between 1997 and 1999, according to state DSS
gatistics, the number of Work First families on cash assistance dropped by 35% to 2,267.
Mogt of the decline was due to recipients finding employment and the lower number of
new applicants.

As of July 2000, approximately 40 families had had their cash assstance
terminated due to the two-year time limit, according to DSS (Albright, August 2000). An
average of about three or four families or individuas are being terminated each month.
Only two people in the last year have asked for extengons of ther time limits, and one
was gpproved. The other person was found to have committed fraud al aong.
According to the plan, DSS was supposed to go to the Socia Services Board to hear such
cases and act asthe final arbiter; however, that was not needed because of the small
number of cases and DSS handling them with ease.

According to the state report card issued in September 1999, Forsyth County
scored A’ s for child support collections and reductions in casdoads, and aB for the
number of recipients who stay off welfare. But it did not meet its "Putting Adults to

Work™" god for clients securing employment for the '98-'99 year, primarily because the
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gate used income digibility figures, not its employment data for scoring this measure.
The required corrective action was to improve communication among staff regarding
clients who went to work to ensure that the state system was coded correctly to capture
al those who in fact were employed. It must have worked—DSS exceeded its '99-'00
god.

Wedfare reform hasnot been a complete success for dl Forsyth County clients, of
course. Interviewees reported continuing difficulties with placing hard-to-serve clients,
especidly those with serious hedth and menta hedlth problems. Some dientsresst
taking advantage of the support services available. And then there is a base of hardcore
welfare recipients who remain dependent upon services despite DSS efforts to encourage
their sdf- aufficiency.

For the most part, Forsyth County DSS has not had to be too concerned about
political pressures or interference in implementing welfare reform. However, an
occasiona controversy has accompanied some of the successes of their programs. In
September of 1998, State Representative Michagl Decker (R-Forsyth) removed the
county from aNC House hill that would fund Wheds-to-Work, a county program that
ads recipients by sdlling them used cars from the County Motor Pool and Goodwill
Industries (Rice, 1998). Decker clamed the bill was worded so as the recipients would
get the carsfor free, thus hampering sdf-sufficiency. DSS Director Ann Hamilton stated
that the cars were not free, that recipients must pay for the car, insurance, and upkeep.
During this same month, officias in Forsyth County warned the state that money for
childcare was desperately needed, and that they needed some flexibility in their budget.

DSS clamed that if they did not receive the funding soon they would have to cregte a
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waiting ligt for childcare. This Stuation would have ultimatdly affected Work First snce
the law gtates that the work requirement could not be enforced without providing child
care. Both of these gtuations were ultimately resolved with some skillful maneuvering

and rationa argumentation. However, DSS has learned to be dert to unexpected barriers

to thelr success.

F. Assessment of Forsyth County Welfare Reform

Overdl Forsyth County’ s planning and implementation of Work First has been a
cam, measured process with significant successes. Nonetheless, the anticipated
flexibility when choosing the decting satus did not materidize and was a primary source
of frugtration to DSS gtaff. The innovations they undertook were not credited to either
date DSS assistance or the eecting status they received.

The chaos and confusion that marked the planning period in late 1997 about the
consequences of being an eecting county has been replaced by a high level of confidence
in the department’ s abilities to change its culture and create new opportunities for clients.
Under the leadership of its strong department head, the organization has changed
direction and moved to work much more closely with the community partners and clients
in promoting a shared sense of respongbility for turning around the lives of poor people.

The wdfare reform decison making and planning processinvolved dected officids,
the business community and human service agenciesin the county. This Sgnificant
departure from past decisions began a shift in respongbility for welfare recipients from
DSS done to the entire community. It also was an opportunity to think more broadly and

imaginatively about how to bresk the cycle of dependency and failure that many families
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on wefare experience. While welfare recipients were not included directly in these
discussions, except in focus groups, one or two of the planning committee members were
ableto raise issues that represented client concerns about the safety net that needed to be
in place for those unable to move into employment. The gppointment of two additiona
members in the summer of 1998 was atoken effort and did not represent meaningful
participation at that |ate date.

The implementation of Work Firgt in the county has not been without chalenges.
Some of the partnerships have not worked as well as others. Some agencies, Goodwill
and Forsyth Tech, have cooperated and performed well. Others, including public
partners, have had some internd difficulties as well as some cultural and organizationd
higtories that have meart that they were less cooperative and less effective. As Graham
Previer observed, “It is curious that the state and federa governments promote
cooperaion and have built in this necessity for working with other organizations that do
not always cooperate with DSS.” (July 2000) However, because these agencies bring
additiond funding, they are forced to work with them despite the obstacles. Just the
same, the Forsyth County interviewees agreed that one of the best outcomes that has
resulted from welfare reform has been the partnerships DSS has forged to assist low-
income people in finding employment and ultimately achieving sdlf-suffidency. The
other primary positive outcome is that many individuas and families are moving off the

welfare rollsinto jobs, education, and brighter futures.
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