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United Way of 
Ocoee Region
Making a positive 
community impact

United Way of the Ocoee Region is a commu-
nity-based organization leading the efforts to 
identify community needs, facilitate collaboration 
and maximize resources to positively impact the 
community and surrounding area, according the 
mission statement.

The United Way of the Ocoee Region service 
area is Bradley and Polk counties.

“It is not enough to feed a hungry family or 
protect a child from violence; we need to change 
the conditions that led to hunger and violence in 
the first place. We work together with business-
es, government, schools, faith groups, the media, 
individual community members, and nonprofits 
— because it takes the whole community to get the 
kind of results we need. We believe in advancing 
the common good through a strategic focus on the 
building blocks of a good life —education, finan-
cial stability, health and basic needs,” according 
to the UW website.

“The ability to effect positive change begins 
with a single act: your decision to give in a way 
that matters to you. Whether money, time, or your 
voice; your action is combined with those of your 
neighbors and together the power to make an 
impact is multiplied. The generosity of our donors 
enables us to provide grants for outcome-based 
programs and collaborative projects that address 
core needs and achieve lasting, measurable re-
sults,” the website says.

In the past year, the local United Way has had 
numerous opportunities for volunteers to invest 
back into the community. 

“Last year, more than 1,300 volunteers gave 
15,561 hours of service,” according to Candice 
Natola, chief resource officer. 

The largest corporate volunteer effort was on 
the annual Day of Action. There were 300 volun-
teers from 15 companies working at 22 project 
sites to impact positively on the lives of communi-
ty members and the volunteers.



More than a million, or 39 percent 
of households in Tennessee cannot 
aff ord basic needs like food, housing, 
transportation child care and health-
care, according to a study by the United 
Ways of Tennessee. 

The study — “ALICE In Tennessee: 
A Financial Hardship Study — encom-
passes the people who are working, but 
struggling to aff ord basic needs. ALICE 
stands for “Asset-Limited, Income- 
Constrained, Employed.” 

ALICE households are the working 
poor. They live paycheck to paycheck. 
They make it, but not without diffi  culty. 
One work day bleeds into the next, two 
bills get paid but three more wait, and 
everyday decisions share the common 
question: “How much does it cost?”

They live above the Federal Poverty 
Level, but struggle to make it fi nancial-
ly.

“While there has been a lot of study 
about poverty, this is a larger group 
of people who 
are on the edge 
monetarily,” 
Matt Ryerson, 
president and 
CEO of the Unit-
ed Way of the 
Ocoee Region, 
said.

Of Tennessee’s 
2,589,017 house-
holds, 15% lived 
in poverty in 
2017, and anoth-
er 24% were AL-
ICE households. 
Combined, 39%, 
or 1,017,504 households, had incomes 
below the ALICE threshold, an increase 
of 17% since 2007.

In Bradley County, the study shows 
17% of households are in poverty, with 
24% can be categorized as ALICE 
households. In Polk County, 17% of 
households are in poverty, and 21% are 
ALICE households. 

The fi gures are based on the federal 
poverty income level for 2017, which 
was $12,060 for a single adult and 
$24,600 for a family of four. 

The ‘Survival Budget’
The study examined the state’s 

household incomes in comparison to a 
“survival budget” of $50,796 annually.

The survival budget includes the 
“most basic” expenses of a family of 
four, which included estimates for cost 
of food, housing, transportation, health 
care, technology and child care for two 
children.

For a family with two adults and two 
children a “survival budget” allowed:

$745 for housing
$529 for healthcare
$543 for food
$990 for childcare
$644 for transportation
$75 for technology 
$403 for miscellaneous costs

Taking taxes into account, a family 
would need to make $4,436 a month or 
$53,232 a year to live at this level.

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
shows 67 percent or 2.9 million jobs 
in the state pay less than $20 an hour. 
Someone with a full-time job mak-
ing $15 an hour has an annual gross 
income of $30,000 per year — $20,000 
less than the “survival budget” for a 
family of four.

In Bradley County, the median 
income is $48,857, which is also below 
the “survival budget” for a family of 

four. 
Ryerson also noted some people have 

been trying to support their households 
on minimum wage, “which doesn’t even 
come close to a survival budget.” Ten-
nessee follows the federal minimum 
wage rate of $7.25 per hour. 

The report estimates that individuals 
in Tennessee working full-time should 
be making a minimum of $9.52 an 
hour to survive, while households with 
two children and two working adults 
should be making a combined $25.40 
an hour to meet their basic needs. 

By these numbers, the ALICE thresh-
old rests at $19,032 for individuals and 
$50,796 for the nuclear family. 

“What I like about the ALICE budget 
is that it really shows what it takes to 
pay for everything,” said Eva VanHook, 
executive director of Family Promise of 
Bradley County. “All those things are 
reasonable; it’s not extraordinary by 
any means.” 

VanHook, who works with homeless 
families trying to fi nd housing and 
other opportunities, also said it can be 
a struggle to fi nd jobs which will allow 
families to even follow such a budget. 
For example, sometimes the only reli-
able childcare services available are the 
expensive ones. 

Despite the basic nature of the sur-
vival budget, many families fi nd it a 
challenge. 

Among the fi ndings were:

• 76 percent of single-female heads of 
households, or single mothers, fall in 
the ALICE category. Ryerson noted this 
means 3 out of 4 single mothers “are 
struggling to meet the survival budget.”

• 59 percent of single-male heads of 
household are considered ALICE.

The percentage diff erence is because 
women typically make less money than 
men.

• Another group vulnerable to fi nan-
cial struggles is seniors. Often retired, 
they are living on fi xed incomes and 
fi nd their retirement and/or savings 
are not quite covering monthly expens-
es. Seniors also are more likely to face 
medical expenses.

 Sharon Westfi eld, Senior Center 
director, estimates 50 to 60 percent of 
her members struggle with fi nances. 

Cost of Living
The Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology (MIT) estimates the cost of 
living in Bradley and Polk counties is 
higher than the state average.

“Families and individuals working in 
low-wage jobs make insuffi  cient income 
to meet minimum standards given the 
local cost of living,” according to MIT. 
“We developed a living wage calculator 
to estimate the cost of living in your 
community or region based on typical 
expenses. The tool helps individuals, 
communities, and employers deter-
mine a local wage rate that allows 
residents to meet minimum standards 
of living.” 

MIT’s estimated annual cost of living 
for single, child-free individuals in 
Bradley and Polk counties is $21,044 
before taxes, setting the hourly rate at 
$10.12. The same number comes out to 
be $57,512 for a family with two chil-
dren and two working adults, meaning 
each full-time working adult must earn 
at least $13.82 an hour to meet the 
suggested living wage. 

“There were a lot of surprising things 
in this report,” Ryerson said. 

Many of the surprises had to do with 
what it actually takes for families to 
maintain basic fi nancial necessities, 
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ALICE IN BRADLEY & POLK COUNTY:

A look at the struggles of the working poor

See ALICE, Page 4
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ALICE
From page 3

much less lead a middle-class life-
style.

The ALICE report identifi es the top 
fi ve occupations in Tennessee, which 
include laborers, retail salespersons, 
food-service employees, cashiers and 
customer-service representatives. The 
median hourly wage for individuals in 
these industries ranges from $8.93 to 
$14.77. 

“They hold jobs, pay taxes and 
provide services that are vital to the 
Tennessee economy … ,” the report 
states. 

“The core issue is that these jobs do 
not pay enough to aff ord the basics of 
housing, child care, food, transporta-
tion and health care.”

Housing and Technology
Housing and technology can make 

up a large chunk of a family’s budget, 
and that is especially true for those 
whose incomes may not be matching 
with their costs of living. 

While the “survival budget” allows 
$745 a month for 
housing, there is 
no guarantee a 
family will be able 
to fi nd housing 
at or below that 
price.

Robert Bradney, 
River Counties 
Association of Re-
altors president, 
said it is hard to 
tell how much rent 
is costing fami-
lies on average, 
though it could be 
higher than the 
ALICE average.

“When you look at rent, you are 
looking at everyone from private 
individuals to property management 
renting out everything from trailers 
to bigger single-family homes,”  he 
said.

Bradney and other local real estate 
professionals estimate Bradley Coun-
ty’s average rent is approximately 
$800 a month, though many houses 
and apartments are renting for even 
higher.

Someone with good credit may be 
able to get a mortgage with a good 
interest rate, which could allow them 

to buy a home by making payments at 
or below the $800 mark. 

Many living on low incomes try to 
save money by living in public hous-
ing. 

Paul Dellinger, executive director of 
the Cleveland Housing Authority, said 
there are currently waiting lists for all 
of Cleveland’s public housing units, as 
well as the Housing Choice Voucher 
Program, a.k.a. Section 8.

The ALICE study has a “household 
stability budget,” which looks at what 
would make for more comfortable 
lifestyles for families.

“Stability budgets” for households 
with two adults include $129 a month 
for technology, which adds home 
internet service in addition to the 
phone service. 

Ryerson noted, the “survival 
budget” does not include expenses 
like home internet service, which 
many families need for school and 
work, or saving to cover emergen-
cies.

“Like it or not, I don’t know how 
you can survive in the world today 
without technology. The only way 
to see most jobs you can apply for is 

online. To fi nd 
deals on anything, 
it’s online, and 
communication 
is technolo-
gy-based,” he said. 

Childcare costs
Having access 

to safe, reliable 
childcare is an 
absolute necessity 
for many fam-
ilies. However, 
childcare can also 

make up an unexpectedly large per-
centage of a family’s budget. 

“This was a stunner for me — the 
cost of childcare,” said Ryerson.

“Single parents especially are mak-
ing the most diffi  cult decisions for 
their children.” 

According to the study, childcare 
can actually cost more than a family’s 
monthly housing costs. 

While the “survival budget” allows 
$990 for childcare, this is based on 
home-based childcare services, rather 
than services from state-certifi ed 
childcare centers. The estimate for 

“The core issue is 
that these jobs do 
not pay enough to 
aff ord the basics of 
housing, child care, 
food, transportation 
and health care.”

— ALICE study

Banner photo, DANIEL GUY

VOLUNTEERS from Bayer and Cleveland Utilities were among the work-
ers at the United Way Day of Action. Working on landscaping at Y-CAP, from 
left, are Bayer’s Lindsey Shipley, Kelley Clonts and Felisha Browder.

JACKSON FURNITURE employees were at North Lee Elementary 
School helping during the United Way’s Day of Action efforts. See CHILDCARE, Page 6
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CHILDCARE
From page 4

one infant and preschooler raises to 
#1,081 a month. 

It is not uncommon for local centers 
to charge $200 or more per week for 
an infant, resulting in at least $800 per 
month for just that one child, according 
to calls to several local centers.  

Even if a family can aff ord those 
childcare costs, there is another obsta-
cle: availability. Calls recently made to 
childcare centers revealed many are 
full and operating with waiting lists. 

Even if a family can aff ord those 
childcare costs, there is another obsta-
cle: availability. Calls recently made to 
childcare centers revealed many are 
full and operating 
with waiting lists. 

It can be especial-
ly diffi  cult to fi nd 
childcare options 
for infants. 

According to the 
Tennessee Depart-
ment of Human 
Services, there are  
14 state-certifi ed 
childcare centers 
which take infants 
starting at 6 weeks, 
not including Lee’s 
Early Learning Cen-
ter. There is also one 
which takes infants 
starting at 3 months 
and one which takes infants starting at 
16 months. An additional nine centers 
take children 2 years and up. 

Bradley County is also home to 16 
diff erent locations off ering care and 
education through the federally-fund-
ed Early Head Start and Head Start 
programs. 

This lack of childcare aff ordability 
and availability means families are 
having to look for other alternatives. 
However, not every parent can stay at 
home, and some have had to go with 
childcare options which could poten-
tially be harmful for their children. 

“The problem that comes with that 
is they are potentially having to leave 
their children with non-certifi ed indi-
viduals who could put their children at 
risk,” Kelley Weber, assistant director 
of The H.O.P.E. Center Inc., said. “At lot 
can happen to a child in eight hours or 
however long a parent is at work.” 

There are after-school programs, 

such as those run by the UMCA and the 
Boys and Girls Clubs, for older children 
needing care after school.

Healthcare cost
The cost of healthcare and lack of 

coverage under health insurance is a 
large hurdle for the ALICE population, 
and something that keeps them in the 
cycle of fi nancial vulnerability. 

The United Ways of Tennessee used 
national and statewide data to create 
Survival and Stability budgets, which 
can be found in the United Way ALICE 
report. In these budgets, individuals 
making enough to meet the determined 
cost of living pay approximately $124 a 
month on health care, while a family of 
four pays around $539 a month.

Christina Albornoz-Gravell and her 
husband make a 
combined $74,000 
a year to support 
themselves and 
their three children 
at home; yet, they’re 
stretched thin and 
unable to pay for 
repairs around the 
house due to the 
astronomical cost of 
health care.

Gravell said they 
pay premiums on 
plans through work, 
and their family has 
to meet a $3,000 de-
ductible before the 

insurance will cover any claims. Paying 
out of pocket in co-pays in addition to 
putting money toward a health savings 
account, Gravell said her family has only 
met that premium twice in 12 years. 

According to the report, “many AL-
ICE families fall into a critical gap in 
health insurance coverage: They often 
earn more than Medicaid eligibility, 
but not enough to aff ord the high de-
ductibles of the lowest-cost Aff ordable 
Care Act plans.” 

For an elderly individual, their out-
of-pocket expenses may invite debt 
they will never pay off  in their lifetime. 

Ryerson described a friend of his, 
Nancy, who suff ered a fall on the way 
out to the mailbox and broke her ankle. 

In her 80s, Nancy’s broken ankle 
led to surgery, which led to rehab and 
physical therapy, resulting in a bill “she 
can’t pay off  until she’s 119,” Ryerson 
said. 

“The problem that 
comes with that is they 
are potentially having to 
leave their children with 
non-certifi ed individu-
als who could put their 
children at risk. At lot 
can happen to a child in 
eight hours or however 
long a parent is at work.” 

— Kelley Weber, assistant 
director of The H.O.P.E. 

THE UNITED 
Way is supporting 
many opportunities 
to positively impact 
the community. At 

right: Forest Ranger 
Angelo Giansante 
introduces an owl 

to a youngster.

 AT LEFT is a 
Little Free Library 

built and donated by 
Publix.

BELOW: VOL-
UNTEERS do 
some yardwork  

during the United 
Way Day of Action. 

See COST, Page 7
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COST 
From page 6

Still, Nancy pays $25 a month on 
her limited income toward the medical 
expense.

A paycheck-to-paycheck lifestyle takes 
its toll mentally and physically, as well.

Debbie Millard, a single mother and 
grandmother in Cleveland caring for 
three generations of her family on one 
paycheck, said she gained 90 pounds 
since receiving custody of her two 
grandsons over a decade ago. She said 
the lack of funds limited her ability 
to purchase healthy food, resulting in 
stress from the budget strain and a poor 
diet as well. Now, she faces additional 
costs from doctors’ visits due to the 
stress and weight gain. 

The ALICE report says “poor mental 
and physical health are both a cause and 
a consequence of being low-income.”

The cost of health insurance and 

care prevents Gravell from taking care 
of much-needed home repairs, like 
window, fl oor and gutter replacements. 
Making well above the determined cost 
of living for a family of fi ve, Gravell fi nds 
health care consuming the majority of 
their monthly income. 

“That is our highest expense and it 
never covers anything,” she said. “Pretty 
sad, I say. The pay today does not match 
the cost of living by any means.” 

Poverty focus
Finding a way to close the gap be-

tween wages and the cost of living may 
be the key to giving the ALICE pop-
ulation the boost it needs, according 
Ryerson. 

“Feedback on this has maybe been 
the most feedback we’ve gotten on any 
one issue,” Ryerson said. “People recog-
nize the ‘ALICE’ budget. Most of them 
know somebody dealing with this, or 
they have lived it themselves.” 

Staff  of the local United Way chapter 
are used to helping people in poverty, 
Ryerson said. However, this study pre-
sented them with the reality there are 
many more people in this area who are 
at risk to falling into poverty. 

“It’s probably redefi ned our work,” 
Ryerson said. “It’s really challenged us 
to reconsider who we serve and how we 
serve.” 

For example, groups within the Unit-
ed Way have been looking at “eviction 
prevention” for those struggling to pay 
their rent. While the United Way will 
still champion eff orts to help the home-
less, Ryerson said the organization also 
wants to prevent homelessness. 

Ryerson said many donors and oth-
ers within the community now have a 
diff erent idea of what it looks like to be 
“income-constrained.” Even if someone 
is making well over the federal mini-
mum wage, they may still be struggling 
to make ends meet. 

“This report, for everybody, has been 
an eye-opener,” Ryerson said. “It makes 
the crisis come to life.” 

Though still in the early stages of its 
plans to help, Ryerson said the United 
Way is already “shifting criteria” for 
assistance programs which have been 
geared toward people in poverty. 

Ryerson said more focus will now be 
placed on helping families within the 
“ALICE” population to prevent poverty. 
While the organization will still help 
people who have “hit rock bottom,” he 
said the goal will also be to help people 
before they reach that point. 

“If we’re catching people as they hit 
rock bottom, there are always going to 
be people hitting rock bottom,” Ryer-
son said. 

(Banner staff ers Christy Armstrong, 
Larry Bowers and Kaitlin Gebby and 
Associate Editor Rick Norton contrib-
uted to this series on ALICE in Bradley 
and Polk counties. )

By RICK NORTON
Associate Editor

In developing the recent 11-part look 
into the socioeconomic class dubbed 
the “working poor” — based on the 
alarming ALICE report — the Ban-
ner’s  newsroom team came away 
with an array of mixed emotions.

One, the document’s statistical 
data, and the subsequent heart-ren-
dering accounts told from inter-
views by our staff writers, proved 
sobering … if not downright dis-
couraging. 

But two, the response by a local 
employer — as well as many compas-
sionate readers — gave us reason to 
believe people are listening.

Dr. Bill Seymour, president of 
Cleveland State Community College 
and a volunteer member of the board 
for United Way of the Ocoee Region, 
freely admitted the ALICE (an acro-
nym for Asset Limited, Income Con-
strained, Employed) report opened 
his eyes to an unseen reality.

The ALICE findings — developed by 
the United Ways of Tennessee as part 
of a broader national campaign — re-
vealed in Bradley County alone some 
41% of our residents fail to bring in 
enough income to afford all basic 

necessities like food, housing, trans-
portation, child care and health care.

Although they exceed federal 
poverty levels, they live — and they 
struggle to survive — as the working 
poor. They live paycheck to paycheck. 
They pay their bills, but rarely within 
the same pay cycle. They put food on 
the table, thanks to the convenience 
of generics and periodic sales. 

They keep the lights on, but not 
always without trial. They meet two 
“due dates,” but leave three more un-
touched on the kitchen table.

When apprised of the ALICE dis-
closures, Seymour took it to heart by 
taking it local. He made it a point to 
review the salaries of his entire CSCC 
workforce. What he discovered, he 
didn’t like.

“About the time that I saw the 
ALICE report for the first time, I had 
the job of signing letters to all of our 
employees, where we were able to 
provide a 2% across-the-board salary 
increase,” Seymour described during 
a recent speaking engagement to the 
MainStreet Cleveland general mem-
bership.

The raises were funded by the state 
of Tennessee and CSCC.

“I got to sign every letter,” he said. 
“I got to see every name, along with 

the amount that they’re making.” Sey-
mour described it as “eye opening.”

“I have to tell you that seeing every 
employee’s name along with a salary 
was a revelation for me,” the college 
president stressed. 

Like most workplaces, the salaries 
f luctuated based on required skill 
levels and educational training. As 
such, Seymour discovered some of his 
workforce made less than $30,000 
per year.

“My reaction was, ‘How do they 
make it on that amount of money?’” 
he ref lected. “That’s something for 
a president of any organization to 
think about. That’s the thought that 
was going through my mind.”

To do his part, Seymour is now 
on a mission to get every Cleveland 
State employee above $30,000 per 
year. It will be done, thanks to the 
cost-of-living increase and CSCC’s 
high-performance year which 
brought in additional dollars. Yet, 
the budget proposal still faces the 
scrutiny of the Tennessee Board of 
Regents.

We hope he is successful, and we 
acknowledge this truth to which he 
admitted: Not all employers will have 
such funding resources.

Yet, it’s a start. If one employer can 

do it, others can do it … some slowly, 
others a little faster. But if change is 
to come … if the working poor are to 
be given opportunity … it must start 
with employers.

Some will argue — and several have 
since our series on the ALICE report 
— that we reap what we sow; mean-
ing, poor decisions of our past will 
condemn our present and sometimes 
retard our future.

Point taken.
But it’s not that simple. Yes, a bad 

decision today can disrupt our to-
morrow. But it should not dictate our 
future. Everyone deserves a second 
chance. All are entitled to fair oppor-
tunity.

Most among the working poor 
aren’t asking to be made rich through 
undeserved gains. They just want 
opportunity. And if they succeed — if 
they can just pay the bills on time and 
put a little money aside for another 
day — then it might influence their 
children to take seriously a future of 
their own.

To Seymour’s point, the ALICE 
report is opening eyes. If it can open 
hearts — like a college president’s — 
then minds will follow.

And what the mind wants, the mind 
can get … if given the chance.

An editorial: Seeing the struggles of the working poor
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CHANGING LIVES

LCCA.com

EVERY DAY

14
12
14

We proudly support United Way and its many 
organizations that strengthen our community.

Less waiting for emergency care 
(and a lot more care, if you need it).

*Medical professionals may include physicians, physician assistants and nurse practitioners.
If you are experiencing a medical emergency, call 911. 

The 30-Minutes-Or-Less E.R. Service Pledge  
at Tennova Healthcare.
Tennova.com

In a medical emergency, 
every minute matters. So, 
at Tennova Healthcare, 
the emergency room. We 
work diligently to have you 
initially seen by a medical 

dedicated medical specialists, 
we can provide a lot more 
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