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Introduction   
 

A.         The Family Violence Option:  Background 
 
Welfare reform brought about sweeping changes in the provision of public 
assistance to disadvantaged children nationwide.  Following the passage of 
the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunities Reconciliation Act 
(PRWORA) in 1996, state welfare programs were required to make  
economic independence through parental employment and child support  
collection their primary focus.  

 
Congress recognized, however, that strict new requirements to retain  
employment outside of the home and cooperate with child support  
collection efforts could endanger some battered women and might lead 
others to return to their batterers.  These concerns led to the passage of the 
Wellstone/Murray Amendment to PRWORA, also known as the �Family 
Violence Option.� 

 
The Family Violence Option provision of PRWORA offers States the  
option to screen all applicants for Temporary Assistance to Needy  
Families (formerly Aid to Families With Dependent Children) and waive 
any program requirement that would make it more difficult for domestic  
violence victims to escape abusive relationships or create a risk of further 
abuse.  To date, over one-half of all States have implemented the Family 
Violence Option. 

 
Maryland was one of the first States to take the Family Violence Option 
and is breaking new ground in its implementation.  In Maryland, the  
Family Violence Option incorporates a collection of federal and state 
laws, regulations, and procedures that require local welfare offices to 
screen applicants and recipients of Temporary Cash Assistance (�TCA� or  
welfare) for domestic violence, provide exemptions to certain program  
requirements for customers identifying themselves as victims of domestic 
violence, and link these customers to local domestic violence service  
providers. 

 
The Women�s Law Center of Maryland, Inc. (�WLC�) supported the  
decision by the Maryland Department of Human Resources (�DHR�) to 
adopt the Family Violence Option and offered technical assistance on the 
implementation of the screening, referral, and waiver requirements. The 
WLC activities have included: 
 
• Submitting comments to Maryland�s proposed regulations, in  

conjunction with the Women�s Legal Defense Fund (now the National 
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Partnership for Women and Families); 
 
• Participating in a work group convened by DHR to develop  

procedures for implementing the Family Violence Option; 
 

• Participating in five regional Domestic Violence Awareness trainings 
for local welfare department administrators; 

 
• Attending two national conferences on domestic violence and welfare 

reform and sharing information obtained at these conferences with 
DHR and local welfare departments; 

 
• Developing and distributing flyers to advocates and service providers 

(App. A) and to customers (App. B) to publicize the Family Violence 
Option; 

 
• Assisting individual customers with their applications for program 

waivers; 
 

• Making presentations to groups of TCA customers at welfare-to-work 
programs and shelters; and 

 
• Conducting a survey of local welfare departments and issuing our  

preliminary report of the implementation of the Family Violence Op-
tion in Maryland. 

 
B.  Why the Family Violence Option is Needed 

 
Family violence often interferes with women’s efforts to become economically 
self-sufficient.   

 
Study after study shows that family violence is a leading cause of poverty 
and homelessness among women.  Research has shown that 20-30% of 
women receiving welfare are current victims of domestic violence �as 
compared to 6% of the population as a whole.1 

 
When women are battered by their partners, their children are often abused as 
well. 

 
Research indicates that over half of all men who batter their female  
partners beat their children.  Additionally, children in homes where there 
is domestic violence suffer from an increased risk of sexual abuse by the 
batterer. Finally, the psychological impact of witnessing abuse against a 
parent causes severe psychological injury.2 
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In many cases, abuse actually escalates immediately after  the victim leaves the 
abusive relationship. 

 
Even after separation, batterers continue to try to control their victims 
through physical abuse, threats, and harassment.  In fact, research  
indicates that the severity of domestic violence increases after separation.3 

 
Because economic self-sufficiency threatens their control, batterers often  
sabotage women’s efforts to become or remain employed. 

 
As a result, even when the battered woman has left the relationship, her 
job may be in jeopardy because her batterer continues to harass and 
threaten her at work.  Under welfare reform�s strict work participation  
requirements, losing a job results in the loss of TCA and medical  
assistance for the family. 

 
Efforts to collect child support from a batterer may lead to renewed violence. 

 
Recipients of TCA �assign� their rights to child support to the state and 
must cooperate with efforts to establish child paternity and child support 
or face termination of TCA and medical assistance.  In Maryland, all of 
this child support goes back to the state.  Therefore, although TCA  
recipients and their children do not receive any portion of child support 
collected from batterers, the State�s collection efforts may put them at risk 
of renewed violence. 
 

C.         Profiles of Cases Affected by the Family Violence Option 
 

Profile 1: 
An abused woman goes into court for an Ex Parte (stay away) order.  The 
court orders her batterer out of their apartment for one week.  One week 
later, the woman must return to court for a full Protective Order hearing at 
which the batterer will be present.  The batterer has been supporting the 
woman and their two children ages 2 and 3.  Immediately following the Ex 
Parte hearing, the woman goes to the Department of Social Services 
(�DSS�) for financial help.  At DSS she is informed that before she can 
receive any financial benefits, she must cooperate in the establishment of 
paternity and child support.  The woman fears that seeking child support 
from her batterer at this time will only make him angrier and that he might 
take it out on her and the children.   

 
Under the family violence option, when the woman expresses this fear to 
her caseworker, the staff family violence expert is brought in immediately 
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to talk to her.  She is then informed that under the Family Violence  
Option, she can request an exemption from the child support cooperation 
requirement.  After six months, her case will be evaluated again to  
determine whether it is necessary to continue the exemption.   

 
Profile 2: 
A woman moves away from the home of her abuser and takes their three 
children with her.  She applies for and begins to receive TCA and medical 
assistance for herself and her children.  Within two months, she obtains a 
housekeeping position at a motel through a welfare-to-work program.   
Although she is working, she still qualifies for TCA and medical  
assistance.  Her job does not include health insurance and she cannot  
afford childcare without her TCA grant.  The woman�s abuser follows her 
to work one day and starts yelling at her in the parking lot.  Motel staff 
and guests come out to see what is causing the commotion.  Fearing for 
her safety and embarrassed by her abuser�s behavior, the woman gets into 
his car and drives away with him.  Four hours later, she returns to work 
and finds out that she has been fired for missing her shift.  As a result of 
being fired �for cause� the woman loses the TCA and medical assistance 
the State provides to her and her three children. 

 
Under the Family Violence Option, if the woman�s caseworker is aware 
that the customer�s failure to comply with the work requirement was due 
to domestic violence, the caseworker can bring in the staff family violence 
expert to make a recommendation as to whether the woman has good 
cause for an exemption from the work requirement and, therefore, can 
avoid termination of benefits. 
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How the Family Violence Option Should Work in Maryland: An Overview of 
Laws, Regulations, and Policies Governing the Implementation of the Family  
Violence Option in Maryland 

 
A.         Federal and State Law and Regulations Defining the Family Violence 

Option in Maryland 
 

Federal law4, State law5, and state policy6 all govern aspects of the screen-
ing, exemption, and referral requirements known collectively as the Fam-
ily Violence Option.  To further complicate implementation, specific  
requirements went into effect at different times.   
 
When Maryland first adopted the Family Violence Option in December 
1996, the federal law provided no guidance on the implementation of the 
Family Violence Option.  DHR issued state regulations in December 1996 
and an initial statement of procedure, or �Action Transmittal,� on January 
23, 1997.7  A superseding Action Transmittal was issued in December 
1997 that incorporated the recommendations of a work group composed of 
domestic violence service providers and advocates and welfare and child 
support administrators from throughout the state.8 

 
Finally, in April 1999, the Federal Department of Health and Human  
Services issued regulations governing the Family Violence Option.9  
These regulations went into effect in October 1999.  While Maryland�s  
regulations and Action Transmittal already addressed some of the new 
federal requirements, others have not yet been incorporated into Maryland 
law or procedure.  The following section combines federal law, state law, 
and state policy to create a comprehensive guide to Family Violence  
Option requirements in Maryland. 

 
 

B.                             Definition of Domestic Violence:  Who Can Use the Family 
Violence Option 

 
Under Maryland law, for the purpose of requesting a welfare program  
exemption under the Family Violence Option, �domestic violence� means 
subjecting a spouse, ex-spouse, or intimate partner to: 

 
   (a)  Physical acts that result in, or threaten to result in, physical injury to 

       the individual; 
(b)  Sexual abuse; 
(c)  Sexual activity involving a dependent child; 
(d)  Nonconsensual acts or activities; 
(e)  Threats of, or attempts at, physical or sexual abuse; 
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(f)   Mental abuse; 
(g)  Neglect or deprivation of medical care; or 
(h)  False imprisonment.10 
 
Verbal abuse includes threats, controlling behavior, deprivation of  
freedom, denial of personal liberties and isolation, moreover, �[i]n  
addition to physical injuries, family violence can also include such acts as  
intimidation of a partner or her children.�11 

 
C.       Mandatory Screening:  When and How Domestic Violence is  
             Identified 

 
Screening for domestic violence must take place at:  
        
• The initial assessment when applying for benefits;12 
 
• The job readiness assessment;13 and  
 
• The re-determination (the mandatory �re-application� for TCA that 

should take place every six months.)14  
 

D.         Program Options That Can be Waived 
 

Upon identification of domestic violence, the following program  
requirements can be waived if there is �good cause� to believe that 
�circumstances exist in which the compliance with program requirements 
may be against the best interest of the customer or the child:�15 
 
• Cooperation with the child support agency in establishing paternity 

and support;16 
 

• Overall time limits for benefits (Any month during which a victim is 
in counseling for the abuse would not count toward the 60-month time 
limit.);17 

 
• Work participation requirements.18 
 

E.         Mandatory Procedures for Determining Whether Good Cause Exists 
to Grant/Deny an Exemption 

 
• Each welfare office �should designate at least one staff person as the 

in-house family violence expert.�19   
 
• Upon identification of domestic violence (through screening or       
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voluntary self-disclosure) the customer should be given an opportunity 
to speak to the family violence expert immediately.20  

 
• �The customer and the family violence expert [should then] work    

together to develop a safety plan, which is signed by the family      
violence expert and the customer.�21 

 
• The family violence expert then advises the TCA case manager as to 

whether a good cause exemption is needed.22 
 
• The TCA case manager makes the good cause decision upon           

recommendation from the in-house family violence expert.23  
 
• The program exemption must be accompanied by an appropriate     

service plan developed �by a person trained in domestic violence.�24 
 
• The TCA case manager must make the decision as to whether a good 

cause exemption is granted within 30 days of receipt of the request 
and provide the customer with a written explanation of the local      
department�s findings and basis for the determination.25 

 
F.         When Can Requests for Exemptions be Made and How is Domestic 

Violence Proved  
 

• There are no limitations on the points in the process at which a request 
for an exemption can be made.   

 
• Formal written documentation is not required to qualify for a good 

cause waiver.26  
 
• In order to qualify for a waiver, however, the customer must           

participate in a minimum of one session with an in-house family    
violence expert.27   

 
• Exemptions must be �based on need, as determined by an individual-

ized assessment by a person trained in domestic violence�28 and be    
designed to lead to work only to the extent that is consistent with 
safety.29 

 
G.         Confidentiality 

 
• The federal law suggests that States adopt special procedures to     

protect the confidentiality of battered women.30 
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• �The case manager must make the customer aware that the              
information she gives is kept confidential,� but �DSS is under legal 
obligation to report information when child abuse or neglect is       
suspected.�31   

 
H.         Length of Program Exemptions 

 
• Program exemptions must be reevaluated at re-determination and/or at 

least every six months.32 
 
• If the TCA �case manager determines that the circumstances have 

changed and good cause no longer exists, the local department will 
proceed to enforce the Family Investment Program (�FIP�)              
requirements.�33   

 
• Time limit waivers may be granted to domestic violence victims 

�based on the need for continued assistance due to current or past    
domestic violence or the risk of future violence.�34 

 
• Time limit exemptions do not depend on a victim�s inability to work 

or the grant of another domestic violence exemption.35 
 

I.          Referral to Counseling and Other Services 
 

• States must certify that they have established and are enforcing     
standards and procedures to refer domestic violence victims to     
counseling and supportive services.36 

              
• �The in-house family violence expert may refer the customer to    

community providers who offer counseling and other support services 
that help the customer become independent.�37 
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The Surveys 
 
A.         Description of the Survey Process 

 
The WLC conducted a survey of local welfare offices and domestic  
violence service providers statewide between April 1998 and June 1998.  
The WLC surveyed assistant directors; FIP caseworkers; in-house domes-
tic violence experts; domestic violence service providers; and others in-
volved with the implementation of the Family Violence Option.  
 
The WLC began by mailing an extensive survey to the attendees of the 
regional Domestic Violence Awareness Workshop from each of the local 
departments and/or the assistant directors of local departments. (App. C).  
WLC then mailed out a brief questionnaire to over 300 domestic violence 
and other family service providers.  (App. D).  Nineteen of Maryland�s 
twenty-four counties responded. 
 
Following the WLC�s initial survey and report issued in July 1998, the 
WLC continued to receive anecdotal information from TCA customers 
and domestic violence advocates, indicating that the Family Violence  
Option was being applied improperly.  Due to this concern, and because 
new federal regulations had been issued in April 1999, the WLC          
conducted a second survey from July1999 through November 1999. (App. 
E).   

 
In the second survey, the WLC contacted welfare officials in all twenty-
four of Maryland�s counties.  Fifteen counties agreed to be surveyed by 
telephone:  Allegany, Baltimore City, Caroline, Carroll, Cecil, Charles, 
Dorchester, Garrett, Howard, Kent, Prince George�s, Queen Anne�s,  
Somerset, Washington, and Worcester.   
 
The Assistant Director and/or the family violence expert in the FIP office 
of each county provided responses.  Respondents were asked questions 
about the following issues: staff domestic violence training; appointment 
of family violence experts and responsibilities; domestic violence  
screening; links between their office and DSS departments; links to local 
domestic violence service providers; customer and staff responses to  
domestic violence screening; exemptions process and granting rate;  
effectiveness of procedures; data collection; confidentiality; and the need 
for additional information, resources, and/or training. 

 
Based on our experiences conducting the preliminary survey, the WLC 
altered some of the questions asked and conducted the survey in a         
different fashion.  While the questions contained in the preliminary and 
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follow up surveys were not identical, the issues covered were substantially  
similar.   
 
An additional difference is that for the preliminary survey, forms were  
initially mailed to respondents.  Only a small percentage of the forms were 
returned and those often contained inadequate or non-responsive answers.  
These forms were ultimately completed by telephone.   
 
Finally, because participation in the survey was voluntary, the WLC had 
no control over whether particular counties responded.  Nonetheless,  
fourteen of the fifteen counties responding to the follow up survey had 
responded to the preliminary survey.38 

 
The following section lists Family Violence Option requirements,  
provides summaries of the responses obtained through the preliminary and 
follow up surveys, and provides an analysis of these responses.   

 
B.         Analysis of Survey Responses 

 
1.    Domestic Violence Training for DSS Workers  

 
Requirements:  Pursuant to federal regulations that went into effect  
October 1, 1999, the staff member who makes the determination as to 
whether an exemption is needed must be �trained in domestic violence.�39  
Additionally, in each case where there is an exemption granted there must 
also be a service plan �developed by a person trained in domestic  
violence.�40  Currently, there is no training requirement under the  
Maryland law or policy directive.  
 
Preliminary Survey Responses: Out of the eighteen counties responding 
to the preliminary survey, only twelve responded that training had been 
provided to DSS workers.  Most troubling was the finding that even 
among the twelve counties that provided training, a majority of these 
counties had begun screening for domestic violence before training was 
provided to staff.  

 
Follow up Survey Responses:  Only eight out of the fifteen counties  
responding had provided training in the last year or had trainings planned 
for the near future.  In one county, only the designated family violence  
experts attended trainings.  All of the other counties required FIP  
personnel to attend.  Training was open to child support workers in two 
counties.  Child Protective Service workers were included in two counties 
and clerical staff in another.   
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In addition, the amount of training varied so extensively that it is not  
possible to generalize.  One county offered a half-hour training on  
domestic violence as part of a staff meeting, whereas other counties  
offered multiple four-hour workshops ranging from a total of 16 to 32 
hours. 

                           
A majority of counties responded that the most useful part of the training 
was learning about the indicators of abuse.  Also cited as useful were  
statistics on domestic violence, audience participation, explanation of the 
cycle of violence, the finding that victims are reluctant to discuss domestic 
violence, hypotheticals, and videos.  When asked what was the least  
useful, none of the counties surveyed offered a response.   
 
On whether to add or change anything about the training, a number of 
counties responded that it could have been longer.  One county responded 
that the training could have been more personalized.  Most counties  
recognized a need for ongoing training but did not have firm plans for 
future trainings. 

 
Analysis/Conclusions:  While there is no specific amount of training  
required under federal or Maryland law or policy directive, it is clearly 
stated in federal law that trained workers must assist the customers.41  
Therefore, in every case where the domestic violence victim�s application 
is processed by a case worker not trained in domestic violence, and/or 
without the assistance of the family violence expert, Maryland is out of 
compliance with federal law and can be sanctioned financially. 
 
Until every caseworker can receive training, one temporary solution would 
be for the family violence experts to make the good cause exemption  
decision and to develop the service plan with the customer.  Even with this 
solution, however, it still would be troubling that untrained case workers 
would be delving into such a sensitive issue with victims.  

 
             2.    Designation and Responsibilities of Family Violence Experts  

 
Requirements:  Pursuant to the Action Transmittal effective February 1, 
1998, every local welfare office is required to designate at least one in 
house �family violence expert.�42  The responsibilities of the family  
violence experts include serving as the first point of referral for the  
customer upon identification of domestic violence, making  
recommendations as to whether program exemptions should be granted, 
and providing referrals to local service providers. 
 
Preliminary Survey Responses:  Only twelve of the eighteen counties 
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surveyed as part of the preliminary survey responded that they had  
designated family violence experts. 
 
Follow up Survey Responses:  Thirteen out of the fifteen counties  
responded that family violence experts had been designated in their  
counties.  In most counties, one person was designated.  In larger counties 
with multiple offices, there was one person per office.   

 
Unfortunately, our conversations with the staff person designated as the 
family violence expert often indicated that they were not fully aware of 
their responsibilities.  We spoke with family violence experts in seven 
counties.  Out of these seven, only one county had written guidelines for 
the family violence experts.  When asked what their responsibilities  
included, the most frequent response was to make referrals to domestic 
violence programs.  Three of the seven family violence experts  
volunteered that they were involved in determinations as to whether  
customers received domestic violence exemptions.   
 
When asked how they received notification about customers with  
domestic violence issues, most family violence experts responded that 
they were notified when domestic violence was identified through the 
screening process.  In some counties, the family violence expert is only 
brought in if the customer appears to be in crisis as determined by a case 
worker who is untrained in domestic violence.  In many cases, family  
violence experts also responded that the local domestic violence  
investigator notifies them about a domestic violence victim who is coming 
in for services prior to that customer�s application for services.  Five of the 
seven family violence experts responded that they were keeping their own 
records on the domestic violence victims assisted. 

 
Analysis/Conclusions:  It is troubling that some of the family violence 
experts are not aware of their responsibilities.  Also disconcerting is the 
indication that family violence experts are not brought in whenever  
domestic violence is indicated. Instead, they are only brought in when the 
caseworker perceives that the customer is in crisis.  This is especially  
troublesome because most caseworkers have not received any domestic 
violence training.   
 
Furthermore, only three family violence experts had been provided with 
written guidelines describing their responsibilities.  As a result, only three 
of the fifteen counties responding were in compliance with the  
requirement that the family violence expert be involved in the good cause 
determination. 
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3.    Screening for Domestic Violence 

 
Requirements:  Screening for domestic violence is required in Maryland 
at the point of initial application, job readiness assessment, and  
re-determination.43 There are no specific requirements as to whether  
screening should be oral or in writing.  Likewise, local offices are free to 
create their own screening questions. 
 
Preliminary Survey Responses: Eleven out of eighteen counties  
indicated that they used the screening questions suggested in the Action 
Transmittal. (App. F).  All eighteen counties responded that questions 
were asked at the initial application.  Thirteen counties responded that 
questions were asked at re-determination.  Not one county responded that 
screening was conducted at reconciliation conferences or by child support 
workers (unless they were part of a team). 
 
Follow up Survey Responses:  All fifteen of the counties responding  
indicated that they ask questions about domestic violence, but only nine 
out of fifteen counties reported that they are using the questions suggested 
in the Action Transmittal.   Four counties reported asking the questions 
orally only.  Six counties reported asking the questions in writing only.  
Five counties reported asking the questions both orally and in writing.  
None of the counties surveyed reported creating written materials for  
clients to explain the Family Violence Option.  A number of counties 
noted, however, that they distribute literature from local domestic violence 
service providers. 

 
In response to a question about the point or points at which questions 
about domestic violence are directly asked, all counties responded that this 
was during the initial application/intake.  Only three counties asked about 
domestic violence at re-determination as well.   
 
When asked at which points during the interview did customers offer  
unsolicited information about domestic violence, a number of counties  
responded that it comes up through discussion of the work requirement.  
Additionally, unsolicited information often comes up during  
re-determination.   

 
Analysis/Conclusions:  It is alarming that only three counties mentioned 
screening at re-determination, particularly since this is substantially less 
than indicated in the preliminary survey.  Additionally, none of the  
respondents mentioned screening at the job readiness assessment as  
required by law, nor did any of the counties indicate that screening was 
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conducted at reconciliation conferences or child support interviews.  
 

4. Links Between Child Support, Child Protection, and Cash  
Assistance Agencies 

 
Requirements:  The only formal requirement pertaining to links between 
divisions of local DSS offices is that when child abuse or neglect is being 
investigated, or has been substantiated, and domestic violence against a 
parent has been identified, the Child Protective Services worker shall work 
along with the family violence expert and the customer.44 
 
Preliminary Survey Responses:  A number of counties indicated that 
they interview applicants in teams that include child protective services 
and child support workers.  Most of the other counties responding to this 
question stated that the child support worker refers the client to the family 
violence expert upon learning of domestic violence.  Other counties  
responded that the TCA worker is the initial contact, and, therefore,  
domestic violence screening would be conducted before the customer is 
referred to the child support office. 
 
Follow up Survey Responses:  Four counties reported that they work in 
teams.  Four counties reported that they work in the same building and 
have frequent contact.  No other formal links were noted. 

 
Analysis/Conclusions:  Although no formal links are required between 
the child support workers and cash assistance workers, the work group that 
developed the implementation procedure saw this as another important 
area for links to be formed.  Under Maryland�s �child support first� policy, 
TCA cannot be granted until an application for child support is            
completed.45  As noted above, some counties interview applicants in teams 
that include a child support worker.  In most counties however, new TCA 
applicants are sent to the child support agency to apply for child support 
before they can complete an application for TCA.  The child support 
agency is not under a mandate to screen for domestic violence.  Therefore, 
a child support case could be initiated before safety concerns have been 
identified.  Because of this, it is particularly important that child protective 
service and child support workers are informed about the domestic vio-
lence screening and exemption requirements for TCA customers. 

 
5. Links to Domestic Violence Service Providers 

 
Requirements:  It is a federal requirement that customers receive referrals 
to counseling and supportive services.46  The Action Transmittal simply 
states that the Community Services Administration will provide a  
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directory of DHR funded family violence service providers for each local 
office and that the in-house expert �may refer the customer to community 
providers who offer counseling and other support services that help the 
customer become independent.�47  

 
Preliminary Survey Responses:  In the preliminary survey, seven of the 
thirteen counties responding to this question indicated that DSS staff 
called a domestic violence service provider while the victim was present 
and, with her permission, made a direct referral.  Seven counties stated 
that written materials about local domestic violence service providers were 
available in the DSS office. 

 
Follow up Survey Responses:  Responses received from the follow up 
survey did not vary significantly from those provided in the preliminary 
survey.  Seven of the fifteen counties responding indicated strong links 
with domestic violence service providers. Only one county specifically 
noted that their link was �weak.�   
 
In some of the counties, FIP personnel would call the local domestic  
violence agency while the customer was present.  Other counties simply 
provided informational materials to victims.   
 
In some counties, DSS offices had contracted with their local domestic 
service providers to ensure that assistance was available to TCA customers 
at the time domestic violence was identified as an issue.  Most notably, 
one DSS office provided funding for local domestic violence counselors to 
wear beepers so that they could respond immediately to calls from DSS.   
 
Analysis/Conclusions:  While it appears that the adoption of the Family 
Violence Option in Maryland has led to increased communication between 
DSS offices and local domestic violence service providers in some  
counties, survey responses indicate that this is not the case throughout 
Maryland.  The federal requirement that referrals be provided is  
undoubtedly weakened by the statement that the family violence expert 
�may� refer the customer to counseling and other services. 

 
It is particularly important to involve the local domestic service provider 
in counties where domestic violence training has not been provided and/or 
there is no designated family violence expert.  In these counties, failure to 
involve the local provider in the development of the customer�s service 
plan means that these counties are out of compliance with the federal  
requirement that the service plan be �developed by a person trained in  
domestic violence.�48 
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6. Customer Responses to Domestic Violence Screening 
 

Preliminary Survey Responses:  There was a wide range of responses to 
this question, which, for the most part, could not be categorized.  In  
general, five counties noted �positive� responses, three �negative,� and 
three noted a lack of response. 

 
Follow up Survey Responses:  In the follow up survey, respondents were 
asked to indicate which of the following best described the most common 
response to their domestic violence screening questions: silence; answered 
reluctantly; defensive; confused; readily answered; or other.  Three  
counties reported that customers answered reluctantly, while four counties 
reported that customers answered readily.  Three counties responded that 
customers almost always answered �no.�  Only one county reported that 
customers were defensive. 
 
Analysis/Conclusions:  More research needs to be conducted to  
determine why the perception of how customers respond varied so greatly.  
This is an area where standardization of training and screening questions 
might benefit domestic violence victims. 
 
7. Staff Responses to Domestic Violence Screening 

 
Preliminary Survey Responses:  Six counties responded that their staff 
feels uncomfortable and/or awkward asking the questions.  Three counties 
simply responded �positive.� 
 
Follow up Survey Responses:  Only three counties responded that their 
staff was uncomfortable or reluctant to ask questions about domestic  
violence.  One county noted that staff was more supportive after training 
and concluded that this was because they did not initially understand why 
exemptions were needed. 
 
Analysis/Conclusions:  While there is still discomfort regarding the  
domestic violence screening in some counties, it appears that, overall, the 
comfort level is increasing. 

 
8. Exemption Determinations 

 
Requirements:  Federal law mandates that the exemption decision be 
based on an individualized assessment by a person trained in domestic 
violence.49  Pursuant to the Action Transmittal, the TCA case manager, 
upon recommendation from the in-house family violence expert, must 
make the determination as to whether a request for a program exemption 
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can be granted.50 
 
Preliminary Survey Responses:  This question was not asked as part of 
the preliminary survey. 
 
Follow up Survey Responses:  In three counties, the decision as to 
whether to grant an exemption is made by the individual case manager/
assessment worker.  In four counties, a team that includes a service 
worker, social worker, or supervisor makes this decision.  In three  
counties, the family violence expert makes the decision.  In one county, 
the assistant director makes the decision. 

 
Analysis/Conclusions:  In counties where the decision to grant an  
exemption is made without input from the family violence expert, the DSS 
office is out of compliance with the Action Transmittal.  Additionally, in 
counties where domestic violence training has not been provided to all 
TCA case managers and a family violence expert is not consulted in   
making the exemption decision, Maryland is out of compliance with the  
federal law. 

 
9. Number of Exemptions Requested and Granted 

 
Requirements:  Local DSS offices are not required to maintain or analyze 
their own data on domestic violence exemptions.  They are required,   
however, to enter coded data on whether domestic violence has been  
identified into the customer�s central computer record.51  Additionally,     
information on whether a domestic violence exemption is requested must 
be entered into a narrative field in the customer�s computer record.52 
 
Preliminary Survey Responses:  Thirteen counties responded to this 
question. Ten counties reported that they had no requests for program  
exemptions.  Three counties reported that they had each granted two  
exemptions to the work requirement.   Only one county appeared to keep 
specific information on domestic violence exemption requests.  Five  
counties did not provide a response to this question. 
 
Follow up Survey Responses:  Three counties responded that they were 
keeping their own data on exemptions requested and granted.  Only two 
counties were tracking the number of referrals that they made to domestic 
violence service providers. 
 
When asked how many exemptions had been requested in the last year, 
seven counties were able to respond.  Estimates of exemptions requested 
ranged from one to twenty-five.   
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With the exception of two counties, respondents were unable to estimate 
the percentage of exemptions granted.  The two counties who were able to 
respond indicated that exemptions were automatically granted when  
domestic violence was identified.   
 
The work requirement was cited as the type of exemption requested by six 
counties. Three counties also cited the child support cooperation  
requirements.   
 
Analysis/Conclusions:  Most counties are not keeping their own data on 
domestic violence exemptions. 
 
10.   Evidence Required Before an Exemption is Granted 

 
Requirements:  There is no requirement that domestic violence victims 
provide any evidence of abuse.  While Maryland regulations and an  
Action Transmittal suggest different types of evidence that can be  
considered, the Action Transmittal specifically states that �[i]t is not  
mandatory that the customers provide any type of formal written  
documentation to qualify for a waiver under good cause.�53 
 
Preliminary Survey Responses:  This question was not included in the 
preliminary survey. 
 
Follow up Survey Responses:  In response to the question of whether any 
verification was required before a domestic violence exemption is granted, 
five counties responded that they required police reports, physical  
evidence, and/or proof of prior shelter involvement.  A sixth county stated 
that no additional evidence was required for an exemption from the work 
requirement, but additional evidence was required for an exemption from 
the child support cooperation requirement.  Five counties responded that 
no documentation was required and four were unable to answer the  
question. 

 
Analysis/Conclusions: It is extremely troubling that some counties have 
created their own evidentiary requirements. 
 
11.  Effectiveness of Procedures 

 
Requirements:  Aside from the procedures set forth in the Action  
Transmittal and discussed in section II, counties are free to develop there 
own procedures for implementing the Family Violence Option. 
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Preliminary Survey Responses: Only four counties provided responses 
to our request for information on procedures they believed to be  
particularly effective for assisting domestic violence victims.  Two    
counties noted that the advantage to being small was that their case    
workers got to know their customers well and the customers had the     
continuity of receiving services from the same case worker over a long  
period of time.  One county was exploring the possibility of providing 
childcare so that children would not be present when their mother was 
asked questions about domestic violence.  Another county noted that their 
technique of interviewing the customer in teams consisting of the FIP case 
manager, child support worker, social worker, and employment specialist 
was particularly effective.   

 
Four counties also responded to our request for information on procedures 
that they believed were not effective for assisting domestic violence  
victims.  Two counties responded that a written questionnaire is not  
effective for assisting domestic violence victims.  One county responded 
that when the interviewer expresses anger at the batterer, the victim then 
defends him and is less likely to ask for help.  One county responded that 
asking a specific list of questions was not effective. 

 
Follow up Survey Responses: In response to our request that counties 
describe any practices or procedures that they thought were particularly 
effective for assisting domestic violence victims, the following responses 
were provided: team approach to screening; ongoing case management; 
showing concern for the clients; agency wide training including clerical 
staff; and individual plans tailored to the customer�s needs.  
 
Only two counties responded to our request to describe any practices or 
procedures that were not effective for assisting domestic violence victims.  
One county stated that firing questions at the customer was not effective, it 
was best to start a dialog with the customer.  Another county discovered 
that confidentiality was extremely important when a customer became  
upset that a service worker was notified about her situation without her 
consent. 
 
Analysis/Conclusions: In both surveys, respondents volunteered that they 
thought that a team approach to screening and an ongoing relationship  
between the customer and case worker were two procedures that were  
particularly effective for assisting domestic violence victims.  Other than 
these similarities, however, there was a wide range of responses in both 
surveys. 
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             12.   Confidentiality 

 
Requirements:  The preamble to the federal regulations governing the 
Family Violence Option encourages States to consider the special needs of 
domestic violence victims and institute special safeguards, if needed, such 
as staff training, special computer and paper protections, and particular 
caution in revealing the whereabouts of victims.54 
 
Initial Survey Responses:  Four counties reported creating additional or 
different confidentiality procedures for cases where domestic violence was 
identified.  One county noted that they do not keep detailed information 
about domestic violence incidents in the case record.  Two counties keep 
case files containing detailed information about domestic violence  
segregated from other files.   
 
Follow up Survey Responses:  In response to the question of whether  
additional practices or procedures had been developed to ensure that  
information on domestic violence is kept confidential, five counties stated 
that they had additional procedures, ten counties responded that they did 
not have additional procedures or were not aware of any.   
 
Analysis/Conclusions:  More research needs to be done to determine 
whether additional confidentiality procedures are needed in each DSS  
office. 

 
             13.  Need for Additional Information, Resources, and/or Training  

 
Preliminary Survey Responses:  The need for training , or additional 
training, was noted by nine counties.  Other responses included requests 
for information on the experience of other counties and an effective 
screening tool.  Five counties responded that they did not need any  
additional resources. 
 
Follow up Survey Responses:  Seven counties responded that they did 
not need any additional information, resources, or training.  Seven  
counties responded that they needed additional training.  One county  
responded that it needed a better screening tool. 
 
Analysis/Conclusions:  Training and effective screening tools were  
identified as being needed by both surveys. 
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Summary of Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
A.     Summary of Conclusions 

 
• A significant number of counties recognize that additional         

domestic violence training is needed. 
 

• Family violence experts are not fully aware of their                    
responsibilities. 

 
• Most counties are not in compliance with the requirement to     

involve family violence experts in good cause determinations. 
 

• Many counties may not be in compliance with the federal          
requirement that exemption decisions be made by staff trained in 
domestic violence. 

 
• Domestic violence screening is not always conducted at              

re-determination and job readiness assessments as required by 
Maryland law. 

 
• The wide variety of links between DSS offices reflects their very 

different internal structures.   
 

• The governing Action Transmittal may cause confusion by stating 
that family violence experts �may� refer victims to counseling and 
other services. 

 
• More research needs to be conducted to determine why             

perceptions of customer�s responses vary so much from county to 
county. 

 
• Some counties have created additional evidentiary requirements 

for good cause exemptions and are therefore out of compliance 
with Maryland law. 

 
• Most counties have not created additional procedures for ensuring 

the confidentiality of domestic violence information. 
 

B.   Recommendations for Local Welfare Offices 
 

• Take the necessary steps to ensure that domestic violence victims 
get assistance from someone trained in domestic violence.  If no 
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one on staff can perform this function, involve the local domestic 
violence service provider. 

 
• Provide family violence experts with written guidelines on        

responsibilities that reflect state and federal requirements and    
local office practices and ensure that all requirements are met. 

 
• At a minimum, ensure that screening is conducted as required at 

re-determinations and job readiness assessments.  Consider      
conducting additional screening at all reconciliation conferences 
and at the application for child support. 

 
• Domestic violence victims would probably benefit from statewide 

standardization of the links between divisions.  Therefore, it is 
critical that every division of the local DSS offices be aware of the 
role of the family violence expert.  

 
• Include child protective and child support workers in trainings. 

 
• Assess whether additional confidentiality procedures are needed. 

 
C.   Recommendations for the Maryland Department of Human Resources 

 
• Issue regulations requiring a specific amount of ongoing domestic 

violence training for all FIP, child protective services, and child 
support workers. 

 
• Provide grants to develop a core curriculum that can be used for 

trainings throughout the state. 
 

• Conduct a conference for family violence experts throughout the 
state to share best practices and obtain additional training. 

 
• Provide family violence experts with written guidelines on federal 

and state mandates. 
 

• Require counties to submit detailed written descriptions of how 
and when screening is conducted. 

 
• Revise the Action Transmittal to reflect the new federal             

requirements and clarify state mandates. 
 
 
 



26 

Maryland’s Family Violence Option:  
A Work in Progress 

The Women’s Law Center of  
Maryland, Inc. 

D. Recommendations for Domestic Violence Advocates & Service  
Providers 

 
• Approach local DSS offices about participating in staff trainings. 

 
• Identify and contact the family violence expert in your county. 

 
• Ensure that exemption decisions and service plans are being      

developed by someone trained in domestic violence. 
 

• Survey your clients to determine whether they have been required 
to produce evidence of abuse and/or denied exemptions because 
of an inability to produce evidence of abuse. 

 
• Survey your clients to determine whether confidentiality          

procedures at your local DSS office are adequate. 
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The Women's Law Center of Maryland (WLC), a non-profit organization,  
established in 1971, advocates for an equal playing field in the law for women 
and children. For more than a quarter of a century, the WLC has fought and 
won many battles to protect and preserve the rights of women--by educating the 
public and the judiciary on the effects of legal decisions affecting women, by 
monitoring compliance with the law, by seeking to change unjust laws and  
unjust lawmaking, and by implementing innovative programs to pave the way 
for systemic change. 
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