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Policymakers Must Fund Home
Visiting Programs During COVID-19

By Cristina Novoa July 31,2020

Home visitors have always played an important role in the lives of the families they
serve by supporting parents through the challenges of raising young children. But
during the coronavirus crisis, they are essential for those struggling to navigate the
additional stresses and social isolation of the pandemic and consequent economic
recession.' These health and child development professionals seek to understand fami-
lies’ needs and strengths, and deliver coaching, parental education, and other forms of
nonjudgmental support to clients in their homes. Pairing families with these skilled
specialists also connects them to services such as food and housing assistance, mental
health services, health insurance, and more.> Despite their critical role, home visiting
programs struggle due to insufficient funding. The cost of home visiting services is
covered by a mix of federal, state, and local sources, many of which have received inad-
equate funding for years.? Even before the pandemic, fewer than 290,000 families—
about 3 percent of the 9 million high-priority families—received evidence-based home
visiting.* With state and local governments facing budget cuts, that number could

decrease even further if Congress and state legislatures fail to act.

Yet even with limited resources and amid immense challenges, home visitors con-
tinue to serve families through virtual visits and other creative solutions. Using tes-
timonies collected by the Association of State and Tribal Home Visiting Initiatives
(ASTHVI), this issue brief details how home visitors are helping families during the
pandemic.’ As these accounts make clear, home visiting is uniquely situated to help
families weather crises because it emphasizes a comprehensive approach to address-
ing families’ needs and connects families to existing resources. Policymakers at all
levels of government must work to stabilize home visiting programs in both the short

and long terms in order to ensure families can thrive.

How is home visiting helping families now?

Parenting a young child is difficult, and even in the best circumstances, families need
help during their children’s early years. Voluntary, evidence-based home visiting has a
proven track record of supporting families’ unique needs during this important period,
leading to demonstrated improvements in outcomes including child and maternal

health, school readiness, and economic self-sufficiency.®
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Although models vary, most programs share a few key ingredients: strong connec-
tions to community resources and trusting relationships between home visitors
and families. Programs that receive federal funding through the Maternal, Infant,
and Early Childhood Home Visiting (MIECHV) program are required by law

to conduct a needs assessment, a process that requires states and tribal entities

to strategize “how to meet the diverse needs of eligible families.”” Home visiting
programs are therefore in the practice of assessing how best to help families and

coordinating responsive services.

These traits have allowed programs to quickly adapt how they deliver services
while also adjusting their programs to reflect changing demands. In Iowa, for
example, the Department of Public Health implemented weekly listening sessions
with home visitors and used this information to provide families with current data
on necessary topics such as “parenting in a public health emergency” and how to
navigate changes in food assistance and unemployment benefits.® This degree of
responsiveness—a key part of home visiting even before the pandemic—is critical

in helping programs meet families’ evolving needs.

Outlined below are the three ways that home visitors have leveraged their mod-
els’ unique strengths to adjust their services and continue working with families

throughout the pandemic.

Feeding families and addressing other basic needs

Home visitors’ knowledge of community resources plays a key role in successfully
connecting families to benefit programs, including nutrition assistance and food
pantries. As unemployment and economic anxiety increases during the pan-
demic—especially among families with already limited financial means—these
services are more important than ever.” In Michigan, a home visitor leveraged her

relationship with local restaurant owners in order to feed families:"

When the Stay at Home order went into effect in M1, the [restaurant owners] con-
tacted the [ home visitor] because they had fresh produce and dairy that would go
bad with the closing of the restaurant. ... After picking up the food, some of the team
worked together at one of the [ home visitor’s] homes to sort food ... so the food could

be distributed to the families most in need."'

Meanwhile in Kentucky, a home visiting program is working with a local non-
profit social service agency to distribute groceries from the agency’s food pantry,
assist with rent and utilities, and deliver necessities that were especially scarce'
in the early weeks of the outbreak, including “personal care items and cleaning
supplies.”"® Like in Michigan, home visitors leave food and other necessities on
families’ doorsteps in order to maintain physical distance while managing to per-

sonally connect with families."*

2 Center for American Progress |



Supporting families"emotional needs

Home visiting programs often prioritize serving families that lack adequate finan-
cial, social, and emotional support, including families with low incomes and young
parents.'® As the pandemic destabilizes families’ finances and social connections,
home visitors continue to provide a consistent, caring presence in their lives. In
Kansas, for example, home visitors have developed a toolkit with strategies that
parents and children can use to address anxiety and distributed these resources in
both English and Spanish.'¢

Trusting relationships—a key part of home visiting programs’ success'’—are
especially important for families that have experienced domestic violence.
Addressing violence in the home is a major benchmark of success for home
visiting,'® and reports suggest the prevalence of this violence is rising globally

in the wake of the pandemic."” Fortunately, home visitors are well-positioned to
support survivors through long-standing relationships. In Texas, for example,
one provider has moved its in-person domestic violence support group online, a
challenging move that is facilitated by strong relationships between home visitors
and parents.”’ In New York, some home visitors are connecting early—or calling
ahead—with their clients to ensure they are comfortable with scheduled meeting
times. This allows home visitors to conduct screenings and provide support when

parents feel safe, even if they are still living in abusive, unsafe environments.*!

Looking out for mothers’and babies"health

The pandemic has been especially difficult for the families of pregnant and post-
partum people and newborns. Both infants and pregnant people have weakened
immune systems that increase their vulnerability to infection, a fact that can add
to a family’s stress.?” Stay-at-home orders also mean that families with pregnant
people and newborns also have less access to friends and extended family who
would otherwise help. Home visitors must be particularly creative to solve prob-
lems related to maternal and infant health while families are practicing physical
distancing. Nevertheless, their roles as trusted parent educators, coaches, and
liaisons to medical and benefit services help them address these challenges head

on by providing advice and helping fill service gaps.

Since the shelter-in-place ordinance in the San Francisco Bay Area was instituted
in March, for example, a tribal home visiting program has leveraged the supportive
relationships and open communication style established between home visitors
and families. The program supported three pregnant women—including two first-
time mothers—through healthy deliveries.>* Thanks to the relationships, these
home visitors were able to conduct virtual meetings with mothers before and after
labor and delivery, a crucial service for tribal communities that struggle to receive
medical care at hospitals or clinics.?* These home visitors see their work support-
ing mothers through pregnancy, delivery, and beyond as “an act of health equity
and justice,”® to address the enormous inequities in maternal and infant health

that Native American communities experience.
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Before and during the pandemic, home visitors have also facilitated parents’ engage-
ment with medical services, often providing coaching or additional education. One
mother in Montana was concerned about poor weight gain for her premature twins,
but worried about leaving her house to visit the pediatrician.?® In response to the
mother’s anxiety, the home visitor dropped off a sanitized infant scale for the fam-
ily to use and picked it up and cleaned it afterward. To follow up, the home visitor
scheduled a virtual home visiting session to discuss weight gain with the family and
contacted the pediatrician to report the babies’ weight and coordinate care. Another
home visitor in New York coached a first-time mother as she advocated for herself to
receive proper prenatal care, and treatment for a urinary tract infection, in her last

trimester.”” Thanks in part to this support, the mother delivered a healthy baby.

What must policymakers do and why?

Despite the support that home visitors provide families, funding for these services
is precarious. The MIECHV program—the main federal program focusing only
on home visiting—has not had a funding increase since 2013.** Funding from
other federal sources—including the Title V Maternal and Child Health Services
Block Grant® and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)**—has also
been stagnant. Medicaid, a federal-state partnership that supports home visiting in
approximately 20 states,* has seen serious cuts and restrictions during the Trump
administration.**And although states and local governments also supplement fed-
eral home visiting dollars with their own funding,* state governments are facing a

1S percent to 25 percent decrease in revenue due to COVID-19.%*

Research strongly suggests that the services home visitors provided before the
pandemic—and that they continue to deliver with creativity and dedication—are
a smart investment. Cost-benefit analyses suggest that home visiting can yield
areturn on investment of more than $S for each $1 invested, through savings to
child protection services, K-12 education, and criminal justice.* To reap these

benefits, policymakers should implement the following recommendations.

Stabilize home visiting now and invest in the long term

Congress should pass a one-time, $100 million appropriation for the MIECHV
program to allow home visitors to purchase and deliver household necessities and
fund training on delivering virtual services. Congress must also allow programs
the flexibility to count virtual visits as home visits. To address long-term needs,
Congress should double MIECHYV funding by 2022 and double the funding set
aside for tribal home visiting programs to ensure that programs can continue to
support families long after the outbreak subsides.*® The House has already passed
these measures; additional funding and flexibility for the MIECHYV program were
included in the Health and Economic Recovery Omnibus Emergency Solutions
(HEROES) Act, and the Elijah E. Cummings Lower Drug Costs Now Act, which
was passed in December 2019, included a significant investment in MIECHV.*’
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Increase state investments in home visiting and advocate for federal funding

In the absence of federal action, states that have enacted significant home visiting
legislation should continue these programs, as they represent investments in com-
munities’ long term well-being.** For example, California, which had proposed a
$30 million investment in home visiting in January before removing that funding
in its June budget agreement, should preserve this investment in the following fis-
cal year and find other ways to address its budget deficit.* State policymakers can

also advocate with their federal delegations for increased federal funding.

Bolster funding to Medicaid and other benefit programs

Home visiting only works if communities have services to which home visitors
can refer families. Congressional, state, and local policymakers must preserve

the social safety net and protect funding to programs such as food and housing
assistance. Supporting Medicaid is especially important because it represents an
important benefit to many families eligible for home visiting and it can be used to
pay for some components of home visiting services.** Congress must substantially
increase the share of Medicaid payments borne by the federal government—the
Federal Medical Assistance Percentages (FMAP)—to at least 14 percentage
points, as in the House-passed HEROES Act.*' In addition, the higher FMAP
must be in place until key economic indicators are met, but at least until June 30,
2021, the date included in the HEROES Act. Congress must also keep in place
the strong maintenance-of-effort protections that are linked to the current FMAP

bump of 6.2 percentage points.**

Conclusion

As the country continues to grapple with the devastating effects of the coronavirus
pandemic and economic recession, families will need ongoing assistance to navi-
gate the ensuing financial, social, and psychological challenges. The foundations of
many home visiting programs—deep knowledge of community resources, trust-
ing relationships with families, and adaptability to changing needs—make these
programs uniquely suited to serve families throughout the pandemic and beyond.
Indeed, home visitors have continued to work tirelessly to support families. For
this critical work to continue, policymakers at all levels of government must work

together to ensure the stability of home visiting in the short and long terms.

Cristina Novoa is a senior policy analyst for Early Childhood Policy at the Center

for American Progress.

The author would like to thank the Association of State and Tribal Home Visiting
Initiatives; the many reviewers who provided feedback on this piece; and CAP’s

Executive, Health, and Art and Editorial teams for their contributions to this issue
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