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Introduction
It is typical to settle into a routine in your 

community — you fi nd your grocery stores, 
your pharmacy, your school, church — and 
you build your life around it; rarely do you 
have reason to venture outside of that rou-
tine once it’s established. Establishing those 
routines is a critical part of stability and 
development, both personally and for com-
munities, but sometimes it’s easy to get so 
established that we don’t realize there are 
other circles that are less visible.

In any community, it is fairly easy to iden-
tify where the resources are and are not. 

While one group is not better than the other, 
the obstacles and barriers faced are vastly 
diff erent. 

Think of it this way — three people may be 
running the same race, but have diff ering 
variables that aff ect how well or eff ectively 
they are able to run. 

One runner is well rested, fed and 
equipped with the right clothes and shoes 
meant for running. One runner is in jeans 
and sandals. The last runner is strapped with 
a weighted vest. 

It doesn’t mean the runners with improp-
er clothes or the weights can’t fi nish, win, 
or even be stronger from carrying them at 

the end of the race, but these variables will 
inarguably impact the way the race is run for 
each of these people in a signifi cant way. 

The runner who is equipped to run and the 
runner with the weights will probably get the 
most attention, for diff erent reasons — one 
will clearly win the race while one has the 
most clear disadvantages. 
   What gets lost in these scenarios is the 
in-between — the runner with the jeans and 
sandals. He’s able to run, but is obviously not 
properly equipped and could easily slip and 
be deterred. These are the people who are 
on the precipice of poverty, working multi 
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ple jobs but barely making ends 
meet every month. 

The Who — ALICE
These people have a name. Meet 

ALICE — asset limited, income con-
strained, employed. Already strug-
gling to survive amidst a growing 
number of employment and fi nan-
cial challenges, most people in the 
ALICE population were one missed 
paycheck away from poverty before 
the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic. That 
means one  unexpected illness, 
transportation expense, or reduc-
tion of work hours can have a dev-
astating ripple eff ect. 

United Way of the Ocoee Region 
experienced this fi rsthand last year 
as they walked through the pan-
demic with over 1,000 local fam-
ilies, assisting to keep roofs over 
heads and lights on while connect-
ing them to other local resources 
to ensure stability. With the rising 
costs of groceries, gas, and electrici-
ty, things will become even tighter 
for the ALICE population.

The ALICE threshold of fi nancial 
survival is a meaningful measure-
ment of fi nancial hardship, reveal-
ing signifi cant diff erences between 
households above and below the 
threshold. 

The ALICE threshold draws a line 
between survival (the bare mini-
mum needed to live and work in the 
modern economy) and stability; it 
is based on the ALICE Household 
Survival Budget (the lowest-cost op-
tions for housing, child care, food, 
transportation, health care, and a 
smartphone plan for all household 
types in each U.S. county).1

1 Source: United For ALICE. (2021, October). The Pandemic Divide: An ALICE Analysis of National COVID Surveys.
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2 Source: United For ALICE. (2021, October). The Pandemic Divide: An ALICE Analysis of National COVID Surveys.
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Many of the economic indicators that 
are used to guide policy are averages of 
households at all income levels. These av-
erages conceal the harsh realities millions 
of families faced during the pandemic. By 
contrast, the ALICE Threshold delineates 
two categories of households that expe-
rienced the pandemic in very different 
ways:

• Below the ALICE Threshold: 
Households with income that is too low 
to cover the Household Survival Budget 
for their household type in the coun-
ties where they live. This group includes 

ALICE households and households with 
income below the Federal Poverty Level 
(FPL).

• Above the ALICE Threshold: 
Households with income greater than 
the cost of the Survival Budget for their 
household type in the counties where they 
live.2

The first client to be enrolled and 
housed through the Housing United 
program was a single dad who was part 
of the ALICE population. Housing United 
is an initiative United Way launched in 
partnership with The Caring Place during 
the pandemic to address housing needs 
for those who are homeless or facing evic-
tion. 

For this particular gentleman, COVID 
was the perfect storm to push him over 
the edge and into homelessness as he lost 
his job of 5+ years. When he found anoth-
er job, lack of reliable childcare became a 
limitation that could have very easily kept 
him from moving forward. 

Thankfully, he was employed with one 
of United Way’s corporate partners who 
understood his situation and worked with 
him as Housing United helped him over-
come the barrier of childcare and identify 
aff ordable housing. These two tasks (fi nd-
ing housing and childcare) prevented his 
children from going into DCS custody.

 In addition to Housing United, Ocoee 
Connect was able to assist with his utili-
ties and The Salvation Army was able to 
provide him with a voucher for a mat-
tress. This is the work that is happening 
every day to achieve long-term stability 
and prevent families from slipping into 
poverty.

If the pandemic had not caused this 
gentleman to lose his job, he may have 
never faced these situations; but the pan-
demic highlighted how many people were 
living on the edge of one of these scenari-
os to begin with. 

Prevention and education are two of the 
greatest tools we have to bolster the pop-
ulation into stability and combat the slide 
into poverty. If we can address needs and 
put solutions in place, we have the ability 
to change the course of thousands in our 
community, not only in the present, but 
generations to come. 

The other side of that coin is education 
and awareness. It’s easy to be so caught 
up in our own circles, that we don’t realize 
there are parts of town where people are 
barely making it or living with dirt fl oors 
or holes in roofs. Yes, dirt fl oors in Bradley 
County in 2021. No one is faulted for living 
their life to the best of their ability, in fact, 
that is what United Way wants for every-
one, but how can people get involved.



www.clevelandbanner.com Cleveland Daily Banner—Sunday, November 28, 2021—5

www.smartbank.com

Supporting United Way of the Ocoee Region

180 Industrial Lane • Cleveland, TN 37311

Gifts For All Occasions
270 Central Avenue, Cleveland, Tennessee

423-473-1114
Store Hours: Tuesday-Friday 11-5

Join Us In Helping!
Make a di  erence right
here in our community -

DONATE or VOLUNTEER!

United Way of the Ocoee region  ghts for the health, education, 
and stability of every person in Bradley and Polk County. Your 

participation can help residents lead better, more productive lives.

To learn more about
Ways to Help:

Stop by our o   ce:
85 Ocoee St. SE, Cleveland

or
Call 423-479-2020

www.unitedwayocoee.org

A Division of
First Citizens National Bank

SouthernHeritageBank.com

2700 20th NE • (423) 472-3357

Monday-Friday 7am-5pm

Personal & Commercial Insurance

2551 Georgetown Road NW, Cleveland TN 
423-472-5051 •  www.insuranceincorporated.com
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to help if they don’t know it’s happening?

COPE
The Cost of Poverty Experience (COPE) 

provides a glimpse into what it is like to live 
in poverty for a month over the course of a 
couple hours, simulating aspects of life that 
may not be obvious to those who are not 
experiencing it. 

Have you ever thought about the extra 
amount of time it would take to use public 
transportation if your vehicle broke down 
and you didn’t have another mode of trans-
portation or the means to fi x it? What if 
you were working your hardest, but still fell 
behind on rent and became evicted? Would 
you even know where to begin? What if you 
worked second shift and didn’t have reliable 
childcare? Or your childcare is your elderly 
mother who is in poor health? What other 
options do you have? What happens when 
there is an emergency or someone gets sick, 
but you can’t take time off  work without fear 
of the lost wages? There are a host of obsta-
cles that are faced when one is living either 
in poverty or on the brink. These are the 
obstacles United Way is working to provide 
solutions to.

United Way facilitates this experience for 
schools, churches, nonprofi ts and commu-
nity groups to not only provide insight into 
the obstacles and barriers that people living 
below the ALICE threshold might face on a 
regular basis, but also to show the strength, 
resiliency and resourcefulness this popu-
lation exhibits as they manage to work and 
raise families.

The Why
Simply put, United Way’s who is also their 

why. The people United Way and its part-
ners serve — the people of this community 
— They are why United Way exists. 

They include the single mom who is work-
ing multiple jobs, doing her best to make 
sure her children are provided for; the 
elderly couple who are on a fi xed income 
and don’t have any family; the husband who 
got injured and has spent his savings pro-
viding for his family on top of medical bills 
while out of work; and neighbors, family, 
friends — each on a diff erent path of life 
with diff erent barriers. United Way’s goal is 
for everyone to have the opportunity for a 
better tomorrow. 

What does that look like? It’s diff erent for 
everyone we encounter. For the Housing 
United family who now has a safe, aff ord-
able place to live, the transformation is im-
mediate. For others, it’s a subtle ripple eff ect 
that opens doors for other opportunities, 
but both are equally important.

The How
How does United Way know where to 

start? 
Food is one of the fi rst things that comes 

to mind for many people when they think 
of needs. Food scarcity or access to healthy 
aff ordable food options is very much a real-
ity, even here in the Ocoee Region, but with 
ample programs focused on this goal, it is a 
need that is being suffi  ciently met. 

A committee facilitated by United Way, 
the Community Needs Identifi cation Com-
mittee (CNIC) aggregates data from 
a variety of sources to identify our commu-
nity’s most pressing needs. In order to most 
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eff ectively address needs, United Way must have a 
proven way of identifying what the needs are. 

The Community Needs Identifi cation Committee 
(CNIC) is a panel of volunteers with expertise and 
experience in data collection and methodology. 
CNIC leads United Way in data collection, analysis, 
and aggregation, to highlight and determine what 
the most pressing current issues facing our com-
munity are. Programming that is currently avail-
able is also taken into consideration to know where 
the biggest gaps in service are. 

United Way is able to take this information and 
allocate resources by convening community ex-
perts and volunteers to participate in the process to 
fi nd a solution that address the needs in a sustain-
able way and benefi ts those who need it most. 

Conclusion
The needs our community faces are complex and 

they require complex solutions. It takes a UNITED 
eff ort to address them. At the end of the day, every 
nonprofi t wishes there wasn’t a need for them to 
exist — not because we don’t love the work we do 
or the people we serve — but because that would 
mean all the needs were met and everyone was 
stable and thriving. That is not, however, the reality 
we live in. 

More than 30,000 people in the Ocoee Region 
are impacted every year by the work United Way 
does. That’s roughly one third of Bradley County. 
Some of the needs seem like simple fi xes — you’re 
hungry, feed them; you need clothes, clothe them — 
but what’s the deeper issue that caused that need? 
Was this a crisis situation or is there a chronic 
problem that needs to be addressed? Those in the 
nonprofi t sector devote their lives to answering 
these questions and walking with people through 
their need to a place of stability. 

It’s not easy work and it’s not possible without 
community involvement; but it is rewarding to 
know that united, we can make a diff erence in our 
community today and for years to come. 

If you would like to be an advocate for our com-
munity by donating your time, money, or expertise, 
visit www.unitedwayocoee.org or call our offi  ce at 
423-479-2020.
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Tennova Walk-In Clinic
700 Paul Huff Pkwy NW, Suite #200, Cleveland

423-225-8553

You and your family now have more options for quality health care 
with the opening of Tennova Walk-in Clinic on Paul Huff Parkway. With 
extended hours, online check-in, telehealth options, and treatment for a 
variety of conditions, getting care is more convenient than ever. Whether 
you are sick and need care quickly, or need primary care including routine 
check-ups, count on us. Covid-19 rapid testing is also available.

Walk in or check in online at MyTennovaWalkInClinic.com.  
Telehealth visits are also available. 

Walk-in care now open 
seven days a week

Open 
Monday–Friday: 8 a.m.-8 p.m.

Saturday–Sunday: 9 a.m.-6 p.m. 

Because our staff must treat patients based on the severity of illness or injury, your time is not guaranteed. We will see you as close to your designated time as possible.  
If your symptoms worsen or you  believe you are experiencing a life-threatening emergency, please call 911 or go to the nearest Emergency Department as soon as possible.
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