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Public transportation may get many people

to work, but it will not work for everyone.

Many people work shifts outside of nine-to-

five business hours, take children to school

or day care on their way to work, or live

beyond the reach of a transit system or in a

rural area without any public transit at all.

Car ownership programs represent an

innovative response to address the trans-

portation needs of low-income workers.



While most Americans take a job and decide how to

get to work afterward, many low-income people find

their ability to seek employment or their choice of

jobs limited by lack of transportation options. Public

transportation may get many people to work, but it

will not work for everyone. Many people work shifts

outside of nine-to-five business hours, take children

to school or day care on their way to work, or live

beyond the reach of a transit system or in a rural area

without any public transit at all.

Historically, federal and state policies have been crafted

around the assumption that welfare recipients and the

working poor will simply take public transit to work.

Since passage of the 1996 Personal Responsibility and

Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA)

—often referred to as “welfare reform”—imposed

time limits on benefits and thousands of people have

transitioned to work, it has become clear that public

transit is not enough. Too many people quite literally

cannot get to work. This has become a concern for

policymakers because in the long run, welfare recipi-

ents who cannot get to work will not be able to leave

the welfare system. Thirty-six percent of low-income

single parents do not own a vehicle (compared with 4

percent of middle- and upper-income families) while

only 32 percent of entry-level jobs in high growth

areas are accessible by public transportation.1

Growing awareness of this problem has broadened

into national recognition of the lack of transportation

as a barrier to better jobs for the working poor.

To address the problem of transportation barriers to

work, government and the nonprofit community

have responded in several different ways. The U.S.

Department of Transportation administers the Job

Access and Reverse Commute (JARC) program,

which funds reverse commute, para-transit, vanpool,

and rideshare programs for recipients of Temporary

Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) around the

country. States have made changes to transportation-

related eligibility requirements for welfare and related

programs. For example, in many states TANF recipi-

ents can now own a higher value car and still qualify

for welfare. TANF and support services funds can be

used for more transportation-related expenses, such as

car repairs and auto insurance. However, one of the

most interesting and innovative responses has been

the creation of special programs to help low-income

workers and job seekers acquire cars.

What began in a few communities as highly individ-

ualized programs to meet local needs has become a

discernible national trend. In 2002 there are an esti-

mated 60 or more car ownership programs across the

country serving welfare recipients and the working

poor. Several states such as Georgia and New York

have invested millions of dollars in these programs.

At the grassroots level, many churches and community

groups are creating programs to help their members

and others cope with the high cost of car ownership,

maintenance, and repair. Car ownership programs are

unique in that they recognize that an individual’s

transportation needs are not limited to their ability to

get to and from work, but include all the other travel

everyone does on a daily basis: taking children to

school, participating in recreational activities, shop-

ping, or making visits to the doctor.

T H E  R E L A T I O N S H I P  B E T W E E N  C A R

O W N E R S H I P  A N D  E M P L O Y M E N T

To date only limited research on car ownership pro-

grams has been conducted. Existing work falls into

three basic categories: academic studies of the work-

related impact of car ownership; policy studies of how

car ownership could help low-income people; and

most recently, studies of the existing programs and

their clients. Combined, these studies have found the

following: 

• Owning a car increases hours worked and

earnings; 
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• Owning a car reduces reliance on the state

among welfare recipients; and

• Car ownership is a viable solution to trans-

portation barriers to work for low-income

people that government agencies and nonprofits

should pursue further.

Since passage of PRWORA, several researchers have

explored questions of whether car ownership increases

the likelihood that low-income people will work or if

it offers opportunities for increased incomes. Using

data on AFDC recipients in California, Paul Ong

found that welfare recipients who own cars are more

likely to be employed than those who do not.2 Further-

more, those welfare recipients who own cars and are

employed work more hours and earn more than those

who do not. Another study found that having access

to a car shortens periods of unemployment and

increases earnings.3 In addition, car ownership

increases wages more for African-American workers

than for white workers.4

While these earlier studies showed a correlation

between car ownership and employment status, they

did not show causality. Using state data on insurance

rates and gas taxes, Steven Raphael and Lorien Rice

found that car ownership leads to increased earnings,

and not that higher earnings lead to car ownership.

Their study found that people who own cars are more

likely to work, and workers who own cars work more

hours and earn higher wages than those who do not

own cars. Perhaps most important for car ownership

programs for low-income workers and job seekers,

Raphael and Rice found that the impact of car own-

ership on those factors is greater for low-skilled work-

ers than for higher-skilled workers.5

I M P A C T  O F  E X I S T I N G  P R O G R A M S

There have not been enough clients and not enough

time has passed to make sweeping conclusions about

the effectiveness of the car ownership strategy. How-

ever, the studies that do exist indicate that the impact

of these programs on working and wages is positive.

In their study of Good News Garage, Marilyn Lucas

and Charles F. Nicholson found that clients of the

program who were also on welfare saw their earnings

increase and their support payments from the state

decrease after receiving a car.6 They also found that

the per car amount the state TANF agency paid Good

News Garage for their services was recovered within

five months in the form of reduced support services

payments to the client who received the car.

A baseline study of the characteristics of 48 clients of

New Leaf Services, the nonprofit funded by the Georgia

Wheels to Work program in Atlanta, found that the

average client is in his/her early 30s, has three or fewer

children living at home, works 38 hours per week,

and earns $9.17 per hour.7 These clients most valued

their cars for getting to work, and providing increased

access to both medical and child care services. Future

studies are planned to determine the impact of New

Leaf ’s car program on these and other clients.

C A R  O W N E R S H I P  A S  A  P O L I C Y

R E S P O N S E

In Working Far From Home: Transportation and

Welfare Reform in the Ten Big States, Margy Waller

and Mark Alan Hughes at the Progressive Policy

Institute point out that private automobiles have

been considered taboo in the effort to solve trans-

portation problems for welfare recipients.8 They see

significant promise in the states that have used car

ownership programs, and argue that policymakers

need to recognize the realities of commuting to and

from work in urban areas when developing trans-

portation policies.

More recently, there has been emerging momentum

among policymakers to support car ownership strategies

as an option in the array of transportation solutions

for low-income workers. During the TANF reau-

thorization discussion in 2002, the Senate Finance

Committee bill included a provision to provide $15

million per year to fund demonstration projects that 
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promoted car ownership across the country. In 2002

the Federal Transit Administration, which administers

the Job Access and Reverse Commute (JARC) pro-

gram, developed new guidelines that allow car owner-

ship programs to qualify for funding under certain

conditions. Since the original JARC legislation explic-

itly prohibited program expenditures for individual

car ownership, the relaxing of this rule signals an

important development in federal policymaking.

N E D L C ’ S  R O L E

In 2000 the National Economic Development and

Law Center (NEDLC), in partnership with the Office

of Port JOBS in Seattle, Washington, undertook a

national review of car ownership programs to docu-

ment promising practices and lessons learned in the

emerging field of car ownership programs. NEDLC is

a national, nonprofit organization specializing in com-

munity economic development. NEDLC is known as

an organization that creates demonstration projects that

result in measurable impact and that can be replicated

across the country. NEDLC embarked on this car

ownership study to identify opportunities for support-

ing and expanding the field of car ownership programs

at the practice and policy levels and to explore strategies

for making stronger connections to the private sector.

The Office of Port JOBS had conducted research on

car ownership programs in response to their recogni-

tion of the transportation challenges faced by TANF

recipients and others in King County and across the

country. Part of their work included the application

of “promising practices” to develop a model demon-

stration program in their local area.

The above research culminated in a report, On the

Road: Car Ownership as an Asset-Building Strategy for

Reducing Transportation Related Barriers to Work, which

was an in-depth study of seven of the most promising

programs. The programs were chosen based on

criteria that included an established level of program

scale and well-developed infrastructure and systems that

were thought to hold promise for long-term sustain-

ability. The purpose of the report was to share emerg-

ing promising practices with organizations wanting to

strengthen existing programs and to help inform

those interested in starting their own car ownership

programs about both policy and practice. Another

goal was to help improve the policy environment for

overcoming transportation barriers to work for low-

income workers and job seekers.

In 2001 NEDLC convened the seven programs stud-

ied, along with policy consultants from the Brookings

Institution and the Center on Budget and Policy

Priorities. This two-day meeting was the first time

many of the car programs had met each other and

provided a unique forum for sharing lessons learned.

The meeting also provided an opportunity for the

policy advocates to learn about the program-related

successes and challenges, and for the programs to

receive current information on national and state policy

related to larger transportation issues. The information

collected during that forum helped to shape this guide.

C A R  O W N E R S H I P  G U I D E

This transportation guide is a continuation of

NEDLC’s systematic study of this new trend in car

ownership programs designed to help low-income

workers and job seekers overcome transportation

barriers to work. The guide is a useful tool for organ-

izations interested in launching a car ownership

program and will be useful for existing car ownership

programs to refine certain program components.

The guide consists of this introduction and four

chapters, each of which addresses a key component of

program design. Rather than proposing one program

model, the guide offers various options in each program

component along with a discussion of the associated

benefits and challenges. The decision to implement a

specific strategy is left to communities in recognition

of their unique needs and settings.
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The planning for a car ownership program

should be based on an inventory and evalu-

ation of existing transportation programming

and a solid understanding of the target

community’s needs. The assessment guides

contained in this chapter will help inform

whether a car ownership strategy is 1) a

necessary strategy that will fill a gap in

current transportation programming, 2) a

feasible strategy for your community, and 

3) a program that your organization is able

to undertake based on your current infra-

structure, available resources, staffing, and

other considerations.



PUBLIC AND PRIVATE

TRANSPORTATION SERVICES

For those organizations new to the transportation

services field, this chapter provides an overview of some

of the broader transportation programs and services

designed to improve mobility for the general popula-

tion. This information is intended to help inform the

environmental scan described in the following section

as you begin to assess the programs and services that

are already available in your community.

P U B L I C  T R A N S P O R T A T I O N

S T R A T E G I E S

Improving Publ ic  Transportat ion

Local public transportation administrators have worked

to make public transportation more affordable and

efficient for low-income passengers, particularly

welfare recipients. Programs have also been imple-

mented to provide reduced fares for low-income riders

who do not qualify for discounts necessarily based on

income (youth, elderly, and disabled riders). Transit

administrators have extended service hours, created

new routes, and altered existing ones to accommodate

the needs of residents reentering the workforce. Bus

and van routes have been created to provide com-

muter service from central cities to their suburbs,

where most new jobs in retail and service are located.

New routes include the development of feeder services,

which are local transportation services that provide

passengers with connections to a major arterial service

by using mini-buses and vans operated under contract

with local governments. Feeder services provide trans-

portation to those in areas where it is not economi-

cally feasible for conventional buses to run, shuttling

customers from home to public transit stations or

from public transit stations to work sites, making

public transportation a viable option for people who

live far from pick-up points.9 Feeder services can exist

as a dial-a-ride service, subscription bus service, or

fixed-route service.

Uti l iz ing Exist ing Publ ic  Vehicles

States and local municipalities can encourage the

cross-utilization of transportation systems already in

place to meet the needs of welfare recipients, such as

vehicles for senior citizens, people with disabilities,

Head Start programs, para-transit vehicles, and pub-

lic schools. For example, senior citizen centers often

have vans available during commuting times, many of

which are equipped for those with special needs.

These vehicles are insured and can be used during off-

hours to serve the needs of employment transporta-

tion.10 Similarly, welfare recipients can ride on school

buses to access jobs with local schools. The use of

school buses as a means of transportation has been

quite controversial but it is permissible if state legisla-

tures and boards of education allow it.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

The North Carolina Division of Social Services

(NCDSS) has helped to improve access to jobs and

training for Work First clients by coordinating with the

school bus network. In May 1997 the North Carolina

Board of Education and the Department of Public

Instruction passed a resolution in support of welfare

recipients, which allowed them to ride on school

buses to access jobs provided by local school sys-

tems—when there are no alternative methods of

transportation available. The adult riders are trained

as bus monitors when riding on the school bus.11

Transi t  Commuter  Benef i ts

Local social services and transportation agencies are

promoting the Internal Revenue Services’ Transit

Commuter Benefit to encourage employers to sub-

sidize their employees’ public transportation and/or

vanpooling expenses. This program has potential

benefits for all stakeholders: the employer gets a tax

break; the employee gets subsidized employment

transportation; and the local transit system gets addi-

tional riders.12

7

■ ■

■ ■

CHAPTER 1:
FEASIBILITY ANALYSIS

CHAPTER 1:
FEASIBILITY ANALYSIS



P R I V A T E  T R A N S P O R T A T I O N

S T R A T E G I E S

Reverse Commute Subscr ipt ion Services

One innovative way to link welfare recipients to new

employment opportunities is the provision of “reverse

commute” subscription services, where various types

of vehicles are used to transport employees from

designated pick-up points in the inner city to out-

lying factories or commercial centers. Reverse com-

mute programs can utilize vanpools and carpools, and

transit bus routes with a peak-hour commuter service

from an inner city to its suburbs.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Suburban JobLink Inc. in Chicago has developed

reverse commute routes with their own older buses,

and provides social counseling to help welfare recipi-

ents become ready to work. They also use old school

buses to run three daily shifts out to office parks and

factories. Welfare recipients ride free while training

and then pay the regular fare of $1.85 when they find

work.13

Vanpool/Rideshar ing Program

Vanpool and rideshare programs allow workers with

similar commute schedules to travel together. These

services can be customized to meet specific trans-

portation needs of the target population including

day care stops. Carpools consist of two or more indi-

viduals who share a ride in a private automobile.

Commuter-driven vanpools are organized ridesharing

arrangements that provide transportation to work for

a group of individuals using vans with a seating capacity

greater than seven persons (including the driver).

Carpools and vanpools can be used to provide trans-

portation to jobs both in the central city and in the

suburbs. The U.S. Department of Transportation is

promoting rural vanpooling to help meet rural em-

ployment transportation needs. The North Carolina

Department of Transportation provides vans to

county transit systems with the expectation that the

local employers will contribute to the transportation

operating costs along with the employees.14

Volunteer  Dr iver  Programs

Volunteer driver programs can be administered by a

government agency, nonprofit organization, or faith-

based or charity organization. Volunteers drive agency

cars or their own vehicles and are generally reim-

bursed for mileage or fuel. Some programs operate

on a donation basis by accepting contributions for

mileage. Volunteers are usually retired people.

One-on-One Transportat ion Assistance —

Transportat ion Brokerages

Some Workforce Investment Boards and social services

agencies have directly contracted mobility management

services out to a transportation provider. On behalf of

the agency, mobility management services provide

customized trip planning and link eligible partici-

pants with the appropriate transportation solution

(e.g., private taxi, demand-response or fixed-route bus,

carpool and vanpool program, among others). If the

mobility manager is also a transportation provider, it

can ensure cost-effective transportation because the

transportation providers’ centralized intake and

scheduling allows maximum coordination of riders.

This coordination can succeed in lowering per trip

transportation costs by maximizing vehicle efficiency.

A mobility manager strategy is effective when the

social services agency, one-stop center, or training

agency requires and has access to a variety of trans-

portation modes to meet the needs of participants.15

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

In Tennessee the Department of Human Services

(DHS) refers each Families First (TANF) participant to

a mobility manager who creates a transportation plan

for the recipient. The transportation managers with

whom DHS contracts are the 14 Service Delivery

Areas (SDAs) for the state, covering all of the state’s

95 counties. The SDAs have the responsibility of

assessing the needs of each participant and con-

tracting with transportation providers to arrange serv-

ices for those who do not have access to a vehicle to

get to job training, educational sites, and employ-

ment. Transportation managers encourage using a

variety of transportation options. Participants can use

8



a monthly bus pass on public transit, use taxi service,

or participate in vanpools. Stops at child care centers

are prearranged as part of the vanpool service and

the cost for children riding is funded by DHS.16

Automobi le  Ownership,  Maintenance,  and

Repair

The personal automobile has emerged as the most

practical, long-term solution for many people living

or working in suburban and rural areas to access and

sustain employment. Public and private agencies across

the country have implemented numerous strategies,

including providing loans for car purchase, mainte-

nance, and repairs. Other strategies that promote

automobiles are leasing programs and car ownership

programs that secure affordable cars that are then

transferred to clients. Car ownership strategies will be

discussed more in the next section.

CAR OWNERSHIP PROGRAM KEY

FEATURES

Even if the environmental scan and needs assessment

discussed in the following sections conclude that car

ownership is a necessary strategy in your community,

another important consideration is whether your

organization has the internal capacity to operate such

a program. Operating a car ownership program is

very different from administering a social services

program. Although both strategies are client-

centered, car ownership programs entail a complex set

of procedures for processing the vehicle side of oper-

ations, which is foreign to many nonprofit organiza-

tions. As a consequence, these programs tend to

incorporate strong business practices and necessitate

industry-related knowledge that will require signifi-

cant investments on the organization’s part if such

expertise is not currently in place. Put simply, car

ownership programs begin to reflect the operations of

a used car dealership in transferring cars to clients.

An organizational capacity assessment can be helpful

to determine if there is interest, support, and capacity

for this new program undertaking. To inform the

organizational assessment as well as the other feasibil-

ity analysis processes, a brief description of the key

features of car ownership programs follows.

M I S S I O N  A N D  G O A L S

The mission of many car ownership programs is very

simple: to provide cars to low-income families to facili-

tate their ability to get to work or training. Car own-

ership programs are providing short-term assistance

to address an immediate, usually employment-related

need, thus the cars that are provided are considered

“starter” cars. They are not intended to last a long

time, usually no longer than 1–2 years. Due to the

limited supply of available cars, clients are eligible to

receive one car and usually are not permitted to return

for additional cars.

T A R G E T  P O P U L A T I O N

Car ownership programs usually target low-income

individuals who are employed, have employment

offers, or have enrolled in a training program. As

many car ownership programs are funded by

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, the bulk

of participants are welfare-to-work clients. However, a

few programs have revised their screening criteria to

include low-income people who earn below a specified

income level in an attempt to include the working

poor as part of their target population. Programs

that have expanded their target population to include

non-TANF clients have been able to generate unre-

stricted revenue in order to provide this service. Other

important client eligibility considerations are posses-

sion of a driver’s license and income earnings that

allow them to cover car-related expenses, particularly

if a loan is part of the package.

P R O G R A M  I N F R A S T R U C T U R E  A N D

S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y

The program infrastructure is usually divided into

two primary functional areas:

9



• Vehicle processing: staff is responsible for

handling all functions related to the car from

processing car donations to car repair.

• Client processing: staff is responsible for

working with prospective and existing clients 

to screen clients, handle the car financing, track

client payments, and provide case management.

Car ownership programs blend two distinct sets of

expertise in their program operations to promote both

financial sustainability and their social mission. Auto-

mobile expertise is necessary to purchase used cars, to

handle the car donations process, and to deal with car

repair. For programs that have prioritized program

sustainability, industry-related expertise is especially

important for the wholesaling of cars to generate

unrestricted program revenue. By selling used cars in

the existing private-sector automobile market and

investing the profits back into the program, these

programs are similar to social businesses. As a conse-

quence, implementing sound business practices, such

as developing market studies, financial proformas and

budgets, and an overall business plan, are important

components of car ownership programs.

If programs decide to provide car financing, another

area of expertise will need to be developed to handle

the loan process. Your organization will need to

decide whether loans or financing will be provided

through bank partnerships or managed internally.

Financial risk will need to be addressed in either case.

In recognition of the importance of business-related

expertise, many car ownership programs have estab-

lished advisory boards separate from the Board of

Directors to tap into additional expertise from their

local business community.

Another equally important component of car owner-

ship programs is their social mission of promoting

economic self-sufficiency among low-income individ-

uals. Besides the actual vehicle, many programs have

human capital development goals, which necessitate

another area of expertise. Programs have put in place

numerous supports to assist clients with building their

financial credit history and with financial literacy

classes that include budgeting and automobile main-

tenance workshops. Because these programs are often

not structured to be comprehensive social services agen-

cies, many car ownership programs have established

partnerships with those entities that can provide

complementary and more intensive services.

P O L I T I C A L  C H A L L E N G E S  F A C E D  B Y

C A R  O W N E R S H I P  P R O G R A M S

Car ownership programs are not without controversy.

The debate over car ownership strategies involves

environmentalists and urban planners who argue

against increased traffic congestion and pollution

associated with the older cars that are given to poor

clients. Policymakers argue that the taxpayers should

not subsidize cars for the poor. Furthermore, the car

donation strategy for charitable purposes has come

under increasing scrutiny by the Internal Revenue

Service because the tax credit can overestimate the

true value of the donated car. Another vocal contin-

gent has been used car dealerships that argue against

the unfair advantages that nonprofit car ownership

programs have by being exempt from many industry

regulations.

Programs have responded in different ways to these

political challenges. The main strategy has been to

develop political allies and demonstrate successful

program outcomes to cultivate alliances with key

stakeholders. Nonprofits who utilize a car donation

strategy have placed caps on the amount that can be

written off for taxes. To combat accusations of unfair

market advantages, nonprofit programs have acquired

industry-related licensing and, in fact, many use them

to their advantage by directly wholesaling cars for

additional revenue. It has been more difficult to

diffuse arguments posed by environmentalists—how-

ever, some car ownership programs have been able to
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reframe the issue by suggesting that poor people are

not the causes of traffic congestion and not to be

blamed for poor urban planning, which has led to

limited viable pubic transit options. In addition, car

ownership programs have been careful not to position

themselves as a panacea for all transportation-related

barriers but posit that car ownership should be part of

the menu of mobility options to meet the various

needs of low-income workers.

P R O G R A M - R E L A T E D  C H A L L E N G E S

Program-related challenges fall into two categories:

program sustainability and client issues. Program

budgets range from $198,000 for a regional program

to $10 million for a statewide effort. Put another way,

the average per unit cost to acquire, process, and

transfer a car to a client ranges from $3,340–$7,060.

Many car ownership programs rely heavily on TANF

funding or private grants to continue operations. Given

the budget size, the lack of diversified funds puts car

ownership programs in financially vulnerable posi-

tions especially in light of the government budget

deficits and cutbacks. With program sustainability as

a goal, many programs have identified other streams

of unrestricted revenue, including setting up a used

car lot to sell to the general public, or directly whole-

saling and salvaging cars not used in the program.

Programs that rely on car donations have a better

chance of program sustainability than those that

purchase cars for their clients.

On the client level, a constant challenge is the afford-

ability issue and keeping vehicle costs low. The high

cost of insurance and expensive car repairs stretch

the already limited budgets of low-income clients.

Although programs have put in place supports to

subsidize these costs, they find that once the subsidies

are withdrawn, clients face budgeting dilemmas. The

long-term solution is to increase the income earned

by clients and promote career advancement strategies.

However, while strategies such as these present

opportunities for collaboration with local workforce

development strategies, these employment-related

strategies are perceived to be beyond the direct scope

of a car ownership program’s work, and thus many

programs have not responded effectively to deal with

these long-term issues.

Another issue is the next generation car. The cars given

to clients have short life spans, and the philosophy of

a “starter” car and limited resources are the primary

reasons why programs have not provided assistance to

clients to acquire their second cars. However, the

approaching expiration dates of the donated vehicles

will be an ongoing issue for clients who are unable to

purchase the next car. Programs may want to investi-

gate strategies to facilitate savings promotion to address

this emergent challenge.

C O N C L U S I O N

Starting a car ownership program will entail signifi-

cant investments in developing internal expertise as

well as developing partnerships with new stakeholders

such as banks. Political support for such a strategy

is not automatic so relationships with policymakers

and agency directors will also need to be cultivated.

Despite the level of effort necessary to initiate such

a program, car ownership strategies have the great

potential to be financially sustainable if certain proce-

dures are in place. As a result of the program’s ability

to generate unrestricted funds, the opportunity for

sustainability is enhanced and there is potential for

the program to reach a certain scale and expand into

larger regions or serve more low-income workers.

CONDUCTING THE FEASIBILITY

ANALYSIS

Before developing a car ownership program, your

nonprofit organization should conduct a feasibility

analysis to determine if a car ownership program is

an appropriate strategy for your community and

organization. For an organization that is new to the

transportation services field, this process will also
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introduce you to the latest developments in the field

and key stakeholders.

This section outlines the three components to the

feasibility analysis. An overall environmental scan

should be the first step to inventory the other types of

broader transportation services and to determine if

there is already a car ownership program in place.

After the environmental scan is conducted, the next

step is to conduct a community needs assessment to

determine if a car ownership program is an appropri-

ate strategy for your target population. Finally, an

internal organizational assessment should be under-

taken to determine if the organizational support and

staff capacity exist to meet the demands of program

start-up and implementation.

The findings from the environmental scan can be

compared against the community needs assessment to

determine how well matched or mismatched services

are to community transportation needs. A mismatch

or gap in services may suggest a car ownership strategy

may be feasible. An additional benefit from perform-

ing this feasibility analysis is the partnership-building

process as your organization begins to identify key

stakeholders that may support a program.

E N V I R O N M E N T A L  S C A N

One of the first steps is to perform an environmental

scan to determine what transportation services

currently exist to serve low-income clients. Given that

many car ownership programs have started in the past

few years, you may discover one already operating in

your area. In addition to creating an inventory of

existing current programs, their eligibility criteria and

utilization rates should also be examined. Other

assessment criteria can be applied such as program

accessibility, availability, or frequency of use, and

whether the transportation program meets clients’

employment needs (e.g., off-commute hours, proxim-

ity to worksite).

A good place to start is with your local metropolitan

planning organizations or regional planning councils

(in rural areas), which are public agencies that handle

almost all the transportation funding and planning

for your region. They are an important resource to

identify current transportation programs. For example,

they will likely have a list of programs that have

secured Job Access and Reverse Commute grants,

which fund numerous transportation strategies geared

toward welfare-to-work and low-income clients. In

addition, these transportation planning organizations

may have conducted their own community surveys or

used mapping software to map public transit routes

and their proximity to low-income communities and

employment centers. Other agencies that fund trans-

portation programming are local social services agencies

that administer TANF funds and the employment

services agencies that handle welfare-to-work grants.

Consider these questions while conducting your

environmental scan:

• What transportation efforts are currently taking

place in your area?

• What are the eligibility requirements for access-

ing existing transportation programs?

• How effective are those programs in meeting

the needs of your target population?

• Are there time limits for transportation

subsidies?

• Do the transportation programs accommodate

the multileg trips that parents have to make? 

• How easy is it to access public transit (e.g.,

frequency, distance to bus stops)?

• What stakeholders are involved with trans-

portation planning and delivery?

• Can improvements be made to the existing

systems to meet the needs of your target

population?

• Where are these services lacking?

Transportation services will likely fall into three

categories:
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• Individual subsidies (e.g., car repairs, bus

vouchers)

• Public transit options

• Private automobile programs that can include

rideshare, car leasing, and car ownership

programs

You may discover in your inquiries that one of these

existing agencies has expressed an interest in begin-

ning or supporting a car ownership program, if one

doesn’t already exist.

The Appendix of this guide contains a sample inven-

tory form. It is important to compare the information

collected on available transportation services with

utilization rates of your target population to conclude

if existing programming is adequate.

C O M M U N I T Y  N E E D S  A S S E S S M E N T

A survey of the targeted population’s transportation

needs will reveal whether car ownership is an appro-

priate strategy, or it will clarify if other types of trans-

portation assistance may be better suited to their

needs. For example, if your target population is the

working poor, you may find that many already own

cars but need assistance with car repairs. Following are

questions that should be part of the transportation

needs assessment:

• What types of transportation assistance are they

currently receiving?

• Vehicle ownership: Do they already own a

vehicle?

• Driving eligibility: Do they have driver’s license

and clean driving record?

• Destinations: Where do they need to travel to

for work or training?

• Household information: Is this a single or two-

parent household? How many children?

• Proximity to public transit or accessibility of

transportation programs: What transportation

services do they currently use? Are there any

challenges to accessing these services?

• Work needs: Do they work during regular

commute hours or off-shift hours? How far do

they work from home? Do they need a car as a

requirement of their job?

• Income level: Do they earn enough to handle 

a monthly car payment? Can they pay for

insurance on an ongoing basis?

• What is their experience with financial institu-

tions? Do they have a savings or checking

account?

In addition to creating a community profile of trans-

portation needs, the needs assessment will help with

targeting which specific population will benefit most

from a car ownership program. For example, will the

car ownership program be open to any low-income

worker who needs a car or geared toward those who

demonstrate more transportation need such as

families with children or workers who commute

farther distances or to workplaces inaccessible by

public transit. In addition, the needs assessment can

help inform program design and the provision of

services that best meet clients’ needs. For example, if

there is a finding that numerous residents have little

to no experience with financial institutions such as

banks, then financial literacy may be a necessary

component of your program. See Appendix for a

sample needs assessment.

O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  C A P A C I T Y

A S S E S S M E N T

An organizational capacity assessment will help deter-

mine if a car ownership program should be started up

by your organization. Starting a car ownership program

necessitates building up potentially new areas of expertise

that include business and industry-related skills. Some

of the larger programs that operate on a regional level

are independent nonprofits. The questions that follow

are important for determining if your organization is

interested in investing in building these new capacities

and developing new relationships, often outside of the

circles your organization usually runs in. Otherwise,
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another option would be to identify another agency—

one that may already have transportation program-

ming in place—to partner with or to undertake the

development of a car ownership program.

Another set of questions relates to the target popula-

tion and whether your organization has access to and

experience working with low-income clients. For

example, many stand-alone car ownership programs

rely on numerous partner agencies for client referrals.

To effectively conduct outreach and provide critical

supports for clients to be successful, it is important

for your organization to have experience working

with the target population. Otherwise, your organiza-

tion will have to build internal expertise to screen

clients and provide supports.

Following are some areas of inquiry you and your

organization may want to consider:

• Does the program fit within the mission of the

organization?

• Has the organization embarked on any

business-related venture in the past?

• Does the organization have partnerships with

banks or financial institutions? Is the organiza-

tion ready to undertake a program that has a

loan financing component?

• Is there access to industry-related expertise such

as relationships with used car dealerships and

mechanics?

• Does your organization have a relationship with

the metropolitan planning organizations (urban

areas) or regional development organizations

(rural areas) that handle transportation

planning?

• Are funding sources available to support a low-

income car ownership program (e.g.,

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families,

private foundations, Job Access and Reverse

Commute grant)?

• Does your organization have access to the target

population and experience working with and

providing support to that population?

Starting a car ownership program requires significant

investment of staff and financial resources. In addi-

tion, with the potential for funding sustainability, it

lends itself to a long-term strategy. Some car owner-

ship programs that started out locally have expanded

to a regional area that encompasses several states. An

organizational assessment will help inform key decisions

as to whether such a program can be undertaken

internally, grown in-house and spun off, or developed

in partnership with another organization.

N E X T  S T E P S

After conducting these three assessments, you will be

better positioned to decide if your organization should

embark on developing a car ownership strategy. If the

findings do confirm the need for a car ownership pro-

gram, the next step is to review the strategic planning

process outlined in the next three chapters to begin

establishing program operations.
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Operating a car ownership program is very

similar to establishing a used car dealership

driven by a “social mission.” Consequently,

careful and thorough business planning, as

well as having an understanding of existing

industry-related practices, are important

components for successful implementation

and program sustainability. This chapter

reviews the process of establishing a car

ownership program from fund development

to strategic partnership building. The

emphasis is on the necessary infrastructure

to acquire and move cars to clients.



This chapter will outline the steps necessary to

acquire and process vehicles for transfer to clients.

The strategic planning process can be divided into

four main categories:

1. Developing the program mission and goals

2. Identifying stakeholders and staffing

3. Acquiring cars

4. Distributing cars

Based on our research, there is a wide variety of car

ownership programs and models. In many instances,

the programs studied were developed in response to

local conditions and often guided by the philosophy

of the executive director or program manager who

was charged with program development. As such,

this chapter presents several different strategies for

consideration.

An important aspect to note is that the structure of

certain programs facilitates program sustainability

through the generation of unrestricted revenue.

Throughout this section, we have highlighted a number

of these procedures and strategies for consideration.

PROGRAM MISSION AND GOALS

The first step in the strategic planning process for

starting up a car ownership program is to develop a

mission statement. This can be developed with your

board and staff and can include an advisory commit-

tee that includes a broad range of stakeholders. This

mission statement will be a guiding document

throughout the process of developing the components

of your car ownership program. The diverse stake-

holders will have disparate interests and a mission

statement will help develop consensus around the

common goal of the initiative. A clear mission

statement will help you make important decisions in

establishing program procedures, particularly as you

seek to balance business and social goals.

B A L A N C I N G  B U S I N E S S  A N D  S O C I A L

G O A L S

Compared to other social services programs, car own-

ership programs are in a unique position to generate

an independent source of revenue for program invest-

ment. Depending on how operations are structured,

car ownership programs can sell excess cars to other

audiences besides low-income clients—in particular,

wholesalers and the general public. If privately

generated revenue sources and potential program

sustainability are priority goals, there are specific

elements that need to be in place in the design of the

car ownership program. More specifically, business

expertise will be a necessary program capacity and will

guide much of the decision-making around structure

and staffing. Other critical program components are

industry-related expertise, a car donations strategy, car

financing, and wholesaler or used car dealer licenses.

Although the social goal of providing cars to low-

income individuals is being met, program decision-

making and resource allocation may be structured

differently in a program where financial sustainability

is a goal. Car repossessions best illustrate this tension

between social and business goals. Some programs

will repossess the car if clients fail to make payments

because they depend on the revenue source. Others

will never repossess because it contradicts their social

mission of assisting low-income individuals. Program

differences will also exist in the type and level of

staffing (e.g., business expertise vs. social services

expertise), the level of support services for clients, and

the target population. The balance between social and

business goals must be weighed as various program

components are being developed, and ultimately, the

decisions are guided by the organization’s philosophy.
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S A M P L E  S T R A T E G I C  P L A N N I N G

Q U E S T I O N S

The key questions you should ask as you develop your

mission statement are:

• Who do you want to serve as your target

population?

• Is the program a short-term intervention to

help with initial engagement in the workforce

or part of a long-term human development

strategy?

• What are the client-related outcomes that are to

be achieved?

• What are program-related outcomes (e.g.,

program sustainability)?

• What is the balance between meeting client or

social goals with those that may be necessary to

produce funding sustainability?

The target population you want to serve may be one

or more of the following:

• TANF recipients

• Working poor who earn below a certain income

threshold

• Residents of a specific neighborhood

• A specific minority group

Client-related outcomes may include one or more of

the following:

• Promote access to the labor market

• Increase earnings

• Improve the overall quality of life for clients by

improving mobility

• Develop or repair the financial credit history of

clients

Program-related outcomes may include one or more

of the following:

• Make cars available to clients 

• Establish a program that is financially self-

sustaining

• Advocate for policy or administrative changes

that promote car ownership among low-income

people

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Vehicles for Change’s (VFC) mission is to assist less

fortunate families who are ready, willing, and able to

advance themselves, become financially secure, and

help others. VFC will assist these families by selling

them a reliable automobile at a minimal price and

assist in identifying resources to pay for insurance,

title, tags, and taxes.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

The goals of Good News Garage:

• To accept the donation of vehicles

• To recondition the donated “wheels” or recycle

their parts

• To donate the “wheels” to qualified, low-income

applicants who could not otherwise afford

transportation for the purpose of improving their

economic situation and move (literally) from

welfare to work

• To provide training for entry-level mechanics and

tow truck drivers as welfare-to-work activities

FUNDING SOURCES AND PROGRAM

SUSTAINABILITY 

Car ownership programs are a relatively new strategy

and as a result, there are currently no established

funding sources dedicated for this approach. How-

ever, the growing recognition of the necessity of cars

under the welfare-to-work mandates has prompted

some legislators and administrators to include car

ownership programs as an allowable activity in

various funding sources.



Many car ownership programs received their start-up

funding from either state TANF or local, private

foundations. As the car programs became more

established, they have become more sophisticated in

weaving together numerous sources of funding and

utilizing in-kind resources to defray operational costs.

Funding for car ownership tends to fall into two

categories: funds that are available to low-income

individuals to purchase cars and grants that support

car ownership program operations.

P U B L I C  F U N D I N G  S O U R C E S

Job Access and Reverse Commute Grants

The Job Access and Reverse Commute program is

welfare-to-work grant funding in the Transportation

Equity Act of the 21st Century. This grant program

assists states and localities in developing new or

expanded transportation services that connect welfare

recipients and other low-income persons to jobs and

other employment-related services. JARC projects are

targeted at developing new or expanded transporta-

tion services such as shuttles, vanpools, new bus routes,

connector services to mass transit, and guaranteed ride

home programs for welfare recipients and low-income

persons. Due to a new guidance released in April 2002,

JARC grants can be used to support programs that

offer an auto loan component. Funds that are used to

purchase vehicles are allowable as long as programs

maintain the title during the loan repayment period

and promote the use of vehicles for shared rides.

State Temporary Assistance for Needy Families Funds

States can use TANF funds toward car ownership

programs and car purchase assistance as long as the

expense is in line with accomplishing a purpose of the

TANF program, for example, promoting job prepara-

tion and work. Many low-income car ownership

programs were started with state TANF funding and

continue to rely on this as a primary source for 

ongoing operations. Arizona, Georgia, and New York

appropriated state TANF funding to establish car

ownership programs.

Asset-Building Accounts

Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) are savings

accounts matched by state and federal programs that

are used to assist low- to moderate-income people

with building assets. Currently, federal law stipulates

that savings can be used only for job training, educa-

tion, and business or homeownership, not for car

ownership. However, through using flexible TANF

funding goals, some states have been able to allow

IDA-like asset-building accounts to be used for car

purchase. Under welfare law, these accounts are not

considered true IDAs, but states can design these

accounts, using federal or state maintenance of effort

TANF funds, so they are not counted toward assis-

tance eligibility. Arkansas, Illinois, and Maine currently

allow TANF-funded asset-building accounts to be

used for car purchase or repair.17

Welfare-to-Work Grants

Welfare-to-work grants are provided by the federal

government to states and communities to develop job

opportunities for difficult to employ TANF recipi-

ents. States must match one-third of funds for the

two-thirds the federal government contributes. These

funds may be utilized toward IDA-type asset-building

accounts that are used for car purchase.

Workforce Investment Act (WIA) Funds

With the approval of the local Workforce Investment

Boards, WIA funds can be dedicated to car purchases.

Local TANF Transportation Subsidies

Administered by the local agency that is responsible

for social services, welfare-to-work clients have access

to a wide array of subsidies to facilitate their job place-

ment including transportation subsidies. Although

regulations vary from county to county, transporta-

tion subsidies have been used to pay for car repairs

18



and car purchases. In addition, some welfare agencies

have established a loan fund that allows welfare recipients

to purchase cars. Car ownership programs can tap into

this fund to pay for car reconditioning or repairs.

P R I V A T E  F U N D I N G  S O U R C E S

Individual Donations

Private donations have been an important source of

revenue for car ownership programs. Churches have

also assisted with fundraising in addition to providing

overall funding support for program operations. For

example, churches have assisted with securing funds

for car repairs for clients who may be part of their

congregation and/or community.

Financial Institutions

As part of their Community Reinvestment Act (CRA)

obligation whereby they are required to provide prod-

ucts and services to low-income communities, banks

have given grants to car ownership programs to

receive CRA credit. Credit unions also have partnered

with car ownership programs to offer low-interest

loans for car purchase.

Nonprofit-Administered Loan Funds

Nonprofits also administer loan funds that allow for

car purchases. For example, Ways to Work is a family

loan program coordinated by the Alliance for Children

and Families and The McKnight Foundation. Ways

to Work provides loans for the purchase of a used car,

car repairs, child care, or a mortgage payment. Ways

to Work has 38 programs in 20 states.

Private Foundations

Local foundations have funded car ownership pro-

grams. Many banks also have local foundations that

support these programs and/or car purchase.

Sale of Donated Cars

Higher-end car donations from individuals that are

not transferred to clients can be sold to generate

program revenue. This has become an important

source of unrestricted funds for car ownership pro-

grams, which allows them to become financially

sustainable. In order to sell donated cars, programs

have had to acquire a wholesale or used car dealership

license.

I N - K I N D  S O U R C E S

Donated Parts/Labor

Car programs have established partnerships with auto

parts suppliers, repair garages, and mechanics that

offer parts and labor at discounted prices.

Volunteers

In addition to cash donations, volunteers have

assisted with driving cars between locations and

providing office support. Mechanics have also volun-

teered to offer their services to car recipients.

P R O G R A M  S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y

Depending on the volume of cars they receive, pro-

grams that rely on the car donation strategy are best

positioned to generate unrestricted revenue that can

be invested back into the program. These car owner-

ship programs have established a business venture

component through which they sell donated cars 

to various outlets such as car auctions and other

wholesalers.

Conducting a feasibility study to determine the level

of car donations necessary to support program opera-

tions is a critical first step. As with any business

venture, a Board of Directors or advisory committee,

as well as staff with business expertise, are important

for achieving financial sustainability. Increasing car

donations is ultimately the key objective that will

accomplish sustainability (and commensurately, serve

more low-income individuals). Working within a

regional market and having effective marketing strate-

gies are essential components for success.
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P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Good News Garage (GNG) relies on multiple funding

sources to operate their Wheels to Work program:

• Local TANF funds are used to subsidize the car

repair costs of vehicles before the car is trans-

ferred to the client

• The State Department of Labor provides funding

that enabled GNG to purchase a tow truck and

employ the tow truck driver

• State TANF funding provides operational support

• The Vocational Rehabilitation program used to sell

vehicles to them and they currently support the

mechanic hotline that provides advice on car

repair and repair estimates

• Job Access and Reverse Commute grant funds

partially subsidize operational costs

Besides government funding, GNG also relies on

local contributions, donated materials and parts, and

in-kind support, which is estimated at 2,500 volunteer

hours. Another important source of funding is the rev-

enue generated by the sale of cars that are not used

in the program. Cars are either wholesaled, retailed,

or salvaged. For the fiscal year 2003, the Vermont site

of GNG is expected to generate $100,000 from its

disposition of cars.

RECRUITING STAKEHOLDERS

Car ownership programs incorporate a unique blend

of skills in their attempt to balance social mission

with business practice. The stakeholders involved often

reflect representation from two generally very dif-

ferent worlds: social services providers and industry-

related businesses. Furthermore, since car programs

have the potential to be financially self-sustaining,

business expertise is an important program compo-

nent if this is established as a goal. In addition to

hiring staff with industry-related and social services

expertise, other program stakeholders are important

to cultivate as allies from both the social services and

business worlds. Other program stakeholders can help

design effective programs, leverage additional resources

and expertise, ensure effectiveness, increase community

buy-in, and ultimately improve program sustainability.

Program stakeholders can either serve in an advisory

capacity or be an integral partner in program operations: 

Advisors: Advisors assist with strategic planning and

are integral in the start-up phase. They share industry-

related expertise, facilitate marketing and access to

resources, and bring other potential stakeholders to the

table. Respect for the time of stakeholders is critical to

their performance. Efficient meetings designed with

key decisions in mind; good record keeping of what

has occurred and who has agreed to complete certain

tasks; timely follow-up; and openness to new ideas

and learning are key elements of successful manage-

ment of this stakeholder group.

Program Partners: Partners play a prominent role in

the implementation of the car program. For example,

they can be the referral source of clients for the car

ownership program or provide discounted auto parts.

It is advised that program partners outline a memo-

randum of understanding that is signed by both

parties to ensure continuity through staff changes on

either side. If numerous partners are involved, the

organization may want to develop a brief procedures

manual that can be helpful in outlining the roles and

responsibilities of the different partners involved.

It is important to be clear with stakeholders about

their expected roles and responsibilities. This will help

them to realistically assess the amount of time and

other resources they will need to invest.

R E C O M M E N D E D  S T A K E H O L D E R S

Car Dealership/Used Car Distributor: A representative

who is familiar with the used car business is probably

one of the most important stakeholders to recruit.

This person will have thorough knowledge of whole-

sale industry practices and regulations that can aug-

ment existing internal expertise. By being an advisor,

this representative can share strategies for leveraging

additional resources from their networks as well as
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help mitigate potential opposition from other dealer-

ships or used car operations in the community. 

Auto Parts Company: An auto parts company that is a

program partner can reduce program costs by donat-

ing or selling parts at a discount. Reconditioning and

repair costs are often the two most expensive elements

of car ownership operations.

Businessperson: A business representative with a strong

financial background is important in helping develop

the budget and financial feasibility plan.  This stake-

holder can help monitor revenue streams and main-

tain financial integrity; two important aspects of

promoting program sustainability.

Community-Based /Faith-Based Organizations:

These partners can provide expertise with working

with low-income clients as well as provide supportive

services. In addition, faith-based organizations can be

a resource for soliciting used cars, repair assistance,

word of mouth advertising, and donations.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Getting There operates “Car Sunday” at various

congregations throughout a three-county area in

Minnesota. A church will administer a special

collection to pay to repair a car that will later be donat-

ed to a client. On a designated Saturday or Sunday,

the car is placed in front of a church with signage and

balloons, encouraging congregants to contribute if

they wish. At one church, contributions are actually

placed in the car itself. Over 50 “Car Sundays” have

been held, and it has been an effective strategy for

raising funds and awareness of the car ownership

program.

Corporate Employers: Employers can help provide

corporate cars cycling out of use, financial resources,

or in-kind support, and be an important political

stakeholder with regard to advocacy efforts. Access to

job openings ensures uninterrupted employment or

minimizes unemployment spells for clients, which is

important to maintaining car payments.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Vehicles for Change (VFC) established a referral

partnership with three corporate employers: Marriott,

Giant Food, and CVS Pharmacy. Employers view

recipients of car ownership programs as dependable

and thus share job openings with clients of VFC to tap

into this labor supply.

Employment and Training Agencies: These nonprofits

are important referral organizations that can help

clients who have lost jobs to reenter the job market.

Employment is often a key condition of car receipt as

it allows clients to keep up with their car payments if

they’ve taken out a car loan. In addition, employment

and training entities can help with career advance-

ment for many of these low-wage workers.

Financial Institutions: Financial institutions can either

be advisors or integral program partners that handle

the car loans for your program. Their expertise on

car loan requirements, the application process, and

industry standards will be invaluable if your program

has a car financing component. Banks can also

provide in-kind support such as financial advisors or

funding support.

Insurance Companies: Insurance has been identified as

one of the most expensive costs for clients. Partner-

ships with insurance companies and/or brokers can

help identify strategies to make it more affordable for

low-income drivers such as eliminating the surcharge

for first-time insurance buyers or offering a discount

for clients who take a safe driving course. Local insur-

ance brokers could also assist by waiving all or part of

their commission for car ownership clients, especially

for those new or returning after a hiatus to the insur-

ance market.

Auto Repair Garages: Repair shops can be program

partners that provide discounted repair services in

terms of labor and parts. Individual mechanics can

also donate their expertise and time for inspection,
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and help make sure the programs are getting the

repairs they need for a reasonable cost. Repair garages

have also been a source of car donations.

Political Representative: A political stakeholder is

integral to program sustainability as they can identify

program funding sources, spearhead legislation in

support of the program, and help protect the program

from detractors.

Workforce Development Public Agencies: Social services

agencies that administer Temporary Assistance for

Needy Families were the first to fund car ownership

programs and continue to be a primary source of

client referrals. They are often key program partners

that provide case management services and other

support services to clients in car ownership programs.

Other government entities that fund workforce devel-

opment programs such as the Workforce Investment

Board are also important stakeholders.

PROGRAM STAFFING

This overview will describe the staffing needs of car

ownership programs for the two primary operational

areas: vehicle and client processing. The level of

staffing will vary depending on vehicle and client

volume and does not necessarily all have to be in-

house. For example, client support services can be

provided by a partner agency.

O V E R A L L  M A N A G E M E N T

Executive Director/Program Manager: Because many

of the car ownership programs developed without

knowledge of other programs’ design and imple-

mentation strategies, the people who established the

program mission and design came from a wide variety

of backgrounds. Some came from social services, a

few from the private sector, and others had run their

own used car dealerships. Whether the program

undertook a business-like or social services orientation

was strongly influenced by the background and

expertise of the program’s executive director/manager.

If program financial sustainability is a goal, it may

be important to identify a program manager with a

strong business background.

V E H I C L E  P R O C E S S I N G

Inventory Manager: Perhaps one of the best invest-

ments a car ownership program can make in its sus-

tainability is hiring staff with experience in the used

car business. This staff person will know the wholesale

value of the vehicles being purchased, be able to accu-

rately estimate needed repairs and their related costs,

is seasoned in identifying “hidden” problems that can

cause older cars to have higher short- and long-term

repair costs, know how to maximize the return on

investment for donated cars, and has connections

with auctions, wholesalers, and other used car dealers

for purchasing program cars. All of these things can

help a program save money and provide better cars to

its clients.

Donations Coordinator: This role is essential for

programs that solicit cars from the general public.

This person will be responsible for fielding calls, and

screening and processing donations. They handle all

aspects of customer service including scheduling pick

ups, processing paperwork, and managing the dona-

tions database. Depending on the volume of the car

donations, the coordination responsibility was often

structured as one of many other job duties and usually

was not a full-time function.

Marketing Coordinator: This person’s role focuses on

increasing the volume of donations of good quality cars.

A variety of marketing strategies can be utilized (see

Vehicle Donations Strategies section, p. 26) and should

effectively target the sources that will bring in reliable,

working cars. In addition to marketing, partnerships

with repair garages, used car lots, faith-based organiza-

tions, and others can provide other sources of cars.



Tow Truck Driver/Coordinator: Towing capacity is

needed to pick up donations and clients’ cars that are

not working and move the vehicles between locations.

Some programs outsource this function while others

have their own truck and driver.

Mechanic: In addition to car assessment and repair,

the mechanic can be a resource to both the organiza-

tion and clients by providing a second opinion on car

problems and verifying repair estimates. In addition,

they can help diagnose car problems for clients by

phone. This person can also assess donated cars and

will know what cars can safely be put back on the

road.

C L I E N T  P R O C E S S I N G

Case Manager: This role is important for screening

clients and providing client supports to enable suc-

cessful car ownership whether through the direct

provision of services (e.g., budgeting training) or

connecting clients to other community supports. A

background in working with welfare-to-work clients

or workforce development may be helpful to promote

job retention and connections to other employment-

related resources. Other important functions are to

track clients to enhance timely car payments, trouble-

shoot any other client issues that can jeopardize car

ownership, and collect other information that may

help improve the program.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Getting There depends on 14 partner agencies for the

success of the program. The partner agencies make

referrals, provide an evaluation of families’ needs,

collaborate on fundraising events, provide financial

assistance for car repairs after placement, and pro-

vide participant car education among other services.

Selected partners include the CAC Family Loan

Program, Carver County Employment and Training,

Hastings Family Services, and Neighbors, Inc.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Citrus Cars purchases cars for TANF recipients and

directly provides car financing. Citrus Cars serves 125

clients with a staff of 1.5 employees. The program

manager has significant industry expertise since he

used to be a used car salesman, a general manager,

finance manager, and sales manager for a Ford deal-

ership. The manager handles almost every aspect of

program operations from tracking payments to per-

forming the periodic car inspections.

CAR ACQUISITION STRATEGIES —

PURCHASING CARS AND SOLICITING

DONATIONS

There are two primary strategies that nonprofits have

utilized for acquiring cars for transfer to low-income

clients:

Soliciting Vehicle Donations: Cars are donated to the

nonprofit from various sources, including the general

public, government and businesses (i.e., fleets), and

repair garages.

Purchasing Vehicles: Used cars are purchased from used

car dealers or wholesale sources (i.e., car auctions,

individual wholesalers, private owners at wholesale

prices).

The amount of capital available was a primary deter-

minant of which strategy the nonprofit organization

undertook to establish their car supply. Programs that

operated a car purchase strategy had generally depended

on accessing a large infusion of capital from public

and private funding sources that provided the neces-

sary start-up revenue stream.

Vehicle donation strategies require less start-up

capital—however, more administrative overhead is

required in creating the necessary infrastructure to

take calls from the general public, move the cars

between multiple locations, inspect each accepted car,

and dispose of it. Following is a comparative analysis

of the two approaches to inform strategic planning

and decision-making.
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C O M P A R I N G  C A R  P U R C H A S E  A N D

C A R  D O N A T I O N  S T R A T E G I E S

Start -up Funds

Car programs that choose to purchase vehicles in the

open market need a certain level of initial capital. In

the programs studied, the average cost of each car

purchased ranged between $2,500–$5,000. In addi-

tion, to increase the affordability of cars for their clients,

vehicle purchase programs further subsidize the car

price. In general, clients are not asked to pay what

programs paid for the car but are charged an estab-

lished affordable rate determined by the program. These

client subsidies add to the capital needs of programs

utilizing a car purchase strategy.

In comparison, acquiring cars by donation from

the general public, private businesses, or government

generates the lowest inventory cost. Although this

approach requires less start-up capital, funding will be

needed to put in place six key elements:

• A call center to process donations (preferably

toll-free) 

• Towing capacity (e.g., truck, tow truck driver)

to pick up and drop off cars

• Car assessment and valuation capacity (prefer-

ably on staff )

• Reconditioning and repair capacity (preferably

through key stakeholders)

• Storage space for cars

• Funds to dispense undesirable cars

Staf f ing Needs

The staffing requirements for car purchase programs

tend to be smaller when compared with car donation

operations. To transfer approximately 125–150 cars

to clients, only 1–2 staff are needed for car purchase

programs compared with vehicle donation programs

that need 3–5 staff people.

Industry-related expertise is a necessary element for

both acquisition strategies. Although partnerships with

used car dealerships and repair shops can fulfill this

expertise area, it is recommended that internal expert-

ise is present. For purchasing program cars, this staff

person will know the wholesale value, cost of needed

repairs, nature of repairs needed, and retail value of

the vehicles being purchased. They will also have

critical and trusted connections with auction houses,

wholesalers, and other used car dealers. For vehicle

donation programs, this staff person can assess the

overall condition of donations and accurately estimate

needed repairs and their related costs. They are also

seasoned in identifying “hidden” problems that can

cause older cars to have higher short- and long-term

repair costs and will have connections with reliable

mechanics.

Car Qual i ty  Control

There is no consensus or evidence to verify whether

there is a difference in car quality between vehicles

acquired from car purchase programs compared with

car donations. Although one may assume that pur-

chased cars may be of higher quality, the car screening

procedures that are in place at car donation programs

likely result in better quality cars being placed with

clients. Another indication that there is likely little

difference between cars acquired through donation or

purchase is that the average retail values of cars are

comparable.

Inventory Management

Programs that purchase cars have greater control over

their inventory and greater predictability. The process

of transferring cars to clients can be facilitated more

efficiently if program operators can estimate the

number of cars needed and purchase them to meet

the short-term demand.

For car donation programs, their car supply issue is

not so much how many cars are donated but how

many are usable. On average, about one out of ten

cars are determined to be appropriate (e.g., in work-

ing order, low cost for maintenance) for low-income

clients. If there are not enough working cars with
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relatively low repair needs coming into inventory,

clients will usually have to wait longer for delivery

than those in car purchase programs.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Minnesota’s Getting There augments their donation

strategy with car purchases to increase the number

of cars that are available to clients. In 2002 Getting

There received about 249 donated cars, of which

approximately 13 were in good shape and transferred

to clients. The rest of the donations were salvaged or

sold for additional program revenue. To augment their

car supply, Getting There purchased an additional 13

cars for eligible clients. 

Funding Sustainabi l i ty

Currently, many programs that utilize a car purchase

strategy are facing program sustainability challenges

because they subsidize the interest rate and car

purchase price. However, car purchase programs may

also build in program sustainability by structuring

how they use their capital as part of a revolving loan

fund—in other words, their operations begin to

mirror financial institutions. The revenue generated

by spreads on interest rates can help finance opera-

tions and create a strong repayment stream that is a

critical factor for sustainability. However, higher inter-

est rates may make payments burdensome for clients

thus care needs to be taken to balance sustainability

goals with client needs. Other models of revolving

loan funds and their levels of program sustainability

should be investigated if your organization is interested

in pursuing a car purchase strategy.

Selling cars that have been donated is a profitable

arena with a high level of competition and many sea-

soned players. There are many established intermedi-

aries that process car donations and transfer a portion

of the proceeds to nonprofits. This well-established

market that solicits car donations is an indication of

the financial viability of this approach.

Car donation programs have the potential to be

financially self-sustaining through revenue generated

from cars that are diverted and sold to the public or

salvaged. Furthermore, a car donation strategy in

combination with a client purchase strategy generates

another source of revenue from the repayment stream.

Some nonprofits have intentionally chosen a car dona-

tion strategy to meet program sustainability goals.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Program financial sustainability was a requirement of

the Board of Directors when they initiated Vehicles for

Change. Out of the approximately 3,000 cars donated

to their program on an annual basis, 500 go to clients

and the rest are salvaged or sold to generate unre-

stricted revenue that is invested back into program

operations. In addition, the loan payments on the

cars sold to clients represent another revenue source.

In 2002 approximately 60 percent of VFC’s operating

expenses were supported by sales of donated cars

and other corporate contributions.

Other Benef i ts  for  Each Strategy

• Vehicle donation strategies make the car

program more visible in the community as

people learn about it through advertising to

attract donations. It also gives the public an

opportunity to participate in the program,

building goodwill and support. People often

choose to donate to these programs rather than

ones that use the cars only for fundraising

because they know that their cars will be used

to help an individual, rather than sold into a

for-profit system.

• Car purchase programs can build long-term

relationships with local dealers by bringing

them regular business, which can engage and

gain the support of the auto retail community.

These programs promote economic develop-

ment through the support of local businesses

such as banks, repair shops, and car washes, and

improve the overall quality of neighborhood life

by enhancing families’ access to needed services.
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Strategic Planning Quest ions

• Do you have access to a large funding source?

• What staffing size does your organization

envision for this strategy?

• Is program sustainability a necessary goal?

• Do you have access to potential donors of cars?

For example, are there middle- to upper-class

communities that can be targeted? Do you have

relationships with public agencies or private

corporations with car fleets?

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Georgia Wheels to Work is a statewide program being

operated in nine different regions and serving 1,600

clients. Supported by a special state fund that

provided $10 million, Wheels to Works provides zero-

interest loans with no down payment to enable TANF

recipients to purchase used cars from partner dealer-

ships. The average purchase price for cars ranges

from $2,000–$5,000. Initial loan payments are low,

approximately, $50–$100, and increase gradually as

the client’s income grows. Low loan default rates of

2–3 percent and a strong repayment stream have

enabled Georgia Wheels to Work to replenish their

revolving loan fund, thereby providing more loans to

additional families.18

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Established in 1998 by the Arizona State Legislature,

Goodwill’s Wheels to Work program operates six loca-

tions throughout the state. With a $1,500 state tax

credit established specifically for this program and

expenditures of up to $400,000 on marketing, Good-

will has received over 1,400 calls from individuals

wanting to donate their vehicles. Goodwill only

accepts 20–30 percent based on criteria such as

age, mileage, and working condition. In 2000

Goodwill sold 283 cars to clients for $240, which was

decreased to $120 in 2001.19

VEHICLE DONATION STRATEGIES

Car programs can acquire donations from many

sources including the general public, private businesses,

the public sector (government), or as an affiliate of a

national vehicle donation entity. There are a number

of common program criteria that need to be in place

when embarking on this strategy regardless of the pro-

gram’s geographic location. At the same time, because

local conditions vary, some strategies can be devel-

oped that are unique to each target market, which will

allow you to access and maximize donations from

particular sources. The following are some common

program elements found in each of the programs that

accept vehicle donations:

• Establish a “Car Profile”: Criteria should be

established to create a “profile” for the cars that

will be acceptable for donation. Programs that

accept donated cars from the general popula-

tion often perform a telephone prescreen with

the donor. Cars with a “clean” title (no existing

liens), newer than 1988, less than 150,000

miles, and no significant engine problems

and/or body damage are common baseline

criteria. Whether nonworking cars should be

accepted depends on the program’s capacity—

whether there is internal expertise to diagnose

the extent of potential repairs and, if there is,

access to a tow truck to bring it in or move it

to salvage.

• Ensure Adequate Storage Space: Storage space

needs to be available while the cars await their

new owners. There are usually state regulations

that limit the number of cars that can be stored

on a lot before it is considered in violation of

public ordinances unless you are a used car

dealer. Some programs store cars at several

locations (e.g., a number of church lots) while

others have rented or owned space. Security

may be an issue if a large lot has been leased for

storage. It is important to have a client waiting

list so that inventory and storage space can be

managed well.

• Facilitate Title Transfers: Car programs must

establish a system for processing title changes.

There may be an issue of lag time in certain
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states, which will delay the transfer of title to

the clients. 

G E N E R A L  P U B L I C  D O N A T I O N S

Market ing Strategies

The industry standard is that approximately 10

percent of donated cars end up being made available

to low-income clients. Therefore, a large volume of

donations is important if your program plans to serve

many families and if your program depends on this

approach for a revenue stream. The remaining 90

percent are either high-end cars that are disposed of

through wholesale sources or unusable cars salvaged

for parts to generate program revenue. Developing

and implementing an effective marketing strategy

is essential for any program that relies on donations

as its main supply stream for cars and also to differ-

entiate your program from your competitors.

Car donations are a highly competitive field, and

numerous nonprofit organizations rely on car dona-

tions from the general public as a significant source of

revenue. Many well-known, local and national non-

profits are very aggressive with their outreach and

have large budget line items dedicated to marketing

for this purpose. As a result, the competition for

donated cars is fierce, especially for local programs

that are often targeting the same markets for solicita-

tion. Local car ownership programs may have diffi-

culty with a direct marketing approach and will need

to develop new and creative messages and marketing

strategies to penetrate the market. 

Despite a more limited budget, car ownership pro-

grams have devised many cost-effective marketing

approaches with an emphasis on distinguishing them-

selves from other car donation programs. An impor-

tant messaging strategy is that the car will go to help

an individual and their family by being transferred to

low-income workers rather than just used as a general

revenue source. Effective messages are personal stories

of how having cars turned lives around. An important

rule is to target marketing to certain neighbor-

hoods—those that are middle class to affluent—to

bring in better quality cars. Also, these communities

will be more likely to benefit from the charitable

deduction or tax credit associated with their donation.

Following are a variety of marketing strategies that

low-income car ownership programs have utilized:

• Features in newspaper articles (human-interest

angle)

• Using donated advertising space in newspapers

• Public service announcements on the radio and

television

• Inserts in church bulletins or nonprofit

newsletters

• Partnerships with local garages and local

dealerships (to refer owners to donate non-

working cars)

• Posters at automobile dealerships

• Private business linkages with messages in

company newsletters or personal appearances 

at charity meetings

It is important to track which marketing approach

generates a higher quantity and/or quality of cars to

determine the most cost-effective strategies.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Vehicles for Change uses numerous marketing strate-

gies to attract approximately 1,200 car donations a

year. Partnerships have been established with auto

repair shops and used car dealerships. Other market-

ing techniques include trying to land a front-page

human-interest or feature story. VFC finds that news-

paper articles generate a lot of publicity and shortly

after, an onslaught of car donations. One of the more

innovative marketing strategies is their partnership

with Giant Foods that will place program advertise-

ments on their milk cartons.



Chari table Tax Deduct ion

Another important tool to attract more cars from the

general public and businesses is the charitable tax

deduction that can be applied to federal taxes and, in

some cases, state taxes. This financial incentive will

attract car donors who itemize their tax deductions.

The amount of the deduction is tied to the “fair

market value” of the car; that is the current sale price

of the car in its current condition. Estimates on the

“fair market value” are usually determined by indus-

try guidebooks such as the Kelley Blue Book and also

must take into consideration the condition of the car.

In some states, there are established limits on the

amount of tax deduction one can claim for their

vehicle. The soliciting nonprofit must have tax-

exempt status as a charity 501(c)(3) under the

Internal Revenue Service. In addition, they must be

registered to solicit with the state government’s

charity registration office (usually a division of the

state’s attorney general’s office).

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Good News Garage has four sites throughout New

England, one of which is a joint venture partnership

with Rockingham Community Action in New Hampshire.

The state of New Hampshire has legislated a tax-

credit program offering businesses a 75 percent 

tax credit when they donate cars to Rockingham

Community Action. This state tax credit, which is

geared toward car dealerships to facilitate higher-

quality car donations, has generated a supply of cars

from the private sector. Based on New Hampshire’s

positive experience, GNG is spearheading similar tax-

credit legislation for the state of Vermont.

P R O C E S S I N G  D O N A T I O N S

It is important to make the donation process as easy

as possible for the general public. Features such as a

toll-free phone number, quick pick up of cars, and

other donation options for cars not accepted by the

car ownership program will facilitate the process and

generate good “word of mouth” referrals. The staff

person who is dedicated to screening potential dona-

tions usually has this as one of many other job duties.

A pick-up strategy needs to be devised and can include

volunteers driving working cars, or a tow truck oper-

ated by the program or through partnerships with

towing companies. Many programs institute another

car inspection point at the time of pick up and

detailed instructions for the transfer process (e.g., title

transfer, tax credit).

P U B L I C  A N D  P R I V A T E  F L E E T

D O N A T I O N S

Some car programs have found public agency and

county fleets to be a good source of used cars as they

tend to be well-maintained. However, there are some

challenges to address before tapping into this source.

There are often ordinances that govern how public

fleet vehicles are retired and usually these cars are

auctioned off by the county for revenue. For many

government agencies, this revenue is necessary for

maintenance of existing cars and to purchase new

cars. In New York the governor signed legislation that

allowed their Boards of Cooperative Educational

Services to transfer repaired vehicles to welfare recipi-

ents at little or no cost. It is extremely helpful to have

an ally from a government agency or political arena,

and for the program to have advocacy experience,

before embarking on this strategy.

Similar to the challenge with public fleet donations,

the financial incentive may not be in place for private

businesses to donate corporate cars to nonprofits.

However, this strategy may work if an ally is in place

or with creative negotiating such as free publicity for

the company or tax write-offs.
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P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Seattle’s Port JOBS initiated the Working Wheels pro-

gram in 2002 and targeted retired fleet vehicles as

their car source. Retired fleet vehicles have been iden-

tified as a good source of cars for Working Wheels

because fleet vehicles are likely to require less recon-

ditioning than other donated cars since fleet vehicles

are on a regular maintenance schedule. Through their

leadership and advocacy, the city council passed leg-

islation that would set aside 50 surplus fleet vehicles

each year. In return, Fremont Public Association, the

agency that implements the program, will recondition

the vehicles and sell them to qualified low-income

individuals at below-market cost.

N O N P R O F I T  A F F I L I A T E

Nonprofits can register as an affiliate to a third-party

broker who will solicit cars on your behalf. This

model capitalizes on economies of scale and is based

on the existing national car donation strategy where-

by national nonprofits broker through an intermedi-

ary that handles the donations process and transfers

an established portion of the revenue to the nonprofit.

In this case, vehicles rather than revenue are trans-

ferred to the nonprofit affiliate. The national or regional

intermediary usually handles all aspects of soliciting,

securing, refurbishing, and distributing the cars. The

nonprofit affiliate is responsible for marketing the car

solicitation phone number and recruiting clients for

the vehicles. The nonprofit affiliate strategy is still in

nascent stages with only one or two nonprofits serving

in this intermediary role.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Charity Cars in Orlando, Florida, is a national, non-

profit vehicle donation-processing center that has

established nonprofit affiliates to distribute vehicles to

clients and provides unrestricted funding for the

organization. Charity Cars maintains a vehicle inven-

tory list with nonprofits having ten days to select a car

for their clients. If after ten days, the vehicle is not

selected, it is sold at auction and salvaged with 50

percent of the proceeds going to the nonprofit and the

other half accruing to Charity Cars.

LICENSES —WHOLESALERS AND USED

CAR DEALERSHIPS

In most states, anyone who sells, leases, offers, or

negotiates the sale or lease of ten or more vehicles per

year must have a dealer license. States license dealers

to ensure fair business competition and protect

consumers. State dealer licensing requirements can

sometimes be a challenge for nonprofit organizations

interested in implementing car ownership programs

because they require upfront money to pay for fees.

Car ownership programs have responded to these

licensing requirements in two ways:

1. Obtaining appropriate licenses to access unre-

stricted funding opportunities

2. Seeking an exclusion or waiver from the legal

requirements

D E A L E R  L I C E N S I N G  R E Q U I R E M E N T S

The majority of car ownership programs studied

acquired dealer licensing because of the benefits that

accrued to the program and the clients they serve.

With a dealer license, car purchase programs can

leverage cost reductions and access sources that only

sell cars in wholesale (below retail) markets and there-

fore take in cars at a lower price. These cost savings

can be transferred to the client and make the loan

payments more manageable. Car donation programs

can take advantage of the license to generate unre-

stricted revenue through the sale of donated cars that

are not used for clients which is then reinvested to

support operations.

The requirements and types of dealer licenses that car

ownership programs may need vary from state to

state. These requirements typically include com-

pleting an application, attending a dealer education

seminar, providing proof of surety bond, and paying

application fees. A chart showing the licensing guide-

lines for selected states is available in the Appendix.

Although the specific terms will vary from state to



state, following are the general definitions of each

type of license:

Wholesale License: A wholesale dealer may purchase

and resell used vehicles to licensed dealers only, never

to the public. Possessing a wholesale license enables

car ownership programs to purchase cars below retail

through other wholesalers and auctions and then

distribute the cars to their clients. Car pricing guides

such as the Kelley Blue Book, NADA Yellow Book,

and the National Auto Research Black Book will be

useful to programs that purchase cars at wholesale.

Wholesale licenses can also help car ownership

programs become financially sustainable by allowing

them to sell high-end cars to auctions and using the

revenue for the program. Wholesale licenses, however,

are not available in all states.

Used Car Dealer License: A used car dealer may buy,

sell, lease, broker, wholesale, or auction any make of

used vehicle. A used car dealer license allows car

ownership programs to sell cars to the public at fair

market retail for additional revenue, which is in turn

used for program expenses. A used car dealer license

is beneficial to large car ownership programs that

transfer a high volume of cars, protecting them from

being viewed as having any advantages compared

with for-profit used car dealers. Programs that operate

in multiple states also benefit from having a license,

since exemptions will only be honored in states that

provide them.

Wholesale licenses tend to have less requirements

compared with used car dealer licenses thus the costs

are less. However, most states have used car dealer

licenses but only a handful offer wholesale dealer

licenses. To obtain more information about local licens-

ing requirements, please visit the following sources:

• State Department of Motor Vehicles or

Business/Occupational Licensing Board

• National Independent Automobile Dealers

Association (Used Car Dealer Association).

NIADA provides basic information about

dealer licensing requirements in each state,

along with links to the agencies that have

jurisdiction over licensing. www.niada.org

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Due to their used car dealership license, Getting

There is able to wholesale cars and operate a used

car lot. In 2002 they were able to generate $31,187

from cars sold on their lot.

D E A L E R  L I C E N S I N G  E X C L U S I O N S

A few car ownership programs opted to put in place

legislation that would exclude them from dealer

licensing requirements. These exclusions are provided

through state legislation and statutes that either

explicitly give waivers to nonprofits, or limit the defini-

tion of a dealer to exclude nonprofit organizations.

Such a strategy enables the nonprofit to bypass the

regulatory process and fees associated with licensing.

Several states, including California, Maryland, and

Virginia currently offer exclusions for public or private

nonprofit charitable, religious, or educational institu-

tions that sell vehicles if certain conditions are met.

PROGRAM LIABILITY

Although existing car ownership programs have not

encountered any major liability problems to date,

programs have implemented measures to minimize or

address their potential exposure in the following three

areas:

• Insurance coverage 

• Title transfers 

• Car repossessions 
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I N S U R A N C E  C O V E R A G E

Following are common categories of liability insur-

ance carried by programs:

Garage Liability Coverage: This liability policy pro-

vides insurance for events that occur on the premises

where your cars are stored.

Umbrella Liability: This is one of the most expensive

insurance policies that provides blanket coverage for

the organization. Organizations that hold the car title

while clients are paying off their loan—such as in the

case of a nonprofit that operates a lease to own

strategy— should carry this insurance to cover

accidents that the client may become involved in.

In addition, programs may require clients to sign hold

harmless agreements to protect the agency in case of

an accident or equipment failure. For organizations

that secure the state’s used car dealership license, they

will have to abide by mandated stipulations that

generally include posting a bond in the amount set by

the state.

T I T L E  T R A N S F E R S

The person or entity that holds the car title can be

liable for car accidents that occur. Thus it is impor-

tant to be clear as to who holds the car title, especially

during the title transfer process. Car titles are trans-

ferred when: 

• cars are donated from the original owners

• the program transfers title to the financial

institution who is holding the lien

• the program or bank transfers title after the car

loan has been paid off

It is important to ensure that the title is cleared to the

new owner every time it is transferred. Car programs

often monitor or undertake the process themselves. In

some states, there is a lag time for title transfers; in

this case, the process should be monitored through

completion.

C A R  R E P O S S E S S I O N S

Nonprofits that handle the car financing for their

clients will also have the responsibility of handling

repossessions (if they chose to include repossessing

vehicles as a part of their program). Car programs that

use a conventional financial institution may be able to

delegate this task to the financial institution. Depend-

ing on program requirements, repossession can take

place if any of the following occurs: loss/lack of car

insurance, unemployment, nonpayment of car loan,

revocation of driver’s licenses, or criminal convictions

(e.g., driving under the influence).

Every state has different regulations governing the

process of repossession that usually include a

notification and customer response time period. It is

important for car programs to be aware of the proper

procedures. In addition to the administrative respon-

sibilities, repossessions can also be a costly and staff-

intensive process that requires tracking down the

vehicle, paying for towing services, reconditioning the

car, and other considerations.

CAR DISTRIBUTION STRATEGIES

Car programs can give away, sell, and lease cars to

clients. Each approach entails a different level of involve-

ment with clients. The decision on which approach is

most feasible will depend on the level of resources

available, target population, and program goals.

Regardless of the approach, car programs usually sub-

sidize the cost of the car for their clients to promote

affordability. For example, the purchase price is usually

subsidized in a program where cars are sold to clients.

The cars have retail values ranging from $2,000–

$5,000 and are generally from 8–14 years old. The

cars used in these programs, and especially the older
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cars, are intended to provide short-term solutions

as a bridge to overcoming initial transportation barri-

ers. The expected life use of program cars is from one

to two years, long enough for a client to begin to get

on their feet.

G I V I N G  C A R S  A W A Y

Car programs that elect this strategy transfer the car

and title to the client immediately at no (or little) cost

to the client. This approach is likely to allow more

clients to qualify for cars as no installment payment is

required other than car ownership-related costs. In

this case, the program assumes no responsibility for

monitoring client use of the car or related behavior.

The program also has minimum liability exposure.

Even though the program may charge a minimal one-

time, lump sum fee to cover registration fees and

other owner-related fees, programs engaging in this

strategy should also consider assisting the client with

other related costs such as insurance.

To keep costs down, the giveaway strategy should be

paired with a car donation strategy as the primary

source of cars. Otherwise, a large operating budget is

necessary to support car purchases. Unless the seed

funding is substantial, programs that pair car pur-

chase with car giveaways will unlikely be able to serve

a large number of people and may be unable to

expand the program to serve other areas due to the

lack of revenue generation.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

After reconditioning and repairing the donated car,

Good News Garage gives the car away to clients for

a nominal fee. Clients are expected to provide pay-

ment for repair fees that average $1,200 per car.

These costs, however, are not paid by the client. The

local TANF department and GNG have an arrange-

ment whereby TANF provides transportation subsi-

dies to clients, who in turn pay GNG for the cost of

repairs.

S E L L I N G  A N D  L E A S I N G  C A R S

Car programs that sell or lease cars to clients tend to

have additional objectives, such as helping clients

build their financial stability and history. In programs

where cars are being financed, programs may also seek

to build relationships with clients to provide other

supports. Cars can either be sold or leased to clients

with the goal of ownership. The main difference

between selling the car outright to clients and leasing

it is in who owns, or holds title to the vehicle, during

the repayment period.

Car sale programs transfer the title directly to the

client, while lease programs hold the title until the

lease terms are fulfilled. When the lease term ends, the

title is then transferred to the client. The main draw-

back of lease to own programs is that they may poten-

tially face greater liability risks if a client causes an

accident while driving. Their major benefit is that

lease programs are on stronger ground to insist that

clients comply with all requirements for keeping the

car and have greater legal standing if it is necessary to

repossess the car.

Some of the programs that sell cars to clients have

themselves listed as lien holder on the title. This

enables them to track whether or not the client is

maintaining insurance and ensures that the car is not

resold during the payment period. This allows for

more oversight of the clients and cars, while reducing

the program’s potential liability. When this strategy is

paired with car donations, the program will be able to

generate revenue from the repayment stream, which

facilitates fund diversification.
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P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Arizona’s Wheels to Work program, administered by

Goodwill, utilizes a leasing strategy where they retain

the car title to sell cars to clients. Although the aver-

age value of the car that is placed with clients is

approximately $2,400, Wheels to Work sells the cars

to clients for only $120. Originally, the cars were sold

for $240 with $20 monthly payments over a 12-month

period. Goodwill was encountering high default rates

of up to 17 percent and liability issues were of con-

cern. As a result they reduced the sale price of the car

to $120 in July 2001 and shortened the lease period

to only six months. The state of Arizona provides insur-

ance for the entire lease period.

F I N A N C I N G  I N F R A S T R U C T U R E

Programs that sell or lease cars need to build an infra-

structure that is commensurate with the number of

program objectives that support individual develop-

ment. Care should be taken to ensure that only those

clients who can afford the total costs become car own-

ers. Programs need to determine who will handle the

payment process and whether it will be handled inter-

nally or through a financial institution partner.

Whether the car is leased or sold, monthly payments

must be structured so that low-income clients can

afford those payments and other car-related costs. In

addition, given the goal of improving the financial

credit history, the program should consider mecha-

nisms to promote on-time payments and minimize

loan defaults.

Programs that sell cars subsidize the cost of the car

purchase for their clients through a reduced interest

rate or lowered car price. Based on a NEDLC study

in 1999, the interest rates vary from 0–12.9 percent

with averages between 7–9 percent. Programs that

acquire their cars from donations are better able to set

an affordable price for the car. Programs have either

partnered with existing financial institutions to offer

loans or acted as a financial intermediary to provide

loans directly to clients. In assessing whether to offer

loans directly or though a financial partner, factors to

consider include availability of start-up capital, target

population eligibility, and the level of program

involvement with case management.

In either case, it is important for clients to go through

the loan agreement in detail and understand their

responsibilities. The primary reasons for defaults are

late payments, lack of insurance, terminated employ-

ment, DUIs, convictions, and loss of driver’s licenses.

A rigorous screening process and eligibility require-

ments can minimize default rates. This is especially

important for programs that depend on the repay-

ment stream to capitalize their loan fund and for pro-

gram continuation. However, the goal of mitigating

defaults needs to be balanced with the mission of

assisting needy clients who may not be able to meet

market-based qualifications (e.g., credit scores).

Other measures to promote repayment can be insti-

tuted such as reminder calls as a follow-up for missed

loan payments or restructuring loan payments. These

mechanisms can also benefit clients by encouraging

them to improve their financial credit history. Finally,

programs must decide whether or not to repossess in

the case of defaults.

I N T E R N A L  F I N A N C I N G

In these programs, the loan payments are arranged

between the program and the client. Operations

similar to those conducted by financial institutions

will need to be established to process the loans from

the initial eligibility assessment through payment

collections. In these cases, because programs hold the

lien, they will also have the responsibility to conduct

repossessions if they are a part of program operations.

Start-up and ongoing costs will need to be secured for

staffing to handle loan administration along with

monitoring requirements such as clients’ possession of

insurance. One benefit to internal loan financing is

that more clients with poor financial histories can be
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served who would otherwise be unable to obtain

favorable credit in external financial markets. This

type of financing will also allow programs to more

closely monitor clients and their cars, which facilitates

case management if this has been determined as an

integral goal.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Citrus Cars provides direct financing of cars and as of

2001, they were managing 250 loans. They utilize

Auto-Trac software, a package designed by “Buy

Here-Pay Here” lots to monitor and track loan pay-

ments. Each client is charged $26.50 per month at

zero interest for two years for his or her car. The total

cost to the client is $609.50. Citrus Cars also sub-

sidizes the insurance for three months, which is paid

in advance. They have a repossession rate of about 6

percent but they allow the cars that have been repos-

sessed to be redeemed once.

B A N K I N G  P A R T N E R S

Programs have partnered with one or more financial

institutions to offer car loans for their clients. Due to

low volume and a relatively high-risk target popula-

tion, community banks or credit unions are usually

more amenable to working with car ownership pro-

grams and negotiating terms that are feasible for the

target population. Programs have had more difficulty

partnering with larger commercial banks that have

less flexibility with establishing loan terms and more

concern about the higher exposure to loan defaults.

Loan guarantees are usually a necessary ingredient in

these bank partnerships with programs fronting a cash

pool ranging from $30,000–$100,000 that banks can

access to mitigate losses associated with loan defaults.

The amount of the loan guarantee is tied to the num-

ber and amount of loans that are provided; usually it

is a one-to-one match.

The banks usually handle of all the administrative

details with loan processing and hold the car titles.

Programs sometimes hold second liens in case of car

repossessions so that they can receive a portion of the

car proceeds when it’s sold at auction. Some programs

dedicate an internal staff person to walk clients

through the paperwork especially if their organization

is also backing the loan. One challenge in working

with banking partners is finding enough credit-

worthy clients as loan requirements are often too

rigorous. In addition, financial institutions usually do

not work with clients to help make them credit-worthy.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

For their Working Wheels program, Port JOBS devel-

oped a partnership with a local credit union to offer

car loans to their clients at a 7 percent interest rate.

The Federal Home Loan Bank of Seattle provided

$30,000 for loan guarantees to cement the financing

partnership. The cars are sold for $1,500 and the loan

is paid off over a three-year period, keeping payment

levels at a manageable $54 per month.

D E F A U L T S  A N D  R E P O S S E S S I O N S

In 2002 the programs surveyed had loan default rates

ranging from 9–22 percent. In the case of a loan default,

the program will need to decide if the car should be

repossessed. Some programs do not repossess the car

even if the loan is defaulted or other program require-

ments are unmet. If the car is repossessed, then the

client may end up in a worse financial situation,

which contradicts their program’s goals. Other pro-

grams will repossess because they consider it vital to

maintaining the program’s integrity and/or depend on

the payment streams.

Repossessions are time-consuming and costly. The

structure of the financing arrangement and how the

title is held can influence who does the repossession.

For example, programs that rely on bank partners to

handle the financing can have themselves listed as lien

holder on the title to maintain oversight but may be

able to delegate the repossession responsibilities to

the banks.



C A R  D I S T R I B U T I O N  P R O C E S S

Inventory Management  and Storage

Programs that acquire cars from donations need to

establish a process for transferring cars to eligible

clients. Tight inventory management is an essential

ingredient to maximize the efficient use of limited

and expensive storage space. Many car programs have

more clients and waiting lists compared to the supply

of cars ready for disposition. It is estimated that it

takes between ten days to a month to process the car

distribution to accommodate the paperwork, espe-

cially if financing and coordinating the car drop-off

are involved. Car donations that are not dedicated for

clients should be quickly wholesaled or sold for scrap.

States have different regulations governing how many

unregistered cars can be stored in one lot before it 

is deemed a junkyard. Programs have leased storage

space but some cite security concerns such as theft

and vandalism. To minimize the cost of storage space,

some programs have identified several lots for storage

including church parking lots.

Matching Cars to Cl ients and Del ivery

Schedules

To accommodate specific needs of clients, programs

have established criteria for matching cars to recipi-

ents. Programs survey clients based on the following

factors to determine appropriate matches:

• past car experiences

• ability to drive manual or automatic

• size of family and number of car seats necessary

Cosmetic details such as color or type of cars are not

usually factors for consideration. Programs usually

retain the discretion to match cars to clients to make

the process more efficient.

As a cost-effective measure, programs have developed

regular schedules (e.g., monthly) for group delivery

rather than transferring cars individually to clients.

Long distance deliveries are time consuming so pro-

grams sometime require clients to pick up cars from a

central location in the city or other places that can be

accessed by public transportation. For example, three

to five cars can be transferred to clients in various

counties during different days of the month. Some

programs utilize volunteers to drive cars to the drop-

off sites.

CAR RECONDITIONING AND REPAIR

STRATEGIES

Whether the cars are acquired through donation or

purchase, all require some investment in recondition-

ing and repair prior to going to clients. The costs asso-

ciated with car repairs, or reconditioning, are one of

the most expensive elements of car ownership pro-

grams. The average total cost ranges from $200–

$1,500 per car. In addition, many programs offer car

warranties to cover breakdowns during the first few

months of ownership, which adds to the total per car

cost incurred by programs. Car ownership programs

have attempted to control their reconditioning and

repair costs by partnering with repair garages or by

hiring staff to conduct the repairs.

P A R T N E R S H I P S  W I T H  A U T O  R E P A I R

G A R A G E S

Car ownership programs often have established part-

nerships with auto repair garages or individual

mechanics who offer discounted labor and parts for

both preownership work and as a preferred vendor for

clients after they have taken possession of their cars.

Repair shops should be prescreened to determine

trustworthiness, efficiency, and reliability. These part-

nerships will spur goodwill among local repair shops

toward the car ownership program, which is impor-

tant for building alliances and encouraging repair

shops to provide program support as a referral source

of car donations. Some drawbacks to this approach

are inconvenience for clients and the ability to
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authenticate car repair cost estimates. Repair shops

may not be open on weekends or be able to take the

client’s car immediately, which may result in clients

missing days or taking time off from work. It is

important to institute controls for repairs that are

done by external shops to ensure fair repair quotes.

Some programs offer a service whereby a client can

verify repair quotes with the industry expert on staff.

P A R T N E R S H I P S  W I T H  T R A I N I N G

P R O G R A M S

Auto mechanic training programs at community

colleges or private vocational education institutions

are also another source of affordable auto repairs.

However, this strategy will only work if programs

have a very low volume of cars and clients. Scheduling

coordination difficulties and the longer time neces-

sary to complete car repairs, which may increase

storage costs, are challenges when working with train-

ing programs. In addition to the volume of cars,

programs that operate in a large geographic vicinity

or in multiple counties may not be near training

program centers.

I N T E R N A L  R E P A I R  P R O G R A M

Some car programs have developed in-house repair

programs in an effort to increase control over car

repairs in terms of scheduling and costs. Establishing

in-house repair capacity is costly in the short-term

since staffing, equipment, and space are needed along

with additional liability insurance. However, in the

long run, it may be a more cost-effective strategy

depending on the volume of cars processed. Programs

that have implemented an auto repair component

usually establish it as part of a training program to

leverage funds for ongoing operating costs.

Programs that conduct their repairs internally find

that they are better able to control costs, more

effectively authenticate the need and cost for repairs,

provide better quality repairs, and can determine

repair hours to accommodate working clients’ sched-

ules (e.g., Saturday mornings). In addition, programs

can also track repair data that can improve operations

and management—for example, which car models

are less prone to breakdowns.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

One of the key components of the Good News

Garage is the repair garage they have established in-

house, which has employed a master mechanic. In

addition to car repairs, the garage also serves as a

training ground for welfare recipients who are interest-

ed in becoming mechanics. The internal garage

allows Good News Garage to control the quality and

cost of repairs to donated cars that are given to

clients. In 2003, after a successful capital campaign,

Good News Garage moved into an 11,000-square-

foot facility that contains a larger, custom-built garage.

The garage is outfitted with four bays, fully equipped

with eight professional lifts and adequate tool and

parts storage to allow for efficient simultaneous car

repairs.
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Clients represent the other essential compo-

nent of a car ownership program equation.

This chapter reviews strategies for working

with low-income clients to enable success-

ful car ownership. For many clients, this car

may be the first one that they own. If they

purchase or lease their car, it may also be

their first car payment. Car ownership pro-

grams should build in strategies such as

case management and budget counseling

along with other supports to broaden clients’

understanding of what is needed to keep

and maintain a functional car.
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This chapter will focus on the strategies to help clients

achieve successful car ownership. For many clients,

this may be their first experience with owning a car.

In addition, if car financing is part of the package,

clients will need to understand the responsibilities

and obligations associated with having a loan. Car

ownership programs have put in place a number of

mechanisms to support and educate their clients.

This chapter will outline:

• Common client challenges

• Eligibility and screening criteria

• Case management

• Personal budgeting and financial literacy

• Auto maintenance

• Insurance

COMMON CLIENT CHALLENGES

Many clients participating in these programs are

undergoing major life transitions and are often enter-

ing the workforce for the first time. The expenses and

legal responsibilities associated with car ownership,

especially for clients who have never owned a car

before, introduces additional challenges. Car owner-

ship programs can increase the likelihood of success

by requiring that all clients have ongoing case manage-

ment and providing other client supports. Without

such supports, programs will likely experience high

loan defaults and witness abandonment of nonwork-

ing vehicles. Ongoing case management also allows

programs to track clients, which will facilitate pro-

gram evaluation.

Program decisions regarding client supports often

need to strike a balance between individual client

responsibility and program-subsidized supports since

client needs are infinite and program resources are

limited. Some programs have developed strategies that

promote cost-sharing strategies with clients or lever-

age resources from partner agencies to defray costs

associated with client supports. The tension between

program resources and client challenges is particularly

acute in cases where programs provide internal

financing and rely on the repayment stream to con-

tinue operations. In these cases, program finances are

inextricably tied to the success or challenges faced by

clients. For example, significant costs accrue to the

program if a client defaults on their loan or if their car

breaks down frequently. On the other hand, if there

are low default rates, then the program will be able to

use this as an additional revenue stream. Programs

have implemented measures to control or decrease

default rates such as utilizing more rigorous client

screening criteria.

C L I E N T  F I N A N C E S  A N D  B U D G E T I N G

The many costs associated with car ownership such as

registration fees, insurance, and repairs are significant

barriers in light of the limited incomes of clients

served by car ownership programs. According to the

American Automobile Association (AAA), the national

average annual cost of driving a ten-year-old car is

approximately $5,000. A monthly car payment adds

another ongoing cost that many clients may not have

previously accounted for. It is important for both

programs and clients to understand all the financial

responsibilities associated with car ownership and to

determine if this is an affordable strategy for the client

to undertake.

Beyond budgeting issues, a lack of financial literacy

may also be a challenge. Clients may have poor credit

histories as a result of overextended credit, late pay-

ments, or bankruptcies. For other clients, they may

have no credit history and the car note represents

their first loan. In either case, it is important for

clients to understand all the financial responsibilities
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associated with the car and the implications of missed

or late payments. Car ownership programs find that

developing financial literacy is an ongoing process. In

addition to building their clients’ financial literacy,

programs have identified numerous strategies to

defray car ownership costs.

C A R  M A I N T E N A N C E

In cases where clients are first-time car owners, a

thorough understanding of car maintenance is impor-

tant to prevent unnecessary breakdowns and repairs

resulting from negligence. Since the cars clients

acquire are used and may range from 8–14 years old,

the cars will inevitably require maintenance and

repairs. Programs will need to put in place car repair

strategies and mechanisms to control these costs to

both the program as well as the clients. Based on past

experiences, car ownership programs find that it is

beneficial to have in-house expertise to diagnose the

extent of repairs and estimate repair costs to verify

estimates posed by outside repair shops. Otherwise,

this cost area has the potential to become exorbitant

for programs and clients.

ELIGIBILITY AND SCREENING

CRITERIA

Although target populations vary by program, the

bulk of clients served by many car ownership pro-

grams are Temporary Assistance for Needy Families

recipients because TANF has often been the primary

funding source. More recently, programs are expand-

ing the definition of who can be served and establish-

ing income eligibility criteria to include the working

poor. Programs that serve a diverse clientele are able

to do so because they have tapped into numerous

funding sources and have access to unrestricted

revenue.

Once the initial eligibility criteria have been deter-

mined, programs should establish how clients will be

recruited and further screened. The goal of the screen-

ing criteria is to facilitate client selection and prioriti-

zation because the number of eligible clients will

usually always exceed the supply of available cars.

Almost all car programs rely on partner agencies to

recruit potential clients because it is more cost-

effective. Many of the car ownership programs do not

have automatic access to low-income individuals

because they are new and often stand-alone organiza-

tions. In addition, in many cases car ownership

programs perceive themselves as an adjunct to the

larger social services nonprofits and agencies since

they address a specific transportation need. Therefore,

it makes more sense for car ownership programs to

establish referral relationships with agencies that have

an existing client base instead of developing this

constituency themselves.

E L I G I B I L I T Y  C R I T E R I A  A N D

R E C R U I T M E N T

Eligibility requirements vary slightly among car

ownership programs, although almost all programs

require that the client be low-income, possess a valid

driver’s license, and be insurable. Some programs will

add an additional requirement of a clean driving

record. The usual arrangement with the partner

agency is that they will refer as many clients as fit the

eligibility criteria and the car program determines

which clients will receive the available cars. However,

in some cases, the car program is on contract to

provide cars to a specified number of program clients

who are sent in by the referring agency. In this case,

the car ownership program will not be responsible for

determining eligibility criteria.

S C R E E N I N G  C R I T E R I A

Most car programs have established internal screening

procedures for potential clients that are usually con-

ducted in an individual or group interview format.

Screening criteria are especially important for programs

that provide car financing in order to minimize losses
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associated with loan defaults. Programs also found

that the more successful clients were those for whom

the lack of transportation was the primary obstacle for

accessing work. Clients with multiple challenges had

difficulty maintaining a car in working order or

repaying the loan. In almost all cases, the number of

clients who are eligible exceeds the supply of available

cars so waiting lists needed to be established.

Following are other common screening requirements: 

• Lack of Transportation: Many programs require

that clients demonstrate a need for the car,

whether to get to work or training or be at risk

of losing a job for lack of transportation.

Additional screens such as proximity and acces-

sibility to public transportation are also used to

assess the need for a car. Families with children

are sometimes prioritized over single adults.

Programs found that clients who were able to

articulate the necessity of a car would value the

vehicle more, which in turn leads to better-

maintained cars or fewer loan defaults.

• Affordability: Many programs work with clients

to calculate a monthly budget to determine if

they can afford to maintain the car and car

payments. If the car is being financed, the client

must be currently employed, as their wage

income is a necessary element of the afford-

ability analysis. The budget development

process is often done jointly between staff and

the client to ensure that all costs such as insur-

ance and gas mileage are considered to present

an accurate picture of income and expenditures.

• Financial Credit History and FICO Scores: Many

low-income clients are unable to access loans

from mainstream financial institutions because

they have poor credit histories and are consid-

ered financially risky, which translates into

higher loan defaults. The level of financial risk

that a program is willing to undertake should

be clearly defined as this can directly impact the

loan fund pool or be addressed in the establish-

ment of bank partnerships, usually with loan

guarantees. Some programs pull credit histories

and establish minimum FICO credit scores in

order to qualify for car loans.

• Vehicle Down Payment: Although not a com-

mon criteria due to the limited incomes of

clients, an initial down payment on the car is

sometimes required and is usually a nominal

sum that is scaled according to ability to pay.

This screening criterion can help to minimize

loan defaults. A down payment that can be

made by a client is an important signal to

programs that the client is economically and

personally invested in the car. 

P R O G R A M  R E Q U I R E M E N T S

In addition to eligibility considerations, some pro-

grams have established program participation require-

ments that must be met during the payment period

and some will repossess for noncompliance. Possession

of current vehicle insurance is commonly monitored

and expiration of coverage is one of the most com-

mon reasons for car repossessions. Vehicles can also be

repossessed if the client has a revoked driver’s license

or has incurred a DUI. Some programs also require

periodic check-ins, participation in case management,

attendance at various trainings, or mandatory periodic

vehicle inspections.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Vehicles for Change has created an interview commit-

tee of various stakeholders to screen potential clients.

A panel interview is conducted where the “sponsor-

ing” agency, which is the organization responsible for

client referrals, makes a case for why individual clients

should receive a car. This process engages the refer-

ring agency to be invested in their clients and their

success, which translates into enhanced case man-

agement services. Vehicles for Change has dropped

partner agencies that have consistently referred

clients with high default rates of 30 percent or higher.



CASE MANAGEMENT

Case management is described as the monitoring of

clients’ progress and often includes the provision of

support services to address emergent client challenges.

Programs that work with low-income clients find case

management to be critical to clients’ program success.

The level of case management varies in car ownership

programs and in many cases, the agency that referred

the clients often serves in the role of case manager. For

car programs that operated a car loan component, in-

ternal case managers are usually assigned to primarily

track payments and assess the working condition of

the cars. Few car ownership programs provide com-

prehensive case management services beyond those

that are auto-related, but many expressed a desire to

do more in this area if resources were available.

If an outside agency provides the case management,

the car program should have some kind of formal

agreement, such as a memorandum of understanding

(MOU) with the agency, that makes explicit the types

of services provided and the responsibilities of each

party. Based on their experiences, car ownership pro-

grams found that they were taking on more and more

of the case management role that their referring agen-

cies had agreed to provide. MOUs with all referring

agencies will also help to ensure that all of the car

ownership program clients receive similar services, even

if they are referred from several different agencies.

T R A C K I N G  E L I G I B I L I T Y  A N D

P A Y M E N T S

For programs with a financing component, the repay-

ment stream is important to continue program oper-

ations. In these cases, staff are motivated to follow-up

with clients who may have missed payments. Many

programs found that just a few reminder calls were all

that was necessary to prompt immediate payment. If

late payments are an ongoing issue, program staff

sometimes ask the referring agency to intervene. In

addition, programs also monitor whether clients are

adhering to program requirements, which include

maintaining active employment status, retention of

automobile insurance, and possession of a driver’s

license.

C O M P R E H E N S I V E  C A S E

M A N A G E M E N T  S E R V I C E S

If resources are available, a more proactive case man-

agement role can be undertaken to promote client

success in other aspects of their daily lives. The

decision to provide more comprehensive services is a

philosophical one based on what programs feel is the

acceptable level of support or “hand-holding” neces-

sary for success. Beyond tracking payments, there is

currently no consensus on the level of additional case

management services that car ownership programs

should provide.

Some car ownership programs expressed a desire to

institute a monthly check-in with clients requiring

that they bring their cars in for inspection. During

this scheduled meeting, the car can receive a visual

and diagnostic check while staff work with clients to

provide support and refer them to other necessary

services. In this case, the program’s investment, the

vehicle, is maintained in good working order and a

trusting relationship can be built with clients at the

same time. These forums may also help to reveal what

additional program services should be implemented

to address common challenges such as job turnover.

For example, many programs find that clients become

unemployed during the repayment period and need

assistance to seek new employment.

PERSONAL BUDGETING AND

FINANCIAL LITERACY

Automobile ownership comes with a number of

financial responsibilities, including monthly car

payments, acquiring liability insurance, maintaining

the vehicle, and obtaining necessary repairs. There-

fore, one of the most crucial elements of working with
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clients is ensuring that they are able to afford the total

costs of automobile ownership. Addressing the financial

responsibilities associated with owning a car in the

initial phase of the program will help your organi-

zation effectively screen for eligible clients, ensure

that clients do not default on their car payments, and

make certain that clients are meeting other financial

obligations. Beyond an affordability analysis, some

programs have put in place financial literacy goals for

their clients.

E L I G I B I L I T Y  S C R E E N I N G  A N D

A F F O R D A B I L I T Y  A N A LY S I S

Eligibility screening is a process in which staff from

the car ownership program use financial data, such as

personal income and expenses and credit history, to

determine whether or not clients can afford to meet

the obligations of monthly car payments and ongoing

maintenance costs. An affordability analysis moves

beyond eligibility screening by working with clients

to make sure they understand what is entailed in car

ownership, and balancing these responsibilities with

other financial needs. Aside from considering the cost

of monthly car payments, this discussion covers the

cost of insurance, fuel, maintenance, and post-war-

ranty repairs. Program staff can help clients examine

their overall financial situation and determine if they

can truly afford car ownership. Staff can also help their

clients access other resources and support services

such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) so they

can have increased discretionary income.

F I N A N C I A L  L I T E R A C Y

Financial literacy programs provide clients with an in-

depth understanding of financial management and

personal budgeting beyond the costs of car ownership

and household budgeting. According to the National

Foundation for Educational Research, financial

literacy is the ability to make informed judgments

and to make effective decisions regarding the use and

management of money.20 For families earning lower

wages, including those new to the workforce or

moving from welfare to work, financial literacy skills

are especially important to help them make ends

meet. This can be accomplished by providing training

that enables program participants to develop skills

and acquire the necessary knowledge to effectively

manage their own financial situations.

Financial literacy training programs range in sub-

stance and depth. The basic topics addressed in these

programs include simple financial skills such as living

within a budget, paying bills on time, and saving for

the future. More in-depth programs cover the impor-

tance of a good credit record, understanding employer-

sponsored benefits, and the pitfalls of “storefront”

services such as check-cashing stores, pawnshops,

rent-to-own businesses, and payday lenders. These

topics can be covered in just a few short hours, or over

the course of several sequential workshops.

If your organization wants to provide financial literacy

training, it is important that the material covered is

conducive to the audience, including individuals who

are newly employed, immigrant or limited-English

speaking populations, or those who have experienced

career advancement and an increase in earnings.

N E X T  S T E P S

Regardless of the length or depth of the car ownership

program’s financial education services, it is important

to ensure that, at the very least, clients receive a holis-

tic understanding of the costs of car ownership, as

addressed in an affordability analysis. These services

can be facilitated in-house by program staff, provided

by program partners or referral sources, or presented by

financial management professionals or other organiza-

tions. For example, your agency can partner with

organizations that provide Individual Development

Accounts to reserve slots for your clients to attend

their financial literacy classes with an understanding

that clients are not automatically enrolled in the IDA

program.
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P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Port JOBS recently received a grant to support

Working Wheels clients with their financial literacy

needs. Port JOBS will develop a financial literacy

assessment process to identify the areas in which

clients need assistance. Training modules and

mentoring strategies will be designed to address

knowledge gaps and behavioral issues. A resource

consultant will work with clients to develop financial

action plans and assist those who are in danger of

default. The goal is to develop a financial literacy

model with products that can be used by other car

provision programs nationwide.

AUTO MAINTENANCE

One of the key elements in assuring that clients will

succeed in keeping their car in good condition is for

car ownership programs to assist clients with car

maintenance. The goal of auto maintenance is to pre-

vent car breakdowns due to negligence and address

inevitable repair problems. Programs can help clients

by conducting basic maintenance training before the

car is transferred to the client. Other strategies are also

beneficial, such as establishing relationships with local

repair shops, providing warranties for engine and trans-

mission failures, and conducting in-house maintenance

and repairs. Some programs provide membership to

roadside assistance programs such as AAA to clients as

an added program benefit.

B A S I C  C A R  M A I N T E N A N C E

T R A I N I N G

Programs help their clients to maintain their new

automobiles and minimize car repairs by sharing

information and instructions in a variety of ways:

• Provide in-house training for clients before they

acquire the car. To facilitate information reten-

tion, the training should be held one week in

advance of car delivery to the client. The

training class should show clients how to check

fluids, tire pressure, and other basic mainte-

nance procedures. This can be done through a

group orientation or on a one-on-one basis with

clients. Maintenance training should be innova-

tive and engage the clients. For example,

programs can “quiz” the clients on their mainte-

nance skills after the class.

• Provide clients with a brochure outlining how

they can maintain their car. Many programs

provide a pamphlet that contains a checklist of

things to look out for and inspect on a regular

basis. See Appendix for sample.

• Refer clients to a basic auto maintenance class

at a local community college or adult school.

Efforts should be made to defray any enroll-

ment costs.

• To preclude costly breakdowns, some programs

require clients to bring their car in periodically

so that an in-house mechanic can inspect the

car and troubleshoot any problems.

C A R  W A R R A N T I E S

Programs can provide a car warranty in case major

problems surface within the first few months of own-

ership. These warranties vary in coverage and dura-

tion. Car ownership programs should consider the

following when providing warranty for cars:

• Length of the warranty: What period of time will

the warranty cover? Longer warranties will cost

the program more money, as clients will be able

to bring their cars back for a longer period of

time. Most programs currently provide war-

ranties in the range of six months to one year.

• Coverage: What repairs or parts will the warranty

cover? At the least, warranties should cover

major mechanical breakdowns. 

Car warranties are a significant program expenditure

because the used cars often need repair. If the cost of

repair is beyond a certain level, then cars are traded

off and replaced with others. Existing car ownership

programs have cited that it is difficult for them to

distinguish between client negligence and unforeseen
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damages. Some programs have implemented mecha-

nisms for determining if clients have been negligent

such as installing temperature tabs on engines to measure

overheating engines. As a cost control, some programs

have implemented a cost-sharing model of car repairs

whereby clients have to pay a portion of the repair

costs, encouraging them to better maintain their cars.

Some programs also provide small loans for car repairs.

R E P A I R  S T R A T E G I E S

To better control repair costs, programs have either

formed partnerships with repair shops or established

an in-house mechanic advice hotline.

Pa r t n e r s h i p s  w i t h  L o c a l  G a r a g e s

Programs have established partnerships with local car

repair facilities that agree to provide discounted repair

services or parts if clients are referred exclusively to

them. Even if subsidized repairs cannot be secured,

programs have developed lists of recommended repair

shops based on their costs, reliability, and trust-

worthiness. Establishing these lists is an inexpensive

way for car ownership programs to address the main-

tenance needs of their clients while promoting con-

sumer protection at the same time.

In-House Repair  Services

There are a variety of in-house services that car own-

ership programs can provide to help clients with their

car maintenance needs. As discussed in an earlier section,

internal staff can be designated to advise or diagnose

car problems or to field maintenance questions. The

same staff person can also help to verify repair estimates

that are quoted by outside repair shops. These con-

sumer education and protection strategies will help

minimize repair costs for clients.

INSURANCE

In recent years, states have adopted stricter insurance

laws, requiring mandatory auto insurance and imposing

stiffer consequences for driving without car insurance.

State Departments of Motor Vehicles often require

proof of insurance upon registration of a car, and

drivers can lose their driving privileges if found to be

driving without insurance. Given the legal require-

ments and general necessity of insurance, it is impor-

tant for car ownership programs to consider the costs

of insurance, educate their clients about this expense,

and provide assistance in obtaining and maintaining

insurance. There are two approaches car ownership

programs can undertake to assist their clients with

insurance: 

1. In the short term, programs can work directly

with clients to identify affordable options for

their needs.

2. In the long term, programs can engage in

advocacy efforts to make auto insurance more

affordable for low-income people.

For many low-income people served by car ownership

programs, the cost of car insurance can be very high.

The annual cost of insurance for program clients may

be higher than the full cost of the car. Many programs

cite that the lapse of insurance coverage is the number

one reason for repossession. Therefore, it is important

for car ownership programs to assist their clients in

obtaining and retaining reliable insurance.

Car ownership programs can help their clients with

auto insurance in many ways:

• Cover the cost of insurance for the first few

months while clients are starting new jobs and

getting acclimated to new costs and budgeting.

• Send clients to a full day of safe driver training

for a certificate of completion. Some auto

insurance companies will provide a reduction

on insurance premiums through a safe driver

program.

• Empower clients to do their own research and

get several quotes from different insurance com-

panies and/or brokers for the best possible rates.
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• Conduct in-house research, determine which

companies offer the best rates, and refer clients

to them. This will save time, work, and money

for the clients. 

• Establish relationships with a local insurance

agent or broker who will provide program

clients with a discount on their insurance poli-

cies. This strategy is particularly helpful if a car

ownership program has a high volume of clients

that can be exclusively referred to the agent or

broker. Large multistate insurance companies

can voluntarily offer reduced rates for low-

income drivers who participate in a car owner-

ship program. This can be done by eliminating

the surcharge for first-time insurance buyers or

by offering a discount for clients who take a

safe driving course. Local insurance brokers

could assist by waiving all or part of their

commission for car ownership program clients,

especially for those new or returning after a

hiatus to the insurance market.

• Although most donated cars will likely not have

antilock brakes, automatic seatbelts, or airbags,

which are features to warrant insurance dis-

counts, even something as simple as an antitheft

device such as a steering wheel lock can help

clients receive discounts.

A D V O C A C Y  E F F O R T S

Advocacy efforts can be implemented to encourage

government and the insurance industry to make car

insurance more affordable to low-income drivers. The

industry is pricing auto insurance too high for many

low-income drivers, often for reasons that are not

related to the driving ability of the individual. States

and perhaps the federal government could intervene

and ban the use of credit ratings for setting auto

insurance rates. The surcharge that insurance com-

panies impose on drivers who are new to owning

insurance should be eliminated for low-income drivers.

Several other models are available for increasing access

to auto insurance for low-income drivers. Because

advocacy is a long-term strategy, car ownership programs

can partner with existing advocacy organizations to

promote affordable auto insurance for low-income

people. The following are examples of state responses

to successful advocacy efforts:

• “Lifeline” Low Cost Auto Insurance Program.

California is experimenting with a promising

model—a special pool for low-income drivers,

who pay a lower rate than they could get on the

open market. A 1999 law sponsored by the

nonprofit, nonpartisan Foundation for Taxpayer

and Consumer Rights established this pilot

program. It requires insurance companies to

underwrite a $450 basic liability auto insurance

policy in Los Angeles County ($410 in San

Francisco) for qualifying low-income motorists.

The policy is sold through the California Auto-

mobile Assigned Risk Plan (CAARP), which is

overseen by the Department of Insurance (CDI).

More information about this program is available

at www.insurance.ca.gov/LCA/CAILCP.htm.

• Texas CentsPerMileNow Insurance Project. 

The state of Texas passed legislation in 2001 that

allows insurance companies to offer mile rates 

as the way for consumers to exert direct control

over insurance cost—buying miles only as

needed at cents-per-mile rates. The law was

designed to encourage insurance companies to

offer their customers an affordable, cost-based

alternative to traditional dollars-per-year rates.

Whether this is indeed an affordable option

depends on the distance people drive to work.

More information about this program can be

found at www.newrules.org/equity/insurance

texas.html.

Some states have laws that require auto insurers to

offer rate reductions for older drivers who take reme-

dial driver’s education courses. Similar programs could

be created for low-income drivers.
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Tracking program data will be important in

maintaining and securing additional funding.

It helps to be able to demonstrate the impact

the program is having in the community, and

the measurable results that car ownership

can produce related to work, wages, job

retention, and overall family economic

success and sustainability. In addition, the

information can be used in marketing

materials for soliciting either monetary or

car donations. Some programs have used

program data to refine or improve the

services they provide to clients.



Car ownership programs should engage in program

evaluation and collect program data to help improve

internal operations and gauge its overall effectiveness

in reaching the goal of helping clients access employ-

ment through car ownership. Conducting program

evaluation can facilitate long-term sustainability by

ensuring that cost-effective strategies are being imple-

mented. Client data and outcomes can be interpreted

to implement program improvements such as refining

the eligibility criteria or adding new services.

Furthermore, the data, particularly successful out-

comes data, can be used in marketing materials and

fundraising proposals.

There are two approaches that organizations can use

to implement program evaluation: 

1. Develop internal tracking mechanisms to

collect information on clients and cars.

2. Form a partnership with a third party, such as

a university, to conduct a formal program

evaluation.

I N T E R N A L  T R A C K I N G

Tracking the number of cars moved and the quality of

the cars will help the program plan for future car

acquisition. For example, program staff may discover

that certain years, models, or makes of cars tend to

break down more frequently, and may choose to not

pass these types of cars on to clients. Programs can

also track their clients’ experience with the cars, such

as the amount and type of needed maintenance and

repairs and the kinds of support services requested 

by clients to help refine program design. In order to

track these data, forms and a set of procedures must

be developed to facilitate the collection of infor-

mation and the input of that information into a

database.

Data should be tracked separately for clients and vehi-

cles, particularly when car donations is the primary

acquisition strategy. If program refinement is a

desired goal of program evaluation, then program

staff will need to keep detailed records of internal

activities and who received which services for pro-

grams to assess its effectiveness.

The data collected for clients can include the

following:

• Client employment status after receiving a car

• Change in wage earnings/income

• Change in work hours

• Number of on-time payments

• Number of clients who fully pay off their loan

or lease

• Number of cars repossessed

• Loan or lease default rates

• Use of car to support other needs

• Program service utilization and frequency

• Level and amount of car repairs

Data on vehicle donations can inform the program

decision-making on what types of cars to accept as

well as which communities to target for marketing

campaigns. Following are some important types of

information that should be collected:

• Donor contact information

• Recipient contact information

• Recipient status information

• Dates of first contact, pick up, and delivery of

vehicle

• Vehicle information (VIN/stock

number/year/make/model/color/book

value/body style/transmission type/number of

cylinders/amount received for the vehicle)

47

■ ■

■ ■

CHAPTER 4: PROGRAM
EVALUATION AND OUTCOME MEASURES

CHAPTER 4: PROGRAM
EVALUATION AND OUTCOME MEASURES



• Amount paid for reconditioning or repair of

cars

• Value of cars purchased or used for program

It is important to identify measures that define pro-

gram success. Some examples include the number of

cars provided to clients, wage increases experienced by

clients, decreased expenditures for car repairs, and

increased car donations.

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

Vehicles for Change maintains a database of client

characteristics and outcome information. The data

are collected from surveys that are administered with

car recipients at six months and a year later. This

process required minimal staff time and resources. In

the follow-up surveys that Vehicles for Change con-

ducts with its clients, findings suggest that the vast

majority have seen their lives improve as a result of

getting a car. Seventy-three percent of the 38 respon-

dents have increased their income by an average of

approximately $4,000. Other outcomes include job

promotions, improved health as a result of being able

to get to the doctor, and a generally improved sense

of well-being. See the example of Vehicles for

Change’s evaluation form in the Appendix.

P R O G R A M  E V A L U A T I O N

Formal program evaluation is usually conducted by a

third party, using data collected by the program, focus

groups, and interviews with staff and clients to deter-

mine the program’s overall effectiveness in meeting its

mission and goals. Formal program evaluation results

are better received by funders, particularly govern-

ment funders, because of the use of an objective third

party in data collection and interpretation. The third

party is usually a professional program evaluator, or

college or university faculty or graduate student. 

P R O G R A M E X A M P L E

In partnership with the University of Vermont and

Cornell University, Good News Garage conducted an

evaluation of their Donated Wheels program in 1999.

Earnings of 28 welfare recipients were compared

before and after receiving the car. In the subsequent

12 months, they found that average support pay-

ments were 23 percent lower after acquiring the car

which constituted an average decrease of $2,000.

Mean earned income had increased by 179 percent

or an average increase of $3,000 over the 12-month

period. They concluded that the transportation subsi-

dies provided by the welfare agency that enabled the

client to acquire the car were recovered through lower

support payments in a little over four months.
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Car ownership is not meant for everyone. If

the ultimate goal of welfare reform is

employment, then a wide array of trans-

portation options should be made available

for low-income workers to navigate that

transition. Just as one size does not fit all,

public transit may not be feasible for all. Car

ownership programs are not meant to be a

substitute for public transit but should be

viewed as a value-added strategy among

many other choices to help connect workers

to work.



For many middle-class families, car ownership is a

given. However, this does not hold true for low-

income individuals and whether government has a

role in addressing this is still hotly debated. Organiza-

tions that are interested in a car ownership program

will find that their first challenge is securing funding

support. Securing ongoing operating support is

another challenge, which is why program features that

support program financial sustainability should be

considered carefully. Despite these challenges, car

ownership programs have demonstrated their ability

to make a meaningful impact on clients’ work and

families’ lives. Beyond improved employment out-

comes, the increased mobility enhances overall family

life as parents are able to accomplish simple day-to-

day activities in a more efficient manner. In some

ways, new worlds are opened up as road trips and

other recreational activities become possible. In this

day and age, car ownership provides the means and a

freedom for low-income workers and parents that

many already take for granted.
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REFERENCE MATERIALS

G E N E R A L  T R A N S P O R T A T I O N

R E S O U R C E S

Community Transportation Association of America

www.ctaa.org

Welfare to Work Partnership 

www.welfaretowork.org

U.S. Department of Labor 

wtw.doleta.gov

American Public Transportation Association

Transit Commute Benefit Program Information

www.apta.com/govt/legis/commuteindex.htm

Volunteer Transportation Resources

Community Transportation Association of America

www.ctaa.org/ntrc/volunteer_resources.asp

T R A N S P O R T A T I O N  A S S E S S M E N T

R E S O U R C E S

Moving Forward: A Transportation Toolkit for

Welfare Reform

The Alliance for Transportation Research Institute,

University of New Mexico

www.unm.edu/~atr/moving-forward.html 

(See Appendix A, Surveys)

This resource has useful transportation surveys for

clients and providers, including one that is translated

into Spanish.

Linking People to the Workplace Toolkit 

Community Transportation Association/U.S.

Department of Labor

www.ctaa.org/data/toolkit_full.pdf 

(See Chapter 5, Partnerships in Action)

This toolkit provides a detailed step-by-step guide to

evaluating transportation needs and resources,

including assessing transportation needs, conducting an

inventory of transportation resources, and evaluating

the mobility needs based on available transportation

resources.

F I N A N C I A L  L I T E R A C Y  R E S O U R C E S

National Council of La Raza and the National

Endowment for Financial Education

Title: One Step Closer to Your Dreams: Making

Your Paychecks Work for You

Description: This 54-page guide, written at a 5th-

grade reading level, covers the personal finance

aspects of job searching, job retention, and career

planning. It also addresses employee benefits and

related personal finance opportunities and obliga-

tions. A Spanish-language version is available.

Contact NEFE for more information:

National Endowment for Financial Education

5299 DTC Blvd., Suite 1300

Greenwood Village, CO 80111

National Urban League and the National

Endowment for Financial Education

Title: Planning for Success 

Description: The program has three consumer guides,

each written at a 6th-grade reading level: Landing

the Job, Making the Most of Job Benefits, and Making

Your Paychecks Count. A meeting guide also is

provided. The program focuses on personal finance

and job readiness issues such as job searching, job

start-up, and job retention. The materials provide a

long-term perspective for individuals seeking to

change their employment circumstances. 
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Contact NEFE for more information:

National Endowment for Financial Education

5299 DTC Blvd., Suite 1300

Greenwood Village, CO 80111 

The Enterprise Foundation and the 

National Endowment for Financial Education

Title: Making Your Money Count: How to

Successfully Spend and Save Your Money

Description: This 72-page workbook focuses on basic

money-management skills and other personal

finance issues facing low-income job seekers who are

in workforce development programs. It is written at

a 6th-grade reading level.

Contact NEFE for more information:

National Endowment for Financial Education

5299 DTC Blvd., Suite 1300

Greenwood Village, CO 80111

University of Arkansas Cooperative Extension

Service 

(Easter H. Tucker, Author)

Title: Life Skills for Work and Family

Description: This comprehensive 33-lesson curricu-

lum is designed for a limited-resource audience,

including young workers and individuals moving

from welfare to work. Lessons vary in length from

30–60 minutes and address basic money man-

agement, job skills, balancing work and family,

clothing, housing, and infant care and development.

Written for an 8th-grade or lower reading level.

Contact:

Easter H. Tucker, University of Arkansas

Cooperative Extension Service 

PO Box 391

Little Rock, AR 72203

Center for Enterprise Development IDA Financial

Literacy Initiative

Title: Finding Paths to Prosperity

Description: This financial literacy curriculum

includes a printed 207-page Facilitator’s Guide, a

printed, 96-page Participant’s Workbook, and a 

CD-ROM that includes PDF versions of the manual

and workbook, handouts, visual aids, and Ida’s

Dream House, a game to be used as an alternative

activity for the curriculum. All of these materials are

available for download at:

www.idanetwork.org/index.php?section=initiatives&

page=financial_literacy_initiative_download.html 

Contact:

Corporation for Enterprise Development

777 N. Capitol St., N.E., Suite 800 

Washington, DC 20002
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ARIZONA WHEELS TO WORK was created and fully

funded by the state of Arizona in 1999. Administered

by Goodwill of Central Arizona, this program accepts

donation of vehicles, which are reconditioned and

repaired, then leased to clients for one year. Unlike

the other donation programs in this study, Arizona

Wheels to Work is limited by law to accepting only

those cars that can be used in the program. If the

client keeps up with lease payments and continues

working throughout the lease period, the title is

handed over to the client at the end of the year. This

Wheels to Work program leased 283 cars to clients in

2000. In 2002, due to funding cuts, the Arizona

Wheels for Work program was discontinued.

Contact Person:

Paul Wilson

Arizona Wheels to Work

1620 E. Polk Street

Phoenix, AZ 85006

Phone: 602-254-2222 x180

Email: pwilson@goodwillaz.org

CITRUS CARS was created by the Workforce

Development Board (WDB) of Polk County, Florida.

Polk is a suburban and rural county halfway between

Orlando and Tampa. The program was spearheaded

by the owner of a local Ford dealership, who also was

chair of the WDB in 1998. Citrus Cars purchases

used cars, has them reconditioned and repaired, then

leases them to TANF recipients in the county for $25

per month. After two years of payments, during

which time the client must continue working, the

title is handed over to the client, and who then owns

the car free and clear. Citrus Cars leased cars to 125

new clients in 2000.

Contact Person:

David Sims

Citrus Cars

205 E. Main Street, Suite 107

Bartow, FL 33830

Phone: 863-519-0100 x25

Email: dave_sims@polkworks.org

GEORGIA WHEELS TO WORK began as a small

program in rural northeast Georgia in 1992. It grew

incrementally until 2000, when the state invested $10

million to expand it statewide. Administered by

eleven multicounty Resource Development and

Conservation Councils (RC&Ds) plus one nonprofit

agency, Wheels to Work is different in each region.

Overall, each region purchases used cars and sells

them to TANF recipients with zero-down, zero-

interest loans. Georgia Wheels to Work has assisted

several other states in creating similar programs,

including Alabama and Tennessee. The program plans

to have sold 1,600 cars to clients statewide by the end

of fiscal 2000-01. The state TANF funding was not

renewed in 2001, however, Wheels to Work is still

offered in all 159 counties in Georgia and will continue

to operate for many years on the repayment stream.

Contact Person:

Beverly McElroy

Georgia Wheels to Work

2090 Equitable Building

Atlanta, GA 30303-1911

Phone: 404-656-7975

Email: bmcelroy@gefa.org

GETTING THERE was created in 1994 by the CAP

Agency of Scott, Carver, and Dakota Counties, in the

southern suburbs of Minneapolis, Minnesota. The

program has been redesigned several times as the CAP

Agency staff has gained greater expertise. Today the

program takes donated cars from the general public,

reconditions and repairs them, then sells them to

TANF recipients and other low-income people for
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$750 through a bank-administered loan. Cars that are

not appropriate for the program are sold, and the

funds generated from that are reinvested in the pro-

gram. Getting There sold 54 cars to clients in 2000.

Contact Person:

Judson Kenyon

Getting There

14551 County Road, Suite 100

Burnsville, MN, 55337

Phone: 952-997-4804

Email: judson.kenyon@scdcap.org

GOOD NEWS GARAGE of Burlington, Vermont, is a

program of Lutheran Social Services-New England,

and serves the entire state. Established in 1996, Good

News Garage accepts donated cars, reconditions and

repairs them in their own three-bay garage, and gives

them to TANF recipients and other low-income

individuals in exchange for the cost of the repairs.

GNG also uses its garage to train low-income job

seekers as mechanics and auto service writers. The

program has been involved in creating similar car

ownership programs in New Hampshire, Massa-

chusetts, and Connecticut, and has created a replica-

tion manual that others can use to start their own

programs. Good News Garage donated 232 cars to

clients in 2000.

Contact Person:

Hal Colston

Good News Garage

One Main Street

Burlington, VT 05401

Phone: 802-864-6017

Email: hal@goodnewsgarage.org

WORKING WHEELS, created by Port JOBS and

operated by the Fremont Public Association (FPA),

sells cars to low-income residents of King County,

Washington. The program acquires cars from vehicle

fleets through donation or by purchasing them.

Before being sold, each car is reconditioned by a

certified mechanic through FPA’s Seattle Personal

Transit Division. Cars are then sold for $1,500

through a three-year loan with a local credit union.

The program provides other services to help clients

be successful borrowers and car owners, including:

budget development, financial counseling to address

credit issues, basic auto maintenance training, and

assistance with insurance costs. Working Wheels

opened its doors in 2002 and expects to sell 75 cars in

its first year. 

Contact Person:

Susan Crane

Port JOBS

PO Box 1209

Seattle, WA 98121

Phone: 206-728-3304

Email: crane.s@portseattle.org

VEHICLES FOR CHANGE also accepts donated cars,

has them reconditioned and repaired, and sells them

to TANF recipients and clients of several nonprofit

programs through bank-administered loans. Created

in 1999 in part by Precision CertiPro, an aftermarket

car parts company, Vehicles for Change serves two

suburban counties in Maryland plus Baltimore and

expanded to Washington, D.C., in 2002 and

Richmond, Va., in 2003. Vehicles for Change awards

between 45–60 cars per month.

Contact Person:

Marty Schwartz

Vehicles for Change

6350A S. Hanover Road

Elkridge, MD 21075

Phone: 410-540-9023

Email: vehfch@aol.com
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1999 TANF Transportation Survey

This is a voluntary and anonymous survey.Your benefits will not be affected whether or not
you choose to fill out the survey. If you choose to fill out the survey, your information will
help the state of New Mexico Human Services and Transportation Departments plan better
transportation options for people who receive public assistance.

Do not put your name on the survey. Check the box by your answer or fill in the blank. When
you are finished put the form in the box marked “Completed Transportation Surveys.” If you
have questions you may call collect the Transportation Survey Project, University of New
Mexico at (505) 246-6016.

1. Which of the following transportation services would help you the most?

1 � free bus pass 2 � help with car insurance

3 � coupons for gas 4 � money for car maintenance

5 � transportation to get my child to and from child care 6 � ride in a carpool or vanpool

7 � help to buy a car 8 � other _______________________

2. What county of New Mexico do you live in?

__________________________________________________

3. What is your home zip code? __________________________

4. What city or town do you live in? _____________________________________________________

5. If you do not live in a city or town what is the closest town to your home?

__________________________________________________

6. If you live outside of town, how long would it take you to drive to the center of town?

__________ minutes

7. Are you       1 � Male      or       2 � Female?

8. What is your age? _________ years

9. How many adults (ages 18 or over) live in your household? _________

10. What is your household’s approximate income per year, including wages and cash assistance?

1 � $8,000 or less 2 � $8001–$12,000 3 � $12,001–$16,000

4 � $16,001–$20,000 5 � $20,001–$24,000 6 � $24,001–$28,000

7 � $28,001 or more

Source: “Moving Forward: A Transportation Toolkit for Welfare Reform.” The ATR Institute. Albuquerque, N.M.: February 2000.
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11. Check your highest level of education:

1 � some high school 2 � GED 3 � high school diploma

4 � some college 5 � associate degree 6 � bachelor degree

7 � graduate school 8 � graduate or professional degree

12. Describe your current employment status.

1 � employed, full-time 2 � employed, part-time

3 � unemployed, looking for work 4 � unemployed, not looking for work

13. Have you ever MISSED OUT getting a job because you did not have transportation to get there?

1 � yes 2 � no

14. Have you ever LOST a job because you did not have transportation to get there?

1 � yes 2 � no

15. (If you are employed), how long does it take to travel from home to work? _____________ minutes

16. How much time would you be willing to spend traveling from home to work (one-way)?

_____________ minutes

17. How do you usually get to work now?

Or, (if not employed) how do you plan to get to work in the future?

1 � drive my own vehicle 2 � ride with someone 3 � bicycle 4 � bus

5 � borrow a vehicle 6 � walk 7 � don’t know 8 � other

18. If that falls through, do you have a backup plan?  1 � yes 2 � no, go to #20

19. If yes, what is it?

1 � drive another vehicle 2 � ride with someone 3 � bicycle 4 � bus

5 � borrow a different vehicle 6 � walk 7 � other

20. How many vehicles does your household currently have? ____________

21. Are any of these vehicles registered in your name? 1 � yes 2 � no 3 � don’t have one,

go to #27

22. Please list the Year, Make, and Model of the vehicle you typically use. 1 � don’t have one

(Example; 1990 Ford Escort) __________ _________________ _________________
Year Make Model

23. Do you usually have a vehicle to drive yourself wherever you need to go?  1 � yes 2 � no, 

go to #27
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24. In the last seven days, how many days were you unable to use the vehicle?  ______________ days

25. Why couldn’t you use the vehicle?

1 � no gas money 2 � someone else used it

3 � vehicle not working 4 � insurance lapsed

5 � registration expired 6 � driver’s license revoked

7 � doesn’t pass emissions test 8 � other ___________________________________

26. In the past year have you failed to get auto insurance or dropped it for financial reasons?

1 � yes 2 � no

27. Please list the ages of all your children who are 16 years old and under (write in margin, if needed).

1 � none Age of Child #1 ______ years Age of Child #2 ______ years

Age of Child #3 ______ years Age of Child #4 ______ years Age of Child #5 ______ years

28. If you are currently employed, or if you went to work tomorrow, where would your children 

(age 12 and under) go for child care?

1 � no dependent children that age 2 � private home day care

3 � Headstart program 4 � before/after school program

5 � caregiver would come to my home 6 � stay at the home of a relative or friend

7 � child would stay home alone 8 � child care center

9 � don’t know

29. When was the last time you had a valid Driver’s License?

1 � never 2 � now

3 � ________ months ago 4 � ________ years ago

30. Check all boxes which apply to you.

Currently Receiving OR

1 � TANF (Cash Assistance to Families with Children) 2 � Applying today, don’t know yet

3 � Food Stamps 4 � Not applying, not receiving benefits

5 � Medicaid 6 � Other ________________________

Thank you for your time and cooperation.
Please return survey to the box marked “Completed Transportation Surveys.”
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 d

ow
n 

—
 th

at
 g

oe
s 

fo
r 

cr
os

si
ng

 r
ai

lro
ad

 tr
ac

ks
, t

oo
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, b
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 d
on

’t 
ge

t i
n 

th
e 

ha
bi

t o
f s

la
m

m
in

g 
th

e 
do

or
s,

 tr
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 c
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 p
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, c
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 m
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pr
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 f
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 c
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 c
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ra
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, b
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’ll
 k

no
w

 
rig

ht
 w

he
re

 to
 g

o.
  A

nd
 if

 y
ou
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 c
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 d

es
tr

oy
in

g 
on

e 
an

ot
he

r.
  

A
nd

 o
ve

r 
tim

e,
 o

il 
ge

ts
 d

irt
y 

an
d 

di
lu

te
d,

 d
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l c
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 c
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 c
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 c
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 b
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, b
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 d
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 d
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ra
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 c
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 d
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 d
id

 w
ha

t w
or

k 
w

he
n.

 

4
. 
 A
v
o
id
 S
u
d
d
e
n
 C
h
a
n
g
e
s
 

 F
or

ge
t “

ja
ck

-r
ab

bi
t”

 s
ta

rt
s 

th
at

 jo
lt 

th
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 p
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 d
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 d
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 d
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, d
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 c
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t m
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 b
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V E H I C L E S  F O R  C H A N G E ,  I N C .

E V A L U A T I O N  F O R M

Cal ler  Informat ion:

Name: ___________________________________

Date Called: _____________ Time: ____________

Result: ___________________________________

(B – busy; N/A – no answer, D – disconnected; 

W – wrong number; C – contacted)

General  Informat ion:

Home Phone: _____________________________

Number of miles driven since getting car: ________

Changes to address or phone:

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

Li festy le Changes:

1. This is the first car I have owned:  Yes � No �

2. Since I have had my car I have:

� been job hunting

� gotten a new job

� gotten a better job

� increased my income ……by how much

$_________ per   yr.   mo.   wk. (circle one)

� been able to attend religious services

� returned to school or taken training courses

� been able to take my children to doctor’s

appointments when necessary

� been able to take my children to day care

� been able to care for aging family members

� been able to spend more time with family

members

� drive a carpool—or others to work occasionally

� provide transportation assistance to others

outside of work

� been able to spend more time with friends

� been able to take my children to new activities

Check those that apply:

� sports programs

� after-school activities

� tutoring programs

� music lessons

� other

� the car has helped improve my health

� I have become more independent

� I feel I have more opportunities

� my daily life has become less stressful

3. Overall, I feel my life has improved since getting

my car.   Yes � No � Not Sure �

Car Performance:

1. My car is reliable?   Yes � No � N/A �

2. Number of times your car has needed repairs

other than regular maintenance:  _________

List repairs if known:

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

3. How much money have you spent on repairs?

(only those having their car for more than 6

months) $___________________________
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4. Which of the following have you done to your

car?

Oil change �    Tune-up �    New Tires �

5. I trust my car to travel more than 30 miles?  

Yes � No � Not Sure �

6. I am happy with my car purchase:  Yes � No �

Mechanic Performance:

1. Repairs were completed quickly:  

Yes � No � Not Sure �

2. Repairs were successful: 

Yes � No � Not Sure �

Name of shop where car was repaired:

_________________________________________

3. Number of days in repair shop each time:

1. _______ 2. _______ 3. _______ 4. _______

4. I was treated well by the garage staff: 

Yes � No � Not Sure �

Appl icat ion Process:

The application was easy to complete: Yes � No �

My sponsoring agency was knowledgeable and

helpful in completing the application: Yes � No �

Was there any difficulty in obtaining the following:

Insurance:  Yes � No �

Explain __________________________________

Tags and Title:  Yes � No �

Explain __________________________________

Picking up your car:  Yes � No �

Explain __________________________________

Vehicles for  Change Staf f :

1. I have had to contact the VFC staff: 

Yes � No �

2. Please check all that apply:

Yes � No � I was able to speak with someone

from VFC immediately.

Yes � No � Someone from VFC returned my

call within 24 hours.

Yes � No � I felt the VFC staff was

responsive to my needs.

Yes � No � I was treated with respect by the

VFC staff.

Yes � No � I felt the VFC staff was

knowledgeable.

Yes � No � I would like to have ongoing

contact with someone from VFC.

Other Comments:

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

Thank you for your time. Your responses are

extremely valuable in helping VFC better serve

future customers.
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