






























CHAPTER TWO: AN IMPERFECT SYSTEM

It is such a perfect system in how 
we keep people – especially brown 
and black families – in poverty.
—Grantee

This chapter discusses the array of programs, services, and benefits 
– including government, nonprofit, housing, education, healthcare, 
child care, etc. – that Moms access along their journey and how 
they help or hinder her. Taken in aggregate, Moms refer to these 
sources of assistance as “the system” which is how it is used here. 

Moms we spoke with don’t want to be “in the system.” But with the 
majority earning less than $45,000 a year, in a county where the 
average per capita income tops the state at $90,000, they have little 
choice. This system was ostensibly created to help them ease the 
burden of their situations and, in an ideal world, provide assistance 
as they move toward self-sufficiency. As noted in Chapter One, this 
is not always the reality.

Moms shared examples of support they receive from groups across 
the system for which they are deeply grateful. Additionally, many 
Moms singled out individual people in the system – heroes and 
angels – who have helped them in large and small ways to make 
the journey easier. That said, the following section unpacks the 
specific challenges they face.

An Unfriendly Experience 
For any system to be successful it needs to be organized, integrat-
ed, and easy to use. Unfortunately, according to many Moms and 

Grantees we interviewed, while the services here in Marin provide 
valuable support, the system writ large is cumbersome and consis-
tently user-unfriendly for Mothers. Services and benefits are not 
connected technologically, geographically, equitably or humanely. 
Service providers and grantees, many of whom are mothers who 
have moved through the system themselves, are quick to recog-
nize its weaknesses.

We need centralized coordination. Without it, we 
are not effective. We’ve been doing what we can, by 
scattershot, but it’s not systemized and there is more 
suffering as a result.
—Grantee

We spin families around. I’m pulling their arms this 
way and their legs are going that way. I can’t 
imagine how that feels for them.
—Grantee 

The impact of this on Mom is significant.

I felt totally lost.
—Mom, Novato
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Child Care Challenges
Moms know quality child care is essential both for their children’s 
development, and their family's ability to achieve self-sufficiency. 
They could have better jobs if they had access to stable, safe child 
care. Some would go back to school. And all agree it would 
eliminate a large degree of stress from their lives. But the bottom 
line for Moms is that there simply isn’t enough subsidized, quality 
child care offered by the county and the wait lists are too long.

When it comes to child care, the county is 
backwards. They will give you 4 hours for care to 
look for a job, but then they take away child care 
once you get a job. Women need the care once they 
get the job. 
—Mom, Novato

When we call parents to give them a child care 
voucher, they cry. 
—Grantee

Housing Challenges
While many women described relief and stability once they 
secured subsidized housing, they also expressed concerns around 
increasing their income and being able to maintain their housing 
placement. The high cost of housing in Marin, coupled with few 
tenant protections for rental housing, creates a precarious situation 
where many Moms choose to remain in subsidized housing, even 
though it forces them to limit how much they earn. Their real 
longing is to own a home and be free of the support.

Section 8 is good, don’t get me wrong, but it still 
feels like a shackle. 
—Mom, Novato

Other Challenges to Working the System
Immigrant women without legal status described unique 

challenges in making ends meet in Marin, particularly in the current 
political environment and given the messages coming from the 
Administration. Undocumented residents are restricted from most 
public benefit programs. Access to health care benefits was also 
noted as a challenge; with many women providing examples of 
forgoing needed medical treatment due to the lack of coverage or
a fear of it jeopardizing their ability to get documented.

I don’t get services because the news says I won’t
be able to get my papers if I do. 
—Mom, Novato

Compounding the challenge is the language hurdle, for those 
who don’t speak or are not proficient in English.

Many Mothers of color talked about how their experiences with 
the legal system – past felonies, domestic violence, child protective 
services – impact their ability to access benefits and services. While 
all people convicted of felonies are not categorically restricted from 
public housing, depending on the nature of the felony, an individu-
al may be prohibited from living in public housing. In general, 
felony records can also create additional barriers from obtaining 
rental housing.

Bottom line, the system both supports and hinders a Mom’s 
journey to self-sufficiency. When it works, the support is deeply 
appreciated. When it doesn’t, it creates stress, anxiety and 
apprehension. All of which undermine Mom’s well-being and the 
health of her family, as we’ll discuss in a subsequent chapter. She 
is hustling hard and the onus is still on her when it doesn’t work.

These are the hardest working folks I’ve ever 
met in my life. The issue is really the system, 
not the families.
—Grantee
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It’s very hard to feel like you’re going to be 
able to get ahead when people are making 
it very clear they don’t want you around.
—Grantee

CHAPTER THREE: RACISM IN MARIN

On the surface, Marin presents itself as a progressive, liberal 
community but scratch that surface and you’ll find physically, 
economically, and socially segregated schools, neighborhoods, 
and workplaces. As a result, people of color in Marin are often 
‘invisible’. When they are ‘seen,’ they are treated differently,  
especially lately.

Before, people were at least polite. They would 
think these [racist] things but they wouldn’t say 
them. But, with the new political system, people 
just spew it out because they think they can. 
People aren’t stopping themselves. They’re just 
saying it all. 
—Grantee

Most Moms initially bring up the subject of race in a benign way. 
“Marin is so white.” But once they are comfortable, the truth 
emerges about how Moms of color experience living in a white 
majority county. When you don’t look like everyone else just 
showing up in public can be an issue. “I guess we are the diversi-
ty,” said one Marin City Mom after taking her son to swim at the 
Mill Valley Community Center.

I’m so happy and impressed with (my daughter’s) 
school. But it’s awkward. The white moms walk 
away. I never feel like, ‘Hey how are you doing?’ 
When me and my daughter go to Berkeley or San 
Francisco, we can hang out with all kinds of people 
and be at ease, but it’s harder here.
—Mom, Novato

Racism is Pervasive
Racism affects every aspect of how Moms of color exist and 
move through their lives in Marin. Being a person of color here 
affects your job opportunities and your child’s educational 
options. It affects how you think about yourself and your 
immediate community. It determines how your children are 
treated in school. It generates an enormous amount of stress. 
Whether it’s at the store, a clinic, school, or work, many Moms 
experience harsh treatment and feel judged by white people.

My daughter had ADHD and they took her out of 
the classroom and were yelling at her in her face. 
They would not treat white children like that.  
—Mom, Novato
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My husband is very dark. People follow him, stare at 
him, almost everywhere he goes. I’m constantly 
reaffirming him, ‘It’s ok, it’s not you, it’s them.’ 
 —Mom, Marin City

In ways sometimes explicit, and other times implicit, racism or at 
least an acute awareness of their ‘otherness’ is always present. 
And it makes Moms of color feel unwelcome in their own county.

I see a lot more American flags these days. Big flags. 
The number in Novato is very noticeable. Maybe I’m 
just overly sensitive but I see a flag, and I think 
they’re saying that immigrants are not welcome. I 
feel like they’re saying, “Go away. This is America.” 
—Grantee

Fear for Family's Safety
Many Moms of color shared that they harbor a tenacious fear for 
the safety of their children. African-American Moms are afraid of 
violence from law enforcement and fear their sons could be shot. 
Some Latina Moms fear that their sons will get involved in gangs or 
youth violence. All Moms of color anguish over the racism they 
know their children experience.

One teacher told my friend’s son, ‘Latinos won’t 
amount to anything.’  
— Mom, Novato

When we came here to Marin, I liked the school 
system but I worried about the challenges my 
daughter would face being one of the only black 
kids in a basically all-white school. I told her, ‘Don’t 
ever think you don’t belong.’
—Mom, Novato

I want my boys to grow up to be healthy, physically 
and emotionally. To beat the stereotypes of young 
black men. To be prosperous. I want them to be safe 
and not get shot by the police. 
—Mom, Marin City

Families are always afraid that one parent won’t come 
home because so many of us are undocumented.
—Grantee 

Intra-Racial Tension
Moms are also troubled by discrimination exhibited between 
people of color. Mexican versus Guatemalan. Lighter skin versus 
darker skin. English speakers versus Spanish speakers.

Sometimes our very own people discriminate 
against us. Instead of helping each other we 
discriminate. White against brown and between 
brown. When someone has low self-esteem, they 
feel a need put others down. 
—Mom, Canal

“Showing Up White”
Moms of mixed race, or those who have lighter skin, experience 
racism differently. They have practiced the skill of “showing up 
white” to avoid discrimination. One Mom, who is racially mixed, 
but presents as white, shared that when she goes to meet a 
prospective landlord, she takes her two children who look white 
and not the other two children who appear to be black, in order 
to increase her chance of being accepted.

I know how to ‘show up white.’ 
—Mom, Novato
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Self-Care
Moms living with less have little-to-no time to look after 
themselves. They know this is to their detriment, but don’t know 
how to change their situation.

As a mom, you don’t have time to cry. And I need 
time to cry.
—Mom, Novato

It’s like they say on the airplane: ‘Put your own 
mask on first before helping with others.’ In our 
culture, we are caregivers, you have to give and 
give. And you don’t take care of yourself. 
—Grantee

Healing Trauma
The need for healing is real and profound for many, many of 
Mothers we spoke with. So many shared that they have witnessed 
or experienced domestic violence, child abuse, street violence, 
either currently or as they grew up. They are living with the effects 
of these experiences and the chronic stress of living below the 
poverty level.

Violence and trauma is part of why they (women 
from Latin America) come here and what they come 
with. It’s so hard to be cognitively present, to use 
best parenting practices, and go to English classes 
when still dealing with the effects of trauma. 
—Grantee

I want to be at peace and have dealt with aspects of 
my childhood grief and trauma. I want to take a 
little bit of time and sit with whatever is holding me 
back and work with that and stop distracting myself 
from dealing with it.
—Mom, Marin City

Many Mothers shared their experiences of Post-Traumatic Stress - 
either explicitly or implicitly by describing the impact stress plays 
in their lives. One grantee offered a thought-provoking reframe.

I want us all to focus on creating post-traumatic 
strength and growth, not just (addressing) post-
traumatic stress. Help parents catch more balls 
than they drop and feel their strength, even as 
they live the challenge and trauma of being poor
in this county.
—Grantee

The Power of Networks
As humans, we all benefit from social connection. Networks 
are critical tools by which people navigate their lives, connect 
with culture, and access resources of all kinds. Networks offer 
validation, inspiration, advice and connection. For people living 
with less, connections are even more important; in fact, thriving 
networks could represent a critical missing ingredient to helping 
more Moms not just get by – but actually get ahead.

Women need peer groups. They need to be the 
leaders of the peer groups. They don’t need some-
one in there telling them the keys to parenting, like 
they don’t know how to parent their babies. They 
need to have the ability to be in groups and lead 
groups and heal.
—Grantee

The answer doesn’t start with, ‘How do we get 
out of poverty?’ It starts with, ‘How do we restore 
women so that they can even have the energy, the 
desire, and the courage to lift themselves out of 
poverty?’ It is a journey lifting yourself out of 
poverty. If you don’t have what you need to be 
resilient, you’ll be knocked down. 
—Grantee
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Community leadership is important 
because we have a lot of changes we need 
to make. That’s not going to happen unless 
the people who are most a�ected by the 
changes are a part of that.
—Grantee

CHAPTER FIVE: CIVIC ENGAGEMENT AND LEADERSHIP

Mom understands the importance of speaking up for herself and 
her children to create the better life she is working towards. Being 
able to influence decision-making around her and public policy in 
the areas that affect her most – housing, her children’s schools, 
healthcare – makes sense but often does not seem possible. She 
feels challenged to use her individual voice and doesn’t see many 
examples of women coming together to exercise their collective 
voice to engage and advocate for change.

The Moms we spoke with shared that they feel, and typically are, 
excluded from key design and implementation decisions about the 
policies and programs intended for them.

They come here for safer neighborhoods and better 
schools for their kids. But they are invisible. And 
their voices are not heard or invited. —Grantee

We are here, but we are not here. They only hear 
the ones who can vote. —Mom, The Canal

If people can design their own life, it’s going to be 
so much more successful than someone telling 
you what to do in a program you want nothing to 
do with. —Grantee

31© 2019 – Marin Community Foundation and The Curious Company







CONCLUSIONS + THE ROAD AHEAD

Perhaps more than any organization in the county, Marin 
Community Foundation understands the “system,” partly because 
we’re part of it – along with the county government, nonprofits, 
school districts, healthcare providers, and housing developers, 
among many others. Marin Community Foundation knows the 
aspirations these organizations hold, the programs and services 
they provide, and the successes and challenges they have in doing 
so. We wanted to deepen our understanding of Moms living in that 
system who are striving for self-sufficiency and self-fulfillment, to 
round out our perspective and inspire fresh thinking.

93 intimate interviews in two languages and many personal stories 
later, the Moms we met created a rich portrait of strong, resilient 
women who fiercely love their children and want to create a great 
life for them. We gained insight into their challenging journeys 
towards a self-sufficient, fulfilling life. We came to understand their 
savvy in navigating an environment that was not designed for them 
to prosper – and their exhaustion in having to hustle every single 
day. We sat with them as they shared their very real, very tangible 
dreams. We felt their extraordinary hearts and how much they 
care about their family, friends and community. And we witnessed 
their pain at being isolated, mistreated and feeling invisible.

Our conversations with Moms helped us understand the system 
and what it is like to experience it first-hand. And they helped us 
identify a host of opportunities for our next phase of work. 
In addition to being inspired by Moms, this research also gave us 
even deeper respect for the work our grantees are doing in the 
county. They are on the front lines, doing so much to improve the 
lives of so many. By including many of their voices in this research, 
we came to appreciate anew how much more work there still is to 
do in the county and the talent that exists to do it.

While synthesizing our research and landing the insights shared 
in this document, we also surfaced design opportunities – ways in 
which Moms of Marin working towards self-sufficiency could be 
better served. Starting in January 2019, we entered the Ideation or 
Design Phase. Together with domain experts, design specialists 
and Moms we are working to imagine new ways of addressing the 
following four opportunities:

1. Women-Centered System
How might we make learning about, accessing, and using services 
easy, effective and Mom-friendly?

2. Women’s Voice: Leadership and Civic Engagement
How might we encourage, embolden and celebrate Mom’s voice 
and leadership to increase her influence in her neighborhood, 
school, community, and even greater Marin?

3. Women’s Wealth Creation
How might we make it easier for Moms of Marin to achieve 
financial self-sufficiency in the many different ways they define it?

4. Women’s Wellbeing: Self and Collective Care
How might we support Moms in creating and maintaining meaning-
ful, nurturing, life-affirming connections with one another?

While the Ideation phase of this project has a near-term end point 
of Q1 2019, the larger project will continue as we move promising 
ideas forward and explore ways of innovating our support of Marin 
Mothers at the heart of the system.  We are committed to creating 
transformation and  the voices, stories and aspirations of these 93 
Moms will be in our heads and hearts, guiding our work for a very 
long time to come.
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