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Overview 
A primary objective of the 1996 welfare reform law, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), is to end poor families’ dependence on public benefits by helping them 
prepare for employment. Part of MDRC’s Project on Devolution and Urban Change, this report examines 
how four urban counties — Cuyahoga (Cleveland), Los Angeles, Miami-Dade, and Philadelphia — have 
approached the challenge of moving large numbers of welfare recipients into work. Focusing on the pe-
riod from 1997 through early 2001, the report draws on interviews and observations conducted at the 
county welfare offices, a survey of welfare office staff, and participation and expenditure data supplied by 
the counties and the states in which they are located. 

Though large welfare bureaucracies have historically been able to ride out pressures to change, after 
PRWORA’s passage the sites in the Urban Change study made important policy and operational changes 
directed at moving welfare recipients into the workforce. Designing and implementing these changes took 
several years and considerable financial and human resources. Three of the four counties shifted from an 
emphasis on education and training to a “work-first” approach (Los Angeles had already moved in that 
direction by the time PRWORA was passed). All four counties also made substantial strides toward in-
creasing the percentage of welfare recipients who were employed or participating in welfare-to-work ac-
tivities. Finally, despite falling caseloads, spending on welfare-to-work programs increased dramatically 
in all the counties. The changes did not always proceed smoothly. For instance, state and local policy-
makers sometimes clashed over program objectives, and case managers — who play a critical role in link-
ing recipients and policies — sometimes struggled to fulfill their increasingly complicated responsibili-
ties. Supplementary funds for serving hard-to-employ recipients were available through the U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor’s Welfare-To-Work grant program, but only Philadelphia made extensive use of them. All 
the counties continue to search for effective strategies for working with the hard-to-employ. 

The report’s key findings and observations include: 

• Welfare administrators in the counties supported PRWORA’s emphasis on rapid employ-
ment. For many administrators and staff, looming time limits on cash welfare assistance lent 
new urgency to the goal of getting clients into jobs or job preparation activities.  

• Declining caseloads and the TANF block grant structure left the counties with substantially 
more money to spend on welfare-to-work activities than had been available in the past. They 
used the funds to hire more case managers and to expand program capacity, which enabled 
them to extend welfare-to-work mandates and services to a larger proportion of the caseload. 

• The most common welfare-to-work activity in all four counties in 1999/2000 was work itself, 
followed by job search and short-term vocational training. Few participants were engaged in 
basic or postsecondary education. Only two of the counties ran substantial community ser-
vice or unpaid work programs. 

• One important factor behind the increase in the proportion of recipients who were employed 
is state earned income disregard policies that allowed recipients to raise their monthly income 
by combining earnings and benefits and that boosted the counties’ welfare-to-work participa-
tion rates. It is important to note, however, that welfare recipients who combined work and 
welfare generally used up valuable months of welfare eligibility.  

• The counties’ emphasis on job search and short-term activities made sense in the strong econ-
omy of the late 1990s. The recent economic downturn may call for more spending on training 
and subsidized jobs. 

• Although the counties adopted strikingly different sanctioning policies to address noncompli-
ance with work requirements, participation rates were roughly similar regardless of whether 
enforcement was strict or lenient. 

Funded by a group of private foundations and federal agencies listed at the front of the report, the Urban 
Change study examines PRWORA’s implementation and how it has affected welfare recipients, low-
income neighborhoods, and organizations that serve the poor in big cities. 
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Preface 

One of the biggest challenges faced by welfare agencies — particularly in big cities — is 
how to get welfare recipients into employment. Welfare reformers have espoused this goal for 
decades, but passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 
(PRWORA) in 1996 made achieving it far more urgent. The law placed a five-year limit on the 
amount of time that families can receive cash assistance (known as Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families, or TANF) and required states to have 50 percent of adult recipients working or 
participating in welfare-to-work programs by 2002. Part of MDRC’s Project on Devolution and 
Urban Change, this report takes an in-depth look at how big cities have responded to PRWORA 
by examining welfare-to-work programs in Cleveland, Los Angeles, Miami, and Philadelphia. 

For those who believe that welfare should have a strong employment focus, the findings 
are encouraging. All the cities in the study implemented “work-first” programs designed to pro-
mote rapid employment and boosted the percentage of recipients who worked or participated in 
employment-related activities. The welfare officials who realized these changes were driven 
partly by concern about what would happen to recipients who reached time limits. They also 
capitalized on state decisions to expand the earned income disregard, which made it easier for 
recipients to combine work and welfare and increase monthly income. Most importantly, offi-
cials had more money to spend on welfare-to-work programs, because each state’s TANF block 
grant level was based on its pre-1996 spending and was not cut when its caseload later dropped. 

As described in the report, implementation of welfare-to-work programs in the four cities 
was not trouble-free. Administrative turnover, clashing political agendas, the need for staff to 
assume new roles, and other challenges affected the programs to varying degrees. The U.S. De-
partment of Labor Welfare-To-Work grant program, which provided supplementary funds for 
serving hard-to-employ welfare recipients, was fully utilized by only one of the four cities 
(Philadelphia), and even there welfare and workforce development officials disagreed about the 
grant’s value. In all four cities, program administrators struggled to find effective strategies for 
helping clients with severe barriers to employment move toward self-sufficiency. 

This report offers lessons to federal and state lawmakers who are preparing to reauthorize 
or amend their welfare-to-work programs. Perhaps the most critical lesson is that welfare-to-
work requirements are meaningless unless agencies have sufficient resources to hire case manag-
ers and develop service capacity. Another lesson has to do with the strong signaling effect of 
federal and state laws. The cities in this study clearly got the work-first message but in some 
cases internalized it so strongly that they felt hamstrung when job search and other short-term 
activities failed to help hard-to-employ clients find work. Funding opportunities like the Wel-
fare-To-Work grant can help, but they require more planning and coordination between welfare 
and workforce development agencies. Finally, the earned income disregard can benefit families 
in the short run, but — when it causes them to use up valuable months of welfare eligibility — it 
can expose them to a sudden and sharp drop in income later. Policymakers may want to consider 
whether recipients who “play by the rules” by combining work and welfare should be subject to 
the same time limits as those who do not work. Neither these lessons nor the others spelled out in 
the report take away from the cities’ success in making welfare more work-focused. Indeed, this 
transformation may be PRWORA’s most important legacy. 

Gordon Berlin 
Senior Vice President 
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Executive Summary 

A primary objective of the 1996 welfare reform law, the Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), is to raise the percentage of welfare recipi-
ents who work or are preparing for work. Welfare agencies, which have long struggled to achieve 
this goal, were stymied in the past by weak labor markets, large caseloads, insufficient resources, 
and organizational resistance to change. In this report, the Manpower Demonstration Research 
Corporation (MDRC) takes an in-depth look at four urban counties — Cuyahoga (Cleveland), 
Los Angeles, Miami-Dade, and Philadelphia — to see whether and how circumstances have 
changed since welfare reform was passed. The report addresses five sets of questions: 

1. How have the counties responded to the welfare-to-work provisions in 
PRWORA? What work-related services, mandates, and incentives have they 
put in place? 

2. How have participation rates and expenditures on welfare-to-work programs 
changed since PRWORA? Do the counties now emphasize different kinds of 
activities than they did several years ago?  

3. What is the role of case management under PRWORA? How are case manag-
ers working with clients to move them into employment?  

4. What is the role of the workforce development system in moving welfare 
recipients into employment? Specifically, how are workforce development 
agencies using funds allocated through the U.S. Department of Labor grant 
program for services targeted at the hard-to-employ? 

5. How might the counties’ experiences inform federal and state welfare poli-
cies? What are the implications for PRWORA, which comes before Congress 
for reauthorization in 2002? 

The overall conclusion presented here — based on field visits and analyses of program 
participation and expenditure data supplied by the study sites — is that the four counties have 
indeed become more employment-focused since welfare reform. This is evidenced by the pro-
grams they have implemented and the percentage of welfare recipients who are working or en-
gaged in job preparation activities. The change appears to be attributable to PRWORA in combi-
nation with other policies and conditions that have made it easier for welfare agencies to move 
welfare recipients into employment. 

This report is one of a series from the Project on Devolution and Urban Change, a study 
that MDRC is conducting with the aim of understanding how PRWORA is being implemented 
and what effects it is having on welfare recipients, low-income neighborhoods, and organizations 
that serve the poor in big cities. The underlying premise is that the changes brought about by the 
law — whether positive, negative, or mixed — will be felt most acutely in urban areas, where 
welfare recipients and poverty are most heavily concentrated. 
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I. Welfare-to-Work Provisions Under PRWORA 

PRWORA rewrote the rules for how cash assistance and welfare-to-work programs are 
operated in the United States. Before 1996, poor families who met federal and state eligibility 
requirements were guaranteed cash assistance through Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC). PRWORA replaced AFDC with Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), 
thereby ending the entitlement to welfare. Most poor families may now receive federally funded 
cash assistance for a maximum of five years (or less, at states’ discretion). PRWORA also 
changed the federal mechanism for funding state welfare programs. Formerly, states received 
federal reimbursement for 50 percent to 75 percent of their actual expenditures on AFDC, along 
with a capped matching grant to provide welfare-to-work services. States now receive a fixed 
annual allocation, or block grant, based on their rate of spending before 1996 on AFDC and on 
welfare-to-work and related programs. The block grant does not go up if a state’s welfare 
caseload increases, but neither does it go down if its caseload falls. 

Traditionally, block grants have allowed states greater discretion in the use of federal 
funds. PRWORA indeed offers flexibility in the design and operation of cash assistance pro-
grams, but it is prescriptive with regard to welfare-to-work policies. It requires states to engage 
50 percent of TANF recipients in employment or job preparation activities by 2002. At the same 
time, it rewards states for lowering their welfare caseloads by reducing the 50 percent participa-
tion requirement by one percentage point for each percentage point drop in the caseload relative 
to that in 1995/1996. The law identifies 12 activities that states may count toward the participa-
tion rate. In contrast to regulations in effect before 1996 — which were widely interpreted as en-
couraging “human-capital”-building activities like education and training — PRWORA empha-
sizes paid or unpaid work and activities designed to move welfare recipients into employment 
quickly. The law states that TANF recipients should participate in activities at least 30 hours per 
week, including at least 20 hours in work or job search. The law also includes a “work trigger” 
that requires recipients to be working after receiving cash assistance for 24 months, though it 
gives states flexibility in determining how work is defined. States are expected to impose finan-
cial sanctions on adults who do not work or participate in assigned activities. 

To supplement the funds available to states through the TANF block grant, the 1997 Bal-
anced Budget Act created the Welfare-To-Work (WTW) grant program (the abbreviation WTW 
is used here to distinguish this program from others funded through the TANF block grant). The 
WTW grant program, which is administered through the U.S. Department of Labor and state and 
local workforce development agencies, is intended to provide work experience and job prepara-
tion services to long-term and hard-to-employ TANF recipients and to noncustodial parents of 
children receiving TANF. The grants were originally intended to be used over a three-year pe-
riod, though many states have received extensions. 

II. The Implementation Environment 

During the period covered by the Urban Change study — from 1997 through early 2001 
— the conditions for operating welfare-to-work programs were quite favorable, both nationally 
and in the study sites. A growing economy and declining unemployment made it easier for clients 
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to find jobs, and the federal Earned Income Credit made low-wage jobs more attractive by sup-
plementing people’s earnings according to their income level and household size. In addition, all 
the states represented in the Urban Change study raised the ceiling on the amount of earnings that 
welfare recipients can keep before experiencing a reduction in their welfare check (a policy 
known as the “earned income disregard”), making it easier for families to combine work and wel-
fare and increase their monthly income.  

The improvement in the national economy during the late 1990s and early 2000s was ac-
companied by rapid declines in welfare caseloads. In the study sites, the declines from 1996 to 
2000 ranged from 36 percent in Los Angeles to more than 50 percent in Cuyahoga and Miami. 
Owing to PRWORA’s block-grant funding structure, the drop in caseloads left the states and 
counties with a substantial surplus that could be used for a variety of welfare-related purposes, 
including welfare-to-work programs. Because the participation rate that states are required to 
meet is lowered when welfare caseloads decline, there was also less pressure on states to enroll 
large numbers of welfare recipients in work activities. Indeed, among the states represented in the 
Urban Change study, the caseload declines were so steep that the participation rates the states had 
to achieve dropped to less than 10 percent in 1999.  

III. Welfare-to-Work Policy Choices in the Urban Change Sites 

• All the Urban Change counties place a high priority on providing wel-
fare-to-work services to TANF recipients. A “work-first” emphasis pre-
dominates. 

The present research reveals that the welfare-to-work programs in the Urban Change sites 
have received significant attention from welfare administrators and staff. Moving away from the 
education and training focus that predominated before 1996, the sites have increasingly empha-
sized job search, short-term vocational training (six months or less), and unsubsidized employ-
ment. Cuyahoga, Miami, and Philadelphia made this programming shift in response to 
PRWORA; Los Angeles was already moving in this direction when PRWORA was passed. 

• Participation in basic or postsecondary education is generally limited to 
clients who combine work and school or who take steps to enroll in such 
activities on their own. 

In all the counties, clients are encouraged to pursue education goals part time while they 
work, and those who do so can receive help in paying their education- and training-related ex-
penses. In Los Angeles, case managers generally approve education and training programs in 
which clients enrolled before being called in to the county’s welfare-to-work program, provided 
that the education or training appears to lead to employment. Philadelphia gives clients consider-
able room to pursue their personal education and training goals before the work trigger kicks in 
after 24 months.  

• In all four counties, participation requirements apply to a larger propor-
tion of the welfare caseload than in the past. The sites have adopted strik-
ingly different sanctioning policies to address noncompliance. 
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PRWORA significantly expanded the proportion of welfare recipients who are subject to 
work participation requirements. When calculating participation rates — that is, the number of 
participants divided by the number of people required to participate — states may exclude from 
the denominator only single parents with children under 12 months old. Accordingly, California 
and Pennsylvania require participation of parents whose youngest child is age 1 or older. In 
Cuyahoga County and Florida, the youngest child may be no older than 3 months and 6 months, 
respectively, for the parent to be exempt.  

The sites have adopted markedly different policies for dealing with clients who do not 
comply with welfare-to-work requirements. Both Miami and Cuyahoga cut off the entire family 
from TANF assistance when the adult is noncompliant. In Los Angeles, noncompliance results in 
removal of the adult from the TANF case while children continue to receive benefits. Philadel-
phia’s policy is in between: During the first 24 months on cash assistance, only adults may be 
sanctioned; after 24 months, the entire family’s grant may be terminated. 

• With respect to time limits, two of the counties have implemented work-
trigger rules. The other two counties emphasize interim time-limit poli-
cies, in which families are expected to leave welfare before exhausting 
their lifetime eligibility. 

PRWORA requires welfare recipients to be involved in work after 24 months on cash as-
sistance, but the details are left to states and localities. Philadelphia adopted a broad definition of 
work, one that encompasses job search and work preparation activities as well as paid and unpaid 
work. In Los Angeles, the work trigger means that clients must at least participate in an unsubsi-
dized job or an unpaid work activity; however, the “countdown” toward the work trigger does not 
begin until clients finish job search without finding work and complete a vocational assessment.  

Neither Cuyahoga nor Miami has implemented work-trigger policies. These counties in-
stead emphasize interim time-limit policies that require families to go off TANF before exhaust-
ing their lifetime eligibility. In Cuyahoga, interim time limits go into effect after 36 months; in 
Miami, they go into effect after 24 or 36 months, depending on case characteristics. 

• Expanded earned income disregard policies have emerged as an impor-
tant element of the counties’ welfare-to-work strategies. 

The sites’ earned income disregard policies provide a strong work incentive by allowing 
welfare recipients to keep a portion of their earnings before their cash grants are reduced, thereby 
boosting family income. For example, in Miami, a family of three without earnings would ordi-
narily receive a monthly TANF grant of $303. If the head of the case went to work, the family 
could keep the first $200 earned during the month with no reduction in the cash grant; thereafter, 
50 percent of monthly earnings would be disregarded until the family’s income exceeded $806, at 
which point the family would cease to be eligible for TANF assistance. All the Urban Change 
sites have adopted similar policies, though the earnings levels beyond which recipients cannot 
continue to receive benefits differ from site to site.  

By encouraging clients to work, earned income disregards help them — and welfare 
agencies — meet federal welfare-to-work participation requirements. At the same time, earned 
income disregards may prolong families’ stays on welfare and cause them to use up more months 
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of their welfare eligibility than they would otherwise. Florida is the only state represented in the 
Urban Change study that allows recipients to “earn back” a month on the time clock for each 
month during which they work at least 30 hours per week, but Miami officials reported that the 
policy was difficult to implement because of changing state rules about what type of work counts 
and shortcomings in their automated system.  

• Each of the counties faced significant organizational challenges to re-
vamping its welfare-to-work program. Some challenges were related to 
the demands of the legislation; others were tied to local objectives or cir-
cumstances. 

Cuyahoga embarked on a major reorganization of its welfare department and a restructur-
ing of its staff’s responsibilities in order to serve clients more effectively and to prepare them for 
time limits. These efforts consumed enormous energy during the two or three years after welfare 
reform was passed. Los Angeles wrestled with the challenge of imposing work requirements on a 
much larger proportion of the caseload than in the past and the corresponding need to increase 
services and staffing. Miami’s welfare-to-work program faced rapid turnover at the director’s 
level, major changes in the contractors responsible for case management functions, and a recent 
decision by the Florida legislature to restructure the program and turn responsibility for it over to 
the local workforce development agency. In Philadelphia, state and local officials sometimes 
clashed over the goals of welfare reform — in particular, the role that education should play in 
welfare-to-work activities — and differing perceptions of the county’s staffing and budget needs.  

IV. Participation and Expenditure Trends 

This examination of the counties’ welfare-to-work participation and expenditure trends 
relies on data supplied by the states and counties. Readers should be aware that some of the par-
ticipation estimates were adjusted for duplicate counts. In addition, readers should note that in 
this analysis participation includes all welfare-to-work activities recorded in state or county sys-
tems rather than only those deemed countable under federal regulations. Finally, because of dif-
ferences in how counties track and report participation and expenditure information, readers are 
advised to focus on the trends within counties rather than to make comparisons across counties.  

• Since welfare reform, all the Urban Change sites increased the percentage 
of welfare recipients who are working or participating in welfare-to-work 
program activities (Figure ES.1).  

Since 1996, the Urban Change sites have made substantial progress in increasing the per-
centage of welfare recipients who are employed or participating in welfare-to-work activities. 
These gains have been achieved amid dramatic reductions in the counties’ TANF caseloads, 
which substantially lowered the participation rates that states and counties were required to meet.  

• Unsubsidized work accounted for a large portion of welfare-to-work 
participation and was the most common activity in all sites in 1999/2000. 
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The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Figure ES.1 

Welfare-to-Work Participation Rates, Urban Change Counties, 
1993/1994 to 1999/2000
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individuals who were participating less than the federally mandated 30 hours per week.
        Data for Miami-Dade are not available prior to 1996/1997. Data for people employed and on welfare are not available 
for Los Angeles before 1999/2000 or for Philadelphia in 1995/1996 and 1996/1997.
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A large proportion of welfare recipients in all the Urban Change sites worked in unsubsi-
dized jobs while receiving TANF. In 1999/2000, unsubsidized work was the most common wel-
fare-to-work activity, beating out traditional program activities like job search, vocational train-
ing, and unpaid work experience. The sites’ earned income disregard policies appear to have 
been largely responsible for this development in that they made it easier for welfare recipients to 
combine work and welfare. Before welfare reform, welfare recipients with earnings would have 
lost their eligibility more quickly.  

• Participation in basic education activities has declined since passage of 
welfare reform. 

PRWORA shifted the emphasis of welfare-to-work activities away from basic education, 
and the counties have responded accordingly. Basic education now registers as little more than a 
blip. In Cuyahoga, for instance, 5 percent of the participants in welfare-to-work programs at-
tended basic education in 1999/2000, compared with 27 percent in 1993/1994. Most clients who 
were assigned to basic education appear to have combined it with employment. 

• Unpaid work experience (“workfare”) was not heavily emphasized. 

The Urban Change counties responded to PRWORA’s work emphasis by encouraging 
welfare recipients to take jobs in the regular labor market rather than by assigning them to com-
munity service or other unpaid work experience positions. Cuyahoga and Miami are the only 
counties that operate sizable unpaid work experience programs, and even there many more 
TANF recipients work in paid jobs or are assigned to job search than participate in unpaid work.  

• The sites’ expenditures on welfare-to-work programs increased dramati-
cally after welfare reform was passed (Figure ES.2).  

After 1996/1997, all the counties invested increasing amounts of their TANF funds into 
their welfare-to-work programs, despite the fact that the number of people on welfare declined 
during that period. Cuyahoga’s growth in expenditures was fairly moderate, rising from $14 mil-
lion in 1996/1997 to $18.3 million in 1999/2000 (an increase of about 30 percent). At the other 
end of the spectrum, spending in Miami-Dade increased sevenfold, from $8.9 million in 
1996/1997 to $63.7 million in 1999/2000. (Note that these figures do not include child care or 
expenditures made under the WTW grant program.) The counties used the money to hire more 
staff, increase the number of program slots, develop more intensive services for the hard-to-
employ, and expand support services and payments for welfare recipients who are working or 
participating in job preparation activities.  

V. The Role of Case Management 

• Case managers played a pivotal role in the implementation of the coun-
ties’ welfare-to-work programs, serving as the link between policies and 
recipients. 
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Figure ES.2

Welfare-to-Work Expenditures, Urban Change Counties,
1994/1995 to 1999/2000 
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In all the sites, case managers played a central role in assigning clients to work activities, 
monitoring their participation, helping clients access support services, and enforcing program 
rules. Three of the sites — Los Angeles, Miami, and Philadelphia — chose to keep welfare-to-
work case management and income maintenance as two separate, specialized roles. Cuyahoga 
combined income maintenance and welfare-to-work functions in the newly created role of “self-
sufficiency coach” with the goal of enabling staff to address employment issues during every 
TANF interview and to gain a deeper understanding of each client’s history and circumstances. 

• In most counties, case managers had little discretion in assigning clients 
to welfare-to-work activities. 

Because work-first programs generally begin with job search, in most of the sites case 
managers did not have much flexibility in assigning clients to initial program activities. In Los 
Angeles and Philadelphia — where the programs had a prescribed sequence — the majority of 
case managers reported that both initial and subsequent program assignments were based on state 
or county rules, leaving little room for staff judgment. In Cuyahoga, in contrast, staff indicated 
having considerable discretion, in keeping with the individualized program approach that admin-
istrators in that county wanted to achieve. Early on, some Cuyahoga case managers expressed 
frustration with the complexity of their role and felt poorly prepared to make decisions, though 
over time they seemed to grow more confident in performing their duties. 

• Across the four counties, case managers reported that enforcement of 
program rules was a high priority. The use of financial sanctions, how-
ever, varied from site to site. 

In field interviews and surveys, case managers in all four counties indicated that monitor-
ing and enforcement took between 14 percent and 22 percent of their time. Most case managers 
indicated that they were prepared to sanction clients who did not comply with participation re-
quirements, though the participation data suggest that Miami staff were far more likely to impose 
sanctions than were staff in the other sites. In 1999/2000, 61 percent of Miami clients who were 
subject to the participation requirement were deemed noncompliant and were referred to or re-
ceiving sanction in an average month. In Cuyahoga in the same year, the figure was 2 percent.  

VI. Implementation of the WTW Grant Program 

As already discussed, the U.S. Department of Labor’s WTW grant program was intended 
to supplement the funds available to states through the TANF block grant. It included formula 
grants to states (which accounted for the bulk of WTW funding) and competitive grants awarded 
directly to service providers. This study examines only the formula grants. Because Ohio de-
clined formula funding, the findings pertain chiefly to Los Angeles, Miami, and Philadelphia.  

• The use of WTW program funds in the Urban Change sites was ham-
pered by the grants’ timing and restrictive targeting criteria. 

Although Congress created the grant only one year after passage of PRWORA, no funds 
reached local workforce development agencies until late 1998. By that point, state and county 
welfare agencies had already developed their welfare reform plans and implemented services un-
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der TANF. With caseloads falling, many welfare and workforce development officials neither 
saw a strong need for WTW program funds nor felt pressured to use them. Officials also com-
plained that the targeting criteria contained in the authorizing legislation were administratively 
cumbersome. (As initially written into law, 70 percent of the funds had to be spent on families 
who had been on welfare for at least 30 months, were within 12 months of reaching a time limit, 
or had two or more specified barriers to work). By most accounts, this problem was eliminated 
by Congress’s broadening the program eligibility rules in July 2000. 

• Of the Urban Change counties that received WTW formula grants, 
Philadelphia spent the largest portion of its allocation and enrolled the 
most participants. Implementation in the other counties proceeded more 
slowly. 

As of April 2001, Philadelphia had spent more than 80 percent of its WTW grant and en-
rolled about 17,000 welfare recipients into WTW-funded programs. As of May 2001, Los Ange-
les had spent about a third of its grant and enrolled nearly 9,000 participants; and Miami spent 
about 10 percent of its grant and enrolled fewer than 500 participants.  

Philadelphia’s program benefited from the strong backing of its mayor. Philadelphia also 
chose to invest the bulk of its WTW grant in two large programs and to target a broad group of 
TANF recipients: those who had reached the 24-month work trigger without finding employ-
ment. Los Angeles and Miami, in contrast, developed small programs that targeted specialized 
segments of the population, such as particular groups of non-English speakers and noncustodial 
parents. Though consistent with the goals of the grant, the latter approach may have contributed 
to the lower rates of implementation and enrollment in Los Angeles and Miami.  

• The counties had difficulty recruiting and retaining the target population. 

As originally enacted, the WTW grant contained detailed eligibility criteria that most ad-
ministrators thought were too restrictive. Even when the criteria were loosened, some programs 
had trouble recruiting long-term or hard-to-employ participants. Some administrators speculated 
that the factors that made people hard to employ — personal problems, low skills, poor attitude, 
and so forth — also made them hard to serve. In addition, the tough sanctioning policies of some 
welfare agencies may also have removed many hard-to-employ individuals from the rolls before 
they could be referred to WTW-funded services.  

• The WTW grant generally operated independently of other workforce 
development and welfare programs. 

In the three counties that received a WTW grant, program administrators and staff re-
ported that there was little integration between WTW-funded services and other programs run by 
the workforce development agencies and the welfare agencies, apparently owing to the grant’s 
timing, reporting requirements, and limited duration.  
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VII. Implications for Policy 

PRWORA’s scheduled reauthorization in 2002 provides an opportunity for federal, state, 
and local policymakers to assess the accomplishments of recent years and to consider future 
modifications. The research conducted in the Urban Change sites yields several observations and 
lessons:  

• PRWORA’s goal of getting welfare agencies to adopt a work-first orien-
tation has been realized in the Urban Change sites. 

One of PRWORA’s primary objectives was to end needy parents’ dependence on gov-
ernment benefits by encouraging them to prepare for jobs and to work. The Urban Change sites 
responded by changing their welfare-to-work programs to emphasize quick job entry rather than 
education and skill-building and by expanding earned income disregards to increase welfare re-
cipients’ financial incentive to work. The sites also extended work requirements to a much larger 
proportion of the caseload than in the past.  

• The work-first strategy adopted by the sites was well suited to the strong 
economy of the late 1990s and early 2000s. Softer labor markets may call 
for program modifications. 

During the period covered by this study, the ready availability of entry-level jobs made it 
relatively easy for welfare recipients to find work. The counties took advantage of the strong 
economy by emphasizing activities like job search and short-term vocational training, and they 
devoted few TANF resources to developing paid or unpaid employment. (Some WTW grant 
funds were used for this purpose, particularly in Philadelphia.) Given the recent economic down-
turn, welfare agencies may need to place greater emphasis on developing such strategies or offer-
ing certificate or degree programs that will help welfare recipients compete in the slack labor 
market, perhaps by combining education and training with work assignments.  

• The Urban Change sites used the TANF surplus to expand their welfare-
to-work program capacity and to increase participation. 

The structure of the TANF block grant — a five-year allocation based on states’ pre-1996 
spending levels — generated a substantial surplus during the late 1990s, when welfare caseloads 
declined. The present study indicates that the Urban Change sites invested a considerable portion 
of this surplus in expanding their welfare-to-work programs. For example, in 1995/1996, Los 
Angeles spent $43.6 million to serve 34,000 program enrollees, whereas in 1999/2000, it spent 
$133.4 million to serve 102,000 enrollees. Though the cost per enrollee (approximately $1,300) 
changed little, the increased expenditures permitted Los Angeles to reach a much greater propor-
tion of its caseload than in the past. In the other sites, rising program expenditures reflect both an 
effort to increase the number of people served and a higher cost per enrollee. The sites’ experi-
ences suggest the level of resources that may be necessary to engage a high percentage of the 
welfare caseload in welfare-to-work activities. High coverage has long been a stated goal, but 
only recently have states and localities had the funds to achieve it. 

• Expansions of earned income disregards have played a major part in the 
increases in welfare-to-work participation rates.  
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Earned income disregards may have the dual effect of encouraging welfare recipients to 
go to work and keeping them on welfare longer. In the short run, this is a win-win situation: Wel-
fare clients who are employed in subsidized jobs gain valuable experience and increase their in-
come, and welfare agencies can count such employment toward the welfare-to-work participation 
rate required by the federal government. In most states, however, clients who combine work and 
welfare use up months of assistance that they may need later — for instance, if they lose a job or 
another source of income. Policymakers might therefore reconsider whether clients who “play by 
the rules” (that is, work) should be subject to the same lifetime limit on federal cash assistance as 
are clients who are not working. 

• Participation rates of 40 percent or 50 percent may be difficult to attain, 
even in the most favorable program environments.  

As already noted, the Urban Change counties operated their welfare-to-work programs 
during the best of economic times, with plentiful jobs, falling caseloads, and large surpluses in 
funding. Even under such favorable conditions, the data suggest that the counties would have 
struggled to meet the participation rates set by PRWORA had they not received credit (in the 
form of reductions in the required participation rate) for reduced welfare caseloads. This study 
used a broader definition of participation than the federal standard, one that counted activities 
that are not listed in PRWORA and included all participants, regardless of whether they met the 
30-hour weekly requirement. (To a large extent, adopting this more inclusive definition was ne-
cessitated by the sites’ data limitations.) Policymakers may want to examine actual state and 
county participation reports more closely to avoid setting future participation targets that are un-
realistically high for a less favorable economic context.  

• Disparities in sanctioning policies and practices raise questions about the 
fairness and effectiveness of formal enforcement. 

As noted earlier, the Urban Change sites handled clients who did not comply with wel-
fare-to-work requirements in markedly different ways. Whereas some sites terminated the entire 
case, others ceased to provide cash assistance for the adult but continued to provide for the chil-
dren. The likelihood of being penalized for noncompliance also seems to have depended on 
where a welfare recipient resided. Though the policy in both Miami and Cuyahoga was to cut off 
the family’s whole grant (rather than only the adult portion), Miami’s high rate of sanctioning 
suggests that noncompliance almost always resulted in a penalty, while Cuyahoga’s low rate sug-
gests that clients there were given more chances to comply. Given such disparities, federal poli-
cymakers may wish to clarify intentions and set guidelines for states and counties to follow.  

Although one might expect tougher sanctioning policies to boost participation in welfare-
to-work activities, no evidence of such a relationship was observed in the Urban Change sites. In 
particular, the participation rates in Miami and Cuyahoga were roughly the same, despite their 
very different sanctioning rates. There may also be a trade-off between strict enforcement and 
serving the hard-to-employ. Some WTW grant program administrators said that their difficulties 
in locating eligible clients were due in part to tough sanctioning by welfare agencies. This per-
ception is supported by a report from the Urban Change project in which it was found that wel-
fare recipients who had multiple health problems, experienced physical abuse, were at risk of de-
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pression, or had a chronically ill or disabled child were more likely than other recipients to have 
been sanctioned in the previous year.1 

• Working with the hard-to-employ may require new program strategies. 

In all four sites, program administrators and staff talked about clients who appeared to 
need more intensive services, such as mental health and substance abuse treatment or longer-term 
education and training. Although PRWORA does not prevent welfare agencies from making such 
referrals, the fact that it does not count them toward the participation rate is a deterrent for many 
program administrators and staff. If self-sufficiency is a goal of welfare reform, policymakers 
might consider broadening the list of allowable activities to accommodate mental health and sub-
stance abuse services and longer-term education and training for clients who need them and who 
are making progress in their activities. 

• Finding ways to promote job retention and advancement is a major con-
cern. 

The Urban Change sites currently provide support services, such as transitional child care 
and medical benefits, to clients who leave TANF for employment. Nevertheless, there is a strong 
sense among county administrators that former TANF recipients may be vulnerable to setbacks 
or get stuck in low-paying jobs. Policymakers may want to consider ways to extend transitional 
benefits to families who are working but remain poor. In addition, policymakers might look for 
ways to help former recipients gain easier access to job leads, education and training programs, 
and other services that will help them advance economically. 

• Supplementary funding opportunities like the WTW grant should be di-
rected to communities and organizations that have identified needs and 
solid plans. 

The formula grants provided through the WTW program ensured that federal funds were 
distributed equitably. However, judging from the experience in the Urban Change sites, not all 
localities were prepared to use the resources. Should such funding opportunities be provided in 
the future, policymakers may want to make grants contingent on demonstrated interest and need. 
One option might be to award small planning grants that could be followed up by larger program 
grants once plans have been thought through and interagency relationships have been established.  

• Organizational change is an ongoing process. 

When considering the Urban Change counties’ responses to PRWORA, it is important to 
keep in mind that significant organizational change does not come quickly or easily. Most of the 
counties took two to three years to plan and begin implementing programs before seeing major 
results. Four years after the law was passed, the counties were continuing to make modifications 
and in some cases found that they needed to retrain staff on basic policies and procedures. Any 
dramatic changes that follow TANF reauthorization would likely require similarly large invest-
ments of welfare agency time and resources. 
                                                 

1Denise F. Polit, Andrew S. London, and John M. Martinez, The Health of Poor Urban Women: Findings from 
the Project on Devolution and Urban Change (New York: MDRC, 2001). 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

For more than 30 years, federal lawmakers have sought to make the welfare system more 
employment-focused. In keeping with this trend, a primary purpose of the 1996 welfare reform 
law — the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) — is 
to end needy parents’ dependence on government benefits by promoting job preparation and 
work. A recent analysis by the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Ways and Means 
suggests that the nation is making progress toward this goal. Across the country, welfare rolls are 
down sharply. At the same time, the percentage of adults on welfare who are engaged in work or 
job preparation activity rose from 22 percent in 1996 to 35 percent in 1998. Most of this increase 
is due to adults’ combining unsubsidized employment and cash welfare assistance.1  

While the national trends are well documented, there is little research on how local wel-
fare offices are attempting to realize this transformation. In the past, welfare agencies — espe-
cially in big cities — have often struggled with how to move significant numbers of welfare re-
cipients into employment in the face of weak labor markets, large caseloads, insufficient re-
sources, and organizational resistance to change. Are things different under PRWORA? To find 
out, the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC) conducted an in-depth inves-
tigation of the welfare-to-work programs in four large urban counties: Cuyahoga (Cleveland), 
Los Angeles, Miami-Dade, and Philadelphia.2 The study addresses five major sets of questions: 

1. How have the counties responded to the welfare-to-work provisions in 
PRWORA? What work-related services, mandates, and incentives have they 
put in place? What were their major implementation accomplishments and 
challenges?  

2. How have participation rates and expenditures on welfare-to-work programs 
changed since PRWORA? Do the counties now emphasize different kinds of 
activities than they did several years ago — for example, more job search and 
work experience and less education?  

3. What is the role of case management under PRWORA? How are case manag-
ers working with clients to move them into employment? To what extent are 
case managers emphasizing the benefits of work as opposed to the penalties 
for noncompliance? 

4. What is the role of the workforce development system in moving welfare re-
cipients into employment? Specifically, how are workforce development 
agencies using the allocations made to states (the so-called formula grants) 
through the U.S. Department of Labor Welfare-To-Work (WTW) grant pro-
gram? 

                                                 
1Committee on Ways and Means, 2000. See also Burke, 2000. 
2Though this study focuses on county welfare programs, the name of the major city within each county is often 

used in this document to stand for the whole county. Only Philadelphia’s county and city boundaries are the same.  
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5. How might the counties’ experiences inform federal and state welfare poli-
cies? What are the implications for PRWORA, which comes before Congress 
for reauthorization in 2002? 

This report was produced as part of MDRC’s Project on Devolution and Urban Change 
(for an overview of the project, see Table 1.1). Launched soon after PRWORA was enacted, the 
Urban Change project aims to understand how the law is being implemented and what effects it 
is having on welfare recipients, low-income neighborhoods, and organizations that serve the 
poor. The study’s underlying premise is that the changes brought about by the law — whether 
positive, negative, or mixed — would be felt most acutely in urban areas, where welfare recipi-
ents are most heavily concentrated. Though Cleveland, Los Angeles, Miami, and Philadelphia are 
not representative of the entire country, as a group they shed light on the dynamics of urban wel-
fare reform as it is unfolding in the context of different regional economies, population bases, 
and state and local welfare policies.  

It is important to stress that this report does not present evidence on the effectiveness (or 
impacts) of the counties’ welfare-to-work programs. Rather, its goal is to shed light on imple-
mentation processes and lessons. It focuses on policies and programs affecting single-parent 
families receiving welfare, which make up the overwhelming majority of the welfare caseload 
nationally and in the Urban Change sites. Data collection for this report occurred mainly in 2000 
and early 2001; changes since that time are therefore not captured. What follows is a description 
of federal policies governing welfare-to-work programs, external factors affecting implementa-
tion, and the methods used to carry out this study.  

I. Welfare to Work Under PRWORA: What the Law Says  

Separating the welfare-to-work provisions of PRWORA from the rest of the legislation is 
a bit like removing the bones from a fish: easy in theory, but messy in practice. The 1996 legisla-
tion contained many details about how welfare-to-work programs should be run. The 1997 Bal-
anced Budget Act, which created supplementary funding for such programs, added more details. 
These provisions are embedded within a broader legislative framework that affects every aspect 
of how cash assistance and welfare-to-work programs are funded and operated.  

Arguably, the most important feature of PRWORA is the time limits it places on receipt 
of cash assistance. Before 1996, poor families were guaranteed cash assistance, known as Aid to 
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), if they met state and federal eligibility requirements. 
Under PRWORA, there is no entitlement to cash welfare. Most poor families may receive feder-
ally funded cash assistance for no more than five years. States have the option of imposing a 
shorter time limit or using their own funds to extend cash assistance beyond five years. Although 
time limits do not address welfare-to-work programs directly, they presumably place pressure on 
welfare recipients to look for work — and on welfare agencies to help them find a job.  

Another important feature of PRWORA is its mechanism for financing state welfare pro-
grams. Formerly, states received federal reimbursement for 50 percent to 75 percent of their ac-
tual expenditures on cash assistance, along with an annual grant to provide welfare-to-work
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The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Table 1.1 

Key Features of the Urban Change Project 

Goal 
To understand how state and local welfare agencies, poor neighborhoods, and low-income families are affected by the 
changes to the income support system in response to the passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportu-
nity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996. 

Locations (sites) 
Four large urban counties: Cuyahoga (Cleveland, Ohio), Los Angeles, Miami-Dade, and Philadelphia 

Time frame 
1997–2002 

Project components 
The Ethnographic Study illuminates the effects of the changes by chronicling, in depth and over time, how 30 to 40 
welfare-reliant families in each site cope with the new rules and policies. 

The Implementation Study describes both the new welfare initiatives — rules, messages, benefits, and services — that 
are developed at the state and local levels and the experiences of the local welfare agencies in putting these new 
initiatives into practice.  

The Individual-Level Impact Study measures the impact of the new policies on welfare, employment, earnings, and 
other indicators of individual and family well-being, via two components: 

1. an administrative records component, for countywide samples of welfare recipients and other poor people 
2. a survey component involving two waves of in-person interviews with a sample of residents of high-poverty          

neighborhoods 

The Institutional Study examines how the new policies and funding mechanisms affect nonprofit institutions and 
neighborhood businesses. 

The Neighborhood Indicators Study assesses changes in statistical indicators that reflect the social and economic vi-
tality of urban counties and of neighborhoods within them where poverty and welfare receipt are concentrated. 

Distinctive features 
Its urban focus.  The project examines the impacts of welfare reform in America’s big cities. 

Its neighborhood focus. All five components of the project will focus especially on residents of high-poverty 
neighborhoods, the public and nonprofit agencies that assist them, and the effects of welfare reform on the stability 
and vitality of their communities. Findings will also be reported at the county level. 

Its effort to integrate findings across the components. The goal of the project is to bring multiple data sources and 
methodologies to bear in answering the questions of interest. The results of the separate studies are intended to illu-
minate, clarify, reinforce, and otherwise complement each other, as exemplified in this report. 
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services. States now receive a fixed annual allocation — or block grant — based on the rate of 
federal spending before 1996 on their AFDC, Emergency Assistance, and welfare-to-work pro-
grams. The block grant covers cash assistance (known as Temporary Assistance for Needy Fami-
lies, or TANF), welfare-to-work activities, and whatever related benefits and services a state de-
cides to offer. The block grant does not go up if a state’s welfare caseload increases, though nei-
ther does it go down if a state’s caseload falls. Because in the past states were required to match 
federal funding allocations, PRWORA contains a “maintenance-of-effort” clause that allows 
some reduction in state spending but penalizes states for reducing expenditures by more than 20 
percent or 25 percent relative to pre-1996 levels.3  

Historically, block grants have encouraged greater state discretion in the use of federal 
funding.4 PRWORA clearly gives states considerable autonomy in how they run cash assistance 
programs but is more restrictive with regard to welfare-to-work programs. It also places greater 
demands on welfare agencies and recipients than its predecessor, the Job Opportunities and Basic 
Skills Training (JOBS) program, which was created under the Family Support Act of 1988. For 
example: 

Participation rates: PRWORA expected states to have 25 percent of all families 
that receive TANF engaged in work activities in 1997 and to have 50 percent of 
all such families doing so by 2002. By comparison, the JOBS program set a 
nominal participation rate of 20 percent for single-parent families, which was sub-
stantially reduced by exemptions (see below). Moreover, many nonexempt wel-
fare recipients were not required to participate in JOBS owing to funding limits. 
The higher participation rates established by PRWORA are offset by a “credit” for 
caseload reductions. Specifically, for each percentage point by which a state re-
duces its average monthly welfare caseload relative to the 1995 level, the percent-
age of families it is required to have in work activities is also reduced by one per-
centage point.  

Exemption categories: The JOBS program specified seven grounds on which 
single parents could be exempted from welfare-to-work requirements, the most 
commonly invoked one being that they were parents of a child under age 3 (or un-
der age 1, at states’ option).5 PRWORA lets states set their own exemption criteria 
but implicitly discourages states from making the criteria too broad. This is be-
cause states are required to keep most welfare recipients in the denominator when 
calculating their work-activity participation rates. The only cases that may be ex-
cluded are those in which the youngest child is under the age of 1 or in which 
there is no head of household (that is, child-only cases). 

                                                 
3States are allowed to reduce expenditures by 25 percent as long as they meet federal requirements regarding 

work participation rates. If not, the reduction may not exceed 20 percent. 
4U.S. General Accounting Office, 1995. 
5Committee on Ways and Means, 1993. Under JOBS, exemptions were also granted to women who were in at 

least their second trimester of pregnancy, ill or incapacitated, taking care of an ill or incapacitated child or adult, 
employed 30 or more hours per week, under age 16 and attending school full time; or living in a remote area. 
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Countable activities: PRWORA is very clear about what kinds of activities states 
may count toward meeting the federal participation requirement (Table 1.2). It 
identifies 12 allowable work activities, most of which involve actual work (either 
paid or unpaid) rather than preparation for work in school or other classroom set-
tings. Importantly, job search and vocational education for limited periods of time 
(up to six weeks and 12 months, respectively) may be counted. Only teenagers 
who have dropped out of high school may attend employment-related education 
classes, and no more than 30 percent of the TANF caseload may be credited for 
participation in vocational training or other education. These rules are in sharp 
contrast to the JOBS regulations, which were widely interpreted as encouraging 
“human capital development” such as education and training.6  

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Table 1.2 

Work Activities Allowed Under PRWORA 

1. Unsubsidized employment 
2. Subsidized private employment 
3. Subsidized public sector employment 
4. Work experience 
5. On-the-job training 
6. Job search and job readiness assistance (6 weeks maximum; 12 weeks under certain unemployment condi-

tions) 
7. Community service 
8. Vocational educational training (12 months maximum)a 
9. Provider of child care for a community service participant 
10. Job skills training directly related to employment 
11. Education directly related to employment (high school dropouts only)a 
12. Satisfactory attendance at secondary school or in an equivalent course of study (high school dropouts only)a 

SOURCE: Committee on Ways and Means, 2000. 

NOTE: aNo more than 30 percent of the TANF caseload may be credited with participation in these activities. 

Hours of participation: To meet federal participation requirements, states must 
engage TANF recipients in one or more countable activities for an average of 30 
hours per week, including at least 20 hours in actual work or job search. In practi-
cal terms, this means that people attending education or training must combine it 
with paid or unpaid work or with job search. PRWORA’s rules differ from those 
of the JOBS program, which set a weekly participation requirement of 20 hours 
for most welfare recipients. JOBS also allowed states to average hours across par-
ticipants, permitting, for example, a client who attended activities for 15 hours per 
week to be offset by a client who attended for 25 hours per week. PRWORA does 
not allow such averaging. 

                                                 
6Bell and Douglas, 2000. 
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Sanctions: As in the JOBS program, PRWORA requires states to impose “partial-
family” sanctions on cases that do not participate in required activities, that is, to 
cut off the head of household’s share of the grant. More severe penalties, such as 
“full-family” sanctions (which entail terminating the family’s entire grant), are 
permitted at states’ option.  

Work triggers: PRWORA includes a “work-trigger” rule that requires TANF re-
cipients to work after receiving cash assistance for 24 months (or less, at states’ 
option). The precise definition of work is left to the states. JOBS contained no 
comparable work trigger. 

To supplement the funds available for welfare-to-work activities under the TANF block 
grant, the 1997 Balanced Budget Act created the WTW grant program. (Throughout this report, 
WTW refers specifically to this grant, while welfare-to-work refers to employment-related ser-
vices for welfare recipients more generally.) The WTW grant program is administered at the fed-
eral level by the U.S. Department of Labor rather than the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services and at the state and local levels by workforce development agencies rather than welfare 
agencies. The program features formula grants that are allocated to states on the basis of their 
TANF population and number of residents in poverty and competitive grants that are awarded 
directly to workforce development agencies or other public and private agencies that submit pro-
posals to the U.S. Department of Labor. The grants are targeted to the hard-to-employ. 

The types of activities that may be funded under the WTW grant program are listed in 
Table 1.3. As under the TANF block grant, the emphasis is on activities that are directly work-
related rather than on education activities, although recent program amendments allow participa-
tion in vocational education for up to six months. Originally, 70 percent of WTW funds had to be 
spent on families that had been on welfare for at least 30 months, were within 12 months of 
reaching a time limit, or had two or more specified barriers to work. In 2000, the eligibility crite-
ria were expanded to include four hard-to-employ groups: long-term TANF recipients without 
specified employment barriers, TANF recipients determined by the local workforce development 
agency to have significant barriers to employment, former foster care youths between the ages of 
18 and 24, and non-TANF custodial parents with incomes below the poverty line.  

II. External Factors Affecting Welfare-to-Work Program Implementation 

Program implementation never takes place in a vacuum. Particularly relevant to this study 
of welfare-to-work programs is the fact that the nation experienced remarkable job growth during 
the years after PRWORA went into effect.7 By 1999, the percentage of the U.S. population that 
was employed reached a record high (64.3 percent), and the unemployment rate fell to a 30-year 
low (4.1 percent). Employment grew particularly fast among minority workers and women who 
maintained families.8 During the 1980s and early 1990s, when labor markets were weaker, wel-

                                                 
7See, for example, the annual growth summaries in the February issues of the U.S. Department of Labor’s 

Monthly Labor Review for 1996 through 2001. 
8Martel and Kelter, 2000. 
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fare-to-work programs often struggled to find jobs for their clients. During the late 1990s and 
2000, many welfare-to-work programs — including those in the Urban Change sites — reported 
that employers came to them to recruit entry-level workers. 

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Table 1.3 

Activities That May Be Funded Under the 
Welfare-To-Work Grant Program 

1. Community service or work experience programs 
2. Job creation through wage subsidies 
3. On-the-job training 
4. Contacts with providers of job readiness, placement, and postemployment services 
5. Job vouchers for job readiness, placement, and postemployment services 
6. Job retention and support services if not otherwise available 
7. Vocational education or training (up to 6 months)a 

SOURCE: Committee on Ways and Means, 2000. 

NOTE: aThis was not an allowable grant activity before July 1, 2000. 

The nation’s welfare caseloads plummeted with the rise in employment. In 1996, 4.5 mil-
lion families received welfare. By 1999, this figure had dropped to 2.6 million — a decline of 
more than 40 percent.9 The sharp reduction affected welfare-to-work programs in two important 
ways. First, as noted earlier, states received credit for caseload declines, leading to a point-for-
point reduction in the participation targets they were required to meet under PRWORA. A recent 
Congressional Research Service study found that 23 states, including Florida, had such dramatic 
caseload declines that their work participation targets fell to 0 percent in 1999. In the other states 
represented in the Urban Change study — California, Ohio, and Pennsylvania — the work par-
ticipation targets fell to 8.5 percent, 1.4 percent, and .9 percent, respectively, in 1999.10 Buoyed 
by these trends, states could run very small-scale welfare-to-work programs and still meet federal 
targets. Second, because TANF block grants were based on pre-1996 caseloads, the declining 
rolls left states with substantial sums of money. Indeed, by the end of federal fiscal year 2000, 
states had built up a TANF surplus of nearly $3.2 billion.11 The block grant structure allowed 
states to use these funds to enrich or expand their welfare-to-work programs if they wished. 

Along with employment and welfare trends, other federal and state policies — in particu-
lar, policies designed to “make work pay” — influenced the operation of welfare-to-work pro-
grams. The federal Earned Income Credit, for example, was significantly expanded in 1993, so 
that a $6.00 an hour job is now worth $8.00 an hour to a full-time worker with two children.12 
Similarly, though not required to do so under PRWORA, many states (including those repre-
sented in the Urban Change study) adopted new rules to increase the amount of earned income 

                                                 
9Committee on Ways and Means, 2000. 
10Burke, 2000. 
11See http://www.acf.dhhs.gov/programs/ofs/data/q400/overview.htm.  
12MDRC calculation, using federal income tax tables. 
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TANF recipients may keep before losing their cash grant (a policy known as an “earnings disre-
gard” or “earned income disregard”). These provisions made work more attractive and facilitated 
efforts by welfare-to-work programs to move clients into employment. 

Conditions in the Urban Change sites generally reflected national trends, as Table 1.4 
shows. Consistent with national figures, unemployment declined in all four counties between 
1996 and 2000, though their unemployment rates in 2000 were still higher than the national aver-
age.13 Between 1996 and 1999, Cuyahoga, Los Angeles, and Miami-Dade enjoyed moderate to 
strong employment growth, ranging from 4.5 percent to 6.7 percent; Philadelphia experienced 
modest growth, at 2.3 percent. Also consistent with national trends, the sites’ welfare caseloads 
dropped sharply between 1996 and 2000, ranging from a 26 percent decline in Los Angeles to a 
decline of more than 50 percent in Cuyahoga and Miami-Dade. Note that caseloads in Los Ange-
les are considerably larger than in the other sites, mainly because of its vastly larger population.  

There is considerable variation across the Urban Change sites in the maximum monthly 
TANF grant level. (TANF grant amounts are set by the states rather than the counties.) In Miami, 
a family of three may receive up to $303, compared with $626 for a family of three in Los Ange-
les. Though a low grant level could make welfare less attractive than work, all four sites ex-
panded the earned income disregard, making it easier for families to combine work and welfare 
and thereby to increase their monthly income. It also tends to keep families on the welfare rolls 
longer after they go to work. The monthly earnings cutoff (that is, the point at which the TANF 
grant is reduced to $0) ranges from $806 for a family of three in Miami and Philadelphia to 
$1,477 for a family of three in Los Angeles. Families that qualify for the earned income disregard 
can face a steep drop in monthly income if they are cut off from TANF owing to time limits.  

The bottom line is that the conditions for implementing PRWORA’s welfare-to-work 
provisions under PRWORA — both nationally and in the Urban Change sites — were generally 
quite favorable. The labor market was able to absorb new workers. The combination of block-
grant funding and rapid caseload declines meant that there was substantial funding for employ-
ment-related services, although the credit states received for lowering their welfare rolls may 
have reduced the pressure to meet federal work participation requirements. Expansions of the 
EITC and earned income disregards made it more attractive for welfare recipients to work. In 
sum, though PRWORA deserves credit for many of the changes counties have made in their wel-
fare-to-work programs since 1996, other policies and conditions undoubtedly contributed to the 
changes as well. 

III. Research Methodology 

Data collection for the study took place in three stages. Field research was conducted be-
tween January 2000 and March 2001. During this stage, MDRC researchers interviewed county- 
or district-level administrators (and sometimes state employees) responsible for planning and 
administering the welfare-to-work programs funded under TANF and the WTW grants and vis-

                                                 
13Unemployment data available from the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics Web site: 

http://stats.bls.gov/blshome.htm. 
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ited three or four branch offices in each site that provided case management and other welfare-to-
work services to TANF recipients. In the branch offices, researchers interviewed administrators 
and case managers and observed program orientations, job search classes, and individual meet-
ings between case managers and clients. All interviews and observations were documented and 
coded for analysis using the qualitative data management and analysis software NUD*IST. Ap-
pendix A shows the dates of the branch office visits and the categories of people interviewed in 
each city. 

Cuyahoga Los Angeles Miami-Dade Philadelphia

Population, 2000 1,393,978 9,519,338 2,253,362 1,517,550

Unemployment rate (%)
1996 5.1 8.2 7.3 7.1
2000 4.6 5.4 5.3 6.1

Employment growth, 1996-1999 (%) 4.5 5.1 6.7 2.3

AFDC/TANF caseload
1996 33,815 294,465 34,355 73,585
2000 15,729 216,854 15,770 48,687

Maximum monthly TANF grant 
for a family of 3 ($) 373 626 303 403

Maximum that a family of 3 could earn
and still receive TANF ($) 996 1,477 806 806

Program Environments

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 1.4

SOURCES: All population, unemployment rate, and employment growth data, U.S. Bureau of the Census Web 
site, 2000; other data, U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics Web site, 2000; Geostat Geospatial 
and Statistical Data Center, Regional Economic Information Systems; and Quint et al., 1999.  

 

The second stage of data collection consisted of a survey of income maintenance workers 
and welfare-to-work case managers in branch offices throughout each county. The surveys were 
administered during the second half of 1999 and the first half of 2000. The instrument contained 
questions about staff members’ understanding of welfare-to-work policies, procedures for work-
ing with clients, and perceptions of clients’ needs and circumstances. In the smallest county — 
Cuyahoga — the survey was administered to all case management staff. In Los Angeles, Miami-
Dade, and Philadelphia, the survey was administered to all staff in selected offices or to a random 
sample of staff. (For a full explanation of the staff survey methodology, see Appendix B.) The 
response rate was 81 percent or higher in each county. The responses were entered into a com-
puter database and analyzed using the statistical software package SAS. 

The third stage involved reviewing documents that the welfare agencies produced about 
their welfare-to-work programs. For example, researchers examined promotional materials, pro-



-10- 

gram plans and procedures manuals, and contracts with major service providers. The analysis 
also encompassed city and state reports on welfare-to-work participation rates and expenditures. 
Readers should be aware that differences from site to site in how participation and expenditure 
categories are defined make it difficult to compare data across sites; these data (presented in 
Chapter 3) can most appropriately be used to examine trends within a site. 

IV. Organization of the Report 

The report is organized as follows. Chapter 2 provides an overview of the counties’ wel-
fare-to-work programs and the implementation challenges they experienced. Chapter 3 describes 
trends in welfare-to-work participation and funding before and after PRWORA went into effect. 
Chapter 4 explains the role of case management, including methods of assigning clients to work 
activities, monitoring their participation, and enforcing requirements. Chapter 5 examines the 
implementation of the WTW grant program in the Urban Change sites. Finally, Chapter 6 con-
siders the policy implications of the sites’ experiences, particularly their implications for 
PRWORA’s reauthorization in 2002. 
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Chapter 2 

Description of the Urban Change Counties’ 
Welfare-to-Work Programs 

One of PRWORA’s principal stated goals is to move welfare recipients1 into work. This 
represents a significant change from earlier federal cash assistance programs. During the years 
immediately before PRWORA’s passage, three of the four counties in the Urban Change study 
emphasized education and skills training as a preparation for work rather than pushing recipients 
quickly into jobs. Only Los Angeles — partly in response to a study of California’s GAIN 
(Greater Avenues for Independence) program — had made significant changes before 1996 to 
emphasize job search and work over education for participants in their JOBS programs.2 More-
over, as discussed in Chapter 1, many AFDC recipients were in effect relieved of any participa-
tion requirements at all. 

PRWORA prompted dramatic programmatic changes in all four counties. Under TANF, 
all the counties now emphasize “labor force attachment” (connecting unemployed people with 
jobs) and use an approach that incorporates “work-first” elements into participant services. In 
addition, a much higher percentage of recipients are now required to participate in work activities 
than in the past. Time limits are intended in part to push recipients into the labor market: TANF 
recipients in all sites are subject to lifetime limits on cash assistance, and each of the sites has 
also imposed a shorter, interim limit on cumulative receipt of benefits or a “work-trigger” time 
limit (by which the recipient must be employed in order to continue receiving her grant). To sup-
port these efforts to move recipients into employment, the counties are providing a variety of 
other financial and in-kind supports, including earnings disregards, assistance with child care, 
transportation, and counseling. Finally, the counties have begun to consider what supports they 
can offer working recipients who are making the transition from cash assistance receipt to self-
sufficiency, and they have also begun to think of changes that would help their welfare-to-work 
programs better meet the needs of participants who are deemed hard to employ. 

This chapter presents an overview of the work-first approach and summaries of each 
county’s welfare-to-work model. The similarities and differences between the counties’ decisions 
concerning the details of their welfare-to-work programs are then examined more closely. Fi-
nally, the chapter closes with a discussion of the counties’ experiences as they have attempted to 
implement these policy decisions. Throughout the chapter, the focus is on the intended models, 
that is, the programs as defined on paper; later chapters will explore how these policies have 
taken shape on the ground. 

                                                 
1Because a large majority of recipients are women, feminine pronouns are used to refer to recipients in this re-

port. 
2Weissman, 1997. 
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I. The Work-First Approach to Welfare to Work 

All four counties participating in the Urban Change study aimed to achieve their goal of 
moving recipients into the labor market through a work-first approach. Work-first programs can 
be defined in terms of their philosophy that, for welfare recipients, employment is the goal — 
indeed, employment is the expectation. Beyond this common philosophy, however, work-first 
programs vary significantly in the services they offer, the sequencing of their activities, and the 
extent to which participation is required and enforced.  

Although “work first” is not a program model, an archetypal work-first program would 
look something like that depicted in Figure 2.1. Following an orientation and brief assessment to 
identify clients’ needs for support services like transportation and child care, work-first programs 
generally begin with job search, using the labor market itself as a test of employability. For cli-
ents who are not able to find jobs right away, work-first programs provide additional activities 
geared towards addressing the factors that have impeded employment. These activities might in-
clude education, training, work experience, or other options that are short term, closely moni-
tored, and combined with or immediately followed by additional job search. 

Although the work-first programs in all four Urban Change sites follow this general pat-
tern, each county has a slightly different interpretation. In the next section, thumbnail sketches of 
the counties’ work-first programs are presented.3 No matter how smooth and fluid the work-first 
steps look on paper, in practice a recipient’s progress is rarely straightforward. Recipients often 
repeat programs; if they do get a job and leave the welfare rolls, they may lose the job soon 
thereafter and have to return to welfare; or they may fall into noncompliance. In addition, recipi-
ents may have significant employment barriers they choose not to reveal that come to light only 
after months of unsuccessful job search. Often when recipients accept a sanction or leave wel-
fare, they fail to inform their case managers of their reasons. Finally, no matter how consistently 
policies are implemented or how much information is provided, individual welfare recipients ex-
perience “work-first” program messages and services differently depending on their particular 
circumstances.  

II. Program Summaries4 

A. Cuyahoga County 

Key characteristics: 

• County-administered  

• Integrated eligibility and employment case management 

• Job club options designed for recipients with different needs and experiences 

                                                 
3Note that California and Pennsylvania specify a required sequence of activities, whereas Florida and Ohio leave 

program flow to counties’ discretion. 
4In the following sections, the programs are described as they were being implemented in late 2000. 
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Figure 2.1

Common Work-First Activities and Participant Flow
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• No set sequence of program activities 

• 36-month interim time limit on TANF receipt 

The emphasis placed on welfare-to-work activities in Cuyahoga County is reflected in the 
name given to the state’s TANF program, Ohio Works First (OWF), and to the local agency re-
sponsible for administering TANF, Cuyahoga Work and Training (CW&T). Indeed, the agency’s 
mission statement states that it will be “relentless in focusing our participants on employment.”5 
This is manifested in a variety of ways, from the numerous job listings posted in CW&T waiting 
rooms to the wide array of contracts the agency has developed to provide employment services to 
TANF recipients.  

Conversations about employment begin as soon as someone applies for TANF assistance. 
CW&T adopted an integrated approach to case management, meaning that the same staff who 
process public benefits (TANF, food stamps, and Medicaid) are responsible for assigning clients 
to welfare-to-work activities and monitoring their progress. Clients are told that they are expected 
to be working or engaged in approved work activities for at least 30 hours per week to maintain 
their eligibility for TANF and to avoid financial sanctions. The penalty — termination of the 
whole family’s cash grant — is severe, though most case managers (and county records) indicate 
a reluctance to use sanctions. CW&T staff are more likely to cite Ohio’s 36-month time limit on 
cumulative TANF receipt as the reason why clients should make full use of welfare-to-work ser-
vices.  

Cuyahoga does not have a prescribed sequence of welfare-to-work activities. Nonethe-
less, case managers assign most clients to job search as a first activity. The county offers three 
types of job club: one for people with no or few obvious barriers to employment, another for 
people who have worked in the past but have had difficulty holding a job for any length of time, 
and a third for people with multiple barriers to work. If job search does not prove successful, case 
managers usually refer clients to an unpaid work experience program or to an occupational skills 
training provider. Interviews with program staff in Cuyahoga indicate that they encourage skill-
building activities like training for clients in their first two years of cash assistance receipt but 
become more forceful in pushing clients to work during their third year of receipt. Program staff 
also tend to enforce participation requirements more strictly for recipients who have received two 
years of benefits. All recipients sign written agreements known as “self-sufficiency contracts,” 
which spell out their own and the agency’s responsibilities.  

An interesting feature of Cuyahoga’s welfare-to-work program is its outreach effort called 
Early Net, which is designed for clients who are not participating in welfare-to-work activities 
and have less than one year of benefits remaining. Early Net providers conduct home visits, if 
necessary, to make sure clients understand what time limits mean and to conduct a thorough as-
sessment of their needs. Early Net providers then work with CW&T case managers to refer cli-
ents to appropriate activities. Cuyahoga has also implemented post-time limit services, including 
specialized job search services for clients who reach the 36-month mark without finding em-
ployment on their own. 

                                                 
5Cuyahoga County of Ohio, 2000. 
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B. Los Angeles County 

Key characteristics: 

• County-administered  

• Work-first approach predating PRWORA 

• Well-defined sequence of activities 

• 18- or 24-month work trigger 

• Sanctions and time limits apply only to adult 

• Largest caseload of all the Urban Change sites 

Los Angeles County had already made significant changes in its approach to moving wel-
fare recipients into the workforce before PRWORA was passed in 1996. Los Angeles’s welfare-
to-work program, GAIN, was reformed in response to studies that revealed shortcomings in its 
prior emphasis on upfront basic education for recipients. Los Angeles shifted to a work-first ap-
proach during the early and middle years of the 1990s.  

The Los Angeles Department of Public Social Services (DPSS) administers California 
Work Opportunity and Responsibility to Kids (CalWORKs) and its welfare-to-work element, 
GAIN. (Note that in Los Angeles, people use CalWORKs to refer to all aspects of TANF — cash 
aid and program activities — and also more narrowly to refer to cash assistance as opposed to 
GAIN programs.) Coordination between GAIN and CalWORKs is not complete. Each program 
has its own computer system, and although the two systems can share some information, they do 
not interface perfectly. All TANF recipients must go to CalWORKs district offices to meet with 
their eligibility caseworkers, but to meet with their GAIN case managers some of them must go 
to GAIN regional offices, while the rest can meet with GAIN staff located in the CalWORKs 
offices. 

The welfare-to-work program in Los Angeles closely follows the “work-first” model de-
picted in Figure 2.1. Under CalWORKs, nonexempt TANF recipients are required to begin par-
ticipation in an approved work activity immediately. After eligibility determination, approved 
recipients are referred by the CalWORKs eligibility caseworker to a GAIN orientation. Follow-
ing the GAIN orientation and a short meeting with a GAIN caseworker, almost all participants 
not already working or enrolled in an approvable education program are referred to a three-week 
job club. Participants who do not find jobs during job club undergo a vocational ― and, when 
appropriate, clinical ― assessment to determine the services most likely to improve their 
chances in the labor market. After this assessment, participants sign a welfare-to-work contract 
that starts their work-trigger “clock”: 18 months for new applicants and 24 months for those who 
began receiving welfare before April 1, 1998. At that point, participants also enroll in education, 
skills training, work experience, or another round of job club. If a participant does not obtain 
employment by the time she reaches her work-trigger time limit, she is assigned a community 
service job. It is worth noting that in Los Angeles time limits are not a strong focus for case 
managers, and both time limits and sanctions affect only the adult portion of the cash grant.  
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As of this writing, welfare-to-work services in Los Angeles are in transition. DPSS has 
granted new contracts for job club provision across the county and for GAIN case management in 
specific regions. DPSS is also considering new ways to improve coordination between welfare-
to-work case managers and eligibility workers. Finally, Los Angles County has recently begun to 
implement its Long-Term Family Self-Sufficiency Plan, a set of broad, integrated strategies in-
volving a variety of agencies that provide services to all members of households receiving Cal-
WORKs (and other low-income families) to help them achieve economic self-sufficiency.  

C. Miami-Dade County 

Key characteristics: 

• State-administered 

• Eligibility and employment case management housed in separate agencies 

• After initial job search, activities not prescribed 

• 48-month time limit on TANF receipt, with hardship extensions possible 

• Discontinuities in local management of welfare-to-work services 

Miami’s welfare-to-work program operates separately from the Department of Children 
and Families (DCF), the state agency that administers TANF. From 1997 through mid-2000, the 
program — known as Work and Gain Economic Self-Sufficiency, or WAGES — was adminis-
tered by the Miami-Dade/Monroe WAGES Coalition. In July 2000, the Florida legislature abol-
ished WAGES and created a new program, Welfare Transition, which is administered through 
the state’s Workforce Investment Act (WIA) system. Welfare Transition is housed with unem-
ployment compensation and other employment and training programs in 26 “one-stop” centers 
located throughout the county. 

Under both WAGES and Welfare Transition, DCF eligibility workers are responsible for 
referring clients to the welfare-to-work program. They are also responsible for imposing sanc-
tions on clients who do not show up or participate as required. Participation requirements — 30 
hours per week in a “countable” activity — are strictly enforced; sanctions for nonparticipation 
lead to termination of the entire family’s cash grant. Case managers focus heavily on monitoring 
and enforcement and are quick to impose sanctions on noncompliant recipients.  

Under WAGES, clients attended a program orientation and met with a case manager 
working under contract with the WAGES Coalition. (In 1997/1998, Lockheed Martin IMS held 
the largest contract; in 1998/1999, Miami-Dade Public Schools and Miami-Dade Community 
College shared the contract.) In nearly all cases, clients were assigned to job search first. If cli-
ents did not find employment, they were assigned to an intensive service provider (ISP), which 
typically supplied short-term training and job placement. The program also offered unpaid work 
experience slots.  

Like WAGES, the newly launched Welfare Transition program begins with an orientation 
and a meeting with a case manager at the WIA one-stop center. Case managers may assign cli-
ents to a wide range of activities, including job search, community work experience, and voca-
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tional training. Because Welfare Transition is housed with other WIA programs, welfare recipi-
ents are integrated with nonrecipients in most activities. Each one-stop center is expected to have 
computer terminals linked to job listing sites and to provide job seekers with other assistance, 
including resume preparation and job placement services. 

D. Philadelphia County 

Key characteristics: 

• State-administered  

• 24-month work-activity trigger  

• No real participation requirements in the first 24 months except for an initial 
job search activity; specified sequence of activities and options (which nar-
rows over time) for recipients who have reached the 24-month mark 

The welfare-to-work program in Philadelphia operates under a state-administered system. 
Like all other counties in Pennsylvania, Philadelphia’s County Assistance Office follows instruc-
tions developed at the state capital, Harrisburg. The state’s welfare-to-work program is known as 
the Road to Economic Self-Sufficiency through Employment and Training (RESET). There are 
three aspects of the state’s program that distinguish it from the other Urban Change counties’ 
programs: Individuals who have received TANF for less than 24 months have much looser par-
ticipation requirements than those who have passed that mark; participation options for recipients 
beyond the 24-month mark follow a specified sequence (known as the “cascade chart”) of activi-
ties; and the minimum number of hours of participation required of single parents in Pennsyl-
vania is 20 hours per week (although Pennsylvania is subject to PRWORA’s participation re-
quirement of 30 hours for single-parent households). 

Each time a recipient meets with a caseworker (whether for eligibility or welfare-to-work 
purposes), she signs a new Agreement of Mutual Responsibility (AMR), in which (among other 
things) she defines her goals for achieving self-sufficiency. Recipients who are new to TANF or 
who are within the initial 24-month window are referred by the eligibility worker to a welfare-to-
work case manager; these recipients attend a program orientation and then are generally assigned 
to an eight-week job search program run by a contractor. Until recipients reach the 24-month 
mark, they are generally not required to participate in any other activities, although many case-
workers encourage recipients to enroll in education or training programs during this period.  

Once a recipient has been on TANF for 24 months, however, Philadelphia requires her to 
be engaged in work activities. Recipients at this stage have 10 days after completing a new AMR 
to find employment on their own. If they do not, those who have a high school diploma or Gen-
eral Educational Development (GED) certificate or some work experience are assigned to a 30-
day directed job search program for a minimum of 25 hours per week; the others are generally 
sent to a specialized contractor. Participants who do not secure employment through the directed 
job search are next referred to a provider that offers work experience (generally allowed for up to 
a maximum of six months). If the work experience assignment does not result in a job, the par-
ticipant may be eligible for a slot in a community work program (known as Work Opportunities). 
Finally, if the participant has run through all these options and has not found a job, she is as-
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signed to self-directed job search and required to report to her welfare-to-work case manager 
every 30 days. 

III. Program Features 

Within the program outlines presented above, counties (and states)6 have also made stra-
tegic decisions regarding certain “carrot-and-stick” elements of their programs, in particular with 
respect to participation requirements, time limits, definitions of countable activities, and transi-
tional supports for work.  

A. Participation Requirements and Exemption Criteria 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the 1996 welfare reform law significantly increased the per-
centage of recipients who are required to participate in work activities and increased the strin-
gency of participation requirements. Federal law mandates a “good-cause” exemption from the 
participation requirements if the adult recipient is a single custodial parent with a child under age 
6 for whom child care is unavailable, but this is the only exemption specifically required. Federal 
law also allows (but does not require) states to exempt from the calculation of participation rates 
single parents with a child under 1 year old.7 States are free to define their own additional 
grounds for good-cause exemptions, and each of the states (and some of the counties) involved in 
the Urban Change study has designed its own set of exemption criteria.8  

While California and Pennsylvania have made allowances for teen parents attending 
school and have preserved the federal exemption window for single parents caring for an infant 
under age 1, Florida has cut the maximum age of the cared-for infant from 1 year to 6 months, 
and Cuyahoga’s maximum is 3 months. (Ohio allows exemptions to care for an infant up to 1 
year of age but also allows counties to set lower limits.) In three of the counties (all except Cuya-
hoga), exemptions are allowed for recipients with a disability that prevents them from working. 
Note that recipients who are exempted from participation for state-designated reasons are still 
counted in the calculation of participation that determines compliance with mandated federal par-
ticipation rates. Overall, however, in all the Urban Change counties the range of exemption crite-
ria is much more limited under TANF than it was under AFDC. At the same time, it should be 
kept in mind that actual implementation practices may differ from official state policies. For ex-
ample, although Ohio has few official exemption categories and therefore appears strict about 
participation, in practice Cuyahoga case managers exercise discretion in making activity assign-
ments for recipients who are, for example, sick or disabled.  

                                                 
6PRWORA left room for many decisions to be made at the state or even at the county level. In this section, some 

of the policy decisions are federal, some are at the state level, and some are county-determined.  
7Recipients can use this exemption for a lifetime total of 12 months. 
8California has made its exemption criteria more explicit than have the other three states. For example, Califor-

nia exempts recipients who are caring for a disabled household member (only Florida does the same). Exemptions 
are also granted to clients over the age of 60, victims of domestic violence, and pregnant women (if the pregnancy 
interferes with work); the other Urban Change states do not explicitly offer these exemptions. 
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The counties’ programs also differ with respect to the required number of hours of par-
ticipation. Philadelphia is unique among the Urban Change sites in that single-parent participants 
in the RESET program are required only to meet a participation requirement of 20 hours per 
week; the other Urban Change sites require either 30 hours per week (Cuyahoga and Miami-
Dade) or 32 hours per week (Los Angeles) for single-parent families. One implication of the less 
stringent participation requirement in Philadelphia is that a client who meets the 20-hour re-
quirement has (at least in theory) more “free” time to get further training or education — al-
though in the other sites education and training is generally permitted for up to 10 hours of the 
required 30 or 32.  

B. Time Limits and Work Triggers 

One of the key goals of PRWORA was to “end the dependence of needy parents on gov-
ernment benefits….”9 Setting a lifetime limit of 60 months on receipt of federal welfare benefits 
was one of the principal policy instruments directed at that goal.10 Under PRWORA, states are 
free to set shorter limits on benefit receipt or to pay for longer-term receipt with their own funds. 
Among the four states with counties participating in the Urban Change study, one — Florida — 
elected to reduce the lifetime limit to 48 months. The other three sites adopted the 60-month life-
time limit, although it is important to note that families who reach the limit in California will 
continue to receive all but the adult portion of the grant as long as the children in the household 
remain eligible for benefits. PRWORA also required that recipients be engaged in work activities 
within 24 months of beginning to receive benefits but allowed states to set shorter timelines for 
initiating participation in work activities. All the states in this study require nonexempt recipients 
to begin participation in work activities immediately, although California and Florida place a 
greater emphasis on enforcing continuous participation during the first 24 months than do Ohio 
and Pennsylvania.  

States were also allowed to set a variety of interim time limits. In California, participants 
are supposed to be engaged not just in work activities but to be working after an 18-month period 
(after a 24 -month period for recipients who began receiving TANF before April 1, 1998), and in 
Pennsylvania the welfare administration initially announced that the 24-month work-activity 
trigger would be treated as a deadline by which recipients must secure employment in order to 
continue receiving benefits. Finally, two of the Urban Change states, Florida and Ohio, estab-
lished an interim limit on the number of months of benefit receipt (24 months or 36 months in 
Florida and 36 months in Ohio) after which recipients must exit TANF for a period of time (Ta-
ble 2.1).  

Work-trigger time limits. Although the federal lifetime limit on benefit receipt of 60 
months has not yet affected aid recipients anywhere in the U.S., recipients in all four Urban 
Change counties have reached some interim time limits. Work-trigger time limits have affected 
recipients in Philadelphia and in Los Angeles. PRWORA requires recipients to be involved in 
work after 24 months of receipt, but the federal legislation leaves it to the states to decide what 

                                                 
9Committee on Ways and Means, U.S. House of Representatives, 2000, p. 354. 
10States may continue to pay benefits, using federal funds, for up to 20 percent of the average monthly caseload 

after the 60-month limit in cases of hardship or domestic violence. 
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constitutes work in this context. Depending on what kinds of activities qualify and whether there 
is a requirement for participation in activities before 24 months, this may lead to a work trigger. 
In Philadelphia, some recipients hit the 24-month work-trigger time limit in March 1999. In Los 
Angeles, recipients who enrolled after April 1, 1998, began to be affected by the 18-month work-
trigger time limits in October 2000, and the first longtime recipients reached the 24-month trigger 
in April 2001. Philadelphia and Los Angeles have implemented work-trigger time limits in 
markedly different ways. 

In Philadelphia, welfare administrators were told by the Pennsylvania Department of Pub-
lic Welfare that they should tell recipients that they would have to be working when they reached 
the work-trigger time limits; although this was the way welfare reform was presented, in fact the 
state legislation stipulated only that recipients be engaged in a work activity at that point. In the 
months before March 1999, local district offices called recipients in to update their AMR and get 
them involved in a work activity. When the first recipients reached the time limits, rather than cut 
off the cash benefits of hundreds of families Pennsylvania decided to renegotiate existing con-
tracts with service providers and allow participants to enroll in training combined with a work 
activity after the 24-month mark. The state also established Work Opportunities (a community 
service employment program) and required contractors to include work experience in their pro-
grams. The benefits of recipients who have been on the rolls for more than 24 months but who 
are complying with activity participation requirements, even if they are not employed, are not 
terminated in Pennsylvania. This retreat from the initial hard-line message has left some recipi-
ents and caseworkers dubious about the firmness of other requirements, including the 60-month 
time limit, which longtime recipients will begin to reach in March 2002. Pennsylvania is now 
considering ways to protect children from the effects of lifetime limits.  

In Los Angeles, the countdown to the work-trigger time limit (18 months or 24 months) 
begins only once a recipient signs a welfare-to-work plan, which in turn happens only once it has 
been determined that the recipient has failed to find employment through a job search activity 
and therefore undergoes a vocational assessment. Recipients who are working, are exempted 
from participation, or never show up for the vocational assessment are therefore not subject to 
the work-trigger time limit. As a result, all Los Angeles recipients who reach a work-trigger time 
limit at some point participated in activities and did not find work; working participants, nonpar-
ticipants, and recipients in noncompliance may never reach the work-trigger time limit because 
they might not have signed a welfare-to-work plan. The result is that the work trigger applies to 
only a small portion of the caseload. Nevertheless, in Los Angeles the work-trigger time limit 
signals that the participant needs to have a job, not merely to be engaged in a work activity; that 
is, after reaching the work trigger participants must be employed or participating in a community 
service activity. Los Angeles has committed to provide community service positions to those par-
ticipants who have complied with GAIN requirements but who reach their work-trigger time lim-
its and are still jobless. 

Interim limits on cumulative receipt. Whereas work triggers are intended to push re-
cipients directly into work through a combination of incentives (for example, earnings disregards, 
discussed below) and the prod of a deadline, time limits on cumulative receipt are starker policies 
that are supposed to drive the most recalcitrant recipients off welfare, presumably into employ-
ment. In Miami-Dade County, long-term recipients began to hit the 36-month interim time limit 
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on cumulative receipt in October 1999. One year later, recipients in Cuyahoga County began to 
hit Ohio’s 36-month cumulative receipt limit, and at the same time in Miami-Dade the first re-
cipients encountered Florida’s 48-month lifetime limit on benefit receipt. How these policies 
have been implemented — and what effects they have on welfare recipients — will be addressed 
in future reports from the Urban Change project. 

C. Countable Activities 

States meet participation requirements by moving recipients into work activities. As dis-
cussed in Chapter 1, federal law recognizes 12 types of work activities, and each state can decide 
what, within each of these categories, it will authorize as a countable activity. States generally set 
limits on who can participate in certain activities, how many hours they must participate, and 
over what period of time they can participate in that activity in fulfillment of the participation 
requirement (Table 2.2.). In many cases, states have allowed counties to tailor their work activity 
programs and requirements. 

Florida has established somewhat more restrictive rules for work activities that fulfill 
work participation requirements than have the other three states represented in the Urban Change 
study. In such activities as job search, vocational and on-the-job training, and postsecondary edu-
cation, Florida allows the shortest duration of engagement in the activity, and Florida alone does 
not recognize education directly related to employment as a work activity. 

Two counties in the Urban Change study allowed for more investment in human capital 
development after the initial assessment. Instead of pushing recipients into the first job they are 
offered, these programs work with participants to improve their employability (often through 
education and training) to equip them to get better jobs. States and counties often find, however, 
that this approach can conflict with the need to move recipients into the labor market within a 
limited period of time. In Philadelphia, for example, a participant is not subject to the work activ-
ity requirement until she has been receiving a check for 24 months. Until that point, case manag-
ers are given discretion about the activities to which they refer recipients, including education 
and training. Pennsylvania allows participants to enroll in education programs during the first 24 
months of their participation in RESET, and for up to 12 months during that time education can 
be the participant’s sole work activity. After 24 months, however, the client must be participating 
in a work activity to retain her eligibility for cash assistance. Thereafter the participant may con-
tinue in an education program but must also participate in a work activity 20 hours per week. 
Moreover, in contrast to recipients who have not reached the 24-month mark, almost no recipi-
ents who are past the mark are referred to an exclusively education- or training-focused service 
provider.  

In Los Angeles County’s GAIN program, if a recipient is found to have enrolled in an 
education or vocational training program on her own initiative before the initial assessment and if 
the case manager determines that the program is likely to lead to employment, the activity is gen-
erally approved as fulfilling the participation requirement (up to the number of hours the recipi-
ent is actually participating in classes, labs, internships, and work study). Los Angeles calls these 
activities Self-Initiated Programs, or SIPs. The county provides SIP participants with supportive 
services, including transportation allowances and money for textbooks (but not for tuition). One 
GAIN administrator, however, noted that her office often faces problems when a recipient with 
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Policy California Florida Ohio Pennsylvania
Unsubsidized 
employment

Yes Yes Yes Yes

Subsidized private 
sector or public sector 
employment

Yes                               Yes                               
Limited to 6 months

Yes                          
Limited to 6 months 
per employer

Yes                          
Limited to 6 
months per 
placement

Work experience Yes Yes                               
(public and nonprofit 
only)

Yes No

Job search Yes                               
Required of all non-
exempt recipients 
except those with 
substance abuse, 
mental health, or 
domestic violence 
problems; no 
requirements on 
participation

Yes                               
Required of all non-
exempt recipients; no 
minimum, but 6         
weeks maximum 
participation

Yes                             
Not required of any 
recipient category; 
limited to 4 
consecutive weeks 
and a maximum of     
8 weeks of 
participation in any 
federal fiscal year

Yes                          
Required of all 
nonexempt 
recipients for first 8 
weeks; no 
minimum and no 
requirements on 
participation

Job readiness Yes                               
Not required of any 
recipient category

Yes                               
Not required of any 
recipient category

Yes                             
Not required of any 
recipient category; 
limited to 4 
consecutive weeks 
and a maximum of     
8 weeks of 
participation in any 
federal fiscal year       

Yes                          
Not required of any 
recipient category

Community service 
programs

Yes                               
For participants 
reaching 18/24              
months who are not 
meeting hourly work 
requirements (public 
and nonprofit only)

Yes                           
(public and nonprofit 
only)

Yes Yes

Vocational educational 
training

Yes                      
Maximum length of 
participation                 
18/24 months, at local 
discretion

Yes                               
(initially limited to       
6 months and to         
20 percent of 
participants); 12 
months maximum 
participation

Yes                             
12 months                  
maximum 
participation

Yes                          
24 months 
maximum 
participation

(continued)

Work Activities Allowed in the Urban Change Counties

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 2.2
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Policy California Florida Ohio Pennsylvania
On-the-job training Yes                   

Maximum length of 
participation              
18/24 months, at local 
discretion

Yes                               
6 months maximum 
participation 

Yes Yes

Job skills training Yes Yes Yes Yes

Education directly 
related to employment

Yes                               
18/24 months 
maximum 
participation (at            
local discretion)

No Yes                             
for recipients              
without a high      
school diploma or      
a GED; 24 months 
maximum; must          
be combined with 
another work            
activity

Yes                          
24 months 
maximum 
participation; must 
be combined with 
another work 
activity after 12 
months

Adult Basic Education 
or ESL

Yes                         
Limited to recipients 
who lack basic literacy 
or math skills, high 
school diploma or 
GED, or English 
language skills; 18/24 
months maximum 
participation

Yes Yes                             
Limited                       
to recipients      
without                       
basic literacy              
skills

Yes                          
24 months 
maximum 
participation

Attendance in 
postsecondary 
education

Yes                               
18/24 months 
maximum 
participation

Yes                               
for the 2-year 
program, up to 12 
months; yes for the      
4-year program if         
the recipient is also 
participating                 
25 hours per week in 
another countable 
activity, up to 12 
months

At the county's 
discretion; up to         
24 months 

Yes                          
12 months within 
the first 24 months 
of TANF receipt 
after 24 months, 
only if recipient 
meets hourly work 
requirement in a 
countable activity

Providing child care 
services to recipient 
participating in a 
community service 
program

Yes Yes Yes Yes

Table 2.2 (continued)

SOURCE: The Center for Law and Social Policy and the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities joint 
Web site on state welfare policies (http://www.spdp.org/).
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an approved SIP and just a few months remaining before program completion reaches the 18- or 
24-month work trigger, because such a recipient may fall into noncompliance with the work-
trigger policy. 

PRWORA makes clear that unsubsidized work is preferred to work activities like job 
club or training, and in all the Urban Change sites unsubsidized work is promoted as a way to 
meet participation requirements. Indeed, in all four sites many staff argue that getting recipients 
into unsubsidized jobs is the best way to help them get off welfare. Some recognize, however, 
that a quick entry into the workforce may not be the best way to ensure that recipients develop 
the skills needed to land jobs that would lead to self-sufficiency and continue to advocate for 
education and training in addition to or instead of unsubsidized employment.  

D. Transitional Supports for Work 

In the past, welfare recipients who started working often became immediately ineligible 
for cash assistance; in many states, a recipient’s entire earned income (minus a small amount) 
was subtracted from the cash grant. To make work more attractive to recipients and to offset 
some of the costs of working, welfare agencies in all the Urban Change states allow recipients to 
keep some of their earned income without reducing their TANF cash benefit (Table 2.3.). The 
size of this earned income disregard, which is not mandated by PRWORA, varies from state to 
state. Under this policy, welfare agencies ignore a certain amount of earned income when calcu-
lating the amount of cash a household is eligible to receive each month. For example, a working 
recipient in Ohio who earns $800 a month is allowed to keep $525 ― her first $250 earnings plus 
half of the remainder. In contrast, a recipient in Pennsylvania earning the same amount is allowed 
to keep only $400, that is, half of her $800 in earnings. The amount of the earnings that remain 
after the disregard (in this case, $275 in Ohio and $400 in Pennsylvania) is subtracted from the 
cash grant for which the household is eligible.  

Depending on the disregard formula and the level of the cash grant, an earned income dis-
regard can be a significant financial incentive to work, because households in which parents 
work and remain on TANF have higher incomes than they would have through work or TANF 
receipt alone. In Ohio, for example, if the recipient were in a three-person household and earned 
$800 a month, she would have a total monthly income of $898: $800 in earnings plus the fam-
ily’s cash grant of $373 minus the $275 of earned income not included in the disregard. On the 
other hand, in states with relatively low grant levels, households with significant earnings may 
stop receiving benefits because their income is too high, even taking account of the disregard. 
For example, a recipient earning $900 a month in a three-person household would cease to be 
eligible for cash assistance in Florida and Pennsylvania, although in California and Ohio she 
would be allowed to remain on the rolls and combine earned income with some cash benefits. (In 
all four states, a recipient in a three-person household earning $800 would retain eligibility.)  

The earned income disregard has two additional effects. Although it leaves employed re-
cipients with more money at the end of the month than they would have if they depended solely 
on a paycheck or a welfare check, recipients who combine welfare and work use up valuable 
months of time-limited cash assistance. (As discussed in detail later in the chapter, some case 
managers encourage recipients who are working and receiving welfare to consider voluntarily 
leaving welfare in order to “bank” months of eligibility that they may need later, and in Florida 
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recipients can “earn back” months of welfare eligibility while still working.) The earned income 
disregard also tends to mechanically increase the percentage of a county’s welfare recipients who 
are engaged in work, because recipients whose cases would have been terminated continue to 
qualify for benefits, remain on the rolls, and are counted as working recipients. Another effect of 
earned income disregard policies has been to make it harder both for eligibility workers and for 
participants themselves to calculate monthly benefits accurately. 

Policy California Florida Ohio Pennsylvania
Maximum TANF grant for a family of 
3 (1 adult, 2 children) ($) 626 303 373 403 

Amount that can be earned with no 
reduction of cash grant ($) 225 200 250 0 

Earned income disregarded above that 
amount (%) 50 50 50 50

Maximum amount that a family of 3 
could earn and still receive TANF ($) 1,477 806 996 806 
NOTE: All figures are for 2000.

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 2.3

Earned Income Disregard Policies

 

Recipients may qualify for supports for work in addition to the earned income disregard. 
While looking for work and after finding a position, recipients often face extra costs, commonly 
ongoing expenses for child care and transportation and start-up costs such as the purchase of a work 
wardrobe or tools (Table 2.4). States are not required to guarantee child care assistance for TANF 
recipients (as they were under AFDC for working or studying recipients), but most do. (PRWORA 
stipulates, however, that if child care is unavailable, recipients with a child under 6 years of age 
cannot be sanctioned for nonparticipation in work activities.) All four Urban Change counties guar-
antee child care assistance to TANF recipients while they participate in job search activities both 
after they begin working but are still receiving TANF payments and after they leave TANF but are 
working and remain below a certain income threshold. Many states also provide assistance with 
transportation costs, generally in the form of bus fare or mileage reimbursement; Florida, Pennsyl-
vania, and California help defray the costs of private automobile ownership for job seekers and em-
ployed TANF recipients, and in Florida eligibility for transportation assistance continues for up to 
one year after recipients leave TANF. Many states also offer ancillary one-time cash payments for 
clothing, tools, and other necessary equipment. The present study found that caseworkers in Phila-
delphia and Los Angeles routinely offered clothing allowances to participants who were about to 
begin participation in welfare-to-work activities, and participants in Philadelphia could qualify for 
renewed clothing allowances whenever they began a new program. In Cuyahoga, funds were made 
available both to provide diversion payments for TANF applicants and to help pay for a wide vari-
ety of emergency and employment-related expenses.  
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States also have made various administrative attempts to ensure that households leaving 
cash assistance do not lose food stamps and Medicaid if they remain eligible for these programs. 
(Note that these provisions are all in addition to any eligibility determination for child care, 
transportation, food stamps, and Medicaid benefits made solely on the basis of household in-
come.) Finally, at least two of the Urban Change sites are beginning to make a concerted effort to 
enroll employed recipients (and those who have left TANF for employment) in post-employment 
services focused on job retention and career advancement, including education and training. 

IV. Welfare Agencies’ Experiences and Challenges During the Transition 

In all four Urban Change sites, the welfare departments faced several common issues. To 
reach out to a much larger percentage of recipients and draw them into activities, the counties 
needed to ensure that there were sufficient staff and that staff had sufficient training to provide 
case management that would help recipients move into the workforce. Moreover, the agencies 
had to communicate their new mission to recipients and staff: The focus shifted from eligibility 
determination and distributing benefits to getting recipients employed. No matter how deliber-
ately or strategically the counties went about making these changes, this degree of change on this 
scale in any large bureaucracy is challenging.  

Of the Urban Change sites, Cuyahoga County underwent the most systematic and dra-
matic restructuring in the context of PRWORA.11 Before TANF, Cuyahoga’s welfare case man-
agement system was fairly typical. The caseworkers responsible for determining people’s 
eligibility for public benefits (AFDC as well as other programs) were housed in the Department 
of Entitlement Services, while the caseworkers involved in work-related activities for welfare 
recipients (and others) worked in the Department of Employment Services. (Only a small number 
of AFDC recipients participated in JOBS or other employment programs during that period.) In 
mid-1996, the county merged these two departments into the new Department of Entitlement and 
Employment Services, in large part to improve efficiency and communication. A year and a half 
later, however, the department was divided into two agencies: CW&T (introduced earlier in this 
chapter) and Cuyahoga Health & Nutrition (CH&N). TANF recipients — Cuyahoga’s OWF 
caseload — are served by caseworkers in CW&T, while those receiving only Food Stamps and 
Medicaid (and therefore not subject to time limits) are the responsibility of CH&N caseworkers.  

Cuyahoga confronted several challenges to implementation. Departmental reorganization 
was, of course, a huge project. Calling in TANF recipients to get them involved in activities and 
on track to leave welfare by the 36-month mark put a significant burden on the system. And 
CW&T caseworkers, in their new roles as Self-Sufficiency Coaches (SSCs), had a number of 
complex new rules to memorize, took on new responsibilities, and had to adopt new modes of 
dealing with recipients. SSCs are responsible for all aspects of a case. They determine eligibility 
for benefits; assess recipients’ strengths, employment goals, job-related needs, personal and fam-
ily issues, and support systems and needs; refer clients to appropriate activities or open positions; 

                                                 
11For a fuller discussion of the changes in Cuyahoga County’s Department of Human Services, see Quint et al., 

1999. Note that some of the changes in Cuyahoga’s welfare system were prompted by concerns and factors unrelated 
to PRWORA. 
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and monitor and enforce participation requirements. Administrators in Cuyahoga expressed ex-
citement about the potential for this integrated model to make a difference for clients’ outcomes 
but also acknowledged that the conversion was difficult and that the job of an SSC is a demand-
ing and complex one. One SSC described it as “overwhelming”; an office administrator said: 
“This transition we have made in Cuyahoga County has been difficult for a lot of people.… It 
has a big impact on the client and the ability to transition the person off; it can really impact the 
outcomes of the cases. [But] a lot of our staff gave up. It was a lot of responsibility and so much 
to learn.… Our staff here, those that have stayed, have worked very hard and have been very 
committed.”  

In Los Angeles, DPSS did not need to rethink the basic GAIN program or structure be-
cause it had already undertaken significant restructuring earlier in the decade, but it faced other 
challenges. Foremost was the size of the caseload itself: In 1996, there were nearly four times as 
many welfare cases in Los Angeles as there were in Philadelphia, which in turn had a caseload 
about twice the size of that in Cuyahoga or Miami-Dade. Anticipating a dramatic increase in the 
number of recipients needing welfare-to-work services as GAIN participation requirements were 
enforced, DPSS decided to increase dramatically the number of GAIN Services Workers 
(GSWs) in its employ. Staff increases alone put stress on the DPSS system. New employees 
needed training, and the long training period meant not only that it might be weeks or months 
before an empty GSW position would be filled but also that many participants were assigned to 
inexperienced case managers during the expansion period. DPSS elected to promote a significant 
number of the new GAIN workers from eligibility positions. This move had some benefits for 
DPSS — GSWs had an inside understanding of the assistance side of the case, and they were 
familiar with basic DPSS procedures — but it was also not always easy for the new GSWs to 
shift their focus from benefits and eligibility determination to employment preparation and sup-
port. The scale of the operation in Los Angeles, the county with the nation’s largest caseload, 
presented its own challenges, as system change had to be coordinated across 24 CalWORKs dis-
trict offices in seven GAIN regions. Finally, California’s relatively high grant level and generous 
earned income disregards, coupled with the decision to apply sanctions and time limits only to 
the adult portion of the case, to some degree undermined the message that moving from welfare 
to work is an urgent personal responsibility of each recipient. Overall, however — and with the 
exception of the process of incorporating new staff and building the relationship between WTW-
funded welfare-to-work providers and GAIN (for details, see Chapter 5) — Los Angeles has en-
countered relatively few stumbling blocks in the implementation of its employment-focused pro-
grams.  

Miami-Dade has had the most disruptive experience implementing changes in response to 
PRWORA. Many of the challenges appear to be political. With authority divided among a vari-
ety of institutions and individuals at several levels (state, county, and agency), Miami has faced 
internal obstacles both to the design and deliberate implementation of a strategic policy direction 
and to the consistent implementation of policies across the county.  

As noted earlier, Miami’s welfare-to-work program, WAGES, operated independently of 
the welfare agency. From the beginning, WAGES was beset by administrative problems, includ-
ing rapid turnover at the director’s level (six directors over four years) and a poor computerized 
data system that made it difficult for DCF and WAGES to track participation. There were other 
disruptions. For example, as already noted, Miami-Dade switched contractors for case manage-



-31- 

ment services in 1998. In July 2000, recognizing that the existing structure was ineffective, the 
state legislature abolished WAGES and replaced it with Welfare Transition, which is adminis-
tered through the WIA system. Welfare-to-work services are now being integrated with other 
WIA programs in one-stop service centers.  

In addition to the changes in the administration of its welfare-to-work program, Florida 
has made several changes in its time-limit policies. First, it effectively delayed implementation of 
time limits from October 1998 (when they were originally scheduled to go into effect) to October 
1999 by allowing the WAGES Coalition to grant hardship extensions on a case-by-case basis. 
The state also modified its policy to allow recipients to “earn back” a month of welfare eligibility 
for every month during which they worked enough hours to meet the federal participation re-
quirements (which increased over time). At first, the earn-back policy applied only to unsubsi-
dized work in the private sector but later was expanded to include public sector subsidized work 
and still later participation in mental health or substance abuse treatment (if the treatment pro-
gram was completed). Given these shifting definitions, which were not retroactively applied, case 
managers had to calculate how many TANF months a recipient had used up or earned back based 
on the dates, duration, and extent of her engagement in any of these activities. Commenting on 
these and other changes to the time-limit provisions, one Miami-Dade DCF administrator said: 
“It’s been a really complex thing for us to implement, largely because it all drives on whether or 
not the eligibility worker can figure this out. We monitor our case records a lot. [We know] they 
can’t figure it out — it’s too hard. We’ve specialized our caseloads, trying to provide intensive 
training to the people who [do the work].… It’s horrible.”  

Pennsylvania, like Florida, has a state-administered welfare program. In Philadelphia, 
county welfare administrators complained that the state office in Harrisburg developed the wel-
fare-to-work plan, including the design of services and options, without giving sufficient consid-
eration to the special needs of Philadelphia. Philadelphia administrators struggled with a state-
wide plan that initially did not distinguish between rural, suburban, and urban counties and gave 
no special allowances for Philadelphia County, home to about half the state’s TANF population 
(up from 30 percent a few years earlier). Philadelphia administrators noted that there was no ex-
pansion of the staff during that period: “Our caseload has reduced, but our workload has in-
creased. And we have to do a lot more with clients, see them far more often [than before 
TANF].” From the state’s perspective, however, welfare reform faced an unreceptive environ-
ment in Philadelphia. One state official felt that Philadelphia’s mayor opposed reform, saying, 
“The debate became polarized in that you were either for education and community colleges or 
you were for rapid [labor force] attachment.”  

One of the key issues in Philadelphia in responding to PRWORA was the shift in phi-
losophy to a work-first approach. State administrators reported that they believed Philadelphia 
was initially less flexible than other counties about the work focus. At the same time, Philadel-
phia’s mayor was an advocate of the U.S. Department of Labor WTW grants introduced in Chap-
ter 1, and one state administrator suggested that the WTW grants had provided “cover” for Phila-
delphia to accept a labor force attachment approach after having resisted reform earlier.  

Both state and county officials reported that over time there has been more of a dialogue 
on planning and policy among officials at different levels and that the county has largely adopted 
the state’s philosophy. The comments of a County Assistance Office administrator in Philadel-
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phia illustrate this: “Our goal now is employment for our clients. We spoke about it before 
TANF, but a lot of it was to go to school.… The philosophy of work first has changed every-
thing. This has been difficult for people who think education is everything.”  

Philadelphia has also been refining its welfare reform messages over this period. As men-
tioned earlier, at the beginning of the welfare reform era Pennsylvania promoted the message that 
recipients who were not working after 24 months of assistance would be cut off, but as the dead-
line approached the state moderated its position and allowed recipients who were conducting job 
search or attending other approved welfare-to-work activities to continue to receive cash aid. 
Similarly, after emphasizing lifetime limits, Pennsylvania has recently been considering ways to 
temper the effects on children of lifetime limits on cash assistance — a change that would require 
a delicate communication strategy. Although from one perspective such message changes reflect 
the program’s flexibility and adaptation, the changes have been stressful for program officials 
and staff. “One of my challenges as a communicator,” said one administrator, “is how to present 
revisions as legitimate improvements and not just that we changed our minds. For example, if all 
you heard at the beginning was ‘get people working’ and now we are investing in training, that 
does not mean we thought we were wrong initially to try to get everybody into [jobs]. We haven’t 
backed away from that strategy.”  

Despite the efforts of welfare administrators and staff to communicate a clear message, 
there has been some confusion among recipients in Philadelphia about particular policies. During 
the first year of welfare reform, some recipients apparently saw sanctions as a potential loophole 
from participation requirements and time limits because sanctions for recipients who have not yet 
received assistance for 24 months pertain only to the adult portion of the grant. One administrator 
explained that some recipients figured: “If you took the sanction, the adult was removed from the 
case and it became child-only. There was no more time limit.” There has also been confusion 
about other aspects of welfare reform. During the summer of 2000, for example, researchers col-
lecting data for this study listened in as job club participants in Philadelphia exchanged erroneous 
information about time limits and expressed a sense that time limits were not uniformly applied. 
(Of course, the exchange of misinformation among peers can happen anywhere.) 

In sum, all four Urban Change counties have struggled to implement policies that reflect 
both the spirit and the letter of PRWORA. Welfare reform stimulated truly significant changes in 
the counties’ welfare programs, and these changes demanded resources, time, and patience with 
disruptions, inconsistencies, and even occasional failures. Over time, however, the counties have 
stabilized their programs and ironed out many of the kinks. Moreover, the Urban Change coun-
ties have been able to design and implement new work-oriented programs and, as discussed in 
the next chapter, have reduced caseloads and increased participation.  
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Chapter 3 

Trends in Welfare-to-Work Expenditures and Participation Rates 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the Urban Change counties have changed their program mes-
sages to encourage welfare recipients to participate in work activities. This chapter examines 
whether the new messages have affected participation rates and program expenditures. The data 
provided by the Urban Change sites are used to shed light on three main questions: 

1. Has the increased emphasis on work requirements at the federal level signaled 
by the passage of PRWORA translated into higher rates of participation by 
TANF recipients in work activities? 

2. Has welfare reform prompted a shift in the type of work activities that recipi-
ents participate in — specifically, a shift away from education and training ac-
tivities1 and toward work-first activities such as job club and subsidized work? 

3. Is there evidence that the surpluses resulting from declining welfare rolls are 
being invested in welfare-to-work activities? 

As has been discussed earlier in this report, the passage of PRWORA signaled a greater 
emphasis on the participation of welfare recipients in work activities — that is, actual employ-
ment or programs designed to prepare people for employment. The law not only established spe-
cific participation rate targets but placed time limits on the receipt of cash assistance, adding ur-
gency to efforts to help recipients find employment and eventually reach self-sufficiency. While 
these factors alone could be expected to prompt states and counties to step up their welfare-to-
work programs, the sharp decline in caseloads — combined with the structure of the TANF block 
grant — has provided unprecedented resources for states to invest in services. 

At the same time, declining caseloads have the potential to reduce the attention paid to 
welfare-to-work programs, because under PRWORA participation requirements are structured to 
reward states for reducing caseloads through a point-for-point reduction in the percentage of re-
cipients required to be in work activities. As noted in Chapter 1, the steep decline in caseloads 
has left the effective work participation requirement in many states, including those represented 
in the Urban Change study, below 10 percent — a rate that many states could meet simply by 
counting welfare recipients who are working in unsubsidized jobs. In sum, although participation 
requirements and impending time limits — combined with an increase in available resources — 
may have encouraged counties to put more effort and funding into their welfare-to-work pro-
grams, the rapid caseload declines may have pushed states in the opposite direction.  

                                                 
1In this report, education and training activities include basic education (such as GED exam preparation, English 

as a Second Language instruction, and literacy instruction), postsecondary education, and vocational training. 
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I. Methodology and Limitations 

Counties were asked to provide two types of data from 1993/1994 through 1999/2000: 
expenditure data showing how much they had spent on work activities for the AFDC/TANF 
population and participation data showing the average monthly number of adults (or cases, de-
pending on the county) that participated in work activities. The goal was to uncover not only the 
broad trends in expenditures and participation rates before and after welfare reform but also to 
examine how the overall numbers were distributed and whether the distribution changed over the 
period by breaking them down into general activity categories. Included in the participation rates 
are recipients who participated in federally allowable activities (listed in Table 1.2) and recipients 
who participated in activities, such as mental health services and substance abuse counseling, 
that some states and counties determined some recipients needed to secure employment. More-
over, the data reflect the total number of people participating in activities, whether or not they 
were meeting the 30-hour participation requirement in the federal law.  

This section relies on data supplied by the states and counties themselves. No attempt has 
been made to independently verify the numbers supplied, though MDRC researchers posed many 
questions regarding how the numbers were derived and how they should be interpreted. Despite 
the best efforts of the researchers’ contacts in the states and counties, however, the information 
supplied has limitations. Specific points will be covered in the discussion of the individual coun-
ties’ data, but one general observation can be made. Over the period under study, all the Urban 
Change sites modified their definitions of work activities and their tracking procedures, compli-
cating efforts to understand longitudinal trends. The changes were largely related to welfare re-
form and the resulting need to record data on federally allowable activities, although normal pro-
gram evolution and technology improvements also seem to have played a part.  

The effect of welfare reform on state and county tracking is more evident in relation to 
expenditures than to rates of participation in work activities. Whereas before welfare reform 
states were required to report to the federal government their expenditures on a fairly detailed 
assortment of work activities, under PRWORA the majority of expenditures related to work ac-
tivities fall in one overarching category labeled “work activities.” For example, whereas in the 
past states reported their expenditures on job search activities, postsecondary education, voca-
tional training, and subsidized employment as separate line items, under the new requirements 
states’ expenditures on those activities are lumped together. Although changes in federal report-
ing requirements need not lead to changes in the way expenditure records are kept at the local 
level, this seems to have been the case in the Urban Change sites. As a result, the expenditure 
data for the period after PRWORA’s passage are far less detailed than those for earlier years.2 

From a research perspective, less detailed reporting is an unfortunate result of the change 
from specific activity-based funding to block funding of state welfare programs. However, to the 
extent that it signals a shift in policymakers’ thinking — away from the inputs to welfare-to-work 

                                                 
2The expenditure data reported in this chapter include program and administration costs related to welfare-to-

work services but not costs related to child care. The data are also limited to welfare agency expenditures; they do 
not capture expenditures by the workforce development system (for instance, the Job Training Partnership Act or 
WTW grant programs) or by other public agencies for welfare recipients. 
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programs (that is, the number of dollars spent in various areas) and toward the outputs, or results, 
of the investment — it may be viewed as a positive development. Certainly the emphasis on re-
porting participation rates (one measure of program performance) under PRWORA is as strong 
or stronger than before the law was passed. However, despite the fairly constant level of detail 
required in the reporting of participation rates, changes in the counties’ programs and methods of 
classifying activities over the past few years have made it difficult to make precise comparisons 
between participation rates measured during the pre- and post-welfare reform periods. 

For the reasons above, and because in this report the various program activities are 
grouped so as to simplify the discussion, readers are strongly encouraged to view the participa-
tion and expenditure figures presented below as indicative of broad trends rather than as a precise 
accounting of every dollar spent and every activity undertaken. Likewise, because category defi-
nitions and activities vary significantly from site to site, it would be inappropriate to use these 
figures to make cross-site comparisons. As a result, the analysis is presented for each site sepa-
rately.  

II.  Findings 

Each site analysis consists of an overview of welfare caseload trends followed by the 
findings on overall participation rates, trends in activity types, and welfare-to-work expenditure 
trends. It should be noted that work activities, a term frequently used in the following discussion, 
comprise unsubsidized employment as well as all the program activities — including job club, 
job search, education, training, unpaid work experience, and subsidized employment — in which 
enrollees in the counties’ welfare-to-work programs may be participating. On occasion, the term 
welfare-to-work activities is used to refer to all program activities other than unsubsidized em-
ployment. 

A. Los Angeles County 

Key findings: 

• Steady decline in welfare rolls 

• Significant increase in enrollment in welfare-to-work program 

• Growth in participation rates slow at first but increased 

• Emphasis on work-first activities, which predated federal welfare reform, 
grew somewhat stronger 

• Sharp rise in welfare-to-work expenditures in 1998/1999 

Reflecting the nationwide trend since welfare reform, Los Angeles has seen a steady de-
cline in its welfare rolls since the mid-1990s. The adult caseload dropped from almost 250,000 in 
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1993/1994 to about 157,000 in 1999/2000, with the steepest declines occurring after 1996/1997.3 
Between 1996/1997 and 1999/2000, the caseload dropped by almost 40 percent. 

Under CalWORKs, adult recipients face a five-year lifetime limit on welfare benefits as 
well as an interim work-trigger time limit that requires them to be in unsubsidized employment 
or a community service job within 18 months or 24 months of signing their welfare-to-work plan. 
However, even before recipients hit the work-trigger time limit, they are required to participate in 
work activities or approved education or training activities for 32 hours (for single-parent cases) 
or 35 hours (for two-parent cases) each week. 

Overall participation trends. The first question to be addressed in this study was 
whether the increased emphasis on work requirements at the federal level translated into greater 
participation by TANF recipients in work activities. Although it might be expected that the num-
ber of people enrolled in the welfare-to-work system would decrease along with the number of 
people receiving cash assistance, this has not been the pattern in Los Angeles. In fact, the number 
of people involved in work activities has increased quite significantly over the period under 
study, with most of the growth occurring since 1997/1998 (Table 3.1). The number of welfare-to-
work enrollees (including those attending activities and those who have been sent a notice to par-
ticipate) almost doubled between 1997/1998 and 1998/1999, rising from approximately 43,000 to 
almost 85,000. The following year saw a further increase, of more than 20 percent, bringing the 
number of enrollees to more than 100,000. Indeed, according to county officials, Los Angeles 
had met the California legislative requirement of enrolling all nonexempt welfare recipients in 
the GAIN program by the end of 1998.4  

These figures reflect the concerted effort in Los Angeles County to bring TANF recipi-
ents into the welfare-to-work system after the CalWORKs welfare reform legislation was passed 
in 1997. This effort included a mass call-in of current recipients to enroll them in the GAIN pro-
gram in 1998/1999. In contrast, under GAIN — California’s JOBS program, which predated wel-
fare reform — enrollment was voluntary for recipients with a child under age 6. In addition, if 
there were insufficient funds to serve all mandatory recipients, priority was given to volunteers 
within the mandatory group and to long-term recipients. Owing to these policies, less than 15 
percent of the adults on welfare in an average month were enrolled in GAIN until 1996, when the 
GAIN Applicant Program began to serve a limited number of short-term recipients and welfare 
applicants.5 

By the end of the period under study, a substantial proportion of TANF recipients in Los 
Angeles County were working in unsubsidized employment. As noted in Chapter, 1, this is 

                                                 
3Except where otherwise noted, the participation figures cited in this chapter are average monthly numbers of 

adults. 
4California has exempted the following categories of TANF recipients from participation in the welfare-to-work 

program: single mothers of children under the age of 1 (once the one-year exemption has been invoked, mothers are 
automatically exempt for six months after subsequent births); youth under the age of 16; youth under 18 who are in 
school full time; those aged 60 or older; those with a physical or mental disability; someone caring for an ill house-
hold member; women medically unable to participate due to pregnancy; and nonparent relatives caring for a child 
who is a dependent or a ward of the court or at risk of being placed in foster care. 

5Quint et al., 1999, p. 79. 



 

 

  

1993/1994 1994/1995 1995/1996 1996/1997 1997/1998 1998/1999 1999/2000

Adults on cash assistance 249,212 260,982 260,920 245,607 212,440 181,028 157,265

Enrolled in welfare-to-work program 30,319 36,539 34,363 38,481 43,354 84,668 102,442

Participating in welfare-to-work activitiesa 9,782 9,105 6,683 5,644 5,956 9,038 14,015
Job club/job search 930 1,531 1,757 2,198 2,152 2,481 2,113
Basic education 4,555 3,571 2,037 1,276 1,233 1,323 2,228
Vocational training 4,300 3,942 2,904 2,455 2,626 5,651 8,961
Unpaid work experience 221 373 385 563 685 341 301
Subsidized employment 21 10 3 3 0 1 142
Otherb n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 1,812

Employed and on cash assistance n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 27,769

Assessment 2,766 4,237 4,920 9,673 11,544 14,697 13,764

Deferred, pending assignment 4,482 7,742 9,239 11,282 9,113 5,525 4,904

In noncompliance 3,427 4,880 5,154 8,140 9,741 13,496 9,834

Sanctioned 452 892 836 1,195 1,794 2,247 n/ad

Table 3.1
Average Monthly Participation in Welfare-to-Work Activities,  Los Angeles County

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from GAIN/Welfare-to-Work Monthly Activity Reports.

NOTES: n/a = Not available.
       California's collection methodology for welfare-to-work data changed in 1999/2000, so figures for that year may not be exactly comparable to 
previous years.
       aThis line shows the actual unduplicated count (participants in multiple activities are counted only once), except for 1999/2000,  which is an 
estimated unduplicated count. (See Footnote 6 in Chapter 3 for details on the estimation methodology.)
       bIncludes providing child care to community service participants, mental health services, substance abuse services, and domestic abuse services.
       cFour-month average (July - October 1998);  participants were no longer deferred as of April 1998.
       dBeginning in 1999/2000, Los Angeles's sanctioning figures refer to the total number of sanctions in effect in an average month, rather than to the 
number of people newly sanctioned in an average month, as in previous years.
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largely due to the increase in the earned income disregard: CalWORKs strengthened welfare re-
cipients’ incentive to work by increasing the amount of earned income that can be disregarded in 
calculating welfare benefits from the first $30 plus one-third of the remainder to $225 plus one-
half of the remainder, making it easier for recipients to work and continue to receive cash assis-
tance. In 1999/2000, more than a quarter of GAIN enrollees were employed, pushing the partici-
pation rate to about 27 percent of the welfare caseload. (The percentage of welfare recipients who 
were working in unsubsidized jobs in previous years cannot be calculated because of data limita-
tions.)  

A smaller proportion of the welfare caseload were participating in welfare-to-work activi-
ties than had unsubsidized employment. In 1998/1999, for example, 5 percent of the total welfare 
caseload in Los Angeles — slightly more than 9,000 recipients — were participating in welfare-
to-work activities. The percentage increased to about 9 percent in 1999/2000.67 Since 1996/1997, 
an increasing percentage of enrollees fell into categories such as assessment, noncompliance, and 
sanction status. This is indicative of the considerable effort that the county is putting into getting 
people involved in the welfare-to-work program, a fact that may be masked by the moderate pace 
of growth in participation rates to date.  

Without historical employment figures, it is hard to assess the overall participation trends 
in Los Angeles. Focusing on recipients who participated in welfare-to-work activities, however, 
it is clear that as a percentage of the adult caseload the participation rate actually decreased 
somewhat from 1993/1994 through 1996/1997 and then rose slowly for the next couple of years 
before almost doubling between 1998/1999 and 1999/2000. 

Trends in activity types. The second important question in this study was whether wel-
fare reform has prompted a shift in emphasis away from education and training activities and to-
ward work-first activities like job search. In Los Angeles County, there has been such a shift, but 
it predates national welfare reform. As discussed in Chapter 2, the decision to change GAIN’s 
focus was made in the early 1990s. In the Jobs-First GAIN program, which grew out of that deci-
sion, participants were encouraged to find work as quickly as possible with the help of a three-
week job club and job developers in the GAIN offices. CalWORKs has incorporated the main 
elements of Jobs-First GAIN; the main difference is that CalWORKs made participation in the 
program mandatory for a larger proportion of the caseload. 

The shift from an education to a work-first orientation under Jobs-First GAIN is evident 
in the participation figures for Los Angeles County. Although the trend may have begun before 
the period for which data are available, by 1996/1997 the shift was obvious: 39 percent of those 
in welfare-to-work activities were in job club or job search, as opposed to 10 percent in 

                                                 
6The 1999/2000 participation figures are estimates. Los Angeles County provided an unduplicated figure for re-

cipients in assessment, employment, and welfare-to-work activities combined. The researchers first calculated a du-
plicated figure for the same activities by adding the number of individuals in each assessment and work activity cate-
gory. Dividing the duplicated figure by the unduplicated count (57,089/51,375) gives a ratio of 1.11:1. This ratio was 
divided into the duplicated count of participants in welfare-to-work activities only (15,557) to get an estimated un-
duplicated count of those in welfare-to-work activities (14,015).  

7California’s method of collecting welfare-to-work data changed in 1999/2000, so figures for that year may not 
be exactly comparable to those for previous years. 
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1993/1994, and the number of participants in basic education had dropped to 23 percent from 47 
percent in 1993/1994 (Figure 3.1). However, the percentage of those in job club or job search fell 
somewhat after 1996/1997. A notable trend, however, is that training has recently increased in 
importance, while basic education has declined. 

The other figure to note in Los Angeles’s participation data is the 1,812 people in the 
“other” category in 1999/2000. Many participants in this category were receiving mental health 
services, substance abuse services, or domestic abuse services — all activities that were not 
tracked until California introduced a new reporting form for welfare-to-work participation data. 
These numbers reflect the increased attention that the county is giving to screening people for 
significant employment barriers and to referring recipients to appropriate services. 

Expenditure trends. The question of whether the surpluses generated by declining wel-
fare rolls are being channeled into welfare-to-work activities is now considered. In Los Angeles 
County, this does appear to be the case. Overall increases in welfare-to-work expenditures have 
been commensurate with the growth in enrollment in the program (Figure 3.2). After several 
years of fairly steady expenditure levels, the amount being spent on welfare-to-work activities 
increased significantly in 1998/1999, rising by more than 60 percent. Expenditure growth the fol-
lowing year was also considerable — about 44 percent — which means that spending more than 
doubled between 1997/1998 and 1999/2000. The cost per enrollee declined slightly between 
1993/1994 ($1,398) and 1999/2000 ($1,302), indicating that the expenditure growth is due to the 
large increase in the number of clients served rather than a shift toward more expensive services. 

The bulk of the expenditure increase in 1998/1999 — more than $35 million — was in 
activities in the “preassessment” category — namely, orientation, screening, referrals, and job 
search-related case management. In that year, Los Angeles County significantly increased staff-
ing levels in order to deal with the greater workload created by the mass call-in of CalWORKs 
recipients for GAIN enrollment. In 1999/2000, expenditures increased significantly in several 
categories, including general welfare-to-work expenditures and “postassessment” activities like 
vocational education.  

B. Philadelphia County 

Key findings: 

• Steady decline in welfare rolls; corresponding decline in welfare-to-work en-
rollment 

• Dramatic jump in participation rates during the early stages of welfare reform 
implementation, followed by steady growth for several years; slight decline in 
participation in 1999/2000 

• Increased emphasis on work-first activities, especially unsubsidized employ-
ment, although vocational training still utilized 

• Substantial increases in welfare-to-work expenditures, especially after 
1998/1999 
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As in Los Angeles, welfare caseloads in Philadelphia have declined significantly over the 
past few years. The average monthly number of TANF cases dropped from slightly more than 
80,000 in 1993/1994 to almost 49,000 in 1999/2000, a 40 percent reduction (Table 3.2). Like-
wise, the number of people who were enrolled in Philadelphia’s welfare-to-work program, 
RESET, fell by 50 percent over the same period, from about 47,000 to just under 24,000.8 (As in 
Los Angeles, in Philadelphia enrollees include welfare recipients who are working or attending 
program activities as well as those who have been called into the program but are waiting for ac-
tivities to begin or are in noncompliance.)  

Overall participation trends. In early 1997, Philadelphia County began to implement 
the state plan for welfare reform, which includes a two-year work-trigger time limit, a five-year 
lifetime limit on the receipt of welfare benefits, and a work-first orientation to RESET. As de-
scribed in an earlier Urban Change report,9 during the early implementation period the focus was 
on ensuring that all recipients signed a participation contract, were informed about the new rules, 
and began their initial job search. 

Efforts by workers to get recipients involved in RESET resulted in a dramatic jump in the 
participation rate in Philadelphia. Although data for 1996/1997 are incomplete,10 the number of 
adults participating in work activities (other than unsubsidized employment) increased from 
2,441 in 1995/1996 to almost 22,000 in 1997/1998, the first full year under the new system. The 
latter figure accounted for about 55 percent of the total number of RESET enrollees and about 33 
percent of the TANF caseload at the time. The number of TANF recipients who were in unsubsi-
dized employment accounted for an additional 23 percent of RESET enrollees and 14 percent of 
the TANF caseload. In 1995/1996, in contrast, the number of adults in work activities other than 
unsubsidized employment accounted for only 6 percent of RESET enrollees and only 3 percent 
of the total welfare caseload.11 

Overall participation rates remained steady from 1997/1998 to 1998/1999, with 43 per-
cent of the welfare caseload participating in work activities. In 1999/2000 — the year after 
TANF recipients began to reach the work-trigger time limit — the participation rate dropped to 
26 percent of the TANF caseload. The decrease appears to reflect the transition of many partici-
pants from the independent job search they were assigned to before the time limit to other activi-
ties provided by service vendors, a transition that involves reassessment, referrals, and possible 
sanctions. As a result, many clients who had been classified as involved in work activities the 
previous year were in deferral or sanction status in 1999/2000. These kinds of processing delays 
are part of the everyday functioning of any welfare-to-work system, so the lower participation 

                                                 
8Enrollment figures include people who volunteered to participate in the program even though they were not re-

quired to do so. Staff from the Pennsylvania Department of Public Welfare indicate that under JOBS, many welfare 
recipients were exempt from participation requirements but were encouraged to volunteer. Since the implementation 
of welfare reform in Philadelphia in 1997, a greater proportion of the caseload has been required to participate, so 
the numbers of volunteers are now smaller. 

9Quint et al., 1999. 
10Data entry and tracking moved from one information system to another in December 1996. Reports were not 

available until late 1997. 
11Employment figures were not available for that year. 
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rate in 1999/2000 may be more representative of the “settled” operation of the RESET program 
in Philadelphia than were the higher rates in the two previous years.  

Though data on sanctioning are not available for the years before 1999/2000, field re-
search suggests that sanctions were rarely used during that period. The fact that more than 1,500 
were issued in 1999/2000 — to 6 percent of adults enrolled in RESET in that year — is indica-
tive of a growing willingness to enforce participation requirements and the two-year work trig-
ger. The proportion of recipients who were employed stayed fairly constant from 1997/1998 to 
1999/2000 (14 percent to 16 percent). 

Trends in activity types. RESET has a work-first focus; all participants are assigned to a 
job search activity following orientation. One would expect that participation rates would reflect 
this emphasis on job search activities and employment. 

For the most part, there has indeed been a shift toward job search and other work-focused 
activities and away from education and training activities (Figure 3.3). Of the total number of 
participants in work activities, the number of recipients participating in a job club or job search 
activity rose from 19 percent in 1993/1994 to 42 percent in 1998/1999 before falling back to 21 
percent in 1999/2000.12 In the latter year, the smaller percentage of recipients in job search partly 
reflects the fact that many participants — 60 percent of those in a work activity — were in un-
subsidized employment. However, as noted above, the decline also reflects the movement of par-
ticipants from independent job search to other work activities as they hit the work-trigger time 
limit. It should be noted that even though job search has declined in importance relative to other 
forms of participation, the actual number of people involved in job search (as in all other work 
activities) has increased substantially since 1993/1994. For example, assignments to education 
activities, which rose each year through 1997/1998, fell sharply thereafter.13 On the training side, 
the trend is not as clear, in part because participation data on training and subsidized employment 
were combined in 1996/1997, 1997/1998, and 1998/1999.14 It is notable, however, that the num-
ber of welfare recipients in vocational training in 1999/2000 is about three times greater than the 
number in 1995/1996, despite falling caseloads.  

Expenditure trends. As noted earlier, Philadelphia saw a significant decline in its wel-
fare rolls during the late 1990s. As a result of the switch to TANF’s block-funding structure, 
smaller caseloads have meant that a significant portion of the money that had been going toward 
cash assistance is available to support the goals of the TANF program in other ways, for instance, 
to invest in welfare-to-work programs. In Philadelphia County, welfare-to-work expenditures 
                                                 

12The drop in 1995/1996 may be partly due to coding. In 1996, Philadelphia introduced a project that involved a 
mass call-in of recipients who were then sent to vendors for job search. These participants were then coded as being 
in job search, even though some of them might have been in education or training at the time of the call-in.  

13This trend may be accentuated by the fact that the data for Philadelphia County show unduplicated counts of 
participants, classified according to a hierarchy of activities with employment at the top followed by community ser-
vice, job search, training, and education. In other words, a recipient who was combining education and job search 
would be counted in job search, not in the education category. This is important because recipients are permitted to 
count only education and/or training toward their work requirement for 12 months, after which point they must meet 
the work requirement by also participating in another work activity. 

14All agencies that provided training had to engage those who had reached the two-year work requirement in an 
approved work activity such as a subsidized job. 
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The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Figure 3.3

Average Monthly Trends in Work Activity Participation, 
by Activity Type, Philadelphia County
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have indeed increased in absolute terms since welfare reform, even though falling welfare 
caseloads have translated into fewer participants in the welfare-to-work program.  

Overall expenditures on the county’s welfare-to-work program increased from $8 million 
in 1996/1997, the year that welfare reform implementation began in Philadelphia, to $44.5 mil-
lion in 1999/2000 (Figure 3.4). Most of the expenditure growth occurred toward the end of the 
period, with spending growing by 152 percent from 1997/1998 to 1998/1999 and by an addi-
tional 68 percent from 1998/1999 to 1999/2000. This growth occurred despite the fact that the 
number of enrollees in the RESET program dropped by 20 percent from 1997/1998 to 1998/1999 
and by 25 percent from 1998/1999 to 1999/2000. Unlike in Los Angeles, in Philadelphia the cost 
per enrollee rose dramatically during the years after welfare reform, from $267 in 1997/1998 to 
$1,889 in 1999/2000. 

A number of factors underlie the trends just described. First, as discussed earlier, the ini-
tial activity to which RESET participants are assigned after orientation is job search.15 During the 
early implementation period, there were only about 1,430 slots per month available with the con-
tractors, so that independent job search ended up being the first activity for most participants. In 
addition, during most of 1997 welfare staff were preoccupied with making sure that all recipients 
went through job search, and staff had correspondingly less time to follow up with those who had 
completed job search and to assign them to another activity. As a result, during the early phase of 
welfare reform implementation, many participants were in low-cost activities (that is, independ-
ent job search) or had completed job search but had not been reassigned. In late 1997 and early 
1998, efforts were intensified to ensure that all recipients were engaged in some work activity, 
which would account for some of the delayed expenditure growth as people began to enter more 
costly activities.  

Secondly, at least one Harrisburg official indicated that the push to get people into activi-
ties became more urgent when some recipients began to approach the two-year work-trigger time 
limit in early to mid-1999. The county responded by contracting with community organizations 
to reach out to recipients who are not yet participating in work activities other than job search, 
with a special focus on enrolling the hard-to-employ, that is, recipients with employment barriers 
such as low educational achievement, drug and alcohol dependency, and mental health problems. 
Not only has the number of contracts increased, but because these contracts target recipients with 
more employment barriers than average, they are typically more expensive than contracts for ser-
vices targeted at less disadvantaged recipients. 

Finally, Pennsylvania state officials indicated that they consciously contained spending 
during the initial years of welfare reform in order to set aside a “cushion” for use in case eco-
nomic conditions changed and welfare caseloads grew. As they began to reach the final years of 
the initial block of TANF funding, and with welfare rolls still declining, officials felt more com-
fortable about spending some of the surplus on welfare-to-work programs. 

                                                 
15The following observations draw heavily on the information about the implementation of welfare reform in 

Philadelphia presented in Quint et al., 1999. 
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C. Cuyahoga County 

Key findings: 

• Dramatic welfare caseload reductions 

• Steadily increasing participation rates 

• Less emphasis on education activities and more emphasis on work-first activi-
ties like job search 

• Slow increase in welfare-to-work expenditures early in implementation proc-
ess, followed by more significant increases after 1998/1999 

Reductions in the welfare caseload in Cuyahoga County have been even more dramatic 
than those experienced in Philadelphia. The number of adults receiving cash assistance fell from 
almost 48,000 in 1993/1994 to fewer than 16,000 in 1999/2000, a decline of 67 percent. Because 
in Cuyahoga only single parents with children under 12 weeks of age are exempted from partici-
pating in welfare-to-work activities, the percentage of the caseload mandated to participate is 
quite high; the percentage was 89 percent in 1999/2000. 

Overall participation trends. Ohio’s response to the PRWORA legislation, OWF, was 
signed in July 1997, and implementation of the welfare-to-work program began in October of 
that year. Among the new provisions in OWF are a 36-month lifetime limit on the receipt of wel-
fare benefits (with a further 24 months possible for good cause provided the recipient goes off 
TANF for at least 24 months) and an immediate work requirement of 30 hours per week for sin-
gle parents and of 35 hours per week for two-parent households.16 The first 20 hours must be 
spent in federally allowable activities (Table 1.2), and up to 10 additional hours may be spent in 
developmental activities, including adult basic education and GED classes, postsecondary educa-
tion, and counseling related to employment. The three-year time-limit clock began to tick for 
TANF recipients when OWF was implemented in October 1997. 

In Cuyahoga County, all welfare recipients who were not already in a JOBS component 
were called in to meet with a JOBS worker in the fall of 1997. The JOBS workers explained the 
new rules and then referred clients who were not employed to job club or a work experience po-
sition, depending on clients’ skills and employment histories.17 This large-scale effort to move 
people into welfare-to-work activities is reflected in the participation figures for the county. From 
1996/1997 to 1997/1998 (the latter the first year of OWF implementation), the number of people 
participating in work activities rose from 10 percent to 19 percent of the welfare caseload (Table 
3.3), partially owing to a sharp increase in the number of employed recipients. At the same time, 
the number of clients in assessment almost doubled. (The participation figures for Cuyahoga 

                                                 
16Up to 20 percent of a county’s caseload — including recipients who have children under the age of 1, are vic-

tims of domestic violence, have substance abuse or mental health problems, or are temporarily unable to participate 
for other reasons — may be exempted from the 30-hour-per-week requirement. Individuals in this category are, how-
ever, expected to engage in activities specified in their self-sufficiency contract, which may include counseling and 
treatment. For details, see Quint et al., 1999, p. 49. 

17Quint et al., 1999, p. 63. 
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County are estimates because the data provided by the state contained duplicate counts, for which 
the researchers attempted to correct. For details, see Table 3.3, footnote b.) 

Over the following two years, the number of people in work activities continued to in-
crease significantly, despite the steadily falling TANF caseloads. As a result, the participation 
rate rose to 40 percent of the caseload in 1998/1999 and 49 percent in 1999/2000. One of the fac-
tors behind this increase is the 36-month time limit imposed by OWF, which took effect for some 
recipients beginning in October 2000. The county has dedicated significant effort over the past 
few years to increasing participation in order to help recipients better prepare themselves for the 
end of their welfare benefits. Interestingly, the sanction rate in Cuyahoga is very low relative to 
that in other counties. The county has relied on other means of persuasion — including constant 
reminders about the impending time limit — to increase the participation rate. Cuyahoga’s inte-
grated case management approach also allows workers to discuss employment preparation with 
every TANF recipient during eligibility and redetermination interviews. 

Trends in activity types. In keeping with OWF’s work-first orientation, there has been 
an increase in assignments to labor force attachment activities as opposed to human capital de-
velopment activities since the program’s implementation began in late 1997 (Figure 3.5). The 
most pronounced changes did not occur until 1998/1999 because the main focus of attention in 
late 1997 and early 1998 was the full-scale organizational change under way in Cuyahoga.18 Job 
club or job search showed a fairly substantial increase, growing from 18 percent of those in work 
activities in 1996/1997 to 27 percent in 1999/2000. Unpaid work experience also increased 
sharply, from 8 percent in 1996/1997 to 23 percent in 1999/2000 (with even higher rates in the 
interim). As already mentioned, job club or work experience is the first activity to which recipi-
ents are assigned after going through the assessment process under OWF, and in the past several 
years there has been a marked increase in the number of recipients in unsubsidized employment. 

Although the emphasis on human capital development activities has weakened since 
OWF implementation began, this is mostly due to a significant drop in the number of people par-
ticipating in education activities. Basic education, for instance, accounted for 14 percent of work 
activities in 1996/1997 but only 5 percent in 1999/2000. Vocational training activities, in con-
trast, accounted for 19 percent of work activities in 1999/2000, up from 2 percent in 1997/1998. 
This upsurge may reflect the antipoverty approach adopted by CW&T in its implementation of 
welfare reform; agency managers view training as a way to help people move into better jobs. 
The approach of time limits, which increased the pressure on clients to prepare for work, was 
probably also a factor. 

In 1999/2000, 10 percent of recipients participating in work activities fell into the “other” 
category, which encompasses activities such as child care provision, substance abuse treatment, 
life skills or parenting training, and rehabilitation. As noted earlier, these activities can be under-
taken by those who may not be ready to participate in more employment-oriented activities. Im-
pending time limits prompted Cuyahoga County to make significant efforts to reach clients who 

                                                 
18These changes included splitting the county welfare agency into two divisions, moving from a centralized of-

fice to several neighborhood family service centers, and integrating the eligibility and employment functions of front-
line staff. 
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The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Figure 3.5

Average Monthly Trends in Work Activity Participation, 
by Activity Type, Cuyahoga County
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were not yet participating in welfare-to-work activities. Because many of these clients had em-
ployment barriers that needed to be addressed before they could enter a work activity, they would 
have first been assigned to one of the activities in this category. 

Expenditure trends. The trends in welfare-to-work expenditures in Cuyahoga roughly 
parallel the county’s participation trends in that, despite declining welfare caseloads, there was a 
significant increase in 1998/1999 — when expenditures were 28 percent higher than they had 
been the previous year — that continued into 1999/2000 (Figure 3.6). A large part of the increase 
in 1998/1999 was due to the $2.3 million that went to transportation allowances for participants 
in unpaid work experience. County officials indicated that the increases over the previous couple 
of years also reflected the county’s renewed focus, following its reorganization, on identifying 
clients’ needs and developing programs to meet those needs — a focus that intensified in 2000 
with the approach of time limits. Accordingly, expenditures rose from $588 per mandatory adult 
in 1997/1998 to $1,308 in 1999/2000. 

D. Miami-Dade County 

Key findings: 

• Dramatic reductions in welfare caseloads 

• Higher participation rates (although data problems make trends hard to track) 

• Decrease in emphasis on job search since 1996/1997 and corresponding in-
crease in unpaid work experience and unsubsidized employment; continued 
utilization of vocational training 

• Marked increase in welfare-to-work expenditures after welfare reform imple-
mentation 

Welfare caseload reductions in Miami-Dade County have almost exactly paralleled those 
in Cuyahoga. The number of adults receiving cash assistance dropped from somewhat more than 
46,000 in 1993/1994 to fewer than 16,000 in 1999/2000, a 66 percent decline (Table 3.4). 

Unfortunately, it is impossible to examine the trends in Miami’s welfare-to-work 
caseload because data from the years before welfare reform are not available.19 For the years for 
which data are available, the number of people who were required to participate in the welfare- 
to-work program declined along with the overall TANF caseload. Between 1996/1997 and 
1999/2000, this “mandatory” population dropped by 51 percent, from about 21,000 to fewer

                                                 
19After implementation of the WAGES system in October 1996, the Florida Department of Labor and Employ-

ment Security did several purges of its database, eliminating the participation records of all those who had not par-
ticipated in the welfare-to-work program during the prior 12 months. As a result, any existing participation data for 
1995/1996 and earlier would not reflect the actual numbers of people who took part in work activities during that 
period. No paper records for the years in question were retained. 
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than 11,000.20 The percentage drop in the welfare caseload over the same period was 54 percent. 

Overall participation trends. Implementation of WAGES, which incorporated time lim-
its and work requirements (among other features) into the state’s welfare program, began in Oc-
tober 1996. It took several months for implementation to take hold, as the local WAGES Coali-
tion was formed and the implementation plan was developed. The final plan was sent to Talla-
hassee in May 1997, and contracts with service providers were finalized in November 1997. Al-
though the time-limit clock for recipients started to tick in October 1996, starting the countdown 
toward the 48-month lifetime limit and the 24- or 36-month limit on welfare receipt within a 60- 
or 72-month period, the policy of sanctioning entire families for parents’ failure to meet their ob-
ligations did not go into effect until May 1997.21 

Although the number of people participating in welfare-to-work activities in the years be-
fore the implementation of WAGES is not available, one official at the state’s DCF estimated the 
pre-WAGES participation rate to be about 15 percent of the overall caseload. If this is accurate, 
then the participation rate was already on an upward trend by the time WAGES was implemented 
in Miami-Dade in 1997. In that year, about 24 percent of welfare recipients participated in a work 
activity other than unsubsidized employment. 

Before the participation figures are examined in detail, the data limitations need to be dis-
cussed. In Miami-Dade, as in Cuyahoga, unduplicated counts of the number of participants in 
welfare-to-work activities were not available. Based on 1999/2000 data, DCF estimated that each 
case was receiving between 1.3 services and 1.8 services in a given month, suggesting that the 
figures supplied are overstated by about 50 percent. Field research also revealed considerable 
frustration on the part of WAGES managers regarding their data systems, causing them to ques-
tion the accuracy of their numbers. Miami’s participation figures have therefore been reduced by 
a factor of 1.55 (the average of 1.3 and 1.8) in order to arrive at estimated unduplicated figures, 
and it is the latter that are referred to in the following discussion of participation rates. 

The implementation of WAGES in mid to late 1997 appears to have had an effect on the 
participation rate for 1997/1998. Despite continued reductions in the welfare caseload, the num-
ber of people participating in work activities in that year increased to more than 10,000 — 40 
percent of the welfare caseload. The participation rate continued to increase in 1998/1999 and 
1999/2000, reaching 53 percent in the latter year.  

As in the other Urban Change sites, in Miami recipients working in unsubsidized em-
ployment accounted for a large share of overall participation after welfare reform. Although mes-
sages about time-limited welfare and work requirements no doubt contributed to this trend, sev-
eral other factors likely played a role — including the growing economy and the increase in the 
earned income disregard, which allows recipients to earn more money before having their wel-
fare benefits reduced or eliminated. 

                                                 
20Under WAGES, the following categories of people are exempt from having to participate in welfare-to-work 

activities: those eligible for Supplemental Security Income, recipients of disability payments, single parents with a 
child under 3 months of age, caretakers of a disabled family member, children under 16, and children aged 16 to 19 
who are in school full time. 

21Quint et al., 1999, p. 128. 
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After welfare reform was implemented, a significant proportion of Miami-Dade’s 
caseload in any given month was in sanction status. In 1996/1997, 15 percent of recipients were 
in sanction status, a figure that rose to 38 percent the following year and stayed high — at 32 
percent in 1998/1999 and 41 percent in 1999/2000. These sanctioning rates, though they may 
contain some duplication owing to processing delays and high turnover rates and may therefore 
be somewhat overstated, underscore the county’s strong emphasis on formal enforcement of the 
work requirements under WAGES. 

Trends in activity types. Despite the lack of participation data for 1995/1996 and earlier, 
the trends in activity types in the pre-welfare reform era in Miami-Dade can be examined using 
data submitted to the federal Department of Health and Human Services for the JOBS program 
(Table 3.5). These time-study data show that, even before WAGES was implemented, the em-
phasis on education activities declined as that on job search activities gained strength. 

The increasing focus on job search activities before the implementation of welfare reform 
may help explain why the evidence is mixed on whether WAGES has led to a shift away from 
education and training activities and toward activities more closely tied to employment. As 
shown in Figure 3.7, when welfare reform was implemented in 1996/1997, nearly all participants 
were assigned to job club or job search. The percentage of participants in job club or job search 
decreased in subsequent years, largely because of the growing number of welfare recipients who 
found unsubsidized employment and chose to combine work and welfare (not shown in the fig-
ure). By 1999/2000, only 40 percent of participants were in job club or job search. It is also worth 
noting that the percentage of participants who participated in unpaid work experience increased 
from 10 percent in 1996/1997 to 27 percent in 1999/2000. 

WAGES participants were often assigned to education or training in combination with 
job search, unsubsidized employment, or unpaid work experience. From 1996/1997 to 
1999/2000, the rate of participation in vocational training increased from 16 percent to 29 percent 
of recipients engaged in work activities. Field research indicates that most of this training in-
volved activities that lasted less than six months. The percentage of participants who were pursu-
ing basic or postsecondary education, however, fell significantly over that period — from 18 per-
cent in 1996/1997 to just 2 percent in 1999/2000 — reflecting an emphasis on short-term activi-
ties that move people quickly into employment.  

Expenditure trends. Obtaining detailed welfare-to-work expenditure data for Miami-
Dade County was difficult because the methodology used for calculating expenditure figures, the 
organizations responsible for spending the funds, and the expenditure categories all changed sev-
eral times during the study period. What is clear is that there has been a steady increase in wel-
fare-to-work expenditures in the county since the first year of data collection and that growth has 
accelerated since implementation of WAGES began in 1997 (Figure 3.8). Despite declining 
caseloads, spending grew by 160 percent between 1996/1997 and 1997/1998, and growth rates 
have continued to be high over the following years. The cost per mandatory adult rose substan-
tially during each year of welfare reform: It was $417 in 1996/1997, $1,073 in 1997/1998, $2,254 
in 1998/1999, and $6,042 in 1999/2000. 
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Activity Category 1994/1995 1995/1996 1996/1997

Assessment 44.2 42.7 30.7
Job club/job search 28.5 24.7 43.6
Education 23.5 27.5 15.6
Vocational training 2.9 3.7 6.5
Unpaid work experience 0.8 1.2 2.7
Subsidized employment 0.1 0.2 0.9

Services Cost for JOBS Administration, Miami-Dade County
Percentage Breakdown of Average Annual Personnel  

Table 3.5

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

SOURCE: Random Moment Sample time study data for JOBS personnel (basis for data submitted to the 
Department of Health and Human Services on the ACF-332 form).

 



 

-58- 

1

5

3

2

27

20

15

10

29

18

14

17

1

3

2

1

3

15

40

52

77

90

0 20 40 60 80 100

1999/2000

1998/1999

1997/1998

1996/1997

Percentage of Work Activity Participants

Job club/job search

Basic education

Postsecondary education

Vocational training/subsidized
employment

Unpaid work experience

Other

NOTE: Because participants may be assigned to more than one activity in a month, total counts may 
exceed 100 percent. 

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Figure 3.7

Average Monthly Trends in Welfare-to-Work Participation,
 by Activity Type, Miami-Dade County
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III. Conclusion 

To recapitulate, this chapter presents data from the four Urban Change counties with the 
goal of answering three main questions: 

1. Have participation rates in work activities increased since welfare reform?  

2. Has the focus shifted from education and training to work-first activities such 
as job club and subsidized work? 

3. Are counties spending more on welfare-to-work activities? 

In general, the data show that all three questions can be answered in the affirmative. First, 
although since the introduction of welfare reform falling caseloads have drastically reduced fed-
eral participation requirements, all the Urban Change counties nevertheless increased the rates at 
which recipients participate in work activities. The raw figures do not fully reflect the scale of the 
changes that welfare reform has brought to the delivery of welfare-to-work services at the pro-
gram level. Despite their varying degrees of success in increasing participation rates, the welfare-
to-work programs in all four counties are now serving a significantly greater proportion of the 
welfare caseload than they were five years ago. For example, in Los Angeles the number of peo-
ple enrolled in the welfare-to-work program in 1999/2000 was more than two-and-a-half times 
the number enrolled in 1996/1997. The change is also evident in the number of recipients in as-
sessment, deferral, or sanction status, which reflects the county’s increased efforts to bring peo-
ple into the welfare-to-work system. This kind of growth, together with the philosophical reorien-
tation promoted under PRWORA, has profound implications for program management, including 
higher staffing levels, greater demand for work-oriented services, and a need for better data man-
agement systems to track participants.  

Secondly, on the whole there has been a shift in focus away from education and training 
and toward employment-focused activities. Most striking is the marked increase in the percent-
age of welfare recipients in unsubsidized employment in all the counties since the mid-1990s. In 
addition, Miami-Dade and Cuyahoga expanded the use of unpaid work experience, and Philadel-
phia developed a large number of subsidized employment positions. As a result, education and 
training activities have declined in importance. However, this is by no means a monotonic trend; 
vocational training and, to a lesser extent, education activities remain options in all four counties, 
particularly for recipients who are already participating in some kind of work activity.  

Finally, all the counties have increased their expenditures on welfare-to-work activities 
since implementation of welfare reform. While the increase has been fairly steady in Cuyahoga 
County, expenditures in the other three Urban Change counties grew only moderately at first and 
then increased sharply in the last year or two of the study period. Indeed, it is hard to overstate 
the scale of the expenditure increases in the latter counties. Between 1996/1997 and 1999/2000, 
expenditures increased by a factor of more than two in Los Angeles County, more than five in 
Philadelphia County, and more than seven in Miami-Dade County. This finding is interesting in 
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light of earlier reports that states were not spending their TANF surplus.22 In Los Angeles, the 
growing number of program enrollees accounts for the rising expenditures. In the other sites, the 
expenditure growth reflects both an increase in the number of program enrollees and, especially 
during the last couple of years, more costly services. 

One interesting finding, which was unanticipated but became increasingly relevant during 
the course of the present research, concerns the effects of welfare reform on the data management 
systems used by the counties and states to track the expenditures and activities associated with 
their welfare-to-work programs. As noted in the methodology discussion at the beginning of this 
chapter, in all the Urban Change counties the advent of welfare reform resulted in a shift in the 
kinds of information being collected and reported, which in some cases took the form of an en-
tirely new data management system. These changes were designed to respond to the exigencies 
of new federal regulations and reporting requirements and to provide necessary program informa-
tion to local policymakers, but they may have unwanted consequences for the continuity and 
comparability of data collected over time.  

                                                 
22See, for example, Ellwood and Boyd, 2000.  
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Chapter 4 

Case Management in the New Welfare-to-Work Environment 

The previous chapters document that after PRWORA’s passage in 1996, there was a shift 
in all four Urban Change counties toward getting recipients engaged in welfare-to-work activi-
ties, especially into employment, and a rise in the rates of participation in such activities. How 
did the counties achieve this? Case management is an important part of the story. Case managers 
(also referred to as caseworkers) provide a critical human link between policies and recipients. 
Program messages, the assignment of recipients to particular activities, and the enforcement of 
participation requirements — all within the purview of caseworkers — are key to the success of 
welfare-to-work programs. All four counties participating in the Urban Change study have placed 
a strong emphasis on developing effective case management models. Finally, case management 
accounts for a large proportion of the administrative costs of TANF in each of the counties. 

Case management policies address both the structure of case management and the respon-
sibilities of welfare-to-work case managers. With respect to the structure of case management, 
Cuyahoga opted to train case managers to handle all aspects of a single case; the other three 
counties have divided responsibilities among various specialized workers. Case managers now 
have three key areas of responsibility: recipient assessment and referral, monitoring and en-
forcement of participation requirements, and counseling and problem solving. The new policies 
have expanded the range of content knowledge, technical skills, and interpersonal skills that case 
managers need to draw on. Many aspects of the work require precision and attention to detail, 
while other aspects demand flexibility, patience, and empathy. Moreover, although caseloads 
have fallen in all four counties, a greater percentage of the caseload must now participate in wel-
fare-to-work activities, resulting in a rise (at least for a period) in the number of cases requiring 
management of recipients’ work activities and progress toward self-sufficiency.  

This chapter discusses how the Urban Change counties have structured case management, 
the responsibilities of case managers in each county, and differences within and across counties 
in how case managers address specific recipients’ needs. The findings are based on surveys and 
interviews of case managers and — as part of an effort to better understand the reality of case 
management practices — observation of staff-recipient interactions in selected welfare offices.  

I. Case Management Structure 

In Cuyahoga County, all aspects of a case are the responsibility of a single caseworker, 
the SSC (Table 4.1). Integration of eligibility and participation case responsibilities was under-
taken following a management consulting firm’s assessment of options for meeting the demands 
of welfare reform. Some of the advantages and challenges of this switch were discussed in Chap-
ter 2. In particular, integrated case management allows for continuity in treatment and in-depth 
understanding of participants’ needs; it leaves open the possibility, however, that welfare-to-
work case management will lose out to eligibility tasks. Indeed, nearly one-fourth of the Cuya-
hoga case managers surveyed in 2000 reported that they spent most or all of their time perform-
ing eligibility functions. 
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The other three counties in the Urban Change study continue to divide eligibility and wel-
fare-to-work functions among specialized caseworkers. In Los Angeles, where the county had 
already shifted to a work-first approach by 1996, the structure of case management before 
PRWORA was carried over into the current era with little change: Whereas eligibility workers 
operate in district welfare offices and focus on benefits, employment specialists known as GSWs 
are stationed both in welfare district offices and specialized GAIN offices. The responsibilities of 
each have changed little, although DPSS has had to greatly expand its employment-specialized 
caseworker workforce to meet the increased demand for welfare-to-work services, and many 
former eligibility workers have been retrained and reassigned to GSW positions. At the same 
time, DPSS has experimented with a variety of ways to improve coordination and communica-
tion between eligibility workers and GSWs. Most of these improvements have involved changing 
where GSWs work or to whom they report. Some GSWs are now stationed in welfare district 
offices. DPSS is also experimenting in one site with housing GSWs and eligibility workers not 
only in the same welfare office but in the same room in order to facilitate communication. The 
administrator and staff members in that site report that this strategy has improved case manage-
ment efficiency. Finally, DPSS has considered merging GAIN and CalWORKs offices entirely.  

In Miami, case management functions are divided among different kinds of workers and 
different agencies. DCF handles eligibility functions. From 1997 to 2000, welfare-to-work case 
management was handled by the WAGES Coalition, which in turn contracted out these services 
to Lockheed Martin IMS and several other smaller providers (from 1997 to 1998) and then to 
Miami-Dade Public Schools and Miami-Dade Community College (from 1998 to 2000). In late 
2000, when WAGES was replaced with the Welfare Transition program administered by the 
WIA agency, a new group of contractors was selected to provide case management services in 26 
one-stop service centers throughout the county. The high turnover in contractors resulted in some 
discontinuities in the case management services rendered to clients. 

Philadelphia retained its distinctions between eligibility staff (each of whom specializes 
in handling intake or ongoing cases) and employment staff, who are now called Career Develop-
ment Unit (CDU) workers. (Philadelphia also created a new unit to facilitate the calculation of 
earned income disregards and benefits for recipients who are engaged in unsubsidized employ-
ment.) Eligibility staff attempt to communicate the new rules and goals of TANF to recipients, 
but the bulk of the employment-focused caseload work falls to the CDU caseworkers. Employ-
ment staff now have expanded responsibilities: They are responsible for the orientation of recipi-
ents into the welfare-to-work program, and their work is focused more on the goal of getting 
people into jobs and work activities than on making referrals to education and training services. 
Despite their distinct functions, eligibility workers and employment workers are located in the 
same offices. In some offices, appointments are scheduled to allow recipients to meet with both 
workers on the same day. According to some caseworkers, colocation of the two types of staff 
facilitates communication between them.  

Note that in all four counties, participants who have been referred to an outside organiza-
tion for employment or other supportive services are likely also to have a case manager at that 
organization. From the perspective of the participant, it may not always be easy to understand the 
differences between eligibility caseworkers, employment caseworkers, and contracted service 
providers. At several of the contracting organizations in Philadelphia, for example, intensive case 
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management is the principal method for assessing participants’ needs and for placing participants 
in jobs. The style of participant-staff interaction in these agencies is clearly a case management 
model. 

II. Key Roles 

Case managers perform three key functions in the process of shepherding welfare recipi-
ents off welfare and into employment: assessment and referral, monitoring and enforcement, and 
counseling. Each of the four counties has approached these functions differently. 

A. Assessment and Referral 

Case managers often attempt to assess the strengths, weaknesses, and job readiness of re-
cipients to get an idea of what kinds of activities to recommend or assign. In all four sites, case 
managers meet one on one with each recipient — usually after she has gone through an orienta-
tion to the welfare-to-work program requirements — to review the participation requirements, 
get signatures, and, when appropriate, enroll the recipient in an activity.  

Initial assessment. In some of the counties participating in the Urban Change study, case 
managers look for certain indicators of employability at the initial meetings. (Assessment of need 
for supportive services is described below.) The SSCs in Cleveland conduct a long intake inter-
view with new participants to learn about their educational and work backgrounds, goals, and 
needs. For example, one SSC reported that before the first meeting she reviews the application: 
“I look for completeness, level of literacy. I also look to see whether they have had a case with us 
in the past and what kind of work they have done in the past. Then when I meet that person, I do 
skillful listening. Really assessing what circumstances brought them here. Many times, people 
don’t want to be on assistance. Sometimes it is lack of esteem…. We talk about what kind of ca-
reer you would like to pursue, what can I do to facilitate.” Case managers in Los Angeles, too, 
reported that in their first meeting with a participant they attempt to gather information about the 
participant’s goals, education and experience, and current circumstances, including where she is 
in the GAIN program flow and whether she is currently employed. In Miami-Dade, case manag-
ers reported that they ask whether the participant has a high school diploma and what kind of ca-
reer she wants to pursue. Several of the Miami-Dade case managers reported that they try to steer 
participants without a high school diploma or GED into programs with service providers who 
offer GED programs. In Philadelphia, case managers focused on assessing how many days of 
TANF receipt the participant has used up and what her work history and level of education is; a 
few case managers said they would attempt to ascertain the participant’s interests. And, as in Mi-
ami, in Philadelphia many caseworkers believed that education would benefit their clients and 
saw the period before the 24-month work-trigger time limit as a window of opportunity for re-
cipients to engage in education activities.  

Initial assignments. Despite the attention case managers give to participants’ interests 
and capabilities, in three of the four cities case managers have little room to use this information 
in making initial activity assignments. In Los Angeles, for example, the case managers surveyed 
reported assigning almost all new participants who were not already enrolled in an education 
program and not working enough hours to meet the participation requirements (32 hours per 
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week for a single-parent household) to job club as their first activity. Participants who were al-
ready working part time or who were engaged in education activities for fewer hours than would 
fulfill participation requirements were usually assigned to a “flexible-schedule” job club or voca-
tional assessment, but almost all the others were assigned to the standard job club. A single pro-
vider — the Los Angeles County Office of Education — ran the job club program, using a uni-
form curriculum (except in pilot variants of the program) so that assignment to a job club in-
volved no exercise of judgment on the part of the case manager. In short, because Los Angeles 
has implemented a classic work-first program model, there is little flexibility in the initial activity 
assignment and therefore little use for information gathered in an assessment interview.  

Similarly, the first assignment for most WAGES participants in Miami was job club; if 
the participant did not succeed in finding a job through job club, the next assignment was to an 
ISP. Moreover, Miami-Dade allows participants to select a provider, so although one case man-
ager reported that case managers decide on an ISP based on the information from one-on-one in-
terviews, in fact case managers do not make the selection.  

In Philadelphia, case managers have somewhat more flexibility in dealing with partici-
pants who have not yet reached the 24-month work-trigger time limit than with long-term recipi-
ents. The first assignment for almost everyone who has not yet reached the work trigger is eight 
weeks of job search; after that, participants may enroll in activities such as education and training 
or independent job search, but they are not subject to additional participation requirements until 
they have been receiving aid for 24 months. Case managers in Philadelphia consistently reported 
that recipients who have not reached the 24-month work trigger have a lot of options, whereas 
the others are locked into Pennsylvania’s one-way path of services. CDU workers attempted to 
match post-24-month participants to providers within the allowable range of activities, according 
to factors such as interests and English language ability, but they reported that their assignments 
were influenced as much by the current availability of slots as by the content or quality of pro-
viders’ services. “I try to figure out the best fit,” said one CDU worker, “but a lot of times it de-
pends on what’s available — a lot of providers have certain cycles.” 

Of the case managers in the four sites, those in Cuyahoga County engaged in the most in-
tensive assessment of participants, and SSCs reported that they attempted to assign participants 
to activities according to their circumstances, experience, barriers, and goals. First, SSCs try to 
steer some applicants away from OWF altogether by encouraging those who seem to be appro-
priate candidates for diversion to instead take advantage of funds from the Prevention, Retention 
and Contingency (PRC) program (described shortly). To those who enroll in OWF, Cuyahoga 
County offers differentiated job clubs (one for participants with few obvious barriers to employ-
ment and specialized ones for participants with multiple barriers or who have been in and out of 
the labor market), and SSCs try to assign participants to the appropriate job club model. Because 
of the range of choices available and the systematic intake interview process, of the caseworkers 
in the four Urban Change counties SSCs appear to be in the best position to make use of the in-
formation they gather in assessment discussions.  

The survey of case managers confirms that the sites vary in terms of the degree of judg-
ment that case managers can exercise in their initial work with participants. Los Angeles, Miami-
Dade, and Philadelphia case managers reported that the initial assignment is generally rule-
determined rather than a matter of judgment; in Los Angeles and Philadelphia, more than 80 per-
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cent of case managers said the first activity is usually determined by agency rules. This restriction 
can lead to frustration on the part of case managers. In response to a participant who in her first 
meeting said she wanted to go to school so that she could get a better-paying job, one case man-
ager in Los Angeles said: “GAIN is a work-first program. Any job is better than no job. We want 
you to go to school, but you have to do that along with the job club activity. The whole focus of 
GAIN is to get you employment so that you can be self-sufficient. You can go to school. GAIN is 
not going to stop you.” Only in Cuyahoga did case managers report playing a significant role in 
the first program or activity assignment; nearly half of them said the first assignment is up to 
them to make, and only about one-sixth said the first assignment is governed by rules (Table 4.2.)  

At the same time, case managers in the various sites reported different levels of satisfac-
tion with the training they received in how to assess recipients’ employability and to assign them 
to activities. In Cuyahoga, a smaller percentage of case managers reported feeling satisfied with 
their training on activity assignment and job-readiness than those in any of the other three sites. 
Perhaps because of the greater demands on their judgment, only about one-third of SSCs said 
they felt adequately prepared to make the first activity assignment, and only one-fourth reported 
being well prepared to assess employability. Cuyahoga case managers must select from a compli-
cated array of participation options. One seemed almost fatalistic when he commented: “I believe 
all the programs are good. They are basically the same…. If one program isn’t working for them, 
I try to put them in another.” Caseworkers in Los Angeles and Philadelphia reported much higher 
levels of comfort with their preparation in these areas, but — as already noted — they were also 
less likely to need to draw on their ability to assess employability and adhered much more closely 
to rules in making activity assignments. Case managers in Miami fell between these extremes, 
although about one-fourth of case managers in Miami and Cleveland said their job functions are 
not clear to them.  

Subsequent referrals. There were also some differences between counties in the ways 
case managers handled participants who were unsuccessful in finding work after participating in 
their initial work activity. In every site, the case managers surveyed believed that, relative to first 
assignments, subsequent activity referrals involve more judgment and are less rule-determined. 
Of case managers in the four sites, those in Los Angeles reported the highest degree of reliance 
on rules in making assignments to second activities, while Cuyahoga case managers reported 
more dependence on their own judgment. This is related to case managers’ sense of participants’ 
freedom to choose for themselves: Los Angeles case managers reported that recipients have little 
choice about what activities they can participate in after job search, whereas case managers in the 
other sites shared a sense that participants have some degree of flexibility if they have been un-
successful in job search.  

Los Angeles and Cuyahoga both incorporate a formal vocational assessment into their 
program for participants who do not find work through initial activities. In Los Angeles, partici-
pants who do not find a job after completing job club (or who enter the welfare-to-work program 
already working or enrolled in school but for fewer than the required number of hours per week) 
may be referred to a formal vocational assessment process in which they meet with trained voca-
tional assessors and undergo a battery of tests. Participants who complete the vocational assess-
ment then sign a personalized welfare-to-work plan (developed jointly by the assessor and the 
recipient); this is the point at which the work-trigger time clock begins to “tick.” In practice, all 
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The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 4.2

Case Managers' Responses to Questions Regarding Policy Implementation Guidelines

Miami-Dade Philadelphia Cuyahoga Los Angeles

Type of program or activity
to initially assign client (%)
     Decision is based on rules/guidelines 64.2 85.7 17.5 80.9
     Decision is based on staff judgment 15.1 6.1 46.3 0.8
     Decision can be based on either rules or judgment 20.8 8.2 36.2 18.3

Type of program or activity after
job search (%)
     Decision is based on rules/guidelines 45.3 65.3 9.4 73.9
     Decision is based on staff judgment 28.3 10.2 54.3 6.2
     Decision can be based on either rules or judgment 26.4 24.5 36.2 20.0

When to exempt clients from 
participation requirements (%)
     Decision is based on rules/guidelines 88.9 69.4 51.0 77.9
     Decision is based on staff judgment 0.0 6.1 19.5 4.6
     Decision can be based on either rules or judgment 11.1 24.5 29.5 17.6

When to sanction a clienta (%)
     Decision is based on rules/guidelines 67.3 83.7 58.6 86.1
     Decision is based on staff judgment 9.6 6.1 11.2 1.6
     Decision can be based on either rules or judgment 23.1 10.2 30.1 12.4

When to remove a sanction (%)
     Decision is based on rules/guidelines 67.9 89.8 73.0 56.7
     Decision is based on staff judgment 7.6 6.1 7.5 12.5
     Decision can be based on either rules or judgment 24.5 4.1 19.4 30.8

Sample size 53 49 256 133
SOURCE:  MDRC calculations using data from the survey of Miami-Dade, Philadelphia, Cuyahoga, and Los Angeles 
County case management staff.

NOTE:  aTANF clients in Los Angeles and Philadelphia Counties are subject to an interim, work-trigger time limit.  The 
data reflected here for those two sites are worker responses when asked about those clients who are pre-interim time limit 
(24 months in Philadelphia and 18/24 months in Los Angeles).
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but a small percentage of recipients find employment, enroll in other countable activities, or 
leave TANF before reaching vocational assessment.1 Similarly, Cuyahoga now mandates an em-
ployment assessment for recipients who reach their interim time limit and say they have been un-
able to find work. In both Los Angeles and Cuyahoga, the assessment leads to a tailored em-
ployment plan. In the other two sites, although some service contractors perform similar assess-
ments, the assessments are for the contractors’ use rather than a part of the official welfare case 
management process.  

Finally, case managers in three of the sites are rule-bound in determining what categories 
of recipients can be exempted altogether from participation requirements. In Philadelphia, Los 
Angeles, and Miami, the percentage of surveyed case managers who said exemption is usually 
determined by rules was 69 percent, 78 percent, and 89 percent, respectively; in Cuyahoga, only 
51 percent of case managers said exemption is a matter of applying clear rules. (In Miami, no 
case managers said that exemptions are usually a matter of judgment, and only 11 percent said 
the decision to grant an exemption reflects a combination of rules and staff judgment.) 

One last note on assessment and referral: Clearly, even when case managers understand 
what kind of activity would be in the recipient’s best interest, they often know little about the 
service providers to which they must refer recipients. Generally, more aggressive service-
providing organizations make an effort to introduce themselves to case managers and administra-
tors, but case managers rarely see the service providers in action. Case managers report that par-
ticipants may complain about poor services at certain providers, and case managers themselves 
informally gain a sense of which are better- and worse-performing providers through partici-
pants’ reports and their own observations. But in all the sites, case managers must frequently 
make referrals based merely on whether the service provider has an opening at the time, even if 
they are unfamiliar with the organization or are not confident that the provider offers services 
appropriate for a particular participant’s needs.  

In some sites, there may be so many providers that case managers have difficulty making 
an informed referral. In one Miami WAGES office, for example, case managers can refer partici-
pants to any of 60 providers. Several Miami caseworkers expressed the wish that more of the 
providers would focus on different careers (for example, careers in trades and hospitality rather 
than the computer industry) and complained that some service providers are “in it for the money” 
and do not offer services of real value to clients. (Under the new Welfare Transition program, 
many of the contractors have changed or are playing different roles than they did under 
WAGES.) In some offices, representatives of the ISPs make presentations to recipients to drum 
up business. Often, such presentations are short on substantive information that recipients can 
use to decide which provider would be best. For example, researchers for the present study ob-
served a motivational presentation from one provider in which the presenter said: “Repeat after 
me: I look good! I feel good! I am number 1! What I can believe I can achieve! It’s not my fault 
for being down, but it is my fault for staying down!” Another provider at the same session admit-
ted: “I love all of you, but I want to be honest: I only get paid if you stay in the job for six 
months…. The number 1 thing you need to show you know how to do is follow directions.”  
                                                 

1In the first quarter of 2001, for example, only 1 percent of GAIN participants went through vocational assess-
ment. 
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Supportive service referrals. In addition to making assignments to activities, case man-
agers determine clients’ needs for supportive services that make it possible for them to attend 
welfare-to-work activities. All four Urban Change counties offer assistance in paying for child 
care, transportation, books and uniforms, and clothing. Child care assistance is generally offered 
in the form of payments made directly to the child care provider, so case managers often need 
only to ask whether child care assistance will be necessary and, if so, explain the options and the 
process for requesting payments. Transportation allowances are usually provided in the form of 
passes for public transportation, although some agencies also reimburse participants for mileage. 
In Los Angeles and Philadelphia, case managers tended to offer the maximum transportation and 
clothing allowance to participants in their initial meetings; in a sense, these allowances (intended 
to offset welfare-to-work costs) served as more fungible supplements to cash aid. In Cuyahoga, 
the PRC program provides up to $3,000 over a 12-month period for needs ranging from tools and 
uniforms to auto repairs and overdue utility bills, and case managers can use PRC funds either 
for diversion or for supplemental employment-related expenses for TANF recipients.2 

Each of the counties has also developed procedures for identifying clients who have prob-
lems with substance abuse, mental health, or domestic violence that require special assistance 
and support. Cleveland and Los Angeles have the most structured process; caseworkers in both 
counties reported that they attempt to uncover these specific barriers in their first encounters with 
a client. In Cleveland, SSCs are instructed to uncover barriers informally but also use a com-
puter-based guide that includes specific questions about substance abuse and mental health 
needs. If the interviews by the SSC (or on-site screening for mental health, drug, and alcohol 
problems) reveals a problem with substance abuse, the SSC can make a referral to treatment. 
Domestic violence must be self-disclosed for referral. Caseworkers in Los Angeles use a short, 
formal questionnaire (which the recipient must sign) of eight yes-no questions to screen for sub-
stance abuse and mental health service needs; to encourage recipients who need domestic vio-
lence services to disclose the need, case managers define domestic violence and explain the ser-
vices available but do not ask directly about need.3 Recipients who respond affirmatively to any 
of the questions on substance abuse or mental health must be referred to a specialized assessor, 
and any recipient expressing an interest in assistance with a domestic violence problem is sup-
posed to be brought immediately to a service provider. Several caseworkers observed in Cuya-
hoga and Los Angeles seemed to find these procedures awkward. Caseworkers would typically 
speed through the questions, and in Los Angeles they often prefaced the questions with a state-
ment that they “had to” ask, apparently to minimize any implied disrespect.  

In Philadelphia, there is no screening tool, and CDU workers are not formally prompted 
to ask about particular barriers. But the AMR (which recipients must read and sign at each meet-
ing) notes, “If drugs or alcohol are preventing you from finding or keeping a job, you MUST par-
ticipate in and complete an available certified substance abuse counseling program,” and there is 
space on the back of the AMR form where case managers may note when the participant has 
completed substance abuse counseling. This part of the AMR did not, however, seem to gain the 
attention of caseworkers or recipients observed in this study. In Miami, under WAGES, some 
                                                 

2Cuyahoga has since tightened the approval process, thereby narrowing the range of purposes for which PRC 
funds may be used. 

3Eligibility workers ask the same eight questions in intake interviews.  
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offices administered a formal questionnaire to screen for substance abuse; some offices sent re-
cipients to a community mental health provider for screening after orientation; and many case 
managers probed informally to uncover substance abuse, mental health, or domestic violence is-
sues. For women confronting domestic violence, DCF provides relocation grants of up to $2,500 
to help them move to another city if necessary.  

In all four Urban Change counties, however, welfare-to-work case managers have largely 
depended on recipients’ voluntarily reporting the need for supportive services. Welfare-to-work 
administrators and case managers expressed a growing concern about identifying recipients who 
need to address special problems before they can move to sustained employment. In Cuyahoga, 
one administrator noted: “Eighteen months ago, participation was the be-all and end-all. We 
talked about self-sufficiency, but what we were really focused on were the reg[ulation]s: getting 
people into services that counted…. Now…we are putting more services into place…[for] do-
mestic violence, substance abuse, job hoppers…. Our focus on the participation rate gave way to 
a focus on the activity rate. The activity rate is getting them involved in something, whether it 
counts or not, as long as it is successful in helping them move to a job.” In Los Angeles, where 
two GAIN administrators noted a need to identify more of the individuals in need of supportive 
services, the county has a plan to accomplish this. In addition to the current screening tool, the 
county plans to include a full-family “inventory of needs,” to be carried out by a multiagency 
team (including GAIN staff as well as mental health professionals, a public health nurse, chil-
dren’s social workers, and representatives from the probation department and the school district), 
as part of the standard sequence of welfare-to-work activities.4  

It is worth noting that up-front attempts on the part of case managers to identify barriers 
to labor market entry are deviations from a strict work-first approach to getting welfare recipients 
to work, in which success or failure in the initial employment search activity is considered a 
more reliable indicator of job-readiness than professional assessments by caseworkers or recipi-
ents’ self-reports and in which serious barriers are expected to be revealed through problems dur-
ing job search. Administrators and case managers are often uncomfortable — understandably, 
given welfare time limits — with allowing much time to pass before barriers are identified and 
addressed, yet many welfare staff have also noted that it often takes a long time for recipients to 
feel comfortable revealing personal barriers such as mental health, substance abuse, or domestic 
violence problems or even educational deficits, and formal tools dependent on voluntary disclo-
sure may yield limited results.  

B. Monitoring and Enforcement 

In all the Urban Change counties, case managers are responsible for monitoring participa-
tion in assigned activities and, when necessary, attempting to enforce participation requirements 
through the sanctioning process. In the four counties, case managers reported spending between 
14 percent and 22 percent of their time on monitoring and enforcement activities. 

Monitoring participation. Case managers monitor participation in several ways. First, 
they directly observe recipients’ compliance with requirements to attend appointments with the 

                                                 
4This inventory is Project 38 of DPSS’s Long-Term Family Self-Sufficiency Plan. 
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case managers themselves and to give certain paperwork to the case manager. (In Philadelphia, 
for example, the latter would include paperwork documenting that the participant has contacted 
at least a certain number of employers in a self-directed job search.) Many recipients simply fail 
to show up for appointments with their case managers or for activities located at the welfare of-
fice, such as job club. From conversations with case managers and observations of their work 
flow, it is clear that participants frequently miss appointments and that case managers spend con-
siderable time attempting to contact errant participants.  

Second, case managers are usually responsible for collecting and processing attendance 
reports from assigned activities. In all the sites, the case managers interviewed complained about 
having difficulties getting timely information about participants’ attendance from service provid-
ers. Case managers in Miami reported that the welfare system learns fairly quickly whether a par-
ticipant is not showing up for job search or a paid work experience position, but case managers in 
the other sites indicated that it can take many days, even several weeks, for the welfare system to 
find this out. Despite these difficulties, case managers in all four sites indicated that recipients 
who are not participating in an assigned activity are very likely to be sanctioned. 

Sanctioning. Three of the four counties reported roughly similar sanctioning rates; Mi-
ami-Dade has the toughest sanctioning practices (for sanctioning trends by site, see Tables 3.1-
3.4).5 In Cuyahoga County in 1999/2000, a monthly average of only 215 out of nearly 14,000 re-
cipients who were mandated to participate in welfare-to-work activities received sanctions — 
less than 2 percent of the mandatory caseload. In the same year in Los Angeles, with its much 
higher caseload, there were fewer than 11,000 cases in sanction status during the average month, 
or about 11 percent of the total caseload enrolled in GAIN. In Philadelphia during the same pe-
riod, an average of about 6 percent of recipients — a total of 1,512 cases — enrolled in the wel-
fare-to-work program were referred to or receiving sanctions. In contrast, TANF recipients in 
Miami who were mandated to participate in welfare-to-work activities were more likely than not 
to be in sanction status or referred to sanction during the 1999/2000 year: 61 percent (6,469 out 
of 10,543 cases) had sanctions pending or imposed during the average month. The sanction rates 
in Miami have been climbing since the already high level in 1996/1997 of 25 percent; the rate 
jumped to 49 percent the following year and climbed incrementally. It is likely that a significant 
factor in Miami’s falling caseload has been the rigor with which it imposes sanctions.  

Sanctioning is the principle tool for enforcing compliance with requirements, and in in-
terviews conducted for this study most case managers — except those in Los Angeles County — 
reported that enforcement is a high priority. Some case managers see sanctions as an important 
tool for imposing discipline on participants who lack an understanding of the reality of time-
limited welfare. “I think it’s important to make people responsible for their actions,” said one 
SSC in Cuyahoga. As time limits approached, “I got increasingly serious about sanctions,” said 
another, while a third said that in the face of time limits some participants “need the extra boost” 
of sanctioning. “I lead the office in sanctions,” boasted one SSC. In Philadelphia, one CDU 
worker remarked, “Enforcement is a very important part of what we do,” while another said, 

                                                 
5Note that data on sanctions include sanctions imposed for any reason, not just those related to the welfare-to-

work participation and reporting requirements. This discussion focuses on the most recent year for which information 
is available, 1999/2000. 
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“Enforcement is one of the main components of the job.” Miami caseworkers made similar 
comments. In Los Angeles, however, GSWs appeared reluctant to view enforcement as an impor-
tant element of their work. One GSW said, “We try not to sanction — that is not our job.” An-
other said: “We are here to help people find work. We are not here to punish them.” The only 
GSW who reported that enforcement is a high priority also said, “I might call two or three times 
rather than just one” to avoid imposing a sanction.  

At the same time, some case managers expressed personal regret about the need to sanc-
tion even when they considered it a high priority. One in Miami, for example, reported telling 
recipients that they should think twice before falling into noncompliance and incurring a sanction 
because this will also lead to a cutoff of their food stamps. He said he makes sure that recipients 
know that, if they are unable or unwilling to comply with participation requirements, they are 
likely to be able to retain food stamps provided that they leave TANF voluntarily. 

Case managers’ readiness to sanction varied somewhat from county to county. For exam-
ple, at least 80 percent of case managers in Cleveland, Los Angeles, and Miami reported that they 
would send a letter of intent to sanction or would request a sanction for a client who had missed 
three job club meetings without reporting having good cause; in Philadelphia, where the sanc-
tioning process was more complicated and received less emphasis during the period when case 
managers were surveyed for the present study, almost half the case managers said they would 
give the participant another chance or would contact her to determine the problem. (Note that the 
survey responses to questions about the likelihood of sanctioning in specific circumstances indi-
cate that, although Los Angeles case managers may not like to picture themselves as disciplinari-
ans, they nevertheless respect the sanctioning policies of the county.) 

The severity of sanctions for noncompliance with welfare-to-work requirements also var-
ies somewhat from site to site.6 In all four sites, sanctions can be imposed on a case at any of 
three levels of severity. In Cuyahoga, at the first level of severity, the entire family loses cash as-
sistance (and the head of household may lose food stamps) for a month or until compliance re-
sumes (whichever is longer); at the second level of severity, the sanction period is extended to a 
minimum of three months; and at the third level of severity, the sanction extends to six months. 
In Los Angeles, sanctions apply only to the adult portion of the grant; while the first level of 
sanctions can be removed immediately upon compliance, as in Cuyahoga, the second- and third-
level sanctions last at least three or six months, respectively, or until compliance (whichever is 
longer). In Miami, sanctions are applied to the entire family; the first level lasts until compliance, 
the second at least 30 days, and the third a minimum of three months. In Philadelphia, sanctions 
on cases within the first 24 months of TANF receipt apply only to the adult; after 24 months, 
they apply to the entire household. The first level of sanctions holds for 30 days, the second for 
60 days, and the third for the lifetime of the household head. Thus, Philadelphia imposes the 
most severe third-level sanction of all the Urban Change sites: permanent suspension of TANF 
assistance for the entire family in cases with more than 24 months of TANF benefit receipt. Note, 
however, that in Philadelphia — because recipients who have not yet reached the 24-month mark 

                                                 
6These are somewhat simplified descriptions of the sanctioning policies in the four Urban Change sites. For de-

tails, see Quint et al., 1999. 
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have such limited participation requirements (after the eight-week job search) — it is much less 
likely than in the other sites that such recipients receive a sanction.  

In Los Angeles and Miami-Dade, welfare-to-work case managers must send a request to 
another worker to follow up on noncompliant cases. In Miami-Dade, Lockheed-Martin has a con-
tract to investigate the reasons for noncompliance and to attempt to reengage the recipient in ac-
tivities. In some offices, case managers refer cases to Lockheed-Martin before sanctions take ef-
fect. When a case manager makes a sanction request, he or she notifies an eligibility worker at 
DCF. Although case managers reported that “some sanctions take forever,” they generally 
thought that they can count on the department to carry out its responsibilities in imposing sanc-
tions. Case managers interviewed in Los Angeles reported more difficulties in communicating 
with eligibility workers about sanctioning. For example, GSWs complained that eligibility work-
ers do not always enter recipients’ earnings into the computer system quickly, so that GSWs may 
request a nonparticipation sanction when in fact the recipient is working.7 Overall, however, 
GSWs indicated that eligibility workers follow through on sanction requests, albeit slowly. In 
Cuyahoga, the SSCs take care of the entire process, and in Philadelphia CDU staff can impose 
sanctions without the assistance of eligibility staff.  

C. Counseling 

Another area of responsibility for case managers is general life counseling and motivation 
enhancement. Case managers are the frontline staff responsible for identifying barriers to success 
in finding employment, including the problems with substance abuse, mental health, and domes-
tic violence discussed above and more general self-esteem and life-coping issues.  

Case managers in all four sites expressed the sense that they were responsible for helping 
recipients shift their opinions, habits, and attitudes about work and self-sufficiency and that they 
deal with many clients who suffer from depression and low self-esteem. Several case managers 
mentioned that characteristics such as having a criminal record or having difficulty reading can 
make participants feel stigmatized and insecure. Many case managers reported that they spend a 
lot of time with people who are not job-ready primarily because of what case managers called 
“attitude” issues, citing as examples insecurity, fatalism, laziness, and anger. 

The environment in which caseworkers’ one-on-one interviews with participants take 
place, however, often undermines the goal of making the participant feel comfortable revealing 
personal problems. In many offices, interviews take place in large rooms with several meetings 
going on simultaneously. In other offices, the walls of private cubicles do not reach the ceiling, 
so that although clients do not have visual reminders of their lack of privacy, voices carry 
throughout the space. It is rare that the case manager and the client have a private room for con-
versation. One case manger in Miami commented: “The way we do business, we need space. 
There is no space to work properly…. Sometimes I am doing an assessment with a client, they 

                                                 
7Working recipients are required to give a report of earnings to the eligibility caseworker by the fifth day of 

every month. This report covers the previous month’s earnings. Depending on how quickly the eligibility worker 
enters the information into the computer, information about earned income may be nearly two months old by the time 
the GSW learns of it, which can lead to sanctioning errors. 
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have issues, domestic violence, criminal records, substance abuse, things that are very private, 
that should be confidential….” 

III. Variation in Caseworker-Recipient Interactions 

As discussed above, the four counties participating in the Urban Change study varied in 
terms of the clarity of their welfare-to-work rules and the amount of room for case manager judg-
ment in the assignment of recipients to activities. Moreover, case managers themselves may ap-
proach cases differently or may have different levels of knowledge about the county’s policies. 
This section looks at variations across the counties and within each county in the kinds of treat-
ment that recipients receive from their welfare-to-work case managers. 

Included in the interviews conducted with case managers for this study was a set of ques-
tions about what they would do given certain circumstances. Seven fictitious women, each pre-
senting a different profile, were created for this purpose. They included long-term recipients and 
women who were new to TANF, recipients who participated in all assigned activities and recipi-
ents who did not, shy recipients, limited-English speakers, women who had completed high 
school and women who had not, and women coping with troubles with their children.8 

Analysis of case managers’ responses to these scenarios reveals a few interesting differ-
ences between counties. First, the counties varied in the uniformity of their responses to any one 
question. Case managers in Los Angeles and Philadelphia tended to give responses (particularly 
to certain kinds of questions) that were much more similar to their same-county colleagues’ re-
sponses than did case managers in Miami-Dade and Cuyahoga. This finding should come as no 
surprise, given that the program flow is more clearly defined in the former two counties than in 
the latter two. (Recall also that the survey of case managers indicated that those in Philadelphia 
and Los Angeles saw many elements of their programs as determined by clear rules, whereas 
those in Cuyahoga felt their job required them to exercise judgment in activity assignments.) For 
example, all the Philadelphia case managers who were asked how to treat a woman without a 
high school diploma who has just enrolled in TANF (and is therefore within the initial 24-month 
window) after being deserted by her boyfriend recommended a program with GED classes and an 
assignment to individual job search. Similarly, all the Philadelphia case managers recommended 
ESL training for a recipient with limited skills in English. Second, there appear to be differences 
between counties in the elements of the welfare-to-work program that case managers emphasize. 
For example, because of the clear work-first program flow in Los Angeles, case managers there 
recommended job club in a wider range of circumstances than did case managers in other coun-
ties. In the scenario where the woman without a high school degree had been deserted by her 
boyfriend, six of the eight Los Angeles case managers to whom this scenario was presented rec-
ommended job club, whereas in the other three counties job club was not a common response to 
this scenario. More Los Angeles case managers recommended job club for a woman who had 
been on and off welfare and in and out of the labor market than did case managers in the other 
counties, who were more likely to say they would try to assess the woman’s circumstances and 
                                                 

8Note that only a small number of case managers in each county responded to these scenarios. This analysis 
should therefore be treated as an indication rather than evidence of patterns of actual treatment. 
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needs. At the same time, in Los Angeles there has been a policy emphasis on supportive services 
for domestic violence, substance abuse, and mental health problems, and GSWs received training 
on how to deal with recipients with these problems. Asked what they would recommend for a 
woman who had been on TANF for two years, had poor attendance in the work experience pro-
gram to which she had been assigned, and had a child who was suspended from school, six out of 
seven Los Angeles case managers recommended supportive services. In Miami, half the case 
managers recommended supportive services, but it was not a common response in the other two 
counties. There were also county differences in the degree to which case managers emphasized 
time limits. Philadelphia case managers generally said that they would remind recipients of time 
limits in more situations than case managers in the other counties. 

The responses to the staff survey provide additional evidence of how case management 
varies between and within sites. For example, case managers in Cleveland, Miami, and Philadel-
phia provided similar responses when asked what they would recommend for a recipient with no 
GED or high school diploma. Between 65 percent (Philadelphia) and 89 percent (Miami) said 
they would recommend more education rather than first getting a job. In Los Angeles, staff re-
sponses were more divided, with 43 percent recommending education over quick employment 
and 47 percent recommending a job. Scenarios featuring recipients with a GED or high school 
diploma elicited more consistent responses from staff across the sites. About four-fifths of case 
managers in Cuyahoga and Los Angeles and about 65 percent of those in Miami and Philadelphia 
said they would recommend employment in this case. 

IV. Conclusion 

Because case managers play a pivotal role in the implementation of welfare-to-work poli-
cies, differences between the Urban Change counties in the structure and design of case man-
agement functions have led to real differences in participants’ experiences. Participants face dif-
ferent options, and case managers have different degrees of latitude in making decisions with and 
about their clients. The differences between counties are sometimes dramatic. Whereas case 
managers in Miami are relatively quick to impose sanctions, those in Philadelphia face more ob-
stacles to sanctioning. Case managers in Los Angeles view their program as rule-bound and 
straightforward and appear to make decisions about participants that are consistent with those 
made by their same-county colleagues; case managers in Cuyahoga, in contrast, see their job as 
requiring them to exercise judgment and differ accordingly in their views of what are appropriate 
activities and options for participants.  

However influential the role played by case managers and however significant the differ-
ences between the counties, it is useful to keep in mind that recipients generally spend little time 
with their welfare-to-work case managers. While one-on-one meetings may take an hour or more, 
most recipients communicate with their welfare-to-work case managers infrequently; case man-
agers report having contact with only about 60 percent of their cases in any given month. Case 
managers are responsible for conveying the message that work is important and are the gatekeep-
ers for program referrals, but in the end they have a limited window of opportunity to make a 
lasting difference in participants’ behavior. 
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Chapter 5 

Implementation of the U.S. Department of Labor 
Welfare-To-Work Grant 

The previous chapters focused on services implemented by welfare agencies and funded 
under the TANF block grant. TANF has been the major source of funding used to deliver em-
ployment-related services to welfare recipients in all the Urban Change sites. However, as noted 
in Chapter 1, the 1997 Balanced Budget Act created the WTW grant, a supplementary pool of 
funds targeted at long-term and hard-to-employ TANF recipients and administered by the U.S. 
Department of Labor and state and local workforce development agencies. This chapter exam-
ines the WTW grant’s implementation in the Urban Change sites by providing a brief overview 
of the grant’s history and structure, profiling each site’s experiences with the program, and iden-
tifying cross-cutting implementation challenges and lessons. 

I. History and Structure of the Welfare-To-Work Grant 

The U.S. Department of Labor and state and local workforce development agencies have 
long been partners in delivering employment and training services to welfare recipients, although 
the exact nature of their role has shifted over time.1 In 1967, the Work Incentive (WIN) program 
created a structure in which welfare and workforce development agencies shared administrative 
responsibility. Beginning in the early 1980s with the WIN Demonstrations and culminating in 
1988 with the creation of the JOBS program, authority gradually shifted to welfare agencies.2 
Since that time, welfare agencies have maintained primary responsibility for delivering employ-
ment-related services to welfare recipients, though workforce development agencies frequently 
play a role through formal agreements with welfare agencies or by enrolling welfare recipients 
on their own.3 

The passage of PRWORA in 1996 did not fundamentally alter the relationship between 
welfare and workforce development agencies, although the law’s strong focus on employment 
may have provided a more compelling reason for them to coordinate services. As discussed in 
Chapter 2, the WIA, which was passed two years later, required workforce development agen-
cies to place greater emphasis on rapid employment and to create one-stop career centers that 
would consolidate a wide range of employment-related services for job seekers and employers.4 
TANF-funded employment services do not have to be delivered through the one-stop centers, but 

                                                 
1U.S. Department of Labor affiliates at the state and local levels have gone through numerous name changes 

over the years. For simplicity, this chapter uses the term workforce development agency to refer to the state and 
local organizations responsible for programs funded by the department. 

2Nightingale and Burbridge, 1987. 
3Nightingale, 1997; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Plan-

ning and Evaluation, 1999. 
4U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, 1999; U.S. Gen-

eral Accounting Office, 2000. 
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a review by the U.S. General Accounting Office in 1999 found that 17 states chose to make them 
the primary provider of employment services to TANF recipients.5  

The impetus for the WTW grant came in the wake of PRWORA. Faced with the prospect 
of tough new work requirements and time limits, many officials at all levels of government 
feared that existing programs would be insufficient to move large numbers of welfare recipients 
into jobs — particularly in urban areas, where poverty and welfare were most concentrated. In 
December 1996, the White House brought together a bipartisan group of mayors and federal 
cabinet officials to discuss these concerns. The mayors made a strong plea for more resources, as 
reflected in the following remarks by Philadelphia Mayor Edward Rendell: “We can’t do welfare 
reform on the cheap in this country. If we all believe that people should not receive welfare and 
should go out and work, then we’ve got to create employment opportunities.”6 In response to the 
mayors’ concerns, the White House sent Congress an outline for jobs legislation that called for 
$3 billion in funding for programs to help long-term welfare recipients find and keep jobs. As the 
bill was drafted, the mayors argued that to maximize flexibility, the funds should be adminis-
tered through the employment and training system — with its ties to local government — rather 
than through the state- or county-administered welfare system.7 The WTW grant program estab-
lished in the 1997 Balanced Budget Act gave the mayors the resources and control they were 
seeking. 

The WTW grant is channeled through the workforce development system; it is not man-
aged by welfare departments. Funding is passed down from the U.S. Department of Labor to 
state workforce development agencies based on a formula that considers the size of each state’s 
low-income and TANF populations. In turn, states are required to pass through 85 percent of the 
funds to local workforce investment areas, which are often referred to as Service Delivery Areas 
(SDAs); the remaining 15 percent can be retained for state WTW initiatives. In addition to these 
formula funds, the Balanced Budget Act provided for a competitive grant program that allowed 
the Department of Labor to award funds directly to local governments, Private Industry Coun-
cils, community-based organizations, and other entities.8 (This chapter is concerned only with 
the formula grant.) 

The Balanced Budget Act prescribed a set of activities that could be funded by the WTW 
grant (Table 1.3) and the population eligible for services. As the law was originally enacted, at 
least 70 percent of funds had to be used for long-term TANF recipients and noncustodial parents 
of long-term recipients — defined as having received AFDC or TANF for 30 months or being 
within 12 months of reaching a federal or state time limit — and who had at least two of the 
three following barriers to work: no high school diploma and low skills in reading and math, a 
need for substance abuse treatment, and a poor work history. Effective July 2000, the eligibility 
criteria were broadened so that at least 70 percent of funds had to be spent on long-term TANF 
recipients, regardless of employment barriers. The remaining 30 percent of funds could be spent 
on former foster care youths aged 18 to 24, TANF recipients who were determined by local 

                                                 
5U.S. General Accounting Office, 2000. 
6U.S. Conference of Mayors, December 1996. 
7U.S. Conference of Mayors, June 1997, July 1997, October 1997. 
8Committee on Ways and Means, U.S. House of Representatives, 2000. 
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workforce development agencies to have significant barriers to work, and non-TANF custodial 
parents with income below the poverty line.9  

States received WTW grants in 1997/1998 and 1998/1999 and were initially given three 
years to spend the funds.10 The pace of implementation across the country has been uneven, and 
the deadline for spending the funds has been extended. On the one hand, there are indications 
that some states and localities have used the grants to develop service strategies that address the 
needs of specific populations and that complement local welfare reform objectives. On the other 
hand, preliminary reports suggest that welfare agencies and employment and training agencies, 
except those with a history of working together successfully, have had difficulty building rela-
tionships around the WTW grants, and recruitment of WTW participants has been slow.11  

II. The Urban Change Counties’ Experiences with the Welfare-To-Work 
Grant 

Table 5.1 shows the WTW grant amounts, expenditures, and client enrollments for Cuya-
hoga, Los Angeles, Miami-Dade, and Philadelphia. As the numbers suggest, the counties’ ex-
periences differ widely. Owing to a state decision, Cuyahoga did not receive a WTW formula 
grant, though a handful of employment service providers in Ohio received competitive WTW 
grants directly from the U.S. Department of Labor. Los Angeles, Miami, and Philadelphia all 
received formula grants but had different patterns of expenditures and enrollments. Each 
county’s experience is discussed further below. 

A. Cuyahoga 

According to an official in Ohio’s workforce development agency, the state decided to 
turn down the WTW formula grant for two reasons. First, employment and training officials felt 
that the funding was too restrictive, particularly with regard to program eligibility criteria. (This 
view, shared by many states, led Congress to loosen program eligibility rules — a change that 
took effect in July 2000.) Second, when the WTW grant was first announced, Ohio’s welfare 
caseloads were falling rapidly. When state officials contacted local administrators about the op-
portunity, they were told that existing employment and training resources and TANF funds were 
sufficient for serving the welfare population and therefore concluded that the WTW grant was 
not needed.  

                                                 
9Committee on Ways and Means, U.S. House of Representatives, 2000. 
10U.S. General Accounting Office, 1999. 
11U.S. General Accounting Office, 1999; Leonard, 1999; Nightingale, Trutko, and Barnow, 1999; Perez-

Johnson and Hershey, 1999; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and 
Families, 1999. 
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Cuyahogaa Los Angelesb Miami-Dadec Philadelphia

Total grant amount ($) 0 135,192,166 25,500,000 54,128,833

Total expenditures  ($) n/a 44,739,934 2,615,711 44,173,568

Total enrollment n/a 8,874 466 17,086

Table 5.1

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Welfare-To-Work Grant Amounts, Expenditures,
 and Enrollments in the Urban Change Sites

SOURCES:  Interviews with state and local workforce development agency individuals; Pennsylvania Welfare-
To-Work Grant Monthly Financial Status Reports.

NOTES: n/a = Not available.
          Enrollment and expenditure data are current as of April or May 2001.
          In Los Angeles and Philadelphia, figures represent formula funds (85%) and discretionary funds (15%).  
In Miami-Dade, figures represent formula funds only, as discretionary funds were retained by the state to 
develop a participant tracking and reporting system.
          aThe state of Ohio declined the Welfare-To-Work grant.
          bIncludes the eight service delivery areas serving Los Angeles County.
          cThis column also includes data for Monroe County.

 

Recent interviews with Cuyahoga officials suggest that the decision to turn down the 
WTW grant may have been short-sighted. In 2001, there was serious discussion at the state level 
about reducing county welfare funding in order to redirect some TANF dollars to early child-
hood education programs. As a result, county welfare officials have been searching for ways to 
maintain services for adults in the face of potentially large cutbacks. Cuyahoga officials have 
also been discussing a possible merger of the county welfare and WIA agencies to make better 
use of existing resources, but it is now too late for the state and county to access WTW funds. 

B. Los Angeles 

Because of its large low-income and welfare populations relative to those in the other 
Urban Change sites, Los Angeles received the largest amount of WTW formula funds: $135 mil-
lion. The funds were divided among the county’s eight workforce investment SDAs. To date, the 
SDAs have spent about one-third of the grant and have enrolled somewhat fewer than 9,000 wel-
fare recipients in WTW-funded programs.12 SDA officials report that they have received an ex-
tension, through 2004, to use the remaining funds.  

As might be expected in such a large and diverse county, the Los Angeles SDAs used 
WTW funding to support a wide variety of programs operated by community-based organiza-
                                                 

12In Chapter 3, the participation figures include enrollments in WTW-funded programs, but the expenditure 
data include only TANF funds (not WTW expenditures). 
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tions, schools and other public institutions, and private contractors. All the programs emphasized 
work or services designed to move people into jobs quickly; many had direct links with employ-
ers. One of the most common was paid work experience, which typically combined 20 hours of 
work in public or nonprofit agencies per week with 12 hours of classroom training per week. The 
state also awarded discretionary funds (15 percent of the total formula grant) on a competitive 
basis to allow the SDAs to develop specialized programs for limited-English speakers, noncus-
todial parents, and other target groups. 

The WTW-funded programs got off to a slow start in Los Angeles County. DPSS had a 
long history of managing its own employment program for welfare recipients, GAIN. According 
to SDA officials, DPSS was initially reluctant to send referrals to WTW contractors, partly ow-
ing to a lack of understanding of WTW services and a sense that GAIN already had sufficient 
services in place. A director of one of the GAIN regional offices expressed this view: “If you 
[WTW contractors] don’t have a program I need, why would I use you? I have to protect my cli-
ent…. You better come up with something better than I have if I am going to use you [as a ser-
vice provider].” Another factor contributing to the low rate of referrals was the original WTW 
eligibility criteria, which made it cumbersome for DPSS and SDA staff to determine who quali-
fied. Finally, as explained in Chapter 2, the GAIN program has a prescribed sequence of activi-
ties, meaning that clients could not be referred to WTW services unless they had completed job 
search and vocational assessment. In practice, most clients find work, leave welfare, or end up 
being sanctioned for noncompliance before being referred to post-vocational assessment activi-
ties.  

In 1998, representatives from the eight SDAs, DPSS, and other county and state entities 
formed a collaborative to improve their working relationships and to increase the rate of referrals 
to WTW-funded programs. Subsequent attention from the local press and the County Board of 
Supervisors provided further motivation for the group to find ways to improve performance. One 
important decision was to allow WTW contractors to do their own recruitment and enrollment of 
welfare recipients who were not already participating in GAIN activities. DPSS agreed to accept 
“reverse referrals” from WTW contractors as long as the contractors adhered to GAIN regula-
tions regarding program content and hours of participation. As DPSS staff learned more about 
the specialized services that WTW contractors offered, they also began making more direct re-
ferrals. Finally, as noted earlier, the broadening of the program’s eligibility requirements in 2000 
made it easier for WTW contractors and DPSS staff to identify potential WTW clients.  

The county’s efforts to improve the rate of WTW referrals paid off. According to county 
documents, the number grew from 6,660 referrals in 1999 to 9,164 in 2000 — a 27 percent in-
crease. (Note that not all referrals resulted in enrollment.) In both years, the number of referrals 
generated by the WTW contractors through their own recruitment efforts and the number gener-
ated by GAIN offices were roughly equal. County staff reported that the referral rate in 2001 was 
holding steady relative to the previous year.  

At this point, it is unclear what will happen to the WTW-funded programs in Los Ange-
les after the grant ends. No one interviewed for this study expected that the programs would con-
tinue in their present form, though there was a sense that some of them might get picked up by 
other funding sources and that the SDAs and DPSS would continue to build a relationship. As 
one member of the collaborative remarked: “At the beginning, there was a lot of competing, a 
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lack of understanding, a lack of appreciation on both sides. We’ve gotten to a point where we 
complement each other.” Another official commented: “I hate to admit it, but I have to say that 
being forced to work with these other agencies has been really good for L.A. overall in terms of 
workforce development. WTW forces the SDAs, … DPSS, and a bunch of other agencies to 
work together. We have a bunch of links we wouldn’t have had without that kind of push. Oth-
erwise everybody operates independently and does a lot of the same stuff.” There was general 
agreement that the WTW grant brought the SDAs and DPSS closer together, and that this was an 
important and positive development for the agencies and the people they serve. 

C. Miami 

Miami’s employment and training agency, known as the South Florida Training and Em-
ployment Council (TEC), received a total of $25.5 million in WTW formula funds. The program 
got off to a slow start and has remained quite small. As of May 2001, the program had spent $2.6 
million of its grant and enrolled 466 clients. TEC initially used the grant to fund an on-the-job 
training program but shifted later in the year to a model featuring three days of paid work ex-
perience in the public sector per week and two days of work-related training per week. Seven 
contractors, including three city agencies and a mix of community-based organizations and for-
profit firms, administer the program. Though the grant was originally set to end in June 2001, 
TEC officials expect to receive an extension for another year.  

TEC staff point to several factors to explain the WTW grant’s low expenditures and en-
rollments in Miami-Dade County. First, as discussed in Chapter 2, Miami’s TANF-funded wel-
fare-to-work program, WAGES, went through several directors and transferred the primary con-
tracts for case management services from Lockheed Martin to public schools and community 
colleges in late 1998. These changes made it difficult for TEC and WAGES to coordinate. Sec-
ond, the rate of spending on WAGES services increased substantially from 1996/1997 to 
1999/2000 (for details, see Chapter 3). TEC staff believed that the community was nearing the 
point of service saturation and that it would be irresponsible to spend WTW dollars without clear 
evidence of need. 

The targeting of WTW dollars at long-term welfare recipients was a third factor identi-
fied by TEC staff as limiting program enrollments and expenditures. As one staff member suc-
cinctly put it, “The population is a very difficult one to reach.” Miami’s rapidly declining TANF 
caseload meant that each year there was a smaller pool of people from which the WTW could 
recruit. Moreover, the welfare department’s strict enforcement of work requirements tended to 
push welfare recipients into jobs or to result in recipients’ cases being closed for noncompliance. 
As a result, Miami had a relatively small number of long-term recipients who qualified for WTW 
services. TEC staff also reported that about half of the clients who received certification to par-
ticipate failed to show up for their assignments. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, TEC became responsible in July 2000 for all welfare-to-work 
services in Miami, both those funded under TANF (Welfare Transition) and the WTW grant. De-
spite this consolidation, the WTW program remains somewhat isolated within TEC; because 
WTW is a separate funding stream and has its own reporting requirements, it is managed sepa-
rately from Welfare Transition. Moreover, TEC staff have been focused on setting up the one-
stop service delivery centers and developing core job-readiness and placement services. Looking 
ahead, they are hopeful that they will be able to make greater use of WTW funds. For instance, 
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they are considering developing specialized training programs in partnership with major em-
ployers like the Marriott Corporation and the public schools system and creating paid work op-
portunities for TANF recipients who have reached their time limit and received hardship exten-
sions because they could not find employment.  

D. Philadelphia 

Philadelphia received $54 million in WTW funds, which are managed by the Philadel-
phia Workforce Development Corporation (PWDC). Compared with Los Angeles and Miami, 
Philadelphia has spent a large proportion of its WTW grant (82 percent) and enrolled a large 
number of participants (approximately 17,000). This enrollment figure accounts for a substantial 
proportion of Philadelphia’s overall enrollments in work activities in 1998/1999 and 1999/2000 
(for details, see Chapter 3). PWDC has asked for and received a one-year extension to use its 
remaining funds.  

Philadelphia’s mayor, Edward Rendell, was an early and forceful advocate of the WTW 
grant and appointed his chief of policy and planning to lead the effort. The mayor’s office and 
PWDC quickly produced a detailed plan for using WTW funds to serve Philadelphia’s TANF 
recipients and other target groups, including noncustodial and teen parents.13 The Pennsylvania 
Department of Public Welfare also had a role in program design, insisting that WTW services for 
TANF recipients maintain a work-first emphasis and be used for clients who reached the two-
year work-trigger time limit. Although PWDC officials would have preferred more flexibility 
regarding whom they served and what types of services they offered, they stayed within the pa-
rameters set by the state welfare department. 

PWDC used WTW funds to create eight regional service centers offering a range of ser-
vices to welfare recipients, including case management, referral to support services, job search 
and job placement activities, and career counseling. The centers were also intended to provide a 
space where welfare recipients could build relationships with other people making the transition 
to work. As one administrator explained: “We wanted how it would feel inside to be a cross be-
tween a union hall and an employment agency. A union hall is a place where there’s community, 
fellowship, you can complain, and give each other support. An employment agency says, ‘Here’s 
a job, here’s a job, here’s a job.’” Once welfare recipients obtained work, they were encouraged 
to continue using the regional service centers for 12 months to obtain support services and gain 
help in moving up the career ladder. Among other things, the centers encouraged clients to enroll 
in part-time training programs that could be completed evenings or weekends.  

Although the vast majority of Philadelphia’s WTW enrollments came through the re-
gional service centers, about 3,000 TANF recipients participated in Philadelphia@Work, another 
WTW-funded program operated by the Transitional Work Corporation (grants from the State of 
Pennsylvania and the Pew Charitable Trusts also supported this program). Philadelphia@Work 
provided paid community service jobs in public or nonprofit agencies to people with little or no 

                                                 
13Noncustodial and teen parent programs were funded through the discretionary portion (15 percent) of the 

WTW grant. Like California, Pennsylvania passed on the discretionary funds to the local workforce development 
agencies.  
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work experience. Program participants were expected to work 25 hours per week and to attend 
10 hours of job-readiness training per week. The positions lasted up to six months.  

Despite PWDC’s success in building relatively large-scale programs in a short amount of 
time, the administrators in charge of Philadelphia’s WTW grant felt they could have done better 
with greater support from the state welfare department. In the words of one administrator: “They 
[the state Department of Public Welfare] did not like the [WTW] model. They viewed it as a ri-
val [to TANF-funded services]. They did not like the scale. They did not like that we contracted 
out case management services. They did not like not having control of the Welfare-To-Work 
money.” Perhaps the biggest source of frustration to Philadelphia’s WTW administrators was 
that the state welfare agency required them to keep a clear division between WTW- and TANF-
funded programs. As a result, PWDC maintained separate units to manage the WTW grant and 
the contracts with the state welfare agency. The WTW administrators believed that such separa-
tion was unnecessary and that they could have run stronger, more efficient programs had they 
been able to combine resources.  

Interviews with Pennsylvania state welfare officials confirmed that they had strong reser-
vations about the WTW grant and its implementation in Philadelphia. When PWDC requested 
funding from the state welfare department to continue operating the regional service centers after 
the end of the WTW grant, the state declined, saying that the services duplicated others available 
through the TANF block grant. The state agreed, however, to provide funding for Philadel-
phia@Work for at least one more year after the WTW grant’s expiration. 

III.  Reflections on the Welfare-To-Work Grant: Challenges and Lessons 

Although each of the Urban Change counties charted a different course, several general 
observations can be drawn from their experiences with the WTW grant. The first is that collabo-
ration takes time and commitment on both sides. As already noted, welfare and employment and 
training agencies jointly administered employment services for welfare recipients under the old 
WIN program, but responsibility for such services shifted to welfare agencies during the 1980s. 
The WTW grants provided a vehicle for the two agencies to come back together, but the process 
was not always easy or automatic. As one SDA official in Los Angeles County explained: 
“There is a long ramp-up period when there is no infrastructure and no relationships per se. It’s a 
long, thankless ramp-up period. But the positive side is if you keep working at those relation-
ships, you do establish those relationships and you do establish the infrastructure and you service 
the client in the end.” Some of the administrators in the Urban Change sites cited conflicts be-
tween the culture of the welfare agency and that of the employment and training agencies or their 
lack of familiarity with each other’s goals and procedures as hindrances to collaboration, at least 
initially. In Miami, the WTW administrators said that the constant turnover in leadership in the 
WAGES program was an additional impediment to collaboration.  

A second observation is that the timing of the WTW grants was off. Although the pro-
gram was created only one year after the passage of PRWORA, funds did not reach local em-
ployment and training agencies until 1998. By that point, the welfare agencies had already de-
veloped their welfare reform plans and implemented welfare-to-work services under the TANF 
block grant. With caseloads falling, some welfare and employment and training administrators 
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did not feel pressured to spend the funds. Indeed, a lack of perceived need was a key factor in 
Ohio’s decision to turn down the WTW grant. It also played a role in the decision of WTW ad-
ministrators in Miami to proceed slowly with developing and implementing services. 

A third observation is that WTW-funded services tended to operate in relative isolation 
from programs run by the welfare and workforce development agencies. Again, this may partly 
be due to poor timing, given that state and local welfare agencies had already designed and im-
plemented their welfare reform programs before WTW grants were awarded to workforce devel-
opment agencies. The fact that the program was created as a two-year grant — with uncertain 
prospects for renewal — made it more of an “add-on” than an integral part of the counties’ wel-
fare reform efforts. Finally, because the WTW grant had its own tracking and reporting require-
ments, administrators may have felt it was easier to keep all WTW-funded activities separate 
from other TANF- or WIA-funded activities.  

A fourth observation concerns the difficulty of recruiting and serving the population tar-
geted by the WTW grant. As reports from other studies have documented, the eligibility criteria 
in the original legislation were clearly too restrictive,14 and later amendments did not solve the 
problem completely. Several administrators commented that the factors that make people hard to 
employ — personal problems, low skills, poor attitude, and so forth — often contribute to non-
compliance with job search or other requirements imposed by the welfare agency. As a result, 
many hard-to-employ welfare recipients end up in sanction status and never get referred to 
WTW services. Some administrators also felt that they could not send clients to intensive ser-
vices, such as personal counseling or substance abuse treatment, because these were not included 
among the countable activities in PRWORA. The law actually does not prevent programs from 
making such referrals, though it does limit what activities may be included in the calculation of a 
state’s work participation rates.  

Of the Urban Change sites, Philadelphia had the strongest record of enrolling welfare re-
cipients in WTW-funded programs and spending its grant dollars. Its relative success is attribut-
able to two factors, one being the strong political support of the city’s mayor. None of the other 
sites had a comparably high-profile “champion” who made the WTW grant a city- or county-
wide priority. Second, Philadelphia chose to invest the bulk of its grant dollars into two major 
programs (the regional service centers and Philadelphia@Work) rather than a number of smaller 
initiatives and to focus broadly on welfare recipients who had reached their two-year time limit 
without finding employment. The WTW grant programs in Los Angeles and Miami, in contrast, 
tended to be much more specialized, targeting specific groups such as Cambodian or Vietnamese 
speakers, substance abusers, and noncustodial parents. Although the latter sites’ approach was 
clearly consistent with the goals of the grant and may have supported much-needed programs, it 
probably contributed to their lower enrollment and spending relative to Philadelphia’s. 

                                                 
14Leonard, 1999; Perez-Johnson and Hershey, 1999.  
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Chapter 6 

Observations and Lessons for Policymakers 

As documented in the previous chapters, the four Urban Change sites have taken different 
paths in implementing welfare-to-work programs since PRWORA’s passage. Nevertheless, sev-
eral common themes emerge from their experiences, some related to the focus on work and oth-
ers related to the process of change. This chapter synthesizes the themes into observations and 
lessons aimed at stimulating discussion as Congress begins the process of reauthorizing 
PRWORA in 2002 and as state and local policymakers consider modifications of their programs. 
The implications presented here take PRWORA and its four principle goals as given; that is, they 
identify which aspects of the law are working as hoped and which aspects might be improved to 
better realize the stated mission of the original legislation. In other words, the chapter addresses 
issues of optimal implementation rather than offering a broader discussion of the legislation’s 
fundamental approach and priorities. 

I. The Focus on Work 

• PRWORA’s goal of shifting welfare agencies toward a work-first orienta-
tion has been realized in the Urban Change sites. 

Perhaps the most important finding from this study is the extent to which the county wel-
fare agencies have embraced the goal of moving welfare recipients quickly into employment. 
This is evident in the services, mandates, and incentives that the counties have put in place, the 
higher expenditures on welfare-to-work programs, and the higher rates of participation in work 
activities since PRWORA went into effect. The administrators interviewed for this study gener-
ally voiced strong support for a rapid employment focus and expressed little interest in promoting 
upfront education and training for the majority of TANF recipients. The case managers were less 
certain about the work-first approach but were usually constrained in the types of referrals they 
could make.  

• The Urban Change sites have embraced the goal of engaging a high pro-
portion of welfare recipients in work activities. 

All the sites have increased recipients’ rates of participation in work activities since wel-
fare reform came into effect, despite the fact that falling caseloads significantly lowered the par-
ticipation rate actually necessary to meet federal requirements. Although federal mandates may 
have driven initial state policy choices and continue to provide a symbolic backdrop for the in-
crease in participation rates, the present research suggests that state and local officials in the Ur-
ban Change sites feel strong internal pressure to increase participation rates. In part, their drive 
reflects their personal and organizational commitment to the goals of promoting self-sufficiency 
and strengthening families, which many believe are best accomplished when adults are working. 
Many administrators and staff also indicated that time limits are an important motivator, in that 
they do not want to see anyone cut off from cash assistance who has not received help preparing 
for or finding employment. Finally, the TANF surplus made it possible for sites to expand their 
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service capacity considerably, particularly during the last two years of the study period 
(1998/1999 and 1999/2000).  

• A goal of 40 percent or 50 percent participation in welfare-to-work activi-
ties may be difficult to attain, even in the most favorable program envi-
ronments.  

This study looks at PRWORA’s implementation during economic times that were marked 
by plentiful jobs and funding surpluses. Yet although all the sites have significantly increased the 
rates of participation in work-related activities, the data suggest that the counties would have 
struggled to meet the participation rates set by PRWORA — 40 percent by federal fiscal year 
2000 and 50 percent by federal fiscal year 2002 — had it not been for the provision that reduced 
the actual state participation requirement by one percentage point for every percentage point re-
duction in the caseload. Largely because of limited data, particularly regarding the number of 
hours of participation, the calculations for this report used a broad definition of participation that 
includes activities that are not listed in PRWORA and includes participants regardless of whether 
they met the 30-hour weekly requirement. Even by this inclusive definition, only two of the four 
counties reached the 40 percent mark in 1999/2000. Policymakers may want to examine actual 
state and county participation data more closely before setting targets that may be unrealistically 
high, particularly if the labor market becomes more competitive or program funds become more 
limited.  

• There is wide variation in the Urban Change sites’ sanctioning policies 
and practices. Tough sanctioning may prevent some families from receiv-
ing needed services.  

As mandated by PRWORA, all the Urban Change sites are imposing sanctions on welfare 
clients who do not comply with welfare-to-work requirements. The severity of the sanctions, 
however, varied from site to site. Some counties cut off cash assistance for the entire family, 
while others removed the adult from the case but continued to provide benefits for the children. 
The likelihood of penalties’ being recommended or imposed also varied by county. Miami’s high 
rate of sanctioning suggests that noncompliant recipients there were more likely to be penalized 
than those in Cuyahoga, where the low sanctioning rate suggests that recipients there were given 
more chances to comply. Given such disparities, federal policymakers may wish to set sanction-
ing guidelines for states. 

Higher rates of sanctioning did not lead to higher rates of participation in welfare-to-work 
activities. In particular, Miami’s and Cuyahoga’s participation rates were roughly the same, de-
spite the large differences in their sanctioning rates. At the same time, harsh sanctioning policies 
may isolate some of the people who need help the most. Some WTW grant program administra-
tors, for example, believed that the difficulty they had enrolling eligible clients was related to 
sanctions imposed by welfare agencies, which had the effect of removing hard-to-employ clients 
from the referral pool. This view is consistent with findings from an earlier Urban Change report, 
which found that welfare recipients who reported multiple health problems, physical abuse, risk 
of depression, or having a chronically ill or disabled child were more likely than other recipients 
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to have been sanctioned in the prior year.1 Special outreach to sanctioned cases could help ascer-
tain whether severe personal or family problems are leading to noncompliance and, if so, trigger 
provision of appropriate service referrals. Cuyahoga’s Safety Net, which makes home visits to 
sanctioned families, is an example of such a program.  

• Unsubsidized employment has become the activity that accounts for the 
largest share of participation, owing both to the expansion in earned in-
come disregards and the stronger emphasis on “real” work. 

The large percentage of welfare recipients in the Urban Change sites who are engaged in 
unsubsidized work reflects not only PRWORA’s emphasis on “real” work but the states’ ex-
panded earned income disregards. In the short term, this is a win-win situation: Welfare agencies 
can count unsubsidized work as a program activity, and recipients who work while on welfare 
gain work experience and increase family income. In the long term, however, recipients who 
combine work and welfare in this way end up having used up valuable months of welfare eligi-
bility. Policymakers may want to consider whether families who “play by the rules” should be 
subject to the same cutoff as families who are not working. Florida, for example, allows clients 
to earn back a month of welfare eligibility for every month they work. Miami’s difficulties in im-
plementing this policy underscore the need for clear, consistent definitions of what counts as 
work and for good automated systems to help staff and clients keep track of the time-limit clock. 

• Sites are looking beyond quick employment for ways to help hard-to-
employ recipients move into the labor force. New ideas and strategies may 
be needed. 

As detailed in this report, the Urban Change counties are focused on getting TANF re-
cipients into work activities quickly, and the majority of administrators and staff interviewed 
strongly supported this goal. At the same time, some administrators and staff wonder what to do 
with recipients who are not helped by activities like job search, short-term training, or work ex-
perience. There are clients who appear to need more intensive services (such as mental health or 
substance abuse treatment) or longer-term skills training and education in order to prepare for 
employment. Currently, PRWORA does not allow states to count such activities when calculat-
ing participation rates. Policymakers might consider broadening the list of allowable activities to 
accommodate these efforts and permitting hours spent in treatment (such as mental health and 
substance abuse programs) to substitute for mandatory work hours for clients in need. It should 
also be noted that there appears to be a need for more ideas and experimentation — as well as 
focused evaluation — to identify and develop effective strategies for the hard-to-employ. Finally, 
in a more competitive labor market, many welfare recipients may need to improve their skills and 
credentials before finding employment, in which case welfare agencies would need to place 
greater emphasis on developing part-time education and training programs that could be com-
bined with job search or other work-first activities.  

• Welfare agencies are searching for ways to promote job retention and ad-
vancement among TANF leavers. 

                                                 
1Polit, London, and Martinez, 2001. 
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In addition to striving to better serve the hard-to-employ, some administrators and staff 
are looking for ways to help clients retain and advance in their jobs after they leave TANF. All 
the sites provide some such postemployment services, such as child care and medical benefits, 
for a period after TANF termination if the former recipient is working and income-eligible. Nev-
ertheless, there is a strong sense that many former recipients are vulnerable to setbacks, whether 
because of personal problems or difficulties encountered on the job, and that others get stuck in 
low-paying jobs with no future. Policymakers may want to consider further extending transitional 
benefits to help former TANF recipients maintain job and family stability. They might also con-
sider ways to help former recipients gain easy access to job leads, education and training pro-
grams, and other services that will help them advance economically. For example, Los Angeles is 
implementing a wide range of postemployment services, including extended case management, 
job retention services, Earned Income Credit counseling, career assessment, and opportunities for 
continued educational development. These services will be available for up to 12 months after 
TANF recipients leave cash assistance for employment. 

II. The Process of Change 

• The strong economy and the TANF budget surplus facilitated implemen-
tation of the sites’ welfare-to-work programs. 

The administrators interviewed for the Urban Change study knew that they were running 
welfare-to-work programs in the best of economic times. Jobs were plentiful, caseloads were go-
ing down, and the TANF block grant provided ample funds. Looking to the future, few expected 
the good times to continue. Indeed, it seems unlikely that, for example, welfare caseloads will 
continue to fall as rapidly in the next five years as they did between 1996 and 2001. When setting 
participation targets and other performance targets, policymakers should consider the possible 
effects of an economic downturn or tighter funding. Program administrators may also need to 
develop new program strategies for a weaker labor market. For example, if entry-level jobs have 
become scarce, programs may need to place greater emphasis on improving clients’ job skills and 
credentials to compete in the labor market or on developing subsidized employment or unpaid 
work experience positions for welfare recipients.  

• The Urban Change sites used the TANF surplus to increase their welfare-
to-work programs’ capacity and participation levels.  

The way the TANF block grant was structured — as a five-year allocation based on 
states’ spending levels before 1996 — generated a substantial surplus as welfare caseloads de-
clined. The Urban Change counties used part of the surplus to engage a greater proportion of 
their caseloads in welfare-to-work activities. For example, whereas Los Angeles County spent 
$43.6 million to serve 34,000 program enrollees in 1995/1996, it spent $133.4 million to serve 
102,000 enrollees in 1999/2000. Though the cost per enrollee remained approximately the same 
(about $1,300), Los Angeles used the increased funds to reach a much greater proportion of its 
caseload than it had in the past. In the other Urban Change sites, rising program expenditures re-
flected both an effort to increase the number of people served and a higher cost per enrollee. The 
sites’ experiences are suggestive of the level of resources that are needed to engage a high per-
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centage of the welfare caseload in welfare-to-work activities. High coverage has long been a 
stated goal, but only recently have states and localities had the funds to achieve it. 

• Supplementary funding sources like the WTW grant should be directed 
to communities and organizations with identified needs and solid plans. 

The WTW grant program had mixed results in the Urban Change sites. One stumbling 
block was the lack of close collaboration between the welfare and the workforce development 
systems before the grants were awarded. If similar funding opportunities are made available in 
the future, policymakers might consider awarding grants specifically for program planning before 
awarding grants for services. Programs might also be improved if funding were renewable based 
on strong performance. 

• Policy changes are implemented by human beings with human limits. 

Policy and program changes have created stress for case managers, who perform a pivotal 
role in policy implementation. Case managers are being asked to do more with clients — includ-
ing screening, assessment, referral, monitoring, and counseling — and to draw on a wider range 
of skills and knowledge of available resources than ever before. They must also keep up to date 
with policies and rules as they shift. Policymakers should have realistic expectations of case 
managers, who have human limits that cannot be ignored. 

• Implementing PRWORA has meant significant and dramatic changes in 
welfare agency structures and practices. Change on this scale takes time 
and resources. 

In all the counties, the task of designing and implementing policies and programs to re-
spond to PRWORA’s work requirements has involved a number of changes, including making 
structural changes in the agencies, training staff (and in some cases making extensive new hires), 
developing new programs, building relationships with other agencies and organizations, and en-
gaging recipients. None of this happened quickly or easily. One important lesson to draw from 
the sites’ experiences is that significant change in large bureaucracies is a slow process that re-
quires considerable dedication and focus on the part of administrators and staff. It is also an on-
going process. Four years after PRWORA’s passage, the sites are continuing to make program 
modifications and in some cases are finding that they need to retrain staff on basic policies and 
procedures. Dramatic changes following TANF’s reauthorization would likely require compara-
bly large investments of welfare agencies’ time and resources. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix A 

Administrators and Caseworkers Interviewed for This Report 
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Appendix B 

Staff Survey Sample and Response Rates 
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Recent Publications on MDRC Projects  

Note: For works not published by MDRC, the publisher’s name is shown in parentheses. With a few exceptions, this 
list includes reports published by MDRC since 1999. A complete publications list is available from MDRC 
and on its Web site (www.mdrc.org), from which copies of MDRC’s publications can also be downloaded.

Reforming Welfare and Making 
Work Pay 
Next Generation Project 
A collaboration among researchers at MDRC and 
several other leading research institutions focused on 
studying the effects of welfare, antipoverty, and 
employment policies on children and families. 
How Welfare and Work Policies Affect Children: A 

Synthesis of Research. 2001. Pamela Morris, 
Aletha Huston, Greg Duncan, Danielle Crosby, 
Johannes Bos. 

How Welfare and Work Policies Affect Employment 
and Income: A Synthesis of Research. 2001. Dan 
Bloom, Charles Michalopoulos. 

ReWORKing Welfare: Technical Assistance 
for States and Localities 
A multifaceted effort to assist states and localities in 
designing and implementing their welfare reform 
programs. The project includes a series of “how-to” 
guides, conferences, briefings, and customized, in-
depth technical assistance. 
After AFDC: Welfare-to-Work Choices and 

Challenges for States. 1997. Dan Bloom. 
Work First: How to Implement an Employment-

Focused Approach to Welfare Reform. 1997. Amy 
Brown. 

Business Partnerships: How to Involve Employers in 
Welfare Reform. 1998. Amy Brown, Maria Buck, 
Erik Skinner.  

Promoting Participation: How to Increase 
Involvement in Welfare-to-Work Activities. 1999. 
Gayle Hamilton, Susan Scrivener. 

Encouraging Work, Reducing Poverty: The Impact of 
Work Incentive Programs. 2000. Gordon Berlin. 

Steady Work and Better Jobs: How to Help Low-
Income Parents Sustain Employment and Advance 
in the Workforce. 2000. Julie Strawn, Karin 
Martinson. 

Beyond Work First: How to Help Hard-to-Employ 
Individuals Get Jobs and Succeed in the 
Workforce. 2001. Amy Brown. 

Project on Devolution and Urban Change 
A multi-year study in four major urban counties — 
Cuyahoga County, Ohio (which includes the city of 
Cleveland), Los Angeles, Miami-Dade, and 
Philadelphia — that examines how welfare reforms 
are being implemented and affect poor people, their 
neighborhoods, and the institutions that serve them. 
Big Cities and Welfare Reform: Early 

Implementation and Ethnographic Findings from 
the Project on Devolution and Urban Change. 
1999. Janet Quint, Kathryn Edin, Maria Buck, 
Barbara Fink, Yolanda Padilla, Olis Simmons-
Hewitt, Mary Valmont. 

Food Security and Hunger in Poor, Mother-Headed 
Families in Four U.S. Cities. 2000. Denise Polit, 
Andrew London, John Martinez.  

Assessing the Impact of Welfare Reform on Urban 
Communities: The Urban Change Project and 
Methodological Considerations. 2000. Charles 
Michalopoulos, Johannes Bos, Robert Lalonde, 
Nandita Verma. 

Post-TANF Food Stamp and Medicaid Benefits: 
Factors That Aid or Impede Their Receipt. 2001. 
Janet Quint, Rebecca Widom. 

Social Service Organizations and Welfare Reform. 
2001. Barbara Fink, Rebecca Widom. 

Monitoring Outcomes for Cuyahoga County’s 
Welfare Leavers: How Are They Faring? 2001. 
Nandita Verma, Claudia Coulton. 

The Health of Poor Urban Women: Findings from 
the Project on Devolution and Urban Change. 
2001. Denise Polit, Andrew London, John 
Martinez. 

Is Work Enough? The Experiences of Current and 
Former Welfare Mothers Who Work. 2001. Denise 
Polit, Rebecca Widom, Kathryn Edin, Stan Bowie, 
Andrew London, Ellen Scott, Abel Valenzuela. 

Readying Welfare Recipients for Work: Lessons from 
Four Big Cities as They Implement Welfare 
Reform. 2002. Thomas Brock, Laura Nelson, 
Megan Reiter. 
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Other 
Monitoring Outcomes for Cuyahoga County’s 

Welfare Leavers: How Are They Faring? 2001. 
Nandita Verma, Claudia Coulton. 

Wisconsin Works 
This study examines how Wisconsin’s welfare-to-
work program, one of the first to end welfare as an 
entitlement, is administered in Milwaukee. 
Complaint Resolution in the Context of Welfare 

Reform: How W-2 Settles Disputes. 2001. Suzanne 
Lynn. 

Exceptions to the Rule: The Implementation of 24-
Month Time-Limit Extensions in W-2. 2001. Susan 
Gooden, Fred Doolittle. 

Matching Applicants with Services: Initial 
Assessments in the Milwaukee County W-2 
Program. 2001. Susan Gooden, Fred Doolittle, Ben 
Glispie. 

Time Limits 
Florida’s Family Transition Program 
An evaluation of Florida’s initial time-limited welfare 
program, which includes services, requirements, and 
financial work incentives intended to reduce long-
term welfare receipt and help welfare recipients find 
and keep jobs. 
The Family Transition Program: Implementation and 

Three-Year Impacts of Florida’s Initial Time-
Limited Welfare Program. 1999. Dan Bloom, Mary 
Farrell, James Kemple, Nandita Verma. 

The Family Transition Program: Final Report on 
Florida’s Initial Time-Limited Welfare Program. 
2000. Dan Bloom, James Kemple, Pamela Morris, 
Susan Scrivener, Nandita Verma, Richard Hendra. 

Cross-State Study of Time-Limited Welfare 
An examination of the implementation of some of the 
first state-initiated time-limited welfare programs. 
Welfare Time Limits: An Interim Report Card. 1999. 

Dan Bloom. 

Connecticut’s Jobs First Program 
An evaluation of Connecticut’s statewide time-limited 
welfare program, which includes financial work 
incentives and requirements to participate in 
employment-related services aimed at rapid job 
placement. This study provides some of the earliest 
information on the effects of time limits in major 
urban areas. 

Connecticut Post-Time Limit Tracking Study: Six-
Month Survey Results. 1999. Jo Anna Hunter-
Manns, Dan Bloom. 

Jobs First: Implementation and Early Impacts of 
Connecticut’s Welfare Reform Initiative. 2000. Dan 
Bloom, Laura Melton, Charles Michalopoulos, 
Susan Scrivener, Johanna Walter. 

Connecticut’s Jobs First Program: An Analysis of 
Welfare Leavers. 2000. Laura Melton, Dan Bloom. 

Final Report on Connecticut’s Welfare Reform 
Initiative. 2002. Dan Bloom, Susan Scrivener, 
Charles Michalopoulos, Pamela Morris, Richard 
Hendra, Diana-Adams Ciardullo, Johanna Walter. 

Vermont’s Welfare Restructuring Project 
An evaluation of Vermont’s statewide welfare reform 
program, which includes a work requirement after a 
certain period of welfare receipt, and financial work 
incentives. 
Forty-Two Month Impacts of Vermont’s Welfare 

Restructuring Project. 1999. Richard Hendra, 
Charles Michalopoulos. 

WRP: Key Findings from the Forty-Two-Month 
Client Survey. 2000. Dan Bloom, Richard Hendra, 
Charles Michalopoulos. 

Financial Incentives 
Encouraging Work, Reducing Poverty: The Impact of 

Work Incentive Programs. 2000. Gordon Berlin. 

Minnesota Family Investment Program 
An evaluation of Minnesota’s pilot welfare reform 
initiative, which aims to encourage work, alleviate 
poverty, and reduce welfare dependence. 
Reforming Welfare and Rewarding Work: Final 

Report on the Minnesota Family Investment 
Program. 2000: 

Volume 1: Effects on Adults. Cynthia Miller, 
Virginia Knox, Lisa Gennetian, Martey Dodoo, Jo 
Anna Hunter, Cindy Redcross. 
Volume 2: Effects on Children. Lisa Gennetian, 
Cynthia Miller. 

Reforming Welfare and Rewarding Work: A 
Summary of the Final Report on the Minnesota 
Family Investment Program. 2000. Virginia Knox, 
Cynthia Miller, Lisa Gennetian. 

Final Report on the Implementation and Impacts of 
the Minnesota Family Investment Program in 
Ramsey County. 2000. Patricia Auspos, Cynthia 
Miller, Jo Anna Hunter. 

New Hope Project 
A test of a community-based, work-focused antipoverty 
program and welfare alternative operating in 
Milwaukee. 
New Hope for People with Low Incomes: Two-Year 

Results of a Program to Reduce Poverty and 
Reform Welfare. 1999. Johannes Bos, Aletha 
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Huston, Robert Granger, Greg Duncan, Thomas 
Brock, Vonnie McLoyd. 

Canada’s Self-Sufficiency Project 
A test of the effectiveness of a temporary earnings 
supplement on the employment and welfare receipt of 
public assistance recipients. Reports on the Self-
Sufficiency Project are available from: Social 
Research and Demonstration Corporation (SRDC), 
275 Slater St., Suite 900, Ottawa, Ontario K1P 5H9, 
Canada. Tel.: 613-237-4311; Fax: 613-237-5045. In 
the United States, the reports are also available from 
MDRC. 
Does SSP Plus Increase Employment? The Effect of 

Adding Services to the Self-Sufficiency Project’s 
Financial Incentives (SRDC). 1999. Gail Quets, 
Philip Robins, Elsie Pan, Charles Michalopoulos, 
David Card. 

When Financial Work Incentives Pay for Themselves: 
Early Findings from the Self-Sufficiency Project’s 
Applicant Study (SRDC). 1999. Charles 
Michalopoulos, Philip Robins, David Card. 

The Self-Sufficiency Project at 36 Months: Effects of 
a Financial Work Incentive on Employment and 
Income (SRDC). 2000. Charles Michalopoulos, 
David Card, Lisa Gennetian, Kristen Harknett, 
Philip K. Robins. 

The Self-Sufficiency Project at 36 Months: Effects on 
Children of a Program That Increased Parental 
Employment and Income (SRDC). 2000. Pamela 
Morris, Charles Michalopoulos. 

When Financial Incentives Pay for Themselves: 
Interim Findings from the Self-Sufficiency 
Project’s Applicant Study (SRDC). 2001. Charles 
Michalopoulos, Tracey Hoy. 

SSP Plus at 36 Months: Effects of Adding 
Employment Services to Financial Work Incentives 
(SRDC). 2001. Ying Lei, Charles Michalopoulos. 

Mandatory Welfare Employment Programs 
National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work 
Strategies 
Conceived and sponsored by the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services (HHS), with support 
from the U.S. Department of Education (ED), this is 
the largest-scale evaluation ever conducted of 
different strategies for moving people from welfare to 
employment. 
Do Mandatory Welfare-to-Work Programs Affect the 

Well-Being of Children? A Synthesis of Child 
Research Conducted as Part of the National 
Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies 
(HHS/ED). 2000. Gayle Hamilton. 

Evaluating Alternative Welfare-to-Work Approaches: 
Two-Year Impacts for Eleven Programs 
(HHS/ED). 2000. Stephen Freedman, Daniel 
Friedlander, Gayle Hamilton, JoAnn Rock, Marisa 
Mitchell, Jodi Nudelman, Amanda Schweder, 
Laura Storto. 

Impacts on Young Children and Their Families Two 
Years After Enrollment: Findings from the Child 
Outcomes Study (HHS/ED). 2000. Sharon 
McGroder, Martha Zaslow, Kristin Moore, Suzanne 
LeMenestrel. 

What Works Best for Whom: Impacts of 20 Welfare-to-
Work Programs by Subgroup (HHS/ED). 2000. 
Charles Michalopoulos, Christine Schwartz. 

Evaluating Two Approaches to Case Management: 
Implementation, Participation Patterns, Costs, and 
Three-Year Impacts of the Columbus Welfare-to-
Work Program (HHS/ED). 2001. Susan Scrivener, 
Johanna Walter. 

How Effective Are Different Welfare-to-Work 
Approaches? Five-Year Adult and Child Impacts for 
Eleven Programs– Executive Summary (HHS/ED). 
2001. Gayle Hamilton, Stephen Freedman, Lisa 
Gennetian, Charles Michalopoulos, Johanna Walter, 
Diana Adams-Ciardullo, Anna Gassman-Pines, Sharon 
McGroder, Martha Zaslow, Surjeet Ahluwalia, 
Jennifer Brooks. 

Los Angeles’s Jobs-First GAIN Program 
An evaluation of Los Angeles’s refocused GAIN 
(welfare-to-work) program, which emphasizes rapid 
employment. This is the first in-depth study of a full-
scale “work first” program in one of the nation’s 
largest urban areas.  
The Los Angeles Jobs-First GAIN Evaluation: First-

Year Findings on Participation Patterns and 
Impacts. 1999. Stephen Freedman, Marisa 
Mitchell, David Navarro. 

The Los Angeles Jobs-First GAIN Evaluation: Final 
Report on a Work First Program in a Major Urban 
Center. 2000. Stephen Freedman, Jean Knab, Lisa 
Gennetian, David Navarro. 

Teen Parents on Welfare 
Teenage Parent Programs: A Synthesis of the Long-

Term Effects of the New Chance Demonstration, 
Ohio’s Learning, Earning, and Parenting (LEAP) 
Program, and the Teenage Parent Demonstration 
(TPD). 1998. Robert Granger, Rachel Cytron. 

Ohio’s LEAP Program 
An evaluation of Ohio’s Learning, Earning, and 
Parenting (LEAP) Program, which uses financial 
incentives to encourage teenage parents on welfare to 
stay in or return to school. 
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LEAP: Final Report on Ohio’s Welfare Initiative to 
Improve School Attendance Among Teenage 
Parents. 1997. Johannes Bos, Veronica Fellerath. 

New Chance Demonstration 
A test of a comprehensive program of services that 
seeks to improve the economic status and general 
well-being of a group of highly disadvantaged young 
women and their children. 

New Chance: Final Report on a Comprehensive 
Program for Young Mothers in Poverty and Their 
Children. 1997. Janet Quint, Johannes Bos, Denise 
Polit. 

Parenting Behavior in a Sample of Young Mothers in 
Poverty: Results of the New Chance Observational 
Study. 1998. Martha Zaslow, Carolyn Eldred, 
editors. 

Focusing on Fathers 
Parents’ Fair Share Demonstration 
A demonstration for unemployed noncustodial 
parents (usually fathers) of children on welfare. PFS 
aims to improve the men’s employment and earnings, 
reduce child poverty by increasing child support 
payments, and assist the fathers in playing a broader 
constructive role in their children’s lives. 

Fathers’ Fair Share: Helping Poor Men Manage 
Child Support and Fatherhood (Russell Sage 
Foundation). 1999. Earl Johnson, Ann Levine, Fred 
Doolittle.  

Parenting and Providing: The Impact of Parents’ 
Fair Share on Paternal Involvement. 2000. 
Virginia Knox, Cindy Redcross.  

Working and Earning: The Impact of Parents’ Fair 
Share on Low-Income Fathers’ Employment. 2000. 
John M. Martinez, Cynthia Miller. 

The Responsible Fatherhood Curriculum. 2000. 
Eileen Hayes, with Kay Sherwood. 

The Challenge of Helping Low-Income Fathers 
Support Their Children: Final Lessons from 
Parents’ Fair Share. 2001. Cynthia Miller, 
Virginia Knox 

Career Advancement and Wage 
Progression 
Opening Doors to Earning Credentials 
An exploration of strategies for increasing low-wage 
workers’ access to and completion of community 
college programs. 

Opening Doors: Expanding Educational Oppor-
tunities for Low-Income Workers. 2001. Susan 
Golonka, Lisa Matus-Grossman. 

Education Reform 
Accelerated Schools 
This study examines the implementation and impacts 
on achievement of the Accelerated Schools model, a 
whole-school reform targeted at at-risk students. 

Evaluating the Accelerated Schools Approach: A 
Look at Early Implementation and Impacts on 
Student Achievement in Eight Elementary Schools. 
2001. Howard Bloom, Sandra Ham, Laura Melton, 
Julienne O’Brien. 

Career Academies 
The largest and most comprehensive evaluation of a 
school-to-work initiative, this study examines a 
promising approach to high school restructuring and 
the school-to-work transition. 
Career Academies: Building Career Awareness and 

Work-Based Learning Activities Through Employer 
Partnerships. 1999. James Kemple, Susan 
Poglinco, Jason Snipes. 

Career Academies: Impacts on Students’ 
Engagement and Performance in High School. 
2000. James Kemple, Jason Snipes. 

Career Academies: Impacts on Students’ Initial 
Transitions to Post-Secondary Education and 
Employment. 2001. James Kemple. 

Project GRAD 
This evaluation examines Project GRAD, an 
education initiative targeted at urban schools and 
combining a number of proven or promising reforms. 
Building the Foundation for Improved Student 

Performance: The Pre-Curricular Phase of Project 
GRAD Newark. 2000. Sandra Ham, Fred Doolittle, 
Glee Ivory Holton. 

LILAA Initiative 
This study of the Literacy in Libraries Across 
America (LILAA) initiative explores the efforts of 
five adult literacy programs in public libraries to 
improve learner persistence. 
So I Made Up My Mind: Introducing a Study of Adult 

Learner Persistence in Library Literacy Programs. 
2000. John T. Comings, Sondra Cuban. 

“I Did It for Myself”: Studying Efforts to Increase 
Adult Learner Persistence in Library Literacy 
Programs. 2001. John Comings, Sondra Cuban, 
Johannes Bos, Catherine Taylor. 



 -101-

Toyota Families in Schools 
A discussion of the factors that determine whether an 
impact analysis of a social program is feasible and 
warranted, using an evaluation of a new family 
literacy initiative as a case study. 
An Evaluability Assessment of the Toyota Families in 

Schools Program. 2001. Janet Quint. 

Project Transition 
A demonstration program that tested a combination of 
school-based strategies to facilitate students’ 
transition from middle school to high school. 
Project Transition: Testing an Intervention to Help 

High School Freshmen Succeed. 1999. Janet Quint, 
Cynthia Miller, Jennifer Pastor, Rachel Cytron.  

Equity 2000  
Equity 2000 is a nationwide initiative sponsored by 
the College Board to improve low-income students’ 
access to college. The MDRC paper examines the 
implementation of Equity 2000 in Milwaukee Public 
Schools. 
Getting to the Right Algebra: The Equity 2000 

Initiative in Milwaukee Public Schools. 1999. 
Sandra Ham, Erica Walker. 

School-to-Work Project 
A study of innovative programs that help students 
make the transition from school to work or careers. 
Home-Grown Lessons: Innovative Programs Linking 

School and Work (Jossey-Bass Publishers). 1995. 
Edward Pauly, Hilary Kopp, Joshua Haimson. 

Home-Grown Progress: The Evolution of Innovative 
School-to-Work Programs. 1997. Rachel Pedraza, 
Edward Pauly, Hilary Kopp. 

Employment and Community 
Initiatives 
Jobs-Plus Initiative 
A multi-site effort to greatly increase employment 
among public housing residents. 

Mobilizing Public Housing Communities for Work: 
Origins and Early Accomplishments of the Jobs-
Plus Demonstration. 1999. James Riccio. 

Building a Convincing Test of a Public Housing 
Employment Program Using Non-Experimental 
Methods: Planning for the Jobs-Plus 
Demonstration. 1999. Howard Bloom. 

Jobs-Plus Site-by-Site: An Early Look at Program 
Implementation. 2000. Edited by Susan Philipson 
Bloom with Susan Blank. 

Building New Partnerships for Employment: 
Collaboration Among Agencies and Public 
Housing Residents in the Jobs-Plus Demonstration. 
2001. Linda Kato, James Riccio. 

Neighborhood Jobs Initiative 
An initiative to increase employment in a number of 
low-income communities. 
The Neighborhood Jobs Initiative: An Early Report 

on the Vision and Challenges of Bringing an 
Employment Focus to a Community-Building 
Initiative. 2001. Frieda Molina, Laura Nelson. 

Connections to Work Project 
A study of local efforts to increase competition in the 
choice of providers of employment services for 
welfare recipients and other low-income populations. 
The project also provides assistance to cutting-edge 
local initiatives aimed at helping such people access 
and secure jobs. 
Designing and Administering a Wage-Paying 

Community Service Employment Program Under 
TANF: Some Considerations and Choices. 1999. 
Kay Sherwood. 

San Francisco Works: Toward an Employer-Led 
Approach to Welfare Reform and Workforce 
Development. 2000. Steven Bliss. 

Canada’s Earnings Supplement Project 
A test of an innovative financial incentive intended to 
expedite the reemployment of displaced workers and 
encourage full-year work by seasonal or part-year 
workers, thereby also reducing receipt of 
Unemployment Insurance. 
Testing a Re-employment Incentive for Displaced 

Workers: The Earnings Supplement Project. 1999. 
Howard Bloom, Saul Schwartz, Susanna Lui-Gurr, 
Suk-Won Lee. 

MDRC Working Papers on 
Research Methodology 
A new series of papers that explore alternative 
methods of examining the implementation and 
impacts of programs and policies. 
Building a Convincing Test of a Public Housing 

Employment Program Using Non-Experimental 
Methods: Planning for the Jobs-Plus 
Demonstration. 1999. Howard Bloom. 
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Estimating Program Impacts on Student Achievement 
Using “Short” Interrupted Time Series. 1999. 
Howard Bloom. 

Using Cluster Random Assignment to Measure 
Program Impacts: Statistical Implications for the 
Evaluation of Education Programs. 1999. Howard 
Bloom, Johannes Bos, Suk-Won Lee.  

Measuring the Impacts of Whole School Reforms: 
Methodological Lessons from an Evaluation of 
Accelerated Schools. 2001. Howard Bloom. 

The Politics of Random Assignment: Implementing 
Studies and Impacting Policy. 2000. Judith Gueron. 

Modeling the Performance of Welfare-to-Work 
Programs: The Effects of Program Management 
and Services, Economic Environment, and Client 
Characteristics. 2001. Howard Bloom, Carolyn 
Hill, James Riccio. 

A Regression-Based Strategy for Defining Subgroups 
in a Social Experiment. 2001. James Kemple, Jason 
Snipes.  

Extending the Reach of Randomized Social 
Experiments: New Directions in Evaluations of 
American Welfare-to-Work and Employment 
Initiatives. 2001. James Riccio, Howard Bloom. 

 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 

About MDRC 

The Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC) is a nonprofit, 
nonpartisan social policy research organization. We are dedicated to learning what 
works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research and 
the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of 
social policies and programs. MDRC was founded in 1974 and is located in New 
York City and Oakland. 

MDRC’s current projects focus on welfare and economic security, education, and 
employment and community initiatives. Complementing our evaluations of a wide 
range of welfare reforms are new studies of supports for the working poor and 
emerging analyses of how programs affect children’s development and their 
families’ well-being. In the field of education, we are testing reforms aimed at 
improving the performance of public schools, especially in urban areas. Finally, our 
community projects are using innovative approaches to increase employment in 
low-income neighborhoods.  

Our projects are a mix of demonstrations ― field tests of promising program 
models ― and evaluations of government and community initiatives, and we 
employ a wide range of methods to determine a program’s effects, including large-
scale studies, surveys, case studies, and ethnographies of individuals and families. 
We share the findings and lessons from our work ― including best practices for 
program operators ― with a broad audience within the policy and practitioner 
community, as well as the general public and the media. 

Over the past quarter century, MDRC has worked in almost every state, all of the 
nation’s largest cities, and Canada. We conduct our projects in partnership with state 
and local governments, the federal government, public school systems, community 
organizations, and numerous private philanthropies. 

 
 




