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Overview 
The 1996 national welfare reform law introduced a five-year time limit on federally funded cash assistance, 
imposed tough new work requirements, restricted benefits for noncitizens, and gave states more flexibility to 
design their welfare programs than in the past. Anticipating that the law might pose particular challenges for 
urban areas — where poverty and welfare receipt are concentrated — MDRC launched a study to examine 
its implementation and effects in four big cities. This report focuses on trends in Miami-Dade County be-
tween 1996 and 2002.  

Key Findings 

• Miami-Dade implemented a stringent program. Florida’s welfare reform went beyond federal 
law by imposing a relatively short, two- or three-year time limit on benefit receipt and by cutting off 
all cash assistance when adults failed to comply with work requirements or other rules. However, to 
encourage work, Florida’s reform also allowed welfare recipients to keep more of their earnings 
without losing welfare eligibility. Miami-Dade enforced the work requirements strictly, despite re-
curring problems in managing and delivering services to help people become employed. Far more 
families were cut off welfare because of noncompliance with work rules than because of time limits. 

• Miami-Dade’s welfare rolls fell sharply, but how much of the decline was due to welfare re-
form is unclear. Between 1993 and 2002, Miami-Dade’s welfare caseload dropped by 75 percent 
as families both left welfare at a faster rate and came onto the rolls more slowly. A review of county 
welfare records found that these trends began well before 1996 and continued unabated thereafter, 
making it difficult to discern whether welfare reform had any effect. It may have reinforced trends 
that were already in place, or it may have affected people’s behavior in new ways that the research 
could not detect.   

• Welfare reform appears to have led to an increase in employment among welfare recipients. 
An analysis of welfare and employment data revealed that, after 1996, there was a sudden and sig-
nificant increase both in the percentage of welfare recipients who became employed and in the dura-
tion of their employment. The county’s heavy reliance on financial penalties to enforce work rules, 
along with the state’s policy to allow welfare recipients to keep more of their earnings when they 
went to work, seemed to be driving these results. The finding on increased employment is more reli-
able in the years just after 1996 than in later years, when it is less clear what would have happened if 
welfare reform had not occurred.   

• Over time, welfare recipients’ employment and economic circumstances generally improved. 
A sample of nearly 600 women who received welfare shortly before the implementation of welfare 
reform was interviewed in 1998 and again in 2001. Most reported that they had exited welfare, 
started working, and increased their income — a pattern that might be the result of women and their 
children getting older, a strong economy, welfare reform, or all three. In general, the women earned 
low wages. Only one in four had a job that paid $7.50 or more per hour and provided health insur-
ance. Nevertheless, the women tended to be better off financially than they were on welfare, particu-
larly if they took advantage of the Earned Income Credit. Ethnographic interviews with 42 women 
suggest that they struggled to stay employed despite personal problems and poor work conditions, 
but the women often felt that even a bad job was better than a welfare system that they felt was pu-
nitive and disorganized. 

• Neighborhood conditions remained stable or improved. Many critics of welfare reform feared 
that restrictions on welfare benefits would devastate poor communities, but an analysis of social and 
economic indicators in Miami-Dade from 1992 through 2001 does not support this conclusion. Both 
countywide and in the poorest neighborhoods, there were substantial declines in the teen birthrate, 
infant deaths, child abuse and neglect, and violent crime. Property crime declined slightly. The 
number of babies born with a low birth weight remained stable. These trends generally predated 
welfare reform and did not show major changes after 1996. 

MDRC has released reports on welfare reform in Cleveland and Philadelphia and will publish a report on 
Los Angeles by early 2005. 
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Preface 

Welfare Reform in Miami is the third in a series of MDRC reports from the Project on 
Devolution and Urban Change, examining how the lives of low-income families and neighbor-
hoods — and the government programs that serve them — have changed since Congress passed 
the landmark 1996 welfare reform law, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Rec-
onciliation Act (PRWORA). Like the Cleveland and Philadelphia reports that preceded it, the 
Miami report tells a largely positive story. Welfare rolls are down, employment rates are up, and 
most people who left welfare for work appear to be doing better financially. Conditions in Mi-
ami’s poorest neighborhoods have generally remained stable or improved. In short, the social 
devastation that many critics of welfare reform feared would take place in urban communities 
like Miami did not occur. 

If there is a negative side to the Miami story, it concerns the poor quality of services 
that were offered to help welfare recipients prepare for work. A decision by state and local poli-
cymakers to create a completely new agency to run the welfare-to-work program did not con-
sider the managerial and technical skills needed to build an effective service network, train and 
oversee staff, and monitor clients’ progress toward employment. This decision also led to con-
fusion and a breakdown in coordination between the welfare function, on the one hand, and 
employment services, on the other, and there was a lack of accountability overall. Welfare re-
cipients in Miami often found themselves in the difficult position of choosing between attending 
assigned activities that were poorly run or having their cash assistance cut off for failing to at-
tend. In an era in which cash benefits are time-limited, it is incumbent on government agencies 
to prepare recipients for self-sufficiency as effectively and quickly as possible.  

One of the goals of the Urban Change studies was to derive an estimate of the impact of 
PRWORA on welfare receipt and employment — that is, to measure the changes in people’s 
behavior that could be attributed to the implementation of the new law. Most MDRC studies 
derive such estimates by randomly assigning individuals to a program group that receives an 
intervention (such as employment services and time limits on receipt of welfare benefits) and 
comparing their outcomes with outcomes for a control group that does not receive the interven-
tion. This methodology is often described as the “gold standard” of evaluation, because it en-
sures that the individuals in the program and control groups are similar in all respects but one: 
their exposure to the intervention. If program and control group outcomes differ over time — if, 
for example, the groups have different rates of welfare receipt or employment — researchers 
can be fairly certain that the intervention caused the results. 

Because the 1996 law was widely communicated and applied to all welfare recipients, a 
random assignment design involving a control group was not deemed feasible. To estimate pro-
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gram effects, MDRC instead examined the patterns of welfare receipt and employment for all 
welfare recipients who came onto the rolls from 1992 through 2001 and used the behavior of 
recipients before the 1996 law was passed to establish a trend line to predict recipients’ behavior 
after 1996. If the behavior of the latter group differed from the prediction, this was taken to 
mean that welfare reform had an impact. The analysis was based on an assumption that pre-
1996 trends would have continued in the absence of welfare reform. This assumption is reason-
able in the near term, but it becomes increasingly less reliable the longer it is carried out. Thus, 
it is certainly plausible that welfare reform played a role in sustaining the caseload decline, but 
the trend analysis would not be able to capture this. Readers should therefore interpret the im-
pact results produced by the Urban Change studies with greater caution than they would for 
most MDRC reports. Whenever possible, random assignment remains a far preferable method-
ology for measuring the difference that programs make in people’s lives.  

If the Miami report does not provide the definitive answer to questions about welfare 
reform’s effects, it does offer a rich portrait of how Miami responded to the challenges of 
PRWORA and how its low-income families and neighborhoods fared during this transitional 
period in the nation’s welfare policy. MDRC hopes that this report helps inform future discus-
sions on how to improve the 1996 law and how public officials might operate programs to serve 
low-income families and neighborhoods more effectively. 

Gordon Berlin 
Executive Vice President  
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Summary Report 

The 1996 federal welfare reform law, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportu-
nity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), introduced profound changes in America’s welfare sys-
tem. It eliminated Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) — the major cash assis-
tance program for low-income families — and replaced it with a time-limited program called 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). It also imposed tougher work requirements 
on welfare recipients and gave states much more flexibility in the design and operation of their 
welfare programs. In turn, many states have “devolved” much of the responsibility for their wel-
fare programs to local governments and other entities. 

Anticipating that welfare reform might pose particular challenges to urban areas — 
where poverty and welfare receipt are most concentrated — MDRC launched the Project on 
Devolution and Urban Change (Urban Change, for short). The project is examining the imple-
mentation and effects of TANF in four urban counties: Cuyahoga (Cleveland), Los Angeles, 
Miami-Dade, and Philadelphia. In 2002 and 2003, MDRC released comprehensive reports ex-
amining the particular ways in which reform unfolded in Cuyahoga and Philadelphia Counties.1 
This report focuses on Miami-Dade County, and it addresses questions similar to those posed 
for the other study sites:  

• How did Florida change its welfare law, and how did officials in Miami-
Dade implement those changes? What “messages” and services were put in 
place? How were work requirements and time limits implemented? 

• What were the effects of welfare reform on the county’s welfare caseloads? 
Did reform alter patterns of welfare and employment? 

• How did low-income families in the county adapt to work requirements and 
other dimensions of welfare reform? What were their experiences in the la-
bor market? Were they better or worse off economically? 

• What were the conditions of neighborhoods in Miami-Dade before and after 
welfare reform? Were poor neighborhoods better or worse off after reform? 

                                                   
1See Thomas Brock, Claudia Coulton, Andrew London, Denise Polit, Lashawn Richburg-Hayes, Ellen 

Scott, and Nandita Verma, Welfare Reform in Cleveland: Implementation, Effects, and Experiences of Poor 
Families and Neighborhoods (New York: MDRC, 2002); and Charles Michalopoulos, Kathryn Edin, Barbara 
Fink, Mirella Landriscina, Denise F. Polit, Judy C. Polyne, Lashawn Richburg-Hayes, David Seith, and Nan-
dita Verma, Welfare Reform in Philadelphia: Implementation, Effects, and Experiences of Poor Families and 
Neighborhoods (New York: MDRC, 2003). 
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In many ways, the Urban Change project captures the best of times and the most chal-
lenging of places for welfare reform. The study’s focal period of the late 1990s through the 
early 2000s was one of prolonged economic expansion and unprecedented decline in unem-
ployment. In addition, states and local areas had unprecedented amounts of money to spend on 
each welfare recipient, due to a combination of stable TANF funding (a five-year block grant 
based on pre-TANF spending levels) and a rapid decline in welfare caseloads. The study thus 
captures the most promising context for welfare reform: one of high labor market demand and 
ample resources to support families in the process of moving from welfare to work. At the same 
time, it focuses on big-city welfare agencies — institutions that have tended to resist change in 
the past — and on the experiences of the poorest people and places within each county.  

To assess TANF’s implementation and effects in Miami-Dade, the study uses several 
research methods and data sources: 

• Field research. Researchers visited welfare offices to observe program op-
erations and to interview staff. 

• Analysis of administrative records. Welfare and employment records were 
examined for everyone who received cash assistance and food stamps be-
tween 1992 and 2001. 

• Surveys of welfare recipients. A longitudinal survey was administered to 
nearly 600 women who had a history of welfare receipt and lived in high-
poverty neighborhoods.  

• Ethnographic interviews with welfare recipients. Researchers conducted a 
series of open-ended interviews with 42 current or former welfare families in 
poor neighborhoods to understand their perspectives and experiences.  

• Analysis of social and economic indicators at the county and neighbor-
hood levels. Data on prenatal care and childbirths, child well-being, crime, 
and housing values were examined. 

These data were gathered at different points to capture changes over time. In some in-
stances, data were obtained as far back as 1990, to establish a trend line that could help determine 
whether TANF contributed to significant changes in patterns of welfare receipt or employment 
and to changes in neighborhood conditions. The study therefore provides an unusually compre-
hensive look at what happened with welfare reform and whether, on balance, low-income people 
and neighborhoods became better or worse off over a several-year period. Nevertheless, it is worth 
stressing that the effects of welfare reform cannot be disentangled from other changes that took 
place during the study period, including the strengthening national economy, the expanded federal 
Earned Income Credit (EIC), and changes in population characteristics.  
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This Summary Report — like the full report on which it is based — describes the social 
and economic environment of Miami-Dade during the study period. It analyzes how TANF was 
implemented, examines changes in welfare receipt and employment, describes the experiences 
of low-income families, and examines county and neighborhood conditions before and after 
welfare reform. To provide context for what happened in Miami-Dade, a later section of the 
summary compares results in the county with results from Philadelphia and Cuyahoga Counties. 
(Researchers used the same methods and data elements in all four counties included in the Ur-
ban Change study.) The summary concludes with a discussion of policy implications. 

Findings in Brief  
Florida’s welfare reform law was tougher on families than federal law required. It im-

posed interim time limits of two or three years and a lifetime limit of four years on cash assis-
tance, and it cut off all cash assistance to families when adults failed to comply with work re-
quirements or other rules. To provide an incentive to work, Florida also increased the earned 
income disregard — making it easier for welfare recipients to increase their monthly income by 
combining welfare and work — and it expanded some transitional benefits for families who left 
welfare for employment.  

In Miami-Dade, the welfare agency developed procedures to administer cash benefits 
under the new rules, and separate organizations administered the welfare-to-work program. Ow-
ing to leadership changes and contractor turnover, the welfare-to-work program generally did a 
poor job of delivering employment services to clients. Nevertheless, clients who did not show 
up for assigned welfare-to-work activities were often sanctioned, and sanctions — far more than 
time limits — became a defining characteristic of Miami-Dade’s welfare reform effort.  

Between 1993 and 2002, the size of Miami-Dade’s welfare caseload fell from approxi-
mately 55,000 to 14,000 — a 75 percent drop. This analysis shows that the decline was due to 
families coming onto welfare at a decreasing rate and — once on the rolls — exiting at an in-
creasing rate. Importantly, these trends predated welfare reform and did not accelerate after-
ward, suggesting that the 1996 law produced little change in the behavior of welfare applicants 
and recipients soon after it was passed. The longer-term effects of the 1996 law on the welfare 
caseload are less clear, though it appears that the trends toward fewer entries and faster exits 
continued unabated through 2001. The analysis cannot determine whether the trends would 
have been the same or different in the absence of welfare reform. 

In contrast to the findings on welfare entries and exits — which show that patterns be-
ginning before 1996 generally were unchanged — the employment findings suggest that a lar-
ger percentage of welfare recipients went to work after the law was implemented and that the 
length of time that they worked increased. Though the county’s welfare-to-work program was 
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often in disarray, its heavy use of sanctions for noncompliance would appear to be a principal 
factor responsible for this change in behavior. The policy allowing welfare recipients to keep 
more of their earnings before losing eligibility may have also helped, as it appears that a larger 
percentage of welfare recipients combined welfare and work after 1996 than before. (This may 
explain why welfare reform seems to have led to a greater change in employment than in wel-
fare receipt.) Finally, the analysis found that noncitizens — who make up a large percentage of 
Miami’s caseload — went to work and stayed employed at higher rates than U.S.-born citizens, 
perhaps in response to restrictions on benefits to noncitizens that were introduced in 1996. As 
with the welfare analysis, the estimates of employment effects are most reliable in detecting 
changes in behavior soon after welfare reform was implemented. It is less clear whether long-
term trends would have continued if welfare reform had not occurred.  

A longitudinal survey of women who received welfare in Miami-Dade in May 1995 
and who lived in low-income neighborhoods found general improvements in their employment 
and economic circumstances. (Such changes usually happen as women and their children get 
older, and the changes are not necessarily due to welfare reform.) The survey also found that 
most respondents earned low wages and did not receive health care benefits from their employ-
ers. Because Florida’s welfare grant is very low, most women who worked did better financially 
than on welfare, particularly if they continued to receive food stamps and Medicaid and took 
advantage of the federal EIC.  

A longitudinal analysis of conditions in the county’s poorest neighborhoods detected 
increasing rates of employment and stable or improving conditions on a number of measures, 
including teen birthrates, child abuse and neglect, and property crime. While the economy and 
other factors undoubtedly contributed to these trends, the findings suggest that the harsher as-
pects of welfare reform — including time limits and sanctions — did not lead to the social dis-
integration that some critics of reform feared. Moreover, the analysis found that welfare recipi-
ents who lived in the poorest neighborhoods went to work at the same rates as recipients who 
lived in better neighborhoods. 

Ethnographic interviews with families living in poor neighborhoods suggest that many 
women often struggled to stay employed despite personal problems and adverse work condi-
tions, but they often felt that even a bad job was better than dealing with a welfare system that 
they viewed as punitive, unfair, and — due to time limits and sanctions — increasingly unavail-
able. As one respondent said in a 1998 interview: “I would rather work 20 times more than re-
ceive assistance, because I would get rid of all those problems welfare makes for me, and be-
sides I would have a stable salary.” 
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Miami-Dade’s Demography and Economic Environment 
Before drawing inferences from a study that focuses on one metropolitan area, some 

appreciation of the urban context is useful.  

• Miami-Dade is a county of immigrants, with over half its residents hav-
ing been born outside the United States — mostly in Caribbean and 
Latin American countries.  

Miami-Dade has the highest proportion of Hispanics and the highest proportion of for-
eign-born residents of any urban region in the United States. In the 2000 census, the county 
population was 57 percent Hispanic, 21 percent white (not of Hispanic/Latino origin), and 20 
percent African-American or black. Cubans represent a large segment of the Hispanic popula-
tion, but recently they have been joined by increasing numbers of immigrants from Central and 
South America and other countries in the Caribbean. Though the county’s black population has 
also increased in recent decades, the rate of growth is much slower than for its Hispanic popula-
tion. In the past two decades, the growth in the black population is due to immigrants from 
Haiti, Jamaica, and the Bahamas. U.S.-born African-Americans have been slowly leaving the 
county, much as white Americans had done in previous decades.  

• Immigration has had a profound influence on Miami-Dade’s economic 
and cultural climate. Spanish is the primary language, though residents 
who are fluent in both English and Spanish tend to have the most job 
opportunities. 

Much of Miami-Dade’s economy is based on services to tourists and retirees, though 
the region is also a hub for goods and services going between the United States and Latin Amer-
ica and, increasingly, between Latin America and Europe. More than 300 multinational compa-
nies have offices or manufacturing facilities in Miami-Dade. Less than one-third of the county’s 
residents speak only English at home, while nearly 60 percent speak Spanish. In Miami-Dade, 
unlike in most of the United States, Spanish is spoken not only among unskilled workers but 
also among middle- and high-level workers in both the private and the public sector. Neverthe-
less, fluency in both English and Spanish is usually a requirement for higher-paying jobs.  

• As in many other metropolitan areas in the United States, unemploy-
ment rates in the City of Miami are much higher than in the county or 
region. Job opportunities tend to be concentrated at the high and low 
ends of the wage scale. 

Though Miami’s employment picture generally improved throughout the study period, 
unemployment in the city was approximately 3 percentage points higher than in the county and 
approximately 5 percentage points higher than in the state (Figure 1). After peaking at about 15  
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Figure 1

Unemployment Rates in Greater Miami and Florida

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2003.  Web site: www.bls.gov.
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percent in 1992, the city’s unemployment rate dropped to less than 8 percent in 2000; then the 
city’s economy weakened, and unemployment rose to approximately 11 percent in 2002. Pri-
marily because of its large tourism industry and retiree population, Miami-Dade has an unusu-
ally high number of service sectors jobs that tend to offer low wages and benefits.  

The Implementation of Welfare Reform  
In May 1996, shortly before the passage of PRWORA by Congress, the Florida legisla-

ture enacted a welfare reform bill known as Work and Gain Economic Self-Sufficiency, or 
WAGES. The new law — which went into effect in October 1996 — was unusually complex 
and imposed shorter time limits and more rules on welfare recipients than federal law required. 
It also featured some work incentives. In Miami-Dade, WAGES implementation ran into nu-
merous problems, particularly in the welfare-to-work program. Some services appeared to be 
low quality, and the program had the highest sanctioning rate for noncompliance that MDRC 
has ever observed in a welfare-to-work program. At the same time, the welfare department 
fairly readily granted time-limit extensions to families hitting their time limits, as long as the 
families complied with work rules and other requirements.  

The Major Features of Florida’s 1996 Welfare Reform  

• WAGES introduced a 48-month lifetime limit on cash assistance and an 
interim time limit of either 24 or 36 months, depending on the charac-
teristics of the case.  

Florida’s welfare reform law was tougher than required by PRWORA in placing a four-
year (rather than a five-year) lifetime limit on cash assistance. It also limited spells of welfare 
receipt to 36 cumulative months in any 72-month period for long-term recipients and applicants 
under 24 years of age, and it limited receipt to 24 cumulative months in any 60-month period 
for everyone else. The timetable that the law established meant that families began reaching 
their interim time limits in October 1998 and their lifetime limits in October 2003.  

• WAGES established tough work requirements for welfare recipients 
and imposed full-family sanctions for noncompliance. At the same time, 
it provided a work incentive by increasing the amount of money that re-
cipients could earn before losing welfare eligibility.  

Prior to 1996, adults on welfare were required to attend job search, education, job train-
ing, or work experience programs for 20 hours per week in order to keep their full welfare 
check. In the event of noncompliance, the adult was taken off the case, and the family’s cash 
grant was reduced by that amount. Under WAGES, adults were required to attend job search or 
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work-related activities for 30 hours per week, and no more than 10 of these hours could be spent 
in education classes. The penalty for noncompliance also became much more severe: termina-
tion of the family’s entire cash grant. As a work incentive, the state increased the amount of 
money that a family could earn each month before losing welfare eligibility (a policy known as 
the earned income disregard). Prior to 1996, a family of three was no longer eligible for cash 
assistance when its earnings reached $575; under WAGES, the cutoff was raised to $787. Fi-
nally, WAGES allowed families to retain Medicaid coverage for 12 months after leaving wel-
fare for employment. 

• WAGES contained numerous provisions intended to influence welfare 
recipients’ parenting behaviors. 

Prior to welfare reform, a family’s welfare benefits would be increased whenever a new 
child was born. WAGES changed the law so that the first child born after a family was on wel-
fare would receive only half the usual amount per child, and any children born after that would 
qualify for no additional payments. WAGES also made it mandatory for parents to cooperate 
with the Child Support Enforcement agency or else lose the family’s cash grant. Finally, 
WAGES required parents to provide proof of children’s immunizations and school attendance 
in order to maintain eligibility. 

• Welfare benefits to noncitizens were restricted. 

When PRWORA was first enacted, noncitizens became ineligible for food stamps, 
Medicaid, and Social Security regardless of age, physical ability, income, or arrival date. With 
some exceptions,2 noncitizens who arrived in the United States since August 1996 were also 
made ineligible for TANF. Ultimately, Congress ended up restoring food stamps and Medicaid 
benefits to most groups, but working-age adults who arrived since PRWORA was enacted are 
required to establish that they have lived in the United States for five years in order to be eligi-
ble for TANF, food stamps, or Medicaid. 

The Administration of Benefits and Services in Miami-Dade 

• Separate organizations were responsible for administering welfare bene-
fits and the welfare-to-work program.  

                                                   
2Cuban or Haitian entrants, refugees, Amerasians, asylees, people with deportation withheld or stayed, and 

certain parolees remained eligible for cash assistance for the first seven years in the United States. There was a 
five-year ban on cash assistance and Medicaid for other lawful permanent residents, conditional entrants, and 
battered spouses and children. Military veterans and lawful permanent residents with 40 quarters of work his-
tory remained eligible for all welfare programs.  
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When welfare reform was launched, state and local policymakers felt that it would be 
better to separate the responsibilities of processing welfare applications and payments from 
those of delivering employment services, in order to shrink the size of the welfare agency and 
give local officials more control over preparing welfare recipients for work. In Miami-Dade, 
welfare benefits were processed by District 11 of the Department of Children and Families 
(DCF). A a new organization, called the WAGES Coalition, was formed to administer the wel-
fare-to-work program. The WAGES Coalition remained in charge until 2000, when the state 
legislature transferred welfare-to-work responsibilities to the state’s newly established Work-
force Development Boards, which operated the One-Stop employment and training centers. In 
Miami-Dade, the One-Stops were managed by the South Florida Training and Employment 
Council (TEC). 

• Miami-Dade’s welfare-to-work program suffered numerous administra-
tive problems that weakened the quality of services.  

Miami-Dade’s welfare-to-work program fell victim to political maneuvering and inter-
nal management problems from the start. Between 1997 and 2001, five separate individuals 
held the Executive Director’s position. The major contracts for case management and job search 
services were shifted three times — first to a for-profit entity (Lockheed Martin IMS), then to a 
partnership between the community colleges and public schools, and finally to a group of 28 
organizations responsible for managing the One-Stops. Administrators and staff in both the wel-
fare agency and the welfare-to-work program complained about service disruptions and insuffi-
cient monitoring of contractors.  

• In contrast to the welfare-to-work program, Miami-Dade’s welfare 
agency maintained relatively stable operations. As the number of fami-
lies receiving cash assistance dropped, the agency became principally fo-
cused on administering food stamps and Medicaid.  

Figure 2 shows the changes in cash assistance and food stamp rolls in Miami-Dade 
County from fiscal year 1993/94 through 2001/02. Cash assistance rolls fell sharply and stead-
ily, from approximately 55,000 cases in 1993/94 to 14,000 cases in 2001/02 — a 75 percent 
drop. Food stamp cases, meanwhile, dropped sharply in the mid-1990s but started increasing 
after 1997/98, rising to approximately 140,000 in 2001/02. Not surprisingly, DCF’s daily opera-
tions during this period became much more focused on food stamps and Medicaid and much 
less focused on TANF. Because DCF was not directly involved in the welfare-to-work program, 
staff concentrated more on processing benefits according to the rules and less on promoting 
self-sufficiency.  
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Figure 2

Monthly Cash Assistance and Food Stamp Caseloads
 in Miami, Fiscal Years 1993/94 to 2001/02
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Case Management and Service Delivery  

• Miami-Dade’s welfare-to-work program mainly emphasized job search 
activities. Some clients were assigned to short-term vocational training 
and Community Work Experience Programs (CWEPs).  

Welfare-to-work case managers generally encouraged clients to go to work as quickly 
as possible, and they often assigned clients to individual or group job search activities. Some 
clients received training in customer service, data entry, work as nursing assistants, or other oc-
cupations. CWEP positions — which were unpaid — were typically located in schools and 
child care centers. Though some welfare-to-work case managers said that they encouraged cli-
ents to complete a high school diploma or to acquire English language skills, such classes could 
account for no more than 10 hours of a 30-hour-per week assignment, and relatively few clients 
pursued this option. 

• Sanctions for nonparticipation in welfare-to-work activities were strictly 
enforced, despite the welfare-to-work program’s administrative prob-
lems. Miami-Dade’s sanctioning rates were the highest ever observed in 
MDRC studies of welfare-to-work programs. 

Although DCF and welfare-to-work staff criticized the quality of services delivered by 
the welfare-to-work program, case managers in the welfare-to-work offices consistently took 
attendance and notified DCF eligibility workers when clients failed to show up as assigned. 
When this occurred, DCF staff quickly followed up with sanctions. As noted earlier, sanctions 
resulted in termination of cash benefits for the entire family. A first sanction could be lifted in 
10 days if the client returned to the welfare-to-work program, but a second sanction lasted 30 
days, and a third lasted 90 days. State records show that the percentage of “mandatory” welfare-
to-work participants who were referred to or receiving a sanction in an average month climbed 
from 24 percent in 1996/97 to 61 percent in 1999/2000, underscoring the toughness of Miami-
Dade’s program. Sanctioning rates also tended to be erratic, with the “peaks” and “valleys” 
roughly corresponding to transitions between contractors (Figure 3).  

• The computer system ensured that most welfare recipients who went to 
work received benefits to which they were entitled, including food 
stamps and transitional Medicaid. Staff did not always understand or 
explain these benefits, however. 

Surveys and field interviews with DCF and welfare-to-work staff indicate that neither 
group had a deep understanding of the policy that allowed welfare recipients to keep part of their 
earnings if they went to work and that neither group marketed it strongly. Nevertheless, as long as 
clients reported their earnings to their eligibility worker, the benefit was calculated automatically.  
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Figure 3

Number of Families Whose Cash Benefits Were Terminated Due to Sanctions,
by Month, in Miami-Dade County, September 1998 to June 2002
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As some eligibility staff noted, however, the policy was a double-edged sword: In the short run, it 
increased a family’s income; but in the long run, it could use up months that counted toward the 
family’s lifetime limit on cash assistance. Eligibility staff generally did a better job of emphasizing 
the importance of food stamps and transitional Medicaid for working families, and they tried to 
make sure that clients kept these benefits when they went to work. Some welfare recipients who 
found employment also obtained help with child care and transportation expenses, though this 
required that they maintain contact with the welfare-to-work program. 

• In October 1998, DCF began terminating cash assistance for families who 
reached the interim time limit. Families who were in compliance with wel-
fare-to-work requirements generally received time-limit extensions. 

Both DCF and welfare-to-work staff assumed responsibility for informing clients about 
interim and lifetime limits on cash assistance. In contrast to the firmness with which sanctions 
were applied, extensions of the interim time limit were readily granted to clients who were in 
compliance with work requirements and other conditions of eligibility. Just under 3,000 cases 
were terminated because of time limits between October 1998 (when interim time limits began 
to be enforced) and June 2002 (when data collection for this study ended). This averages to 
roughly 65 cases closed per month. During this same period, about 43,000 cases were termi-
nated due to sanctions — or approximately 960 cases per month. The numbers suggest that 
sanctions were a more salient factor than time limits in pushing families off welfare, though 
some sanctioned cases returned to the rolls after regaining compliance. 

• Although the restrictions on benefits to noncitizens were cumbersome to 
administer and troubled many staff, they were enforced.  

DCF and the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) developed automated sys-
tems to help eligibility workers navigate the complicated polices surrounding benefit eligibility 
for noncitizens; the systems considered such factors as date of arrival in the United States, coun-
try of origin, and other personal characteristics.3 Staff reported that the systems generally 
worked, though the size and diversity of Miami’s immigrant population resulted in literally 
hundreds of codes. A number of staff — who themselves were often from immigrant families 
— felt that the rules were unfair and needlessly complex. 

                                                   
3In 2003, the responsibility for providing immigration-related services and benefits was transferred from 

the INS to the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS). 
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The Perceptions and Experiences of Welfare Recipients 

• A survey of former and ongoing welfare recipients reveals that their 
knowledge of welfare reform policies generally improved over time. 
However, survey respondents gave low marks to welfare staff. 

Nearly 600 women who received welfare in Miami-Dade County in May 1995 (roughly 
a year before TANF was introduced) were interviewed about their knowledge of welfare rules 
in 1998 and again in 2001. The Urban Change Respondent Survey found that the women’s 
awareness of several key features of welfare reform — including time limits and transitional 
benefits for work — improved over time. If one portion of the law eluded most respondents, it 
was the exact length of the time limit; this uncertainty was perhaps a reflection of the state’s 
complicated rules on interim and lifetime limits. A subsample of respondents who had been on 
welfare within 12 months of each interview was asked about their experiences with welfare 
staff and programs. Approximately half of this subsample indicated that welfare staff had 
pushed them to get a job before they felt ready or before a good job came along, and roughly 60 
percent felt that staff  “just wanted to enforce the rules.”  

• The Urban Change ethnographic study of women on welfare in Miami 
reveals complaints about the lack of coordination among caseworkers, 
poorly run job search classes, and harsh sanctioning policies. 

To complement the survey, ethnographic interviews were conducted with 42 current and 
former welfare recipients. A number of the women described a “revolving door” of case managers 
and encounters with uninformed, rude, or uncaring staff. Some of the women complained about 
being repeatedly assigned to job clubs that did not help them find jobs (see Box 1). Nearly all the 
women in the ethnographic sample received at least one sanction for noncompliance with work 
activities. However, as the women themselves noted, these negative experiences could motivate 
them to try to find work and gain economic independence.  

The Estimated Effects of Reform on Welfare Receipt and 
Employment 

One goal of TANF is to move people from welfare to work. As a first step in exploring 
the likely effects of Florida’s 1996 reforms on welfare receipt and employment, administrative 
records were assembled for the 1.3 million individuals who received cash assistance or food 
stamps for at least one month in Miami-Dade County from January 1992 through December 
2001. Because information is available only through the end of 2001, this analysis focuses on 
the period when few families had reached the state’s 48-month lifetime limit — though it in-
cludes many families who reached the 24- or 36-month interim time limits. The analysis ex-
cludes child-only cases. 
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Box 1 

Women in the Ethnographic Sample 
Comment on Welfare Reform 

 

Women who were interviewed as part of the Urban Change ethnographic study in 
Miami described their experiences with welfare reform and their interactions with 
welfare staff. The comments below reflect some major themes that emerged but are 
not representative of all women in the study. 

On time limits 

“Well, to me, in a way I think it’s better, because you got so many people that got on 
the system and then got stuck in the same spot.” — Linda, 1997  

“They’ve told me that the aid is not going to be forever, but they haven’t been too 
specific as to when they are going to take it away.” — Mercy, 1997 

On dealing with the welfare office 

“…I get there and they don’t know what they talking about, and I’m tired of walking 
backward and forward, backward and forward, ain’t get no help yet. They’re very 
uncoordinated. It took them awhile to find my name in the computer. They don’t 
know what they doing down there.” — Sandi, 1998 

“I start a job, I leave assistance, I get laid off. They have cut my check and my Medi-
caid. They’ve stopped my food stamps, but then the next week I get fired from the 
job. You have to return to apply again for assistance, they see if you qualify and why 
you were fired — then, you have to wait a month before the check arrives. Then, I 
find another job and it starts all over again.” — Rosa, 1997  

On work requirements 

“I told them I wanted to go to school or to a vocational training. No, they told me, I 
had to work. They said I had to work at least 20 or 25 hours a week.” — Connie, 
1998 

“You have to go to the first meeting of job club, but because I didn’t know that, I 
thought it wasn’t required. So, I didn’t go that week. I didn’t know what happened, 
and the check for November didn’t come. Then, I went and asked them, and it’s be-
cause, they told me, that you have to be in job club, it’s not optional… and this hap-
pened to a lot of people.” — Rosario, 1997 
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Much of the analysis summarized below compares groups of cases in which adults re-
ceived welfare payments between January 1993 and September 1996 with groups of cases in 
which adults received welfare between October 1996 and December 2001. The pre-October 
1996 data are used to establish a trend line to predict welfare recipients’ behavior post-October 
1996, when welfare reform was implemented in Miami. If the behavior of the later groups dif-
fers markedly from the prediction, this suggests that TANF had an effect. For example, if the 
reforms contributed to the decrease in caseloads after October 1996, then either people should 
have left welfare faster than expected after that point or fewer people than expected should have 
begun receiving welfare. An important caveat is that the credibility of the estimates depends on 
the underlying assumption that trends observed prior to 1996 would have continued unabated in 
the absence of TANF reforms. If that assumption is not correct, then the estimates of the effects 
of welfare reform are also incorrect. 

The main findings of the analysis are summarized in Table 1. Although welfare recipi-
ents left welfare and fewer people came onto the rolls in 2001 than they did in 1993, the analy-
sis suggests that the trend lines for welfare exits and entries both before and after the reforms 
were implemented were quite similar. By comparison, the analysis suggests that a greater per-
centage of welfare recipients became employed immediately after 1996 than was predicted by 
their pre-1996 behavior and that the average length of their employment also increased. 

Readers should bear in mind the limitations of the study’s ability to estimate the effects of 
welfare reform. First, it is better suited to capturing large, sudden changes in policy and behavior 
than small, gradual ones. It is also better able to detect behavioral changes soon after the 1996 law 
was implemented than in later years, when assumptions based on historical trends become less 
reliable. Finally, the analysis cannot separate the effects of welfare reform from other factors, such 
as the growing economy, the expanded federal EIC, a reduction in out-of-wedlock births among 
teenagers, and the aging of the population. In sum, while the study can accurately describe long-
term trends in welfare and employment, it lacks the precision of a controlled experiment in deter-
mining whether or not any changes in people’s behavior were caused by welfare reform.  

• Between 1992 and 2001, the length of time that people stayed on welfare 
in Miami-Dade grew steadily shorter, which helps explain why caseloads 
in the county dropped so sharply. The number of welfare applications 
also decreased.  

Over time, welfare recipients in Miami-Dade had briefer stays on welfare (Figure 4). 
For example, 23 percent of cases that opened in January 1993 closed within a six-month time 
frame; and 70 percent of cases that opened in April 2001 closed within six months. Likewise, 
the number of new cases coming onto welfare each month steadily declined over time, from 
2,200 in January 1993 to approximately 800 in December 2001 (Figure 5). These downward  
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Table 1 
Trends and Estimated Effects of TANF: 

Welfare Exits, Welfare Entry, and Employment 

 
Outcome 

Trend Before Welfare 
Reform (1992 to 1996) 

Trend After Welfare Reform  
(1996 to 2001) 

   
Welfare exits   
New welfare recipients Rate of exit increased 

steadily 
Rate of exit increased steadily 
and may have accelerated 
slightly compared with before 
welfare reform. 

Long-term welfare recipients Rate of exit increased 
steadily 

Rate of exit increased steadily, 
but the trend does not appear 
different than before welfare 
reform. 

   
Welfare entry   
New welfare recipients Entry declined throughout 

the period 
Rate of entry declined steadily, 
but the trend does not appear 
different than before welfare 
reform. 

Returning welfare recipients Recidivism decreased 
slightly  

Rate of recidivism decreased, but 
at a slower rate than before 
welfare reform. 

   
Employment among new 
welfare recipients 

  

All employment Employment rates were 
steady  

Employment rates appear to have 
increased after welfare reform. 
Length of employment also 
appears to have increased. 

   
 

trends are consistent with the sharp drop in welfare caseloads that was observed in Miami-Dade 
during the 1990s and early 2000s. For this analysis, however, it is important to recognize that 
these trends were established well before the 1996 reforms were introduced.  

• WAGES appears to have slightly increased the rate at which new wel-
fare recipients left the rolls. However, the analysis suggests that long-
term welfare recipients continued to leave welfare at about the same 
rate that they did before welfare reform. Similarly, the rate at which 
families came onto welfare — though declining — was about the same 
before and after the 1996 reforms. 
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Figure 4
Percentage of New Welfare Cases That Closed Within Six Months

of Going on Welfare, January 1993 Through April 2001
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES:  The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that opened 
as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.
            The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have affected 
behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area extends from 
April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's TANF program.   
The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted trend line.
            The predicted percentage of cases that would close and the estimated effect of welfare reform 
are based on the semi-log model for the pre-reform trend.  
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Figure 5

Number of New Welfare Cases That Opened Each Month,
March 1993 Through December 2001
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES:  The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that opened 
as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.
            The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have affected 
behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area extends from 
April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's TANF program.   
The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted trend line.
            The predicted percentage of cases that would open and the estimated effect of welfare reform are 
based on the semi-log model for the pre-reform trend. 
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Prior to October 1996, there was a steady rise in the percentage of welfare recipients 

whose cases closed within six months of going on welfare (Figure 4). This trend continued more 
or less unchanged after 1996. WAGES appears to have introduced a small but statistically signifi-
cant increase in the rate of case closures within one year after going on welfare. However, among 
long-term recipients — those receiving benefits for at least 18 out of 24 months — there was no 
difference in the trend lines before and after welfare reform. Similarly, the number of new cases 
coming onto welfare continued to decline at roughly the same rate after 1996 as before.  

• The rate at which welfare recipients left the rolls and subsequently re-
turned to welfare (known as “recidivism”) declined, but not by as much 
as predicted. 

The analysis of pre-1996 trends predicted that 13.8 percent of cases that left welfare for 
at least two months would return to the rolls within a six-month period. After 1996, the actual 
recidivism rate was 16.0 percent. One explanation for this finding is that the participation man-
dates, sanctions, and time limits that WAGES introduced may have forced some people to leave 
welfare before they had steady employment or other reliable means of support. When these 
families ran short of money, they returned to welfare. The policy allowing welfare recipients to 
keep more of their earnings before losing eligibility may also have made it easier for some fami-
lies who left welfare to come back onto the rolls. 

• In contrast to the findings on welfare receipt, employment trends sug-
gest that a greater percentage of welfare recipients began working soon 
after the 1996 law went into effect. The trends also suggest that there 
was an increase in the length of time that welfare recipients stayed un-
employed. 

Prior to October 1996, the proportion of welfare cases that had at least one member of 
the case employed within one year of going on welfare stayed fairly constant, at about 55 per-
cent. The analysis predicted that the employment rate would stay close to this level after Octo-
ber 1996, rising modestly to 57.2 percent (Figure 6). In fact, after WAGES was introduced, 69.8 
percent of new cases had a working member within 12 months of going on welfare — a statisti-
cally significant increase of 12.6 percentage points. The analysis also found that the percentage 
of welfare recipients who were “steadily employed” (defined as working four or more consecu-
tive quarters) increased significantly after WAGES began. For example, about 43 percent of 
cases that first received welfare in early 2000 worked steadily for a year or more, compared 
with roughly 28 percent of cases that first received welfare in early 1994. It seems likely that 
these results are attributable to the county’s exceptionally tough use of sanctions for noncompli-
ance with welfare-to-work requirements, which may have convinced many welfare recipients 
that it was better to get a job and stay employed if at all possible. Some welfare recipients may  
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January 1994, Quarter 1, Through December 2000, Quarter 4

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Figure 6
Percentage of Cases That Had at Least One Member

 Employed Within Four Quarters of Going on Welfare,
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SOURCES: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare and unemployment insurance administrative  
records.

NOTES:  The sample is limited to adults.
             The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have affected 
behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area extends from 
April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's TANF program.  
The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted trend line.
            The predicted percentage employed and the estimated effect of welfare reform are based on the 
linear model  for the pre-reform period.
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have also been motivated by the fact that they could combine work and welfare more easily af-
ter 1996 than before. (Indeed, over time, the analysis shows that a growing proportion of wel-
fare recipients worked while receiving welfare, possibly explaining why the analysis detected a 
significant large effect on employment without a correspondingly large effect on welfare entries 
and exits.) Finally, the growing economy may also have enabled welfare recipients to find 
steady work more easily in the period after 1996 than before.  

• WAGES appears to have led to a larger change in the employment of 
noncitizens than of U.S.-born citizens. 

Almost 30 percent of the cases analyzed for this study were headed by noncitizens. The 
analysis found that, after welfare reform, noncitizens were significantly more likely to become 
employed within one year of going on welfare than U.S.-born citizens: 74.4 percent versus 67.5 
percent, respectively. Perhaps noncitizens felt under greater pressure than citizens to become 
self-supporting and to find and keep work. As noted earlier, some noncitizens became ineligible 
for welfare benefits after 1996; others who technically remained eligible may have been fright-
ened or confused by the restrictions. Differences in education levels and other personal charac-
teristics may also have contributed to the higher employment rates detected among noncitizens 
after welfare reform. 

The Experiences of Former and Ongoing Welfare Recipients 
One of the Urban Change project’s principal objectives is to understand how the well-

being of low-income families has evolved since welfare reform. The experiences of 581 single 
mothers who were on welfare in May 1995 and who were mostly living in Miami-Dade’s poor-
est neighborhoods were studied through survey interviews conducted after welfare reform got 
under way, first in 1998 and again in 2001. The two waves of surveys were supplemented by 
ethnographic interviews with 42 welfare mothers in three poor neighborhoods from 1997 
through 2001. Readers should keep in mind that observed changes in the survey and ethno-
graphic samples are not necessarily attributable to welfare reform but are likely to reflect a 
combination of factors, including the aging of these women and their children, the strong econ-
omy, and the effect of other policies like the Earned Income Credit. 

In summary, data from this study indicate that, overall, there were real improvements 
with regard to the employment and economic well-being of survey respondents in Miami-Dade 
who had been welfare recipients in 1995. However, most of these women were in jobs that con-
tinued to leave them poor or near poor, and improvements in material well-being often were 
accompanied by increases in the amount of money that they owed. Many women in the ethno-
graphic interviews spoke about their struggles with low-wage jobs and with a seemingly uncar-
ing and disorganized welfare system (see Box 2). 
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Box 2 
Women in the Ethnographic Sample 

Comment on Their Employment Experiences 
 

Women who were interviewed as part of the Urban Change ethnographic study de-
scribed their experiences in the job market. The comments below reflect some major 
themes that emerged but are not representative of all women in the study. 
On looking for work 
“I have applied everywhere. It is not because I do not want to work; people think that 
is the reason. … I have looked in Burger King, McDonald’s, Taco Bell, and many 
factories around here, and none of them have called me. Since I don’t know English, 
it is difficult.” — Dulce, 2001 
“It is hard to find a job when you have no experience. With no education it’s hard to 
find something. The first thing they ask you, ‘Do you have a high school diploma or 
a GED?’” — Connie, 1998  
On starting work 
“At work, we make $5.15, minimum wage, and you don’t get benefits. You don’t get 
them because we are temporary. Welfare took away Medicaid for me. I’m lucky they 
still give Medicaid to my daughter.” — Rosa, 1999   
“At the beginning they were paying me $5.15 hourly, $5.25 afterwards, and now I 
have the great salary of $5.83. It’s really bad compensation for all the work I have to 
do.  — Helena, 2001 
On leaving welfare for work 
“It’s better this year than last year. I’m glad I’m off [the welfare] system. Glad to be 
working. I feel very happy, very great and very pleased. They cut my check off. They 
gave me my stamps back and my Medicaid for me and the kids.” — Lorraine, 1998 
“I would rather work 20 times more than receive assistance, because I would get rid 
of all those problems welfare makes for me, and besides I would have a stable sal-
ary.”  — Sonia, 1998 
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Welfare and Employment Experiences 

• Almost all respondents had worked for pay after welfare reform, and 
most were working without receiving welfare in 2001. 

Among women in the survey, welfare receipt declined sharply — from 100 percent in 
May 1995 (baseline) to 51 percent in 1998 and to only 14 percent at the time of the 2001 inter-
view. At that second interview, 60 percent were employed and not receiving cash assistance. 
However, the percentage of women who had neither work nor welfare as a source of income 
nearly doubled, from 16 percent in 1998 to 29 percent in 2001. Survey and ethnographic data 
suggest that this group was sometimes supported by spouses or partners or relied on family 
members, friends, and charities. A few ethnographic sample members revealed that they had 
illicit sources of income (exchanging sex for money, for example) or that they returned to 
homes outside the United States.  

• Though many respondents worked steadily, they changed jobs often.  

The survey, like the administrative records analysis, indicates that many respondents 
who entered the labor market worked steadily, though there was considerable variation within 
the sample. Slightly more than a third of the women worked in 36 or more months out of a 48-
month period. About half of them worked between 1 month and 35 months, and 14 percent did 
not work at all. The survey also reveals that even the steady workers changed jobs often. Thirty-
five percent of survey respondents in 2001 held three or more jobs in a 48-month time frame. 
The ethnographic study suggests that the women changed jobs often because their positions 
were temporary and paid low wages. 

• Over time, most respondents reported increases in earnings, though only 
a minority had good-paying jobs with benefits.  

In both 1998 and 2001, most of the survey respondents who worked had full-time jobs. 
Average hourly wages for their current or most recent job increased from $6.80 in 1998 to 
$8.05 in 2001, and the proportion of women who were working at jobs that paid the minimum 
wage or less fell by nearly half. The result was an increase in average weekly earnings, from 
$236 to $306. Respondents were also more likely to be in jobs with fringe benefits (such as sick 
leave, vacation pay, and health insurance). Nevertheless, only about one out of four women who 
worked in 2001 had a full-time job that paid $7.50 per hour or more and that offered employer-
provided health insurance (Figure 7).  

• Although many respondents moved off welfare into work, the majority 
faced multiple barriers to employment, and the barriers were substan-
tially worse among women who were not working.  



 

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Figure 7

Job Characteristics for Those Currently Employed in 1998 and in 2001

                Employed in 1998 Employed in 2001

13.8%

41.9%

44.2%

27.1%

44.0%

28.9%

Full time; hourly wage $7.50 or 
more; medical benefits

Full time; hourly wage less than $7.50; 
no medical benefits 

Current job fewer than 
35 hours

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Calculations for 1998 are based on 260 of the 284 respondents who were working for whom wage and benefit information was 
available.
                Calculations for 2001 are based on 339 of the 363 respondents who were working for whom wage and benefit information was 
available.
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Most women in the study had barriers that could constrain their ability to get a job or 

limit the kinds of jobs for which they qualified. For example, in 1998 and 2001, over 40 percent 
of the women had three or more children at home, or had at least one child with special needs or 
behavior problems. About one in four gave indications that they were at high risk of depression, 
and one in ten had difficulty conversing in English. The frequency with which these barriers 
were reported remained fairly constant between the 1998 and 2001 interviews. Predictably, the 
more barriers that respondents reported, the less likely they were to be working. Reflecting the 
maturation of the sample, there was also a significant decline over time in the percentage of 
women who reported that they had a child under age 6 or that they lacked a high school diploma 
or General Educational Development (GED) certificate. 

• Ethnicity, English language ability, and education levels were associated 
with different employment and economic outcomes. 

At the time of the 2001 interview, English-speaking Hispanic respondents were the 
most likely to be employed and had the highest monthly household income ($1,763). Non-
English-speaking Hispanics were the least likely to be employed and had the lowest monthly 
household income ($1,381); African-Americans fared only slightly better. Non-English-
speaking Hispanics were also less likely than the other two groups to have a job that offered 
medical benefits, and they tended to have more health problems and be at higher risk of depres-
sion. Sample members who lacked a high school diploma or GED in 1995 were also much less 
likely to be employed, and they earned lower wages in their current or most recent job than 
sample members who had a credential.  

Economic Circumstances and Material Hardship 

• Over time, the composition of respondents’ total household income 
changed substantially. Food stamps and Medicaid emerged as the pri-
mary safety net programs. 

From 1998 to 2001, there was a large reduction in the percentage of families who re-
ceived TANF, and there were significant increases in the percentage of households that had in-
come from earnings, child support, and Supplemental Security Income (SSI). Although only 14 
percent of the families were in households that received TANF in 2001, more than half contin-
ued to receive food stamps. Nearly half the respondents in 2001 said that they had Medicaid 
coverage for themselves, and 61 percent said that they had Medicaid coverage for their children.  

• On average, families in the survey were better off economically in 2001 
than they had been in 1998, but most of them continued to be poor. 
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Overall, average total monthly household income increased from $1,130 in 1998 to 
$1,489 in 2001 — corresponding to an average annualized income of $17,868 in 2001 (not in-
cluding the estimated value of the EIC, which would have added $3,000 to the annual income 
for a household of three). The percentage of survey respondent households below the official 
poverty line consequently declined, from 76 percent of the sample in 1998 to 62 percent in 2001 
(not counting the estimated EIC). With the EIC included, household poverty decreased from 66 
percent in 1998 to 54 percent in 2001. While the decline in poverty is clearly good news, the 
vast majority of families still had low wages, and many shifted from being welfare poor to 
working poor.  

• Over time, respondents’ assets increased, but so did their debt. 

Many more women in the study owned cars in 2001 (56 percent) than in 1998 (36 per-
cent). In the ethnographic sample, many women talked about the importance of car ownership 
in a city that is spread out and lacks good public transportation. Home ownership also increased 
— to 11 percent in 2001, compared with 5 percent in 1998 — and more families had savings in 
excess of $500 (9 percent, compared with 3 percent). Along with increased assets, however, 
came increased debt: 29 percent of households owed more than $2,000 in 2001 (not including 
car loans and mortgages), compared with 23 percent in 1998. The percentage of women who 
said that they were “very satisfied” with their standard of living increased to 28 percent from 21 
percent. Despite some improvements in economic status, however, the ethnographic interviews 
suggest that, to get by, many women had to juggle expenses, rely on contributions from roman-
tic partners or extended family members, and scour the stores for sale items (see Box 3).  

Welfare Reform and Neighborhoods  
As legislation to reform welfare took shape in Florida, questions were raised about the 

effects of reform in the state’s largest city, especially in its low-income communities. Given that 
low-income families are often concentrated in poor neighborhoods, both the opponents and the 
advocates of welfare reform agreed that its effects would be disproportionately concentrated 
among families in low-income neighborhoods. Critics of welfare reform feared that concen-
trated declines in family income, increases in the proportion of unsupervised children, and 
growing despair would translate into increasing levels of substance abuse and associated crime, 
teen birthrates, and other problems. Proponents of welfare reform anticipated that as families 
returned to work, their increased earnings, income, and collective sense of efficacy would trans-
late into stronger communities and reductions in social ills.  

This section summarizes findings from the Urban Change project’s neighborhood indi-
cators component, which asked: What were the conditions of Miami’s neighborhoods before 
and after welfare reform, and did poor neighborhoods get better or worse after reform? The  
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overall conclusion is that neighborhood conditions generally improved from 1992 through 
2000. In absolute terms, however, conditions in the city’s poorest neighborhoods started and 
ended much worse off than in the rest of the county. 

The Geographic Concentration of Welfare and Poverty  

• During the period of this study, the number of neighborhoods with high 
rates of welfare decreased. 

In many cities in the Northeast and Midwest, welfare recipients are often clustered in 
neighborhoods where poverty rates are greater than 20 percent and where more than one out of 
five households are on welfare. In Miami-Dade during the period of this study, welfare recipi-

Box 3 
Women in the Ethnographic Sample Comment on 
Material Hardship and Economic Circumstances 

Women who were interviewed as part of the Urban Change ethnographic study de-
scribed their economic circumstances and well-being. The comments below reflect 
some major themes that emerged but are not representative of all women in the 
study. 
On struggling to pay bills 
“In 1997, I applied for Section 8 [housing], but I still haven’t gotten it. I would love 
to get it. It would be better because, with the little money I have, sometimes I can 
barely pay the rent.”  — Candida, 2001 
“Because I lost my job and was behind, so I got into trouble with loans and bills and 
all that. I am financially worse off now than when I was working before.” — Elda, 
1999 
“My light and my gas once was cut a couple months ago ’cause I didn’t pay it in 
time. I paid it when I got the money.” — Shirley, 2000 
“In the case of the medication for my heart, I just cannot afford it. It is too expensive, 
about one hundred-and-something dollars.” — Magaly, 2001 
On using the Earned Income Credit to get ahead 
“I bought me a car now! I got the car like the end of January. I used part of my in-
come tax [refund] and I bought it. I paid for it by cash. No payments.” — Tamika, 
2000 
“With $1,800 on tax return I have paid my bills. I am always worrying about what I 
am going to do next month. Well, I can’t complain; at least now I have the chance to 
go out once a month with my son to eat out.” — Helena, 2001 
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ents tended to be much more dispersed throughout the county. Moreover, even these relatively 
modest levels of welfare concentration were nearly eliminated by the end of the 1990s. For ex-
ample, the number of “high-welfare neighborhoods” (defined as census tracts in which 20 per-
cent or more of residents receive public assistance) decreased from 33 in 1994 to only 1 in 
2000. This trend reflects the large drop in the county’s welfare caseload during this period. 

• Despite the drop in welfare concentration, there was a slight increase in 
the number of neighborhoods with high rates of poverty. 

Miami was unusual among U.S. cities during the 1990s in that the number of “high-
poverty neighborhoods” (defined as census tracts in which 20 percent or more of the residents 
are below the poverty line) increased slightly from 1990 to 2000. During this period, 86 tracts 
were consistently high poverty, and another 22 tracts crossed the threshold into high poverty 
(Figure 8). Ten tracts declined in poverty concentration and were no longer considered high 
poverty in 2000. Many neighborhoods — particularly in the northeastern and southern tip of the 
county — remained poor throughout the study period. 

• The ethnic and demographic composition of Miami-Dade’s neighbor-
hoods varied by poverty and welfare status. 

Miami-Dade’s low-poverty, low-welfare neighborhoods are predominantly Hispanic 
and have significant numbers of non-Hispanic white and foreign-born residents. The county’s 
high-poverty, low-welfare neighborhoods are also predominantly Hispanic and have large num-
bers of non-Hispanic black and foreign-born residents. High-poverty, high-welfare tracts have 
predominantly non-Hispanic black residents. Compared with the other tracts, these last 
neighborhoods also have a higher proportion of children, lower rates of labor force participa-
tion, and lower ratios of employed men to employed women and of working adults to children. 

Conditions of Poor Neighborhoods 

The Urban Change study divided Miami-Dade’s neighborhoods into three groups: (1) 
those with low levels of poverty and low levels of welfare receipt; (2) those with high levels of 
poverty but low levels of welfare receipt; and (3) those with high levels of poverty and high levels 
of welfare receipt. (In all cases, 20 percent was used as the threshold to distinguish low from 
high.) Conditions in these neighborhoods before and after 1996 were analyzed to determine 
whether trends stayed the same or changed after WAGES was introduced. Unlike the earlier dis-
cussion that tries to determine whether changes in welfare receipt and employment can be attrib-
uted to welfare reform, this analysis is purely descriptive of trends from 1992 through 2000. 
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Figure 8

Changes in the Concentration of Poverty,
by Census Tract, Miami-Dade County, 1990-2000

Consistently high poverty concentration (86 tracts)
Decreasing poverty concentration (10 tracts)
Increasing poverty concentration (22 tracts)

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.
NOTES: The high-poverty receipt threshold is 20 percent.
     "CDP" refers to Census-designated places (CDPs), communities unincorporated into formal municipalities.
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• Over a nine-year tracking period, most indicators of neighborhood con-
ditions were either stable or improved. Some of the biggest improve-
ments occurred in high-poverty, high-welfare neighborhoods.  

A primary motivation for the neighborhood indicators analysis was to determine 
whether the conditions of poor neighborhoods changed, either for better or worse, after the new 
work requirements, time limits, and other features of the welfare reform law were put into place. 
Overall, social and economic conditions either remained constant or improved in Miami-Dade’s 
neighborhoods (Table 2). There were substantial declines in teen birthrates, infant deaths, child 
abuse and neglect, and violent crime. All these trends were most pronounced in high-poverty or 
high-welfare tracts. There was a slight decline in property crime rates countywide. Out-of-
wedlock births increased slightly in low-welfare tracts. The number of babies born with a low 
birth weight remained stable throughout the decade. In general, the observed trends predated 
welfare reform and did not show major jumps or reversals after 1996. 

• Fewer of Miami-Dade’s neighborhoods were highly distressed at the end 
of the study period than at the beginning, and a smaller proportion of 
welfare recipients lived in highly distressed neighborhoods. 

For this analysis, a neighborhood was considered highly distressed if it was more than 
twice as bad as the county median on six of nine social and economic indicators. In Miami-
Dade, the number of distressed tracts declined over the course of the study. The proportion of 
welfare recipients living in distressed tracts decreased from 14 percent in the pre-WAGES pe-
riod to 10 percent in the post-WAGES period.  

• Although social trends in high-welfare neighborhoods were generally 
stable or improving throughout the study period, the absolute levels of 
distress in such neighborhoods were consistently higher than in other 
neighborhoods.  

On every social indicator examined, conditions in the county’s poorest neighborhoods 
were less favorable than in other areas. For example, throughout the study period, teen birth-
rates in the neighborhoods with the highest rates of poverty and welfare receipt were about 
twice as high as in the neighborhoods with the lowest rates of poverty and welfare receipt. Simi-
larly, the incidence of violent crime was at least five times greater in high-welfare, high-poverty 
tracts than in other parts of the county.  
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Table 2 

Summary of Trends in Neighborhood Conditions 
 

Indicator Trend from 1992 to 2000 
 
Births  
Teen births Substantial declines countywide and particularly in high-poverty, high-

welfare neighborhoods 
  
Nonmarital birth ratio Stable in high-welfare tracts, slight increases in low-welfare tracts 

  
Adequacy of prenatal care  Substantial increases countywide and particularly in high-welfare 

neighborhoods 
  
Low-birth-weight births as a per-
centage of all births 

Stable throughout the decade 

  
Rate of infant deaths per 1,000 live 
births 

Substantial declines countywide and particularly in high-poverty 
neighborhoods 

  
Child well-being  
Child abuse and neglect Substantial declines countywide and particularly in high-welfare 

neighborhood 
  
Crime  
Violent crime Substantial declines countywide and particularly in high-poverty 

neighborhoods 
  
Property crime Slight declines countywide 
  
Economic factors  
Median housing values Slight increases countywide 
  
 

Welfare-to-Work Transitions and Neighborhood 

• Welfare recipients living in neighborhoods with high rates of poverty 
and welfare receipt were just as likely to go to work as welfare recipients 
who lived in better neighborhoods.  

The disparity in social indicators between high-poverty, high welfare neighborhoods 
and low-poverty, low-welfare neighborhoods might presuppose that welfare recipients living in 
the former tracts would be less likely to find or keep employment. This analysis reveals that the 
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employment rates of welfare recipients in all types of neighborhoods in Miami-Dade were 
roughly similar. 

Comparisons with Cuyahoga and Philadelphia Counties 
To provide context for what happened after welfare reform was implemented in Miami-

Dade County, this section draws contrasts with Cuyahoga County, Ohio, and Philadelphia 
County, Pennsylvania, which are the subjects of earlier Urban Change reports that used the 
same methods and data elements as this report. Table 3 provides a summary description of the 
characteristics of each county and the principal findings on TANF’s implementation and out-
comes in each.  

Cuyahoga, Philadelphia, and Miami-Dade are the largest counties in their respective 
states and are home to a disproportionate share of their state’s welfare caseload.4 Although unem-
ployment rates in all three counties started to fall in 1992, the rates remained consistently higher in 
the central cities than in the surrounding suburbs. However, Cuyahoga County and Philadelphia 
County are old, industrial, northeastern cities that have suffered through 30 years of declining 
manufacturing bases and the movement of jobs to the suburbs, while Miami-Dade is a fast-
growing county located in the Sunbelt region. Cuyahoga’s and Philadelphia’s labor markets gen-
erally offer higher-paying jobs than are available in Miami’s tourism and service sector economy. 
The other two counties also have sizable African-American populations and relatively few immi-
grants. In comparison, Miami-Dade is heavily populated by Hispanics and immigrants.  

The essential features of welfare reform are similar in all three counties. Cuyahoga, 
Philadelphia, and Miami implemented welfare programs with time limits and a strong emphasis 
on moving recipients into work. Welfare systems that had emphasized relatively voluntary job 
search and education programs before 1996 were transformed to systems with a stronger em-
phasis on work and stricter program participation requirements. Each state also increased the 
amount of money that welfare recipients could keep when they went to work. While all three 
counties imposed financial sanctions for noncompliance with the welfare-to-work requirements, 
Miami-Dade used sanctions far more often than did Cuyahoga or Philadelphia. Cuyahoga, how-
ever, was the strictest county in enforcing time limits.  

Welfare recipients in all three counties showed signs of confusion about the details of 
welfare reform, especially about the exact length of the time limits and whether or not they 

                                                   
4See Brock et al. (2002) and Michalopoulos et al. (2003), cited earlier. Miami-Dade had almost 31 percent 

of Florida’s welfare recipients in 2000, even though it contained just 14 percent of the state’s population.  
Cuyahoga and Philadelphia Counties accounted for 25 percent and 49 percent, respectively, of Ohio’s and 
Pennsylvania’s caseloads.   
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The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Table 3 

Description of Welfare Reform and Welfare-Related Outcomes 
in Cuyahoga (Ohio), Philadelphia, and Miami-Dade Counties 

Descriptor Cuyahoga  Philadelphia Miami-Dade 

Context    
Local economy Government and civic 

center; large health care 
industry; declining 
manufacturing base; 
increasing service sector; 
movement of businesses to 
the suburbs.  

Government and civic 
center; major industrial 
center, particularly for 
textiles; large health care 
industry; declining 
manufacturing base; 
movement of businesses to 
the suburbs.  

Government and civic center; 
large tourism and service 
industries; large health care 
industry; trading hub between 
the United States and Latin 
America.  

Unemployment 
rate 

Fell from 7.4% in 1992 to 
4.2% in 2000; rose to 5.2% 
in 2001. 

Fell from 9.4% in 1992 to 
6.1% in 1999; rose to 6.4% 
in 2001. 

Fell from 10.5% in 1992 to 
5.3% in 2000; rose to 7.7% in 
2002. 

Poverty rate 13.1% in 2000. 22.2% in 2000. 17.6% in 2000. 
Population 
characteristics 

Roughly equal division of 
African-Americans and 
whites in central city. 
Mostly white in the 
suburbs. 

Mostly African-American 
and white. 

Diverse population of 
Hispanics, whites, and 
African-Americans.  Large 
numbers of foreign-born 
residents. 

Implementation of TANF   
Policies Five-year lifetime limit; 

three-year interim time 
limit; work-focused 
welfare-to-work program; 
full-family sanctions for 
noncompliance; expanded 
earned income disregard. 

Five-year lifetime limit; 
two-year work-trigger time 
limit; work-focused 
welfare-to-work program; 
simplified and expanded 
earned income disregard. 

Four-year lifetime limit; 
interim time limit of 24 or 36 
months; work-focused 
welfare-to-work program; 
full-family sanctions for 
noncompliance; expanded 
earned income disregard. 

Execution Widespread organizational 
change; rigorous 
enforcement of time limits 
and work requirements; 
home visits and safety net 
services for families 
reaching time limit. 

Initial use of independent 
job search; many 
extensions for families 
reaching time limits; 
subsidized work for 
families reaching two-year 
time limit. 

Recurring administrative 
problems; extremely high use 
of sanctions; extensions on 
time limits for families 
fulfilling work requirements. 

Changes in welfare receipt and employment trends after TANF was introduced 

Welfare entry Entry rates declined from 
1992 to 1996 and 
continued to decline after 
1996.  There was no 
significant change in the 
trend after 1996. 

Entry rates declined from 
1992 to 1996.  Entry rates 
continued to decline after 
1996, but less than 
predicted by past trends. 

Entry rates declined from 
1992 to 1996 and continued to 
decline from 1996 to 2001.  
There was no significant 
change in the trend after 1996. 

   (continued) 
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Table 3 (continued) 

Descriptor Cuyahoga  Philadelphia Miami-Dade 
Welfare exits Exit rates increased from 

1992 to 1996.  After 1996, 
exit rates slowed for the 
overall caseload but 
accelerated for long-term 
recipients. 

Exit rates increased from 
1992 to 1996.  After 1996, 
exit rates slowed for new 
recipients, but accelerated 
for long-term recipients, 
especially after the two-
year time limit. 

Exit rates increased steadily 
from 1992 to 1996. After 
1996, exit rates increased at a 
slightly faster pace for new 
recipients. There was no 
change in the trend for long-
term recipients. 

Welfare 
recidivism 

Recidivism increased 
slightly from 1992 to 1996 
and continued to increase 
slightly after 1996. There 
was no significant change 
in the trend after 1996. 
 

Recidivism decreased 
slightly from 1992 to 1996 
and continued to decrease 
after 1996 but at a slower 
pace. 

Recidivism decreased slightly 
from 1992 to 1996 and 
continued to decrease after 
1996 but at a slower pace. 

Employment Employment rates 
increased slightly from 
1992 to 1996 and 
continued to increase 
slightly after 1996. There 
was no significant change 
in the trend after 1996. 

Employment rates were 
steady from 1992 to 1996.  
After 1996, the 
employment rates began to 
increase, but many 
unemployment spells were 
short. 

Employment rates were 
steady from 1992 to 1996.  
There was a significant 
increase in the employment 
rates after 1996, and the 
length of employment spells 
increased.  

The experiences of welfare recipients surveyed in 1998 and 2001 (longitudinal sample) 

Economic 
outcomes 

Earnings and income 
increased.  In 2001, the 
average hourly wage was 
$8.67. However, the 
percentage of women with 
neither work nor welfare 
increased from 10.7 
percent to 20.2 percent. 

Earnings and income 
increased.  In 2001, the 
average hourly wage was 
$8.59. However, the 
percentage of women with 
neither work nor welfare 
increased from 10.6 percent 
to 18.7 percent. 

Earnings and income 
increased.   In 2001, the 
average hourly wage was 
$8.11. However, the 
percentage of women with 
neither work nor welfare 
increased from 16.4 percent to 
28.7 percent. 
 

Material 
hardship 

Food and health care 
hardships were largely 
unchanged over time. Most 
indicators of housing 
hardships declined over 
time.  Use of food stamps 
decreased, but there was no 
change in use of Medicaid.  

Hunger declined, but food 
insecurity overall showed 
little change over time.  
Health care hardships were 
low overall and remained 
stable.  Housing hardships 
were high but some 
measures showed 
improvement.  Use of food 
stamps and Medicaid 
decreased. 

Most food, health care, and 
housing hardships declined or 
remained stable over time.  
Use of food stamps and 
Medicaid decreased. 

   (continued) 
 



 Sum-36

Table 3 (continued) 

Descriptor Cuyahoga  Philadelphia Miami-Dade 

Neighborhood indicators   
Concentration 
and 
segregation of 
welfare 
recipients 

Welfare recipients tended 
to live in a few 
neighborhoods. The 
number of high-welfare 
neighborhoods declined 
substantially over time. 

Welfare recipients tended to 
live in a few 
neighborhoods. The 
number of high-welfare 
neighborhoods remained 
steady over time. 

Welfare recipients were more 
evenly distributed across 
neighborhoods than in 
Cuyahoga and Philadelphia, 
and the number of high-
welfare neighborhoods 
declined over time. 
 

Social 
indicators 

Most remained stable or 
improved over time. High-
welfare neighborhoods had 
much higher levels of 
distress than other 
neighborhoods. 

Most improved over time, 
especially in high-welfare 
neighborhoods. High-
welfare neighborhoods had 
much higher levels of 
distress than other 
neighborhoods. 

Most remained stable or 
improved over time, 
especially in high-welfare 
neighborhoods.  High-welfare 
neighborhoods had much 
higher levels of distress than 
other neighborhoods. 

 

 could keep part of their grant if they started working. Although recipients’ knowledge in-
creased over time in all three places, recipients in Miami generally displayed the least under-
standing of the new policies. The extent to which clients understood the reforms might have 
been affected by the simplicity or complexity of policies and messages. Miami’s policies were 
arguably the most complicated, and the administrative problems in the welfare-to-work program 
may have hampered good communication between staff and clients (particularly with regard to 
transitional benefits).  

All three counties experienced rapid declines in welfare caseloads between the early 
1990s and early 2000s. Fewer families were coming onto welfare, but the patterns generally did 
not change after welfare reform was implemented. In Cuyahoga and Philadelphia, welfare re-
form appears to have sped up the rate at which long-term recipients exited welfare. Average 
welfare spells for Miami-Dade’s long-term recipients were already fairly brief before 1996, and 
they did not change afterward. It also appears that some welfare reform policies in Miami-Dade 
may have offset each other: Tough sanctioning caused some families to exit welfare sooner, but 
new rules making it easier to combine work and welfare seem to have extended welfare spells 
for some families. As discussed earlier, the estimates of program effects in all the counties are 
based on the assumption that pre-1996 trends would have continued in the absence of welfare 
reform. Accordingly, the estimates are more reliable for the period immediately following the 
1996 reforms than for later years. 
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Of the three counties, Miami-Dade seems to have had the largest increase in employ-
ment among welfare recipients after welfare reform. Philadelphia’s welfare reform efforts ap-
pear to have had a modest effect on employment, but many of the jobs that welfare recipients 
found did not last long. Cuyahoga’s program did not seem to change welfare recipients’ em-
ployment patterns. Miami’s much tougher sanctioning practices would appear to be an impor-
tant explanation for the changes that were observed in employment trends in this county. (Its 
work incentives were similar to the other counties and, therefore, would not seem to account for 
the differences in effects.) The large number of noncitizens on Miami-Dade’s caseload also may 
have helped drive the employment trends, in that noncitizens went to work at higher rates than 
their U.S.-born counterparts; in the other counties, noncitizens were not such a large presence. 
Once again, the estimates of welfare reform’s effects are predicated on the assumption that pre-
1996 trends would have continued without welfare reform and that they are more reliable in the 
period shortly after welfare reform was implemented than in later years.  

Longitudinal surveys and ethnographic research with women in the three counties gen-
erally showed signs of improvement in employment and economic circumstances, though indi-
vidual experiences varied. The women who were surveyed in Miami-Dade both started and 
ended behind respondents in Cuyahoga and Philadelphia on many key economic indicators, 
including average monthly income and the proportion of families with incomes below the pov-
erty line. Similarly, all three counties showed relatively similar improvements in neighborhood 
indicators over the period of the study, though Miami-Dade consistently lagged behind the other 
two counties on some measures of violence and crime. The concentration of poverty and wel-
fare receipt in Miami also distinguishes it from the other two counties: Its low-income popula-
tion is relatively dispersed, while similar populations in Cuyahoga and Philadelphia are more 
concentrated in the city centers.  

Conclusions and Policy Implications 
When the Project on Devolution and Urban Change began, both supporters and critics 

of welfare reform envisioned striking changes in benefits and services and in the well-being of 
poor families at risk of receiving welfare benefits. Proponents believed that the 1996 law would 
spur innovation among states and localities; that tougher work requirements and time limits 
would induce more welfare recipients to find jobs; and that ending the welfare “culture” of low-
income communities would lead to the revitalization of those communities. Critics, by contrast, 
feared that states would slash benefits and try to make their programs less attractive than those 
of neighboring states. They worried that sanctions and time limits would deprive needy families 
of essential income and would cause suffering, leading to increases in crime, homelessness, and 
other social problems. 
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The Urban Change project can now draw on evidence from three places — Cuyahoga, 
Miami-Dade, and Philadelphia Counties — to assess whether these expectations of big change 
have come to pass. The counties’ experiences fall somewhere between the two extremes. What 
lessons are policymakers to draw, and how does Miami-Dade’s experience contribute to those 
lessons? Though the answers depend largely on the goals that policymakers want welfare re-
form to achieve, the following key observations and recommendations can be made.  

• Many of the trends that were observed in welfare receipt, employment, 
family well-being, and neighborhood conditions were similar in the 
three counties. This finding underscores the important role that the 
economy and other forces — in addition to welfare reform — may have 
played in influencing people’s behavior. 

Though they differ on many details, the big “headlines” from all three counties are the 
same. Welfare rolls are down. Employment among welfare recipients is up. Conditions in poor 
neighborhoods — though worse than in more affluent neighborhoods — have held stable or 
improved. People leaving welfare for work are still poor but generally are not worse off, and 
many show some signs of progress. These similarities were found despite important differences 
in the demographic characteristics, labor markets, and implementation of welfare policies in the 
three counties, suggesting that larger social and economic forces played as much a role or more 
in shaping these trends as anything that the county welfare offices did. It is important to remem-
ber that the Urban Change study took place during a period of unprecedented economic expan-
sion in the United States and that data collection ended before families reached their lifetime 
limits on cash assistance.  

• Although most former welfare recipients in Miami-Dade are working, 
they are struggling financially. Welfare and education policymakers 
may need to devise new strategies to help them gain the language and 
job skills that are needed to advance. 

Even in boom times, most families in the survey sample were living below poverty, and 
the women who were in both the survey and the ethnographic sample described many of the 
challenges that they faced in going to work. Non-English-speaking Hispanics tended to be the 
worst off economically, as were women of all racial and ethnic groups who lacked a high school 
diploma or GED. While current policy allows welfare recipients to spend up to 10 hours of their 
30-hour weekly work requirement in education, very few clients do so — perhaps because staff 
do not encourage it or perhaps because it is difficult to combine education classes with 20 hours 
of work-related activities. One option that would allow welfare recipients to fulfill work re-
quirements while upgrading their skills would be to develop programs that integrate English as 
a Second Language (ESL) or basic education instruction into occupational training courses. An-
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other option would be for education providers to create partnerships with employers to allow 
release time for lower-paid employees to attend English language or other classes during the 
workweek. Even though employers would incur some costs in terms of lost staff time, this 
could bring returns in the forms of a higher-skilled workforce and reduced employee turnover. 

• Food stamps, Medicaid, and the Earned Income Credit (EIC) played an 
important role in supporting the incomes of former welfare recipients 
and helping them to stay employed. Greater emphasis could be placed 
on advertising these benefits.  

The service sector economy is characterized by low wages and benefits — a fact that is 
unlikely to change anytime soon. Many of the women in the Urban Change survey and ethno-
graphic samples indicated that they would not have been able to make it without the help they 
received from food stamps and Medicaid. In addition, some women said that they used the EIC 
(which they usually received as a lump sum) to pay off bills or make large purchases that en-
hanced their employability, such as buying or fixing an automobile. The survey suggests that 
more families were eligible for these benefits than received them. DCF and welfare-to-work 
staff — together with local foundations, advocacy groups, and community organizations — 
might consider ways to step up efforts to inform low-income families about the supports that are 
available. It helps when such information is communicated consistently, frequently, and in mul-
tiple locations. In Cuyahoga, for instance, the county welfare department developed colorful, 
easy-to-read brochures on the panoply of nonwelfare benefits available to working families: 
food stamps, children’s health insurance, child care assistance, home heating assistance, and the 
EIC. The brochures are available in welfare offices and are handed out in public schools, gov-
ernment offices, and community-based organizations. In Miami-Dade, a similar campaign could 
increase take-up among low-income families and could clear up misconceptions, such as the 
mistaken view — voiced by some ethnographic sample members — that Medicaid benefits are 
subject to sanctions and time limits.  

• Miami-Dade’s exceptionally high rate of sanctioning in its welfare-to-
work program was as much a sign of administrative failure as program 
toughness.  

Many policymakers believe that welfare recipients who do not comply with work re-
quirements should face significant consequences. Nevertheless, when more clients are undergo-
ing sanctions than are participating in program activities — as was true in Miami-Dade — 
something is out of balance. The unevenness of sanctioning rates over time also suggests that 
the program failed to deliver a consistent message about attendance and that clients’ participa-
tion was not regularly monitored. Moreover, the fact that so many clients did not attend their 
assigned activities suggests that the program did not deliver services that they found valuable — 
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an impression that was reinforced by MDRC’s visits to welfare-to-work offices and interviews 
with Urban Change survey and ethnographic sample members. Unusually high sanctioning 
should trigger scrutiny of the program by government officials and, if necessary, corrective ad-
ministrative action.  

• The managerial problems in Miami-Dade’s welfare-to-work program un-
derscore the limits of devolution and the need for independent oversight. 

When Florida and Miami-Dade officials began implementing TANF, one of their early 
decisions was to remove the welfare-to-work program from the welfare agency and to put it in 
the hands of local coalitions. Unfortunately, Miami-Dade’s coalition did not have the capacity 
to manage the program effectively. The state legislature’s decision in 2000 to abolish the coali-
tion and transfer authority to the Workforce Investment Act system was intended to address this 
problem. An obvious but important lesson from Miami’s experience is that successful devolu-
tion requires sufficient infrastructure, staffing, and commitment at the local level. It also points 
to the need for careful monitoring from the outside. State auditors eventually played this role in 
Miami, but welfare recipients used up months toward their time limits while welfare-to-work 
services were in disarray. 

• The Urban Change study suggests that legislative proposals to increase 
welfare-to-work participation rates above 50 percent may not be realis-
tic. Moreover, some of the data that states use to calculate participation 
rates may not be reliable. 

The 1996 federal law set participation targets that were much higher than in the past, 
but it also gave states credit for reducing welfare caseloads. Some federal lawmakers have re-
cently expressed support for revisions that would raise participation requirements and eliminate 
the caseload reduction credit. Miami-Dade’s participation data were unreliable, owing to prob-
lems in the management information system (MIS) and contractor turnover, but Cuyahoga’s 
and Philadelphia’s data provide some insight into participation levels that may be achieved by 
urban welfare departments. Cuyahoga achieved a participation rate of 49 percent in fiscal year 
1999/2000; similarly, Philadelphia attained a top participation rate of 47 percent in fiscal year 
1997/98. (Note that these figures include clients who were working as well as those who were 
attending traditional program activities.) Though some policymakers question why all welfare 
recipients cannot be engaged in work activities, MDRC’s research suggests that the participa-
tion rate will never approach 100 percent because of the constant opening and closing of cases, 
the time lapse involved in assigning clients to activities and monitoring their attendance, and the 
personal and situational problems that many welfare recipients face (including illness and child 
care problems). MDRC’s research also suggests that states and counties that report unusually 
high levels of participation often do not stand up to scrutiny. They may be counting assignments 
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to activities rather than actual attendance, for example, or may be double-counting welfare re-
cipients who attend more than one activity. Greater investment in and monitoring of MIS data 
may be needed at the federal, state, and local levels if policymakers want to have confidence in 
the accuracy of the data.  

• Simpler welfare policies may help welfare staff send clearer messages to 
clients and strengthen program implementation. 

Relative to the other states in the Urban Change study, Florida’s welfare reform law 
was complex. Not only did it feature work requirements and time limits, but it also included 
provisions designed to ease the transition to work, influence parenting behavior, and divert ap-
plicants from going on cash assistance. Even the state’s time-limit policy was unusually compli-
cated, in that it set different time limits for cases with various characteristics. Welfare staff in 
Miami-Dade did an admirable job of trying to communicate the rules, and clients’ understand-
ing of several key policy provisions appeared to improve over time. Compared with similar 
groups of respondents in Cuyahoga and Philadelphia, however, the women in Miami were gen-
erally less certain about the amount of time that they could receive cash assistance, the existence 
of the earned income disregard, or that transitional benefits were available. As one welfare ad-
ministrator pointed out, every new “message” dilutes the effectiveness of the last one. Florida’s 
policymakers might consider simplifying some aspects of the welfare law or, at the least, might 
refrain from adding new layers on top of an already complicated law. 

• Conditions in Miami-Dade’s poorest neighborhoods improved overall 
during the 1990s, but many neighborhoods remain highly distressed. 
Revitalizing these communities will likely require the involvement of 
other public and private sector partners. 

On a number of social and economic indicators, Miami-Dade’s poorest neighborhoods 
improved during the 1990s. Nevertheless, many welfare recipients continue to live in distressed 
conditions. Addressing such inequalities may require a two-pronged approach: on the one hand, 
promoting development in poor neighborhoods and, on the other hand, rigorously enforcing 
existing antidiscrimination and fair labor laws to ensure that everyone has equal access to em-
ployment, housing, education, and other opportunities. Such enforcement is particularly impor-
tant in places like Miami, where large numbers of immigrants may be intimidated into accepting 
substandard work or housing out of economic need, lack of knowledge, or fear of deportation.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), 
passed by Congress and signed into law by President Clinton in 1996, revolutionized social wel-
fare policy and fostered profound changes in the ways that government agencies address the 
needs of the poor. PRWORA abolished welfare “as we knew it” and created a time-limited cash 
assistance program called Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). The legislation 
also established strict work requirements for TANF recipients, eliminated federal funding for 
certain groups of legal immigrants, and transferred the administrative authority for welfare pro-
grams from the federal government to the states. In turn, many states have “devolved” much of 
the responsibility for welfare to local governments and other entities.  

The anticipation that welfare reform might face particular challenges in urban areas — 
where poverty and welfare receipt are most concentrated — prompted MDRC to launch the 
Project on Devolution and Urban Change (Urban Change, for short). Begun in 1997, the project 
uses multiple research methods and perspectives to examine the implementation and effects of 
this landmark legislation in big cities. It has sought answers to four major sets of questions: 

• How would welfare agencies respond to the new law? What “messages” and 
services would they put in place? How would they implement time limits? 

• What would be the effects of TANF on welfare caseloads? How would it al-
ter patterns of welfare receipt and employment? 

• How would low-income families adapt to time limits and other dimensions 
of welfare reform? What would be their experiences in the labor market? 
Would they be better or worse off economically?  

• How would welfare reform affect social conditions in big cities? In particu-
lar, would conditions in poor neighborhoods improve or worsen? 

Miami-Dade County is one of four metropolitan areas included in this multifaceted study.1 

The Miami-Dade study took place within a specific place and time and, in some ways, 
represents both the best of times and the most challenging of places for welfare reform. On the 
one hand, the study period of 1992 through 2000 was a time of prolonged economic expansion 

                                                   
1Final reports on Cleveland (Brock et al., 2002) and Philadelphia (Michalopoulos et al., 2003) have been 

published, and a report on Los Angeles is forthcoming. 
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and unprecedented decline in unemployment, both nationally and locally. Moreover, in the lat-
ter 1990s, an influx of TANF funds allowed for massive expansion of employment training and 
related services. Thus, the study captures the most promising context for welfare reform imple-
mentation — one of high labor demand and full funding of programs to support families in the 
process of moving from welfare to work. On the other hand, the study focuses on populations 
who are most vulnerable and places that face significant difficulties in moving families from 
welfare to work before they exhaust their time limits. In Miami-Dade County, the study exam-
ines people and conditions in the poorest neighborhoods, where the most severe barriers to suc-
cessful implementation of welfare reform might be found.  

The Policy Context 
This nation has been reforming welfare for almost as long as there has been a welfare 

program. The fundamental struggle has been how to find ways to ensure that children’s basic 
needs are covered without encouraging dependence on public benefits. PRWORA can be 
viewed as a radical “fix” for problems that previous reforms, like the 1988 Family Support Act, 
failed to bring under control. Perhaps the greatest concern was the sharp rise in caseloads that 
occurred in the early 1990s, although this trend had already started downward by the time 
PRWORA was passed (Figure 1.1).2 

PRWORA ended the 60-year-old Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) 
program, under which the federal government had helped support poor families. In its place, it 
established Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), whose very name expresses the 
intention that welfare assistance be considered temporary. The legislation places a five-year 
lifetime limit on federally assisted cash benefits for most families — both adults and their de-
pendent children — and it authorizes states to impose shorter time limits if they choose.3 While 
a state may grant exemptions from the federal time limit, the number of exempted families may 
not exceed 20 percent of the state’s average monthly caseload.  

Under AFDC, states received open-ended federal funding for benefit payments, at 
“matching” rates that were inversely related to the states’ per capita income. States were re-
quired to pay a percentage of benefit costs (ranging from 22 percent to 50 percent in 1996) as 
well as 50 percent of administrative costs. Federal funding for AFDC came with many strings 
attached. Uniform federal regulations determined, for example, who was eligible for assistance, 
how income and resources were to be treated, what basic services and activities would be avail- 

                                                   
2The remainder of this section is adapted from Quint et al., 1999. 
3The five-year federal time limit for recipients started on the date that a state implemented its block grant 

program. The time limit is not retroactive. 
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able to welfare-to-work program participants, and which families qualified for assistance under 
the AFDC-Unemployed Parent (AFDC-UP) program. States could deviate from the regulations 
only if they received special waivers. In the years immediately preceding the passage of 
PRWORA, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) granted waivers to 43 
states so that they could experiment with new policies and programs for welfare recipients.  

PRWORA consolidated and dramatically extended the decision-making power that the 
federal government had given to states under AFDC waivers. And many of the policies imple-
mented under PRWORA — including time limits — had previously been implemented under 
state welfare waiver experiments. States generally implemented changes in a limited number of 

Figure 1.1

National AFDC/TANF Caseload Trends (Number of Families), 1985-2001

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and 
Families, 2002.
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areas under their waivers, but PRWORA empowered them to implement much bigger reforms 
and to change everything at once. 

Under the funding provisions established by PRWORA, states are entitled to receive 
federal block grants in a lump-sum amount in federal fiscal years 1997 through 2002. The 
amount of block grant funding that each state is eligible to receive depends on the state’s pre-
TANF spending for AFDC benefits and administration, for the Job Opportunities and Basic 
Skills Training (JOBS) program, and for Emergency Assistance. Because the block grants are 
tied to past spending levels — and because welfare caseloads have declined so sharply — most 
states have experienced a substantial windfall; that is, states have gotten much more funding per 
recipient under the block grants than they would have received under the AFDC system. 
PRWORA’s maintenance-of-effort provisions require the states to maintain spending of at least 
80 percent of their former spending level (or 75 percent, if the state meets the federal work par-
ticipation rates, discussed below).  

Together, the federal block grants and the state maintenance-of-effort funds, combined 
with falling caseloads, meant that most states had unprecedented amounts of money to spend on 
behalf of poor people — and unprecedented freedom in deciding how to spend it. Thus, states 
could determine how to allocate their TANF block grants between cash benefits and services. 
Within broad federal parameters, they were free to set eligibility standards and work program 
requirements.4 They could also determine how much of recipients’ earnings to disregard in cal-
culating benefit amounts; establish diversion programs to keep families from going on aid; insti-
tute “family caps” (that is, eliminate or curtail grant increases for additional children born to 
mothers on welfare); mandate participation in substance abuse treatment; and impose sanctions 
(that is, financial penalties) on recipients who lacked “good cause” for noncompliance. 

Indeed, the federal government’s ability to exercise control over the states was explic-
itly limited to the imposition of financial penalties — reductions in the TANF block grants — 
on states that used their block grants to pay the welfare benefits of families who exceeded their 
time limits, failed to meet work program participation requirements established in PRWORA, 
or otherwise did not abide by regulations. There were few constraints on how states spent their 
maintenance-of-effort funds, apart from the requirement that the funds be spent on a broad 
range of services that were “reasonably calculated” to accomplish the purposes of the block 
grants. Hence, if states chose, they could use maintenance-of-effort funds to pay benefits for 
families who had been on the rolls longer than five years. Two important issues, then, are how 

                                                   
4For example, while federal legislation does not allow states to use TANF funds to support households 

without a minor child, states may set more narrow eligibility criteria. Similarly, while the federal law requires 
work participation of adult recipients whose youngest child is age 1 or older, states may require participation of 
adults whose youngest child is less than 1 year old.  
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PRWORA actually got implemented by states and what the ensuing effects were on the wel-
fare-reliant population. 

The Urban Context of Welfare Reform  
However welfare reform eventually plays out, the fate of recipients living in large ur-

ban areas will be critical in determining the impact of the new devolution policies nationwide. 
In recent decades, poverty and other social problems have become increasingly concentrated 
in central cities.5 If the new approach triggers dramatic changes in public assistance programs, 
it is the residents of large urban areas who will feel the impacts — positive or negative — in 
greatest numbers. 

One of the key challenges that big cities and counties face is the concentration of pov-
erty and welfare receipt within their borders. This disparity has been exacerbated over the last 
several years as urban county caseloads have fallen more slowly than the nation’s caseload as a 
whole. A recent study of large cities and urban counties found that although the 89 urban coun-
ties that were studied accounted for 32.6 percent of the U.S. population, their share of the na-
tional welfare population went from 47.5 percent in 1994 to 58.1 percent in 1999.6 During the 
same period, the caseload decline in the urban counties was 10 percentage points lower than in 
the nation as a whole. This means that, over time, increased proportions of these states’ welfare 
populations have become concentrated in the states’ biggest cities — a fact that tends to 
broaden the political divide between state legislators from the big cities and those from subur-
ban and rural areas. Miami-Dade County is no exception to this trend. With only 14 percent of 
Florida’s population, its disproportionate share of the welfare caseload went from approxi-
mately 20 percent in 1993 to almost 31 percent in 2000.  

In terms of recipients’ characteristics, environmental conditions, TANF policies, and 
program implementation, the big cities are disadvantaged on several counts. The personal char-
acteristics of poor people living in the cities suggest that many of them will face difficulties. 
Immigrants — whose access to benefits has been curtailed under PRWORA — are much more 
likely to live in big cities than in rural areas. Long-term welfare recipients are also dispropor-
tionately concentrated in big cities. These are the recipients who have had the least success in 
securing employment or otherwise getting off welfare, and they are the most likely to be af-
fected by PRWORA’s participation requirements and time limits.  

Even in the healthy U.S. economy of the late 1990s, the majority of job growth oc-
curred in the suburbs rather than in the central cities, and cities suffered from higher rates of 

                                                   
5Jargowsky, 1997.  
6Allen and Kirby, 2000. 



 -6-

unemployment than their surrounding areas. In particular, in many urban areas, employment 
prospects for workers with little education either declined sharply or failed to keep pace with 
employment for better-educated workers.7 One study has broken down unemployment rates in 
20 cities by gender, race, age, and education level.8 The findings suggest that unemployment 
has been especially high for the populations who are most likely to turn to welfare and to be 
affected by welfare reform. Thus, between 1994 and 1996, more than one-fifth of African-
American women with less than a high school diploma were unemployed, and more than one-
third were underemployed (a category that includes those working part time who want to work 
full time; those who want to work but are discouraged by their inability to find jobs; and those 
who are neither working nor seeking employment but who want to work and have looked for a 
job in the prior 12 months).  

Increasing employment and reducing welfare receipt among inner-city residents may 
therefore depend in large part on their securing access to more plentiful jobs in the suburbs. 
Problematically, though, the kinds of job openings for which welfare recipients are qualified in 
suburban locations present formidable barriers related to space and race. For example, recent 
employer surveys in Chicago, Cleveland, Los Angeles, and Milwaukee found that the majority 
of job openings for which welfare recipients were qualified were in suburban firms that had lit-
tle experience in employing African-American workers and were located far from public transit 
stops.9 In these surveys, even though most job openings were in the suburbs, most of the re-
cently hired welfare recipients were working for inner-city, not suburban, employers. Thus, ob-
taining the more plentiful suburban jobs requires that adequate public transit systems (or trans-
portation assistance) be in place and that the agencies that are charged with helping recipients 
find employment keep them informed about job opportunities in suburban areas and help them 
to overcome racial discrimination. This kind of help may be especially important for inner-city 
welfare recipients, whose social networks are less likely to include stably employed neighbors 
who can act as informal sources of job referrals.10 

Big-city welfare agencies often face particular implementation challenges related to the 
size of their caseloads, constraints imposed by union or civil service rules, and aging physical 
plants. It is especially notable that in implementing their pre-TANF waiver plans, some states 
exempted large urban areas from coverage, “effectively excluding them from the early innova-
tion that took place in other parts of the state.”11 Rightly or wrongly, big-city welfare depart-
ments are often perceived as bureaucratic institutions that are resistant to change.  

                                                   
7Kasarda, 1993. 
8Bernstein, 1997. 
9Holzer, 1999; Holzer and Stoll, 2000. 
10Wilson, 1996. 
11Allen and Kirby, 2000, p. 16.  
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Thus, understanding how welfare reform unfolds in the big cities is crucial to under-
standing the future of poor families in this country. At the same time, however, metropolitan 
America is not monolithic. Indeed, recent studies have shown that the opportunities and barriers 
for welfare recipients vary markedly depending on local labor markets,12 transportation routes,13 
and demographic characteristics of the population and housing.14 Moreover, devolution of pro-
gram decisions to the local level means that important differences in implementation need to be 
studied and taken into account. Studies such as Urban Change that are specific to place can be 
sensitive to the particular timing or steps in the policy implementation process, since these are 
apt to differ across locales — even within the same state. This report on Miami-Dade County 
and reports on the other Urban Change counties provide a view of how local decisions and the 
urban context have affected the implementation and results of welfare reform.  

Economic and Social Trends in the Miami Metropolitan Area 
As the largest urban area in Florida, Miami-Dade County has the most of nearly every-

thing in the state. It has not only the most people but also the most immigrants, the most His-
panics, and the most jobs, along with the most unemployed and the most people on welfare. It 
has America’s most successful Hispanic community while it retains a legacy of legal racism in 
formerly officially segregated neighborhoods and African-Americans’15 relative lack of eco-
nomic and political power. Employment in the county is skewed toward low wages,16 and pov-
erty is significantly higher than the state or national averages. 

Miami-Dade County was the first significant growth center in the State of Florida. The 
City of Miami was founded just over a century ago, prompted by the establishment of rail links 
to the Northeast. Miami’s greatest asset has always been its semitropical location. In the begin-
ning, it was the source of fruits and winter vegetables. Later, the winter warmth and beaches 
attracted tourists, retirees, and others. 

The railroad link was built primarily by blacks who migrated to Miami from northern 
Florida and southern Georgia to join a small, already-established community of blacks from the 

                                                   
12Holzer and Danziger, 2001. 
13Holzer and Stoll, 2000. 
14Coulton, Leete, and Bania, 1999. 
15The term “African-American” in referring to those who are black is contentious in Miami. Many who 

are classified under this term in Miami are first- or second-generation immigrants from the Caribbean, who 
usually prefer to emphasize their national origin, such as Jamaica or Haiti. They generally accept being called 
black but still want to distinguish themselves from African-Americans. In this report, however, to maintain 
consistency with other MDRC reports, “African-American” refers both to blacks born in the United States and 
to those who were born in the Caribbean or are of Caribbean descent. 

16Nissen, 1998, 2002. 
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Bahamas. From the 1920s forward, migrants have poured into the county. Through 1960, they 
came primarily from the Northeast and Midwest, with a few added from eastern Canada. Since 
1960, they have come from the Caribbean and Latin America. To outsiders, the local black 
population frequently seems to be all alike. But residents are well aware of the different national 
origins and subcommunities that often struggle with each other as much as with the more pow-
erful Hispanic and non-Hispanic white communities.  

The flows of migrants have created a constantly changing demographic profile. Hun-
dreds of thousands of Cuban refugees migrated to South Florida from the early 1960s on. Ever 
since, Miami has had the largest concentration of Cuban immigrants in the United States. In 
response, non-Hispanic whites began leaving the county in the mid-1960s. In the 1980s, in-
creasing numbers of immigrants from Central and South America and the Caribbean joined the 
Cuban immigration stream to Miami. By the 1980s, the continually increasing Hispanic popula-
tion outnumbered non-Hispanic whites. In the 1990s, Hispanics achieved an absolute majority 
in the county; by 2000, they constituted over 57 percent of its population (Table 1.1). Miami-
Dade County has the highest proportion of Hispanics of any urban region in the United States. 
Similarly, in 2000, it had the highest proportion of foreign-born residents, with just over 50 per-
cent of its population having been born outside the United States (Table 1.1) and another 25 
percent who were born in the country but whose parents were born abroad. Of residents who 
were born abroad, over 90 percent came from Latin America and the Caribbean. 

The black population in the county has increased relatively slowly, growing from 15.0 
percent in 1970 to 20.3 percent in 2000 (Table 1.1).17 The composition of the black population, 
however, has changed as it increasingly included those with roots in the Caribbean, particularly 
immigrants from Haiti, Jamaica, and the Bahamas. From 1980 onward, the growth in the black 
population was attributable to immigration, and there was some evidence that U.S.-born Afri-
can-Americans were beginning to leave the county, as white Americans had done earlier. In 
2000, Miami-Dade’s foreign-born black population stood at 28.5 percent, with most coming 
from Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and Jamaica.18 By 2000, South Florida had bypassed the 
New York area to attain the highest U.S. concentrations of Haitians and other West Indians.  

As in other U.S. Sunbelt cities, Miami’s population growth has burgeoned in the sub-
urbs rather than in the central city. As reflected in Table 1.1, the City of Miami’s population has 
increased minimally, whereas the county and the broader urban area (the consolidated metro-
politan statistical area, or CMSA) continue to grow rapidly, fueled almost entirely by immigra-
tion from Latin America and the Caribbean. This area includes Hialeah, the second-largest mu-
nicipality in the county. Hialeah has a high concentration of working-class Hispanics and is one  

                                                   
17Dunn, 1997. 
18U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 2000f . 
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Trend 1970 1980 1990 2000

Population
CMSA 1,887,892 2,643,981 3,192,582 3,876,380
Miami-Dade County 1,267,792 1,625,781 1,937,094 2,253,362
Miami City 334,859 346,865 358,548 362,470
Hialeah City 102,297 145,254 188,004 226,419

Percentage of CMSA population in
central city (%) 17.7 13.1 11.2 9.4

Poverty rate (%)
CMSA 12.9 12.2 14.6 15.0
Miami-Dade County 14.0 14.8 17.6 17.6
Miami City 20.4 24.1 30.6 27.7
Hialeah City 8.5 13.1 18.0 18.3

Percentage who are African-American (%)a

CMSA 14.1 14.9 18.5 20.4
Miami-Dade County 15.0 17.3 20.6 20.3
Miami City 22.7 25.1 27.3 22.3
Hialeah City 1.1 1.6 2.0 2.4

Percentage who are Hispanic (%)
CMSA 16.7 23.5 33.1 40.3
Miami-Dade County 23.6 35.7 49.0 57.3
Miami City 45.4 56.0 62.3 65.8
Hialeah City 44.4 74.3 87.6 90.3

Percentage who are foreign born (%)
CMSA 18.9 26.1 33.6 40.2
Miami-Dade County 24.2 35.6 45.1 50.9
Miami City 41.9 53.7 59.7 59.5
Hialeah City 36.0 61.9 70.4 72.1

Total employment
CMSA 741,867 1,083,779 1,507,489 1,683,041
Miami-Dade County 513,164 678,468 907,265 922,717
Miami City 149,435 138,111 151,605 130,136
Hialeah City 47,222 64,290 89,807 82,277

Percentage employed in manufacturing (%)
CMSA 13.9 14.6 10.6 6.9
Miami-Dade County 14.8 15.7 11.3 7.0
Miami City 19.9 21.5 14.4 7.4
Hialeah City 28.7 37.5 27.3 17.4

(continued)

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change  

Table 1.1

Demographic and Economic Trends, Miami Metropolitan Area



 -10-

 

of the communities that receives special focus in this study. Unlike cities in the Northeast but 
like other Sunbelt cities, Miami-Dade’s residential development is dispersed, with most housing 
being single- or two-story. It has relatively few blighted areas that are burned out or abandoned. 

Immigration has fundamentally altered the economic focus of the Miami-Dade area. 
Before 1960, the county looked northward for tourism and retirees, but its economic base 
gradually shifted southward. While tourism remains important, the region’s most significant 
economic activity now — apart from providing services to local residents — is as a hub for 
goods and services going between the United States and Latin America (including the Carib-
bean) and, increasingly, between Latin America and Europe. The county still entertains more 
than 4 million international visitors a year, but it also hosts more than 300 multinational compa-
nies that have opened world, regional, and Latin American sales, service, administrative, re-
search, training, and manufacturing facilities. Over 70 percent of the region’s trade is with Latin 
America and the Caribbean. The Miami Free Zone is the largest privately operated trade zone in 
the world.19 Greater Miami is also the printing and publishing hub for the Americas, with a 
thriving industry in English-language and Spanish-language publications.20 The primary eco-
nomic focus is services, a sector that can offer entry-level opportunities to recent immigrants but 
that also tends to offer low wages and requires bilingual skills for advancement. 

                                                   
19The Miami Free Zone was founded in 1979, coming out of a 1976 initiative of the Greater Miami 

Chamber of Commerce. The Miami Free Zone, which is in the suburbs west of the airport and downtown Mi-
ami, is privately owned and operates under a license from the U.S. Department of Commerce to provide inter-
national companies with a facility that acts, for U.S. customs purposes, as if it were outside the United States 
(see http://www.miamizone.com/home.html). The person behind its creation was an immigrant from Colom-
bia. In the 1990s, local government leaders attempted to establish a second free trade zone in a distressed 
neighborhood near downtown Miami. The second zone was to be not-for-profit, operated by a community 
development agency, and backed by a $5.5 million loan from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban De-
velopment. The Miami Free Zone, however — supported by significant local business leaders — resisted the 
establishment of a second zone, and the project eventually closed.  

20South Florida Regional Planning Council, 2002a. 

Table 1.1 (continued)

SOURCES: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Census of Population and 
Housing, 1970, 1980, 1990, 2000.

NOTES: In the case of  Miami, the CMSA (consolidated metropolitan statistical area) includes 
two counties, Miami-Dade and Broward. 
        aThe term "African-American" was used only in the 2000 Census.  The 1980 and 1990 
Census used the category "Black," and the 1970 Census used the category "Negro."
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Not surprisingly, English is not the dominant language in the area. Fewer than one-third 
(32.1 percent) of the county’s residents speak only English at home, while nearly twice as many 
(59.2 percent) speak Spanish at home.21 Language issues constantly evoke tension. Miami gave 
birth to the national English-Only Movement in 1980, with a countywide referendum opposing 
bilingualism.22 Many English-only speakers claim that Spanish is required to get a job in Miami 
or even to conduct day-to-day affairs. Indeed, there are large sections of Miami where one hears 
far more Spanish than English. Spanish is not spoken just among unskilled workers, however, 
as it is primarily in the Southwest. Supervisors, managers, business owners, bankers, lawyers, 
doctors, and college presidents all speak Spanish. While Miami has over 10 percent of the His-
panic businesses in the United States, it has only 3.7 percent of the country’s Hispanic popula-
tion. Los Angeles County has many more Hispanic residents but only slightly more Hispanic 
businesses.23 In contrast, Miami-Dade County has only 16,918 black-owned businesses, which 
represent barely 2 percent of the national total.24 

Speaking Spanish is undoubtedly helpful in Miami, both in day-to-day interactions and in 
the job market. Nevertheless, Spanish speakers find that it is difficult to get a job — especially one 
that pays more than the minimum wage — without speaking English. Spanish helps, especially 
for entry-level jobs in the service and retail sectors and in the local garment industry. Being flu-
ently bilingual in Spanish and English, however, yields far wider employment opportunities. Un-
fortunately, few recent Hispanic immigrants or African-Americans are truly bilingual. 

Haitian Creole is also widely spoken in Miami. County government and Miami-Dade 
Public Schools publish materials in English, Spanish, and Haitian Creole. At the Miami airport, 
too, security messages on television monitors are displayed in all three languages. Yet while 
Haitian Creole is prominent in Little Haiti — the primary Haitian immigrant neighborhood — 
speaking it is not generally an advantage in Miami-Dade’s labor market. 

The political and economic dominance of Hispanics, and particularly of Cubans, is 
commonly perceived as having come at the expense of blacks. Hispanics do own 10 times as 
many locally based businesses as blacks, and many of those Hispanic businesses are prominent 
(whereas few residents can name a locally prominent black-owned business). Most high-profile 
local politicians are also Hispanic, although blacks do have approximately proportionate repre-
sentation in congressional and state legislative delegations, on county and city commissions, 

                                                   
21U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 2000a. 
22Castro, Haun, and Roca, 1990; Tarver, 1989; Tatalovich, 1995. 
23Because of its larger population base, Los Angeles has a smaller proportion of Hispanics than Miami but 

a larger absolute number. 
24U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 2001a. 
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and on the county school board. Nevertheless, the perception that Hispanics have leaped over 
blacks on their way to success causes considerable tension.25 

The dramatic growth in Hispanic economic and political power is at least partly attrib-
utable to the class composition of Hispanics who settle in the area. The first Cubans dispropor-
tionately tended to be the economic and political elite who were most threatened by Fidel Cas-
tro’s revolution in their home country. They brought with them business skills and expertise. 
Many already had business ties to the United States. Moreover, the U.S. government created a 
Cuban refugee program that gave more benefits to Cubans per capita than to any other immi-
grant or ethnic group in the history of the country.26 Particularly targeted were business people 
and professionals who needed to retool their skills for the U.S. economy. Not only were many 
of these Cuban refugees soon running successful businesses, but they also reoriented Miami 
toward Latin America and soon attracted other business people and professionals from other 
Latin American countries. When their own societies became less stable, they came and continue 
to come to Miami — to shop, establish second homes, invest, and settle.  

Not all Hispanics in Miami, however, come with business or professional expertise and 
skills. The socioeconomic background of all immigrant flows broadens with time. By the 1980s, 
the flow of Cuban immigrants into Miami had broadened. In 1980 alone, over 125,000 Cubans 
came to Miami from the Port of Mariel; they were primarily working class.27 In the late 1980s, 
Nicaraguans fleeing civil war poured into Miami. This flow contained both business and profes-
sional elites and working-class immigrants.28 At the same time, Miami became a focal point for 
other Latin American immigrants from a broad base of sending countries (including Puerto 
Rico, although Puerto Ricans are not technically immigrants, since they are U.S. citizens). 

The result is a diverse Hispanic population. Cubans are still the largest group, making 
up just over 50 percent of the Hispanic population in Miami, but Nicaraguans and Colombians 
each make up 10 percent to 15 percent, and the rest of the Hispanic population is divided among 
all the other Latin American and Hispanic Caribbean nations.29 Miami’s Hispanics are also very 
diverse in terms of socioeconomic characteristics. While over 8 percent of Hispanic families 
had incomes of $100,000 or more in 1999, another 18 percent had incomes below the poverty 
level.30 In other words, although the dominant image of Hispanics in Miami is one of success, 
being poor and Hispanic is more common in Miami. Table 1.1 reveals that the poverty rate in 
the area has been increasing and that it is especially high in the city. In fact, the City of Miami 
                                                   

25Portes and Stepick, 1993. 
26Pedraza-Bailey, 1985; Stepick and Grenier, 1993. 
27Portes and Clark, 1987; Portes and Stepick, 1985; Skop, 2001. 
28Konczal, 2001; Rodríguez, 1999. 
29U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 2000e.  
30U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 2000b. 
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has the highest poverty rate of any city in the United States. It contains both the most recent 
immigrants — those who are likely to be monolingual Spanish or Haitian Creole speakers — 
and the poorest concentrations of African-Americans.  

The municipality of Hialeah contains one of the largest concentrations of working-class 
Hispanics in Miami-Dade County or the country. Hialeah was the first significant municipality 
in the county to have a Hispanic majority population and to elect Hispanic representatives. It 
became the site not only of numerous small Hispanic businesses but also of light industry. Dur-
ing the late 1960s and 1970s, many apparel firms that were based in New York City established 
assembly plants in Hialeah. The workers were overwhelmingly Hispanic.31 Although the work 
was generally low-paid, it provided easy entry to Spanish speakers. The industry flourished un-
til the late 1980s, when competition from offshore apparel producers closed many of the local 
firms. As seen in Table 1.1, employment dropped significantly in Hialeah between 1990 and 
2000, and the most dramatic drop was in manufacturing. 

As a city of the South — a region that emphasizes low taxes over services — Miami’s 
growth has not engendered concomitant investment in infrastructure. A growing population 
constantly calls for a better transportation infrastructure, more schools, and the means to pay for 
them. Miami’s public transportation system is typical of post–World War II Sunbelt cities. With 
low-density housing spread over a vast area, mass transit is difficult to realize. The county has a 
single elevated rail line that was initiated 20 years ago and serves only a small fraction of the 
population. County bus service is extensive but unreliable and slow. 

Miami also has some of the lowest-performing schools in Florida. Reading and math 
scores on the statewide standardized tests are dramatically low in poor and immigrant schools. 
As in many urban school districts in the nation, too many of Miami’s students drop out, and 
even many of those who do graduate are functionally illiterate. The worst-performing schools 
almost all are in predominantly black neighborhoods.32 

Miami’s economic focus has exacerbated an employment trend seen in the rest of the 
country — simultaneous growth of high-skill, high-wage jobs and of low-skill, low-wage jobs 
but very little employment growth in the middle. Due to its large tourism industry and its large 
retiree population, Miami-Dade, along with the rest of Florida, has an unusually high number of 
service sector jobs: personal services, private household services, and entertainment and recrea-
tion services. In Miami-Dade, earnings from wages have been lower than the national average 
and have fallen since 1970.33 The State of Florida and Miami-Dade County, in particular, are 
                                                   

31Grenier, Stepick, and LaBorwit. 1994. 
32Stepick and Stepick, 1999. 
33Calculated from U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, unpublished data from the Cur-

rent Population Survey (reported in Nissen, 2000). This calculation includes salaries and professional fees and 
(continued) 
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highly reliant on industries that pay below-average wages. In fact, retail trade with an average 
annual salary of $17,836 pays 38.6 percent below the state’s average rate, and the service sector 
with an average annual salary of $27,980 pays 3.7 percent below the state’s average.34 More-
over, the figure for services is misleading, because the category covers everything from high-
priced employment (such as legal and medical services) to low-priced employment (such as 
housecleaning and yard work).  

Not only do many jobs pay little, but there are not enough of them. Since 1981, Miami-
Dade County’s unemployment rates have always been the highest in South Florida, and they 
have been higher than the state average since 1988 (Figure 1.2). Even during the boom years of 
the 1990s, the county’s unemployment rate never fell below 5.8 percent, and it averaged 7.6 
percent.35 As Table 1.1 reflects, between 1990 and 2000, the number of jobs declined in both 
Hialeah and the City of Miami — the two largest municipalities in the county and the location 
of the ethnographic research for this study. 

Given the low pay and high unemployment, it is not surprising that the percentage of 
families below the poverty level in 1989 was much higher in Miami-Dade County (14 percent) 
than the state average (9 percent). For families with children, the rate was near 20 percent.36 
More than 28 percent of black families were below the poverty line, as were 17 percent of His-
panic families.37 

Occupation and income statistics are also related to ethnic differences. For example, Af-
rican-Americans have lower incomes and higher unemployment rates and are significantly 
overrepresented among lower-paid unskilled laborers than white or Hispanics. Hispanics — 
though generally having a higher unemployment rate than whites — have a much lower unem-
ployment rate than African-Americans.  

In summary, Miami-Dade County is the most thoroughly Hispanic urban area in the 
United States. Many of its Hispanic residents are skilled and are middle class at least, but their 
presence often obscures compatriots who are less skilled, recently arrived, and monolingual in 
Spanish. Knowledge of Spanish is helpful in the job market, but being a monolingual Spanish 

                                                   
is net of taxes. Lower earnings have been compensated by a significantly higher share for dividends, interest, 
and rent in total income in South Florida and the state when compared with the national average. In 1990, more 
than $1 in every $4 of personal income derived from this category, which is based to a significant degree on the 
holdings of the retiree population in the region. 

34Nissen, 2000. 
35South Florida Regional Planning Council, 2002b. 
36The Miami-Dade poverty rate was 19.3 percent for those with children under 18, and it was 21.7 percent 

for those with children under 21. 
37U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 2000c, 2000d. 
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Figure 1.2

Unemployment Rates in Greater Miami and Florida

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2003.

NOTE: In the case of Miami, the CMSA (consolidated metropolitan statistical area) includes Miami-
Dade and Broward Counties.
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speaker is not sufficient for obtaining a job above minimum wage. The region’s economic con-
nections to Latin America and its multitude of Hispanic businesses also make things especially 
difficult for low-skilled, monolingual English speakers — a disproportionate number of whom 
are non-Hispanic blacks. With employment being disproportionately in low-wage services and 
retail occupations, even monolingual Spanish speakers who have few skills face difficulties in 
the job market. Moreover, the education system appears to be failing many, especially in black 
neighborhoods. Finally, the public transit system is typical of post–World War II Sunbelt cities, 
making it difficult for the poor to get to the jobs that are available. 

Immigration has become increasingly important to urban communities throughout the 
United States, and not only in traditional gateway cities like Miami, New York, and Los Ange-
les. Miami is likely to be a harbinger of the changes that immigration portends for other places 
and how it affects not only what the population looks and sounds like but also how the labor 
market operates. Additionally, the workplace and the social environment more generally be-
come infused with tensions and resentment among the U.S.-born — especially the poor and un-
skilled, who see themselves in competition for jobs and benefits.  

Components of the Study 
To provide a comprehensive analysis of the recent welfare policy changes and resulting 

effects, the Urban Change project includes five major components that build on and comple-
ment each other: 

1. An implementation study to describe the policies and programs that each 
county welfare agency put into place and the successes and obstacles that lo-
cal agencies experienced in delivering benefits and services. As noted earlier, 
welfare reform gave state and local governments considerable flexibility in 
how they administer programs. The implementation study involves extensive 
field research in each county, combined with surveys of welfare staff and 
analysis of program participation and expenditure data, to understand how 
local TANF programs operated and evolved — and how such programs were 
perceived by welfare staff and clients. 

2. An analysis of state and county administrative records data to measure the 
effects of welfare reform on welfare receipt, employment, and earnings. The 
study collected records for the universe of food stamp and cash assistance re-
cipients in the study counties between 1992 and 2001. The research method-
ology, known as a “multiple cohort comparison,” involves comparing out-
comes for similar groups of welfare recipients before and after welfare re-
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form went into effect, to see whether the new policies led to significant 
changes in behavior. 

3. A longitudinal survey to gather detailed information on changes over time in 
low-income families’ employment and income, economic hardship, quality 
and stability of living arrangements, marriage and childbearing, health, and 
receipt of services. In each county, a random sample of approximately 1,000 
women between the ages of 18 and 45 who were single parents and who 
lived mostly in high-poverty neighborhoods was drawn from the May 1995 
AFDC and food stamp caseload. These mothers were first interviewed in 
1998 and were interviewed again in 2001. 

4. An ethnographic study to provide an in-depth look over time at the experi-
ences of approximately 30 or 40 low-income families in each county. While 
the longitudinal survey was designed to yield aggregate statistical informa-
tion, the ethnographic study was intended to provide qualitative data on the 
same array of topics. During a series of interviews conducted between 1997 
and 2001, ethnographic respondents were asked to discuss their welfare, em-
ployment, and other life experiences. 

5. A neighborhood indicators study to develop statistical profiles of the coun-
ties as a whole and of low-income neighborhoods within the counties, and to 
determine whether conditions in low-income neighborhoods changed over 
time as a result of welfare reform. The major indicators include employment, 
poverty, residential mobility, births to unmarried women, births to teenagers, 
child maltreatment, infant mortality, access to health care, property values, 
and crime rates. The study has investigated trends in neighborhoods with 
high concentrations of welfare receipt as well as overall city and county 
trends from 1992 through 2001. 

Table 1.2 summarizes the data sources used for this report. The combination of individ-
ual-level and neighborhood-specific data provides a comprehensive and rich description of how 
welfare agencies, low-income families, and poor communities have adapted to welfare reform. 
The longitudinal data offer insights into changes over time — and whether welfare reform may 
have contributed to these changes. 
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Time Period
Data Type Data Source Sample and Coverage

Program 
implementation

Field/observational 
research

Interviews and observations 
conducted in 3 neighborhoods 
and in central administrative 
offices for the county.

Five rounds of field 
research conducted 
between October 
1997 and April 2002.

2

Survey of Public 
Assistance 
Specialists 

Surveyed staffing in 6 offices.  
Eligible staff completing survey: 
79% in 1999 (n = 63) and 89% 
in 2001 (n = 48).a

Staff were surveyed 
twice: in 1999 and 
2001.

2

Survey of welfare-    
to-work staff

Surveyed staffing in 8 offices.  
Eligible staff completing survey: 
85% in 1999 (n = 45), 96% in 
2000 (n = 53), and 76% in 2001 
(n = 38).b

Staff were surveyed 
three times: 1999, 
2000 and 2001.

2

County and state 
administrative 
records: cash 
assistance, food 
stamps, and 
unemployment 
insurance records 

Florida Department 
of Children and 
Families; Florida 
Department of 
Education

The universe of recipients who 
received food stamps or 
AFDC/TANF in Miami between 
January 1992 and December 
2001 (754,672 individuals in 
198,004 cases).

Eligibility and 
payment records for 
the period January 
1992 to December 
2001; unemployment 
insurance records for 
the period January 
1992 to December 
2001.

3

Longitudinal 
surveys

Two waves of in-
person interviews 
with current and 
former welfare 
recipients, 
conducted by the 
Institute for Survey 
Research, Temple 
University

Randomly selected recipients of 
cash assistance or food stamps in 
Miami-Dade County in May 
1995 who were single mothers, 
between the ages of 18 and 45, 
and resided in neighborhoods 
where either the poverty rate 
exceeded 30% or the rate of 
welfare receipt exceeded 20%. 
In Wave 1, 79% of the sample 
completed a survey; in Wave 2, 
81% of Wave 1 respondents 
completed a survey; 793 
respondents completed both 
surveys.

Wave 1 completed 
between March 1998 
and March 1999; 
Wave 2 completed 
between March and 
October  2001.

2, 4, 5

(continued)

Chapter 
Relying on 
Data

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 1.2

Data Used for the Miami Study
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The Organization of This Report  
This report is organized into six chapters, each of which provides a different view of 

how welfare reform was put into effect in Miami-Dade County and what happened subse-
quently or as a result:  

• Chapter 2 focuses on the policy and program changes introduced after wel-
fare reform and the experiences of former and ongoing welfare recipients. 

Time Period
Data Type Data Source Sample and Coverage
Ethnography Four rounds of in-

depth, in-person 
interviews with 
current and former 
welfare recipients.  
Conducted by on-
site researchers 
from Florida 
International 
University

Forty-two women residing in      
two areas varying in ethnic 
composition and poverty: 
Hialeah and Liberty City.

Interviews conducted 
from 1997 to 2001.

2, 4, 5

Aggregate 
neighborhood 
indicators

Social and 
economic indicators 
from administrative 
agency records, 
prepared by the 
Department of 
Children and 
Families

Work and welfare 
participation 
indicators

Census-tract-level annual 
indictors for 1992 to 2000. 

Vital records, tax assessor’s 
property files, child welfare, 
crime, and welfare and wage 
records.

All residential census 
tracts in Miami-Dade 
County.

6

Table 1.2 (continued)

Chapter 
Relying on 
Data

NOTES:  
        aThese offices were Caleb, Hialeah North, Hialeah South, Juanita Mann, North Central, and Northeast.
        bThese offices were Caleb, Hialeah North, Hialeah South, Juanita Mann, North Central, Northeast, 
Perrine, and Quail Roast.
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Drawing on documents, observations, and key informant and client inter-
views, it addresses the question: How has welfare reform been implemented 
in Miami-Dade County? 

• Chapter 3 uses administrative records on welfare participants between 1992 
and 2000 to examine how their patterns of employment and welfare use 
changed over this period. Using a carefully constructed cohort design, the 
chapter addresses the question: Did welfare reform have a measurable effect 
on rates of entering or leaving welfare and becoming employed? 

• Chapter 4 draws on surveys and ethnographic interviews with welfare recipi-
ents who resided in poor neighborhoods and were interviewed at several points 
during the study period. It addresses the question: How did welfare families’ 
employment situations change during welfare reform implementation and what 
barriers did they have to overcome to move from welfare to work? 

• Chapter 5 uses the same survey and ethnographic data as Chapter 4. It fo-
cuses on answering: What were the material and social circumstances of 
welfare families and how did these circumstances change as families moved 
from welfare to work or reached time limits on their benefits? 

• Chapter 6 shifts attention from individuals to the neighborhoods in which 
they live. By comparing trends in the neighborhoods where welfare recipi-
ents reside with trends in the balance of the county, it addresses the question: 
How did conditions in low-income neighborhoods change during the imple-
mentation of welfare reform? 

The study’s overall conclusions and a discussion of policy implications are located in 
the Summary Report at the front of this volume. 
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Chapter 2 

The Implementation of Welfare Reform 
in Miami-Dade County 

As described in Chapter 1, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Recon-
ciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 set the parameters for welfare reform, but it left considerable 
flexibility to state and local governments. For example, cash assistance — covered by the block 
grant Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) — was limited to five years for most 
families, yet states were allowed to set shorter time limits and to determine exemption policies. 
Some aspects of the federal law were also subject to state and local prioritization. For instance, 
TANF was ascribed four purposes: aiding poor families, ending dependence on government 
benefits, preventing out-of-wedlock pregnancies, and encouraging the formation and mainte-
nance of two-parent families. States and localities could emphasize each of these objectives 
equally or could give some objectives more attention than others. 

This chapter examines how welfare reform played out in Miami-Dade County between 
1997 and 2002. Recognizing the role that Florida’s legislature played in shaping welfare reform, 
the chapter begins with an overview of the state’s response to PRWORA. This is followed by a 
two-part discussion of implementation in Miami-Dade, covering (1) the changes that took place 
in the organizations responsible for administering TANF benefits, services, and requirements; 
and (2) the implementation of several key features of the county’s welfare reform program, in-
cluding welfare-to-work services, the earned income disregard and transitional benefits for 
work, time limits, welfare diversion, various provisions designed to influence welfare recipi-
ents’ parenting behaviors, and provisions for noncitizens. The chapter concludes with an analy-
sis of how former and ongoing welfare recipients in the county experienced welfare reform. The 
data sources include five rounds of field research conducted in county welfare offices, surveys 
of welfare and employment services staff, a longitudinal survey of past and current welfare re-
cipients conducted at two points in time, and four rounds of ethnographic interviews with past 
and current welfare recipients.1 It is important to note that welfare policies and programs in Mi-
ami-Dade underwent many changes during the study period and will likely evolve in the future; 
this chapter captures only the five-year period after PRWORA was passed. 

                                                   
1Table 1.2 in Chapter 1 presents the details about each of these data sources. 
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Summary of Findings 
• Florida’s welfare reform program, known as WAGES, introduced a compli-

cated and tough set of rules for welfare recipients, including interim and life-
time limits on cash assistance and strict work requirements that could lead to 
termination of the family’s cash grant if the adult did not comply. As a work 
incentive, the law increased the amount of earnings that welfare recipients 
could have before their grant would be reduced, and it offered transitional 
Medicaid and other benefits to help support employment. The law also intro-
duced provisions to try to divert applicants from going onto welfare, enforce 
child support collections, and influence parenting behavior. Finally, it intro-
duced restrictions on cash assistance, food stamps, and Medicaid for some 
categories of noncitizens.  

• The WAGES program was administered by two separate organizations in 
Miami-Dade County. The Department of Children and Families (DCF) han-
dled welfare eligibility functions, while the WAGES Coalition — and, later, 
the South Florida Training and Employment Council, or TEC — managed 
the welfare-to-work program. During the period of this study, the welfare-to-
work program encountered numerous problems, including rapid turnover at 
the executive level, three major changes in the contractors responsible for 
service delivery, and a poor management information system. These prob-
lems severely compromised the quality of services delivered to clients. By 
comparison, DCF maintained relatively stable operations. Over the course of 
the study, the sharp declines in the number of cases receiving cash assistance 
meant that TANF-related functions occupied an increasingly small percent-
age of DCF staff time.  

• Miami-Dade’s welfare-to-work program mainly emphasized job club and job 
search activities. Some clients were assigned to short-term vocational train-
ing and Community Work Experience Programs; very few were assigned to 
basic education or English as a Second Language programs. Sanctions for 
nonparticipation in assigned activities were strictly enforced. Between 
1996/97 and 1999/2000, the percentage of the “mandatory” population who 
were referred to or receiving a financial sanction in an average month 
climbed from 24 percent to 61 percent — the highest ever observed in 
MDRC studies of welfare-to-work programs. 

• Welfare families began hitting the 24-month interim time limit in the fall of 
1998. Some families were cut off, but those who complied with welfare-to-
work and other rules usually received extensions. During the period of this 
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study, far more families were terminated from welfare because of sanctions 
than because of time limits, though no one had yet reached the 48-month life-
time limit when the study ended.  

• Miami-Dade’s welfare staff had mixed views about whether to encourage 
welfare recipients to combine work and welfare, noting that families who re-
ceived small cash grants while they were employed also used up months to-
ward their lifetime limit. Staff generally made sure, however, that families 
who left welfare for employment received transitional Medicaid and — if 
they kept up their redetermination appointments — maintained food stamp 
benefits. Families could also receive transitional child care and transportation 
assistance through the welfare-to-work program, as long as they maintained 
contact with their case managers. 

• Miami-Dade’s welfare diversion program offered $1,000 to applicants who 
agreed to stay off welfare for three months, but few applicants took advan-
tage of it. The diversion program was procedurally cumbersome — requiring 
applicants to make visits to both the DCF and the welfare-to-work office — 
and, in the opinion of many staff, the diversion program was not sufficiently 
generous to provide a realistic alternative to welfare.  

• The restrictions on benefits to many noncitizens created an initial shock to 
the welfare system, owing to the large size of Miami-Dade’s legal immigrant 
population. Over time, legislators restored benefits to children, elderly, and 
disabled noncitizens, but, with some exceptions — including refugees and 
Cuban or Haitian entrants — working-age adults were required to live in the 
United States for five years to receive TANF, food stamps, and Medicaid. 
Working-age adults who established residency prior to 1996 could receive 
TANF and Medicaid — but not food stamps — without a waiting period. 
DCF and the Department of Immigration and Naturalization (INS) developed 
computer codes to help workers sort through the various eligibility catego-
ries. Despite the complicated rules, welfare staff felt that they were able to 
implement them as policymakers intended. Some staff feared that the restric-
tions made noncitizens afraid to apply for benefits that they might qualify 
for, and some staff also questioned the fairness of tying benefits to date of en-
try into the country and other personal characteristics. 

• A survey of former and ongoing welfare recipients revealed that their knowl-
edge of welfare reform policies improved significantly between 1998 and 
2001. In general, however, survey respondents gave low marks to welfare 
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staff. About half said that they felt pushed to get a job before they felt ready 
or before a good job came along, possibly reflecting the strong work-first 
emphasis of Miami-Dade’s program and the strict sanctioning that was in 
place. Only about one-third of survey respondents felt that staff took the time 
to get to know them or would help them with problems affecting their par-
ticipation in program activities. 

• Many of the 42 women who participated in ethnographic interviews com-
plained about the lack of coordination among caseworkers, about being cy-
cled through job clubs that did not lead to jobs, and about being sanctioned 
when they felt unprepared for it or did not think that they deserved it. Most 
ethnographic sample members who hit time limits received extensions of 
their cash aid, but they worried about what would happen to them when their 
extensions ended. 

Rewriting the Rules: Florida’s Welfare Reform Policies 
Even before the federal welfare reform legislation was passed in 1996, Florida was 

known as a low-grant state with tough work requirements. As early as 1987, Florida launched 
one of the first welfare programs in the nation to require mothers to work if their child were age 
3 or older. Project Independence, as its name suggests, was billed as a work-first program with 
tough participation mandates. But an unexpected economic downturn and a related state budget 
shortfall limited Florida’s capacity to provide the required employment and work support ser-
vices, particularly child care. As a result, Project Independence became largely voluntary. Two-
year earnings impacts for the program’s full sample were only 4 percent higher ($227 higher per 
program group member) than for the control group, although impacts were higher for an early 
cohort of women without preschool-age children.2 

Because Project Independence was viewed as falling short of its objectives, consensus 
for stronger reforms was growing by the early 1990s. The Study Commission on Economic 
Opportunities and Self-Sufficiency — commissioned in 1992 by Governor Lawton Chiles — 
exhorted the legislature to fundamentally restructure the welfare system and change it from an 
income support of last resort to a package of time-limited services aimed at moving clients to-
ward employment and self-reliance. 

The Family Transition Act of 1993 acted on those recommendations, requesting federal 
waivers to launch the first national experimental evaluation of the effects of time limits on wel-
fare receipt. Launched as an demonstration in Escambia County between 1994 and 1999, the 
                                                   

2For MDRC’s final report on Project Independence, see Kemple, Friedlander, and Fellerath (1995). 
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Family Transition Program (FTP) tested many of the elements that would be implemented in 
Florida’s statewide welfare reform, including a time limit, a more generous earned income dis-
regard, mandatory work requirements, and generously funded work support services. Welfare 
savings did not offset these up-front costs, and the program’s impacts were modest. On the one 
hand, FTP seemed to accelerate the transition from welfare to work for the most work-ready 
participants; but on the other hand, by the end of the evaluation period, most of the participants 
in the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) group “caught up” with the program 
group members on measures of employment and income. FTP did substantially reduce long-
term welfare receipt, and although the fraction of FTP participants who reached the time limit 
were struggling after losing their benefits, there is no evidence that they were worse off than 
similar families in the control group. Policymakers in Tallahassee were satisfied that the bene-
fits of time limits outweighed the risks.3 

When PRWORA devolved greater decision-making authority to the states, Florida en-
acted a complicated and unusually tough series of reforms. Work and Gain Economic Self-
Sufficiency (WAGES), as Florida’s newest welfare reform program was called, was enacted in 
May 1996 — three months prior to the federal legislation. WAGES introduced several signifi-
cant program changes, which are summarized in Table 2.1 and described below. 

• Time limits. The 1996 WAGES legislation made welfare time-limited 
throughout Florida for the first time in the state’s history. The policy was 
strict, stipulating a 48-month lifetime limit. It was also complicated, limiting 
spells of welfare receipt to 24 cumulative months in any 60-month period for 
most recipients, and to 36 cumulative months in any 72-month period for 
long-term recipients and applicants under 24 years of age. The time-limit 
“clock” started ticking on October 1, 1996, which meant that the less disad-
vantaged families would hit the two-year time limit as early as October 1998, 
with others hitting the time limit a year later. Families who returned to the 
rolls after the interim time limit would begin reaching their lifetime limit in 
October 2003. 

• Work requirements. The WAGES legislation ratcheted up the requirements 
to participate in job search, training, and other work-related activities. 
Whereas AFDC exempted mothers who had children younger than 3 years 
old, WAGES exempted only those whose children were younger than 6 
months old. The weekly participation requirement in work-related activities 
increased from 20 hours per week to 30 hours per week. 

                                                   
3Bloom et al., 2000. 
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Table 2.1

Changes in Welfare Policies in Florida Since Welfare Reform

Benefit Type Pre-Welfare Reform (1993-1997) Post-Welfare Reform (1997-2001)

Cash assistance (AFDC or TANF)
Maximum grant, family of 3 ($) $303 $303

Time-limit policy none 36 months in a 72-month period for certain
recipients; 24 months in a 60-month period 
for other recipients; 48-month lifetime limita

Diversion policy none Up to $1,000 if applicants demonstrate an
emergency and agree not to apply for

TANF for at least 3 months

Earnings disregard policy $90 work expense plus $30 and 33 percent $200 of income earned in a month plus
of earnings in first four months 50% of the remainder

Income levels at which eligibility ends, family of 3 ($)
First 4 months $575 $787
After 12 months $393 $787

Work requirements
Age of youngest child for "mandatory" recipients 3 years 6 months
Number of hours of work activities

required each week 20 hours 30 hours
Penalty for noncompliance Termination of adult portion of grant Termination of family cash grant

Child support enforcement
Proof of cooperation required prior to opening a grant no yesb

Penalty for noncompliance once grant is in effect Termination of adult portion of grant Termination of family cash grant
Amount of child support collections

"passed through" to recipient ($) $50 $0

(continued)
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Benefit Type Pre-Welfare Reform (1993-1997) Post-Welfare Reform (1997-2001)

Behavioral provisions
Family caps to discourage new births while

on welfare no yesc

Proof of immunization for preschool-aged children no yes
Proof of school attendance for school-aged children no yes

Food stamps
Maximum grant, family of 3 ($) $292-$321d $321-$335d

Income levels at which eligibility ends, family of 3 ($) $1,254-$1,445e $1,445-$1,504e

Penalty for noncompliance with work Noncompliant adult removed from Termination of family benefitsf 

requirement or child support enforcement food stamp grant

Medicaid
Coverage of children in poverty Children under age 6 in households with Children's Medical Services for children under

income at or below 133 percent of federal 19 with income at or below 200 percent of 
poverty level, and children ages 6 through 18 federal poverty level; MediKids for children

in households with income at or below 100 under 5 at 133 to 200 percent of the poverty
percent of federal poverty level level; Florida Healthy Kid for ages 5 to 6 at

133 to 200 percent of the poverty level and for
ages 6 to 18 at 100 to 200 percent

of the poverty level

(continued)

Table 2.1 (continued)
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Table 2.1 (continued)

SOURCES:  Bernard, 1998; Cohen, 1997; Rosenbaum, 1996; Quint et al., 1999; Brock, Nelson, and Reiter, 2002; U.S. House of Representatives, 
1993, 1994, 1998, 2000; State of Florida, Department of Health and Human Services, 2002; site contacts.

NOTES: 
        aRecipients who qualify for the 36-out-of-72-month time limit are custodial parents under age 24 who have not completed high school or have 
no work experience and long-term recipients (defined as those who have received assistance for at least 36 of the last 60 months).
        bPolicy went into effect in January 2001.
        cFor the first child born after the family is on welfare, the grant is increased by 50 percent of the standard allotment per child.  There are no 
subsequent increases in the grant for additional children born after the family is on welfare.
        d$321 was the maximum food stamp allotment for a family of 3 in fiscal year 1998.
        e$1,445 was the income cutoff for food stamps for a family of 3 in fiscal year 1998.
        fThe policy went into effect in October 1998 for noncompliance with work requirements. The policy for noncompliance with child support 
enforcement went into effect in January 2001.

-28-
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• Full-family sanctions. WAGES was a mandatory work-first program, en-
forced with strict, full-family sanctions. Whereas AFDC sanctioned just the 
parent for failure to comply with work requirements, noncompliance with 
WAGES resulted in termination of the entire family’s cash grant. 

• Earnings disregard. To encourage work, WAGES generously expanded the 
amount of earned income that would not be counted in determining a work-
ing recipient’s benefit levels. But because Florida’s grant levels remained 
low ($303 for a family of three), the eligibility cutoff also remained relatively 
low ($787 for a family of three). 

• Family caps. Under WAGES, the first child born after a mother was receiv-
ing welfare would be eligible for only half the regular child payment. Second 
and subsequent children born while the family was on welfare would be in-
eligible for benefits.  

• Child support. WAGES made cooperation with the Florida Child Support 
Enforcement Agency a prerequisite for receiving welfare. In order to be eli-
gible, a family had to register paternity information for all children listed on 
the grant application. Unlike AFDC, which allowed $50 per month of child 
support that was collected from the father to be “passed through” to the fam-
ily, WAGES retained all child support payments until the amount collected 
exceeded the value of the family’s cash grant. 

• Learnfare and child immunization. As a condition of eligibility, WAGES 
required parents to provide proof of their children’s immunization and school 
attendance and to participate in regular conferences with the children’s 
teachers regarding school performance. 

• Welfare diversion policy. WAGES established a number of policies to dis-
suade applicants from coming onto the rolls. The general “up-front” diver-
sion policy offered a one-time, lump-sum payment of $1,000 to women who 
met welfare eligibility criteria and could demonstrate an emergency but 
agreed not to receive cash assistance for three months. The state offered simi-
lar programs targeted to women in need of assistance for relocation, domestic 
violence, family preservation, teenage pregnancy, substance abuse, or mental 
illness.  

• Eligibility of noncitizens. When PRWORA was first enacted, noncitizens 
became ineligible for food stamps and Medicaid regardless of age, physical 
ability, income, or date of arrival in the United States. With a few categorical 
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exceptions,4 noncitizens arriving since August 1996 were also made ineligi-
ble for TANF. Ultimately, Congress ended up restoring food stamps and 
Medicaid to most groups, but working-age adults who arrived since 
PRWORA was enacted are required to establish that they have lived in the 
United States for five years, in order to be eligible for TANF, food stamps, or 
Medicaid. 

In short, as the federal PRWORA legislation of 1996 devolved welfare policymaking to 
the states, Florida had already embarked on an ambitious, complicated, and relatively strict set 
of reforms. In the words of a top state welfare administrator: “We’re not moving things a notch 
or two on the dial. These are major changes, but nobody is satisfied with the status quo. Not the 
people that get welfare, not the people that administer it and certainly not the taxpayers who pay 
for it.”5 Taken together, the time limits, work requirements, and full-family sanctions trans-
formed Florida’s welfare system from an income entitlement to a relatively short-term, em-
ployment-focused program, with strict participation requirements and severe penalties. Family 
caps, child support, learnfare, and child immunization policies put parents on notice that eligi-
bility workers would be monitoring these aspects of their parenting. The increased earnings dis-
regard and diversion policies offered some financial incentives for recipients to leave or avoid 
welfare entirely. New eligibility restrictions withheld benefits from working-age noncitizens. 

After WAGES was passed, food stamps became increasingly important to low-income 
families, both because this benefit was not subject to time limits and because it was inflation-
adjusted. (Florida’s cash grant, by contrast, remained fixed at 1992 levels.) However, to rein-
force the new WAGES work participation requirements, adults who failed to comply would 
have their portion of the food stamp benefit closed. (After October 1998, children on the case 
also lost their food stamp benefits.) As mentioned above, under PRWORA, working-age non-
citizens who did not meet exceptions were no longer eligible for food stamps, regardless of in-
come or arrival date. 

While eligibility criteria became more stringent for welfare and food stamps, access to 
health care and health insurance was expanded in Miami-Dade County after welfare reform. 
The county provides health care to low-income residents through Jackson Memorial Hospital. 
This relatively universal health care coverage is funded by a half-penny county sales tax enacted 
in 1991. The federal passage of the State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP) in 1998 
                                                   

4Cuban or Haitian entrants, refugees, Amerasians, asylees, people with deportation withheld or stayed, and 
certain parolees remained eligible for cash assistance for the first seven years in the United States. There was a 
five-year ban on cash assistance and Medicaid for other lawful permanent residents, conditional entrants, and 
battered spouses and children. Military veterans and lawful permanent residents with 40 quarters of work his-
tory remained eligible for all welfare programs. 

5Pugh, 1996. 
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extended eligibility to all children under age 19 in households with income at or below 150 per-
cent of the poverty level. Florida further increased the eligibility threshold to 200 percent of the 
poverty level. Importantly, unlike cash assistance and food stamps, Medicaid is not subject to 
sanctioning in Florida.  

The Administration of TANF: Organizational Challenges and 
Changes 

Florida’s welfare system is state-administered, and thus most key decisions on how 
TANF would be delivered were made in Tallahassee rather than in Miami-Dade County. One of 
the most consequential decisions was to separate the agency responsible for administering wel-
fare benefits — namely, TANF, food stamps, and Medicaid — from the entity responsible for 
administering employment-related services. (Prior to 1996, the welfare agency ran both.) After 
1996, employment services for welfare recipients were decentralized and put under the control 
of 24 locally controlled WAGES Coalitions. The rationale for the separation was partly to 
shrink the size of the state welfare agency and partly to give local communities more say in how 
employment-related funds for welfare recipients would be spent and how services would be 
delivered. A state WAGES Board was created to oversee and coordinate the statewide program. 

Throughout most of Florida, local Jobs and Education Partnership (JEP) Boards — the 
administrative entities responsible for Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA) programs — took 
on the role of managing the WAGES Coalitions.6 In Miami-Dade County, however, Mayor 
Alex Penelas and other local leaders urged the creation of a separate administrative structure 
based on the view that the workforce development emphasis of the JEP Board did not align with 
the goals and challenges of welfare reform. There was also a view, as one welfare official put it, 
that “if WAGES was going to be something different [than JTPA], you needed a different 
Board.” A 38-member council — including representatives from government, business, and the 
nonprofit sector — was appointed to govern the Miami-Dade/Monroe WAGES Coalition.7 Staff 
from the county offices of the labor and welfare departments were brought in to support the coa-
lition and help it design an implementation plan.  

By May 1997, after holding forums to seek public input, Miami-Dade’s WAGES Coali-
tion had put together an implementation plan that reflected the work-first tenor of the state legis-
lation, emphasizing short-term job search and training activities to move welfare recipients 
quickly into employment. At the same time, the plan made provisions for more intensive ser-

                                                   
6The federal Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA) was the predecessor to the 1998 Workforce Investment 

Act (WIA). Both programs provided funds for employment and training services to low-income people. 
7The service area for the coalition also encompassed Monroe County, which borders Miami-Dade County 

to the west and south. 
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vices to individuals who had more significant barriers to employment, such as criminal records 
or substance abuse. Performance-based contracts would be issued to qualified service providers, 
and contractor payments would be tied to employment rates and other outcomes. Following a 
competitive bidding process, the coalition selected Lockheed Martin IMS (Lockheed, for short) 
to deliver the majority of employment services to welfare recipients, including case manage-
ment, job search, vocational training, and various support services. Lockheed, in turn, partnered 
with a group of community-based organizations to provide the full range of services.  

The coalition’s plans fell victim to outside political maneuvering and internal manage-
ment problems almost from the start. The large contract to Lockheed, for example, drew the 
attention (or ire) of other providers who either were left out or received a smaller piece of the 
pie. Some of the coalition’s board members also felt uncomfortable with Lockheed’s philoso-
phical orientation and for-profit status, and they expressed concerns about its early performance. 
Consequently, after another round of competitive bidding in the spring of 1999, the coalition 
curtailed Lockheed’s role and awarded a contract to the Miami-Dade Community College Dis-
trict and Miami-Dade County Public Schools to provide the bulk of case management and em-
ployment-related services. This decision was also not without controversy, in that the Lockheed 
proposal cost less ($9.2 million versus $12.8 million) and promised to make twice as many job 
placements as the bid from the community colleges and public schools. In response to questions 
at a public forum, the chair of the coalition’s Board of Directors noted that it had never taken 
the position that the contract would go to the lowest bidder and that the vision reflected in the 
new proposal more closely resembled its own.8  

Other problems rocked the coalition from the inside. The position of Executive Director 
proved to be a revolving door, with five individuals holding the title between 1997 and 2001. 
Welfare-to-work expenditures increased exponentially — increasing from $8.9 million in 
1996/97 to $63.7 million in 1999/2000 — but the coalition was unable to meet the participation 
rates expected by the state WAGES Board (a problem that coalition administrators attributed to 
a faulty management information system rather than to a lack of services). The board ultimately 
threatened to revoke the coalition’s charter if its performance did not improve within one year. 
A story in the Miami Herald in late 1999 reported that the coalition had “lost” as many as 
11,000 clients because it had no clear record of their activities or current employment status.9 In 
early 2000, more negative publicity occurred when a Sun-Sentinel investigation found evidence 
that one of the coalition’s primary contractors, Miami-Dade Public Schools, allowed unquali-

                                                   
8Lockheed did not disappear from the scene entirely, but it received a much smaller contract to work with 

sanctioned welfare recipients and bring them into compliance. 
9Brock, Nelson, and Reiter, 2002, Figure 3.8. 
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fied relatives and friends of influential school officials to be hired for WAGES administrative 
and counseling positions.10  

In fairness to Miami-Dade, other WAGES Coalitions in Florida also came under scru-
tiny for poor performance. The Chief Inspector General for the Governor issued a report in Feb-
ruary 2000 that highlighted shortcomings of the state WAGES Board and called for improve-
ments in statewide monitoring and oversight, contracting procedures, and database systems.11 In 
the same month, the Florida legislature’s Office of Program Policy Analysis and Government 
Accountability issued a report recommending the elimination of the WAGES Board to stream-
line the state’s workforce development system and to improve services to WAGES customers.12 
By the end of May 2000, the legislature passed the Workforce Innovation Act (WIA) — Flor-
ida’s response to the federal Workforce Investment Act — which abolished the WAGES Coali-
tions and created a new vision for the state’s employment and training system. A new entity, 
called Workforce Florida, Inc, was established to oversee a wide array of federal and state em-
ployment programs serving welfare recipients, unemployed and dislocated workers, veterans, 
and youth. At the local level, these programs were to be colocated in the “One-Stop” service 
centers run by workforce development (formerly JEP) boards. 

In Miami-Dade County, the state legislature’s decision resulted in the transfer of the 
WAGES Coalition’s functions to the South Florida Training and Employment Council (TEC) 
— the same organization that the mayor and others initially did not want to run the WAGES 
Coalition. Former coalition employees were brought into TEC to help plan and administer the 
welfare-to-work component, now known as Welfare Transition. As TEC’s executive director 
explained, it was not an easy transition, given that the agency had not formerly played a role in 
WAGES and that the two organizations had, in his words, “different cultures.”  

To prevent an interruption in services to welfare recipients, TEC briefly extended the 
WAGES contracts — including the contracts with the community college and public schools — 
and issued a Request-for-Proposals for organizations to run the new, multiservice One-Stops. 
By early 2001, TEC had issued contracts to 28 organizations to function as One-Stop service 
providers. As a TEC administrator explained: 

We are looking at providing all the services under one roof. If an individual 
comes into the One-Stop and applies for TANF, there is a DCF worker there 
who can do that. They can also do diversion and all the other programs avail-
able to the TANF recipient. We’ve brought in child care. We have domestic 
violence counselors on site. Our goal is to have all the services in one place. 

                                                   
10Acle, 1999. 
11Yanez, 2000. 
12Office of the Chief Inspector General for the State of Florida, 2000. 
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We have a new contract for assessment for people with disabilities, so we 
can refer people who need it to vocational rehabilitation. If they are severely 
disabled, we can walk them through this system. All the services a customer 
may need are under one roof. 

The One-Stops were fully implemented by the time data collection for this study ended 
in 2002, though it appeared that some of the administrative problems experienced by the 
WAGES Coalition did not go away entirely. The executive director’s position turned over yet 
again, and a number of One-Stops failed in the first year to meet state standards for job place-
ments and wage rates. In the final set of interviews conducted in the spring of 2002, TEC ad-
ministrators said they planned to reduce the number of One-Stop contractors by at least half to 
weed out the poor performers. One staff member lamented: 

We’re still in transition. We still don’t know what will happen next. Now 
they’re talking about transitioning from 28 offices to 8 offices with satellites. 
The program has remained virtually the same, but the administrative struc-
ture keeps changing around us. The customers are tired of the disruptive 
changes and poor communication, tired of not knowing where to go when 
catchment districts change. 

In contrast to the administrative problems experienced under the welfare-to-work pro-
gram, Miami-Dade’s welfare agency, known as District 11 of the Florida Department of Chil-
dren and Families (DCF), was relatively stable. As noted earlier, DCF’s primary function after 
the 1996 welfare reform law was to administer TANF, food stamps, and Medicaid benefits and 
to enforce such key provisions as time limits and sanctions for noncompliance. Over the five-
year period of this study, however, a subtle yet important shift took place in DCF’s operations. 
In Miami-Dade — as in other counties throughout the state and across the country — the num-
ber of families receiving TANF dropped precipitously: from an average of roughly 44,000 in 
1996/97 to nearly 14,000 in 2001/02. Meanwhile, the food stamp rolls, after falling in the mid-
1990s, began to increase in 1997/98 (Figure 2.1). As a result, TANF-related procedures became 
an increasingly small part of the agency’s business, and food stamps and Medicaid assumed 
greater prominence. Caseworkers who handled TANF benefits were moved into specialized 
units and became a minority of DCF staff.  

Over time, it also became clear that the state’s decision to locate welfare-to-work ser-
vices outside DCF extracted a toll on the agency. First and foremost were the problems of coor-
dination: Given the constant changes on the welfare-to-work side, it was not easy for DCF staff 
to establish relationships or procedures with their counterparts in WAGES and in Welfare Tran-
sition. A more subtle cost was registered in the mood or culture of the agency. Whereas other 
welfare agencies around the country took advantage of welfare reform to adopt new messages 
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Figure 2.1

Monthly Cash Assistance and Food Stamp Caseloads
 in Miami, Fiscal Years 1993/94 to 2001/02
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and services designed to move welfare recipients quickly into employment,13 DCF maintained a 
relatively narrow focus on the procedural aspects of administering benefits: making timely de-
terminations of eligibility, not overpaying benefits, applying sanctions in a timely way, and so 
forth. Individual offices and caseworkers were recognized for low error rates but not for out-
comes related to self-sufficiency. In sum, the administrative structure that was adopted under 
welfare reform limited DCF’s role and the opportunity to fully transform the mission and opera-
tions of the welfare agency.  

Case Management and Service Delivery Under Welfare Reform 
The pace and scale of the welfare policy changes in Miami-Dade County posed an 

enormous implementation challenge, requiring new training for staff and clear messages for 
clients about exactly who was eligible for which services, under what conditions, and for how 
long. This section describes how staff performed their jobs in several key areas and presents 
their perspectives on how the system operated. Because of the division between DCF and wel-
fare-to-work functions, most of the clients in Miami-Dade’s welfare system dealt with two sets 
of workers: a DCF caseworker (known as a Public Assistance Specialist) and either a WAGES 
or a Welfare Transition case manager. Tables 2.2 and 2.3 summarize the knowledge, practices, 
and characteristics of these two groups of workers, respectively, drawing from a survey con-
ducted in local branch offices.  

Characteristics of DCF staff. The survey of Public Assistance Specialists was con-
ducted in 1999 and again in 2001, after DCF created specialized units of workers handling 
TANF cases. In both years, the majority of Public Assistance Specialists were women, either 
black or Hispanic, and were college-educated (Table 2.2). In the latter year — after TANF 
workers became specialized — average caseload sizes dropped from 203 to 164. 

Characteristics of welfare-to-work staff. The survey of welfare-to-work case manag-
ers was conducted three times: in 1999, when Lockheed held the contract; again in 2000, when 
the community college and public schools staff were involved; and finally in 2001, after the 
One-Stops had been created. Like their counterparts in the welfare offices, most of the case 
managers in the welfare-to-work program were women and were either black or Hispanic (Ta-
ble 2.3). Most were college-educated. Caseloads for Lockheed staff, however, were signifi-
cantly larger than for the community college/public schools or One-Stop staff: an average of 
146, versus an average of 74 and 72, respectively. 

                                                   
13See, for example, MDRC’s studies of welfare reform in Cleveland (Brock et al., 2002) and Philadelphia 

(Michalopoulos et al., 2003). 
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First Second
Interview Interview

(1999) (2001) Difference

Knowledge of welfare policies
Staff who correctly reported that the county (%)

Has a diversion program 49.2 72.7 23.6 *
Requires adult recipients to work or

participate in an approved activity 100.0 93.5 -6.5
Has a lifetime limit on cash assistance 83.6 97.9 14.3 *
Has an earnings disregard policy, 

but is unsure of the details 71.1 80.6 9.5
Has an earnings disregard policy, 

and understands the details 28.9 19.4 -9.5

Discretion in case management
Staff who report that agency rules, rather than personal
judgment, guide the following decisions (%)

When to exempt clients from participation 88.1 93.6 5.5
When to sanction clients 91.7 91.7 0.0
When to provide transitional benefits 87.0 84.4 -2.6

Staff who report that… (%)
They had proper training to do their work 62.9 74.5 11.6
Their job functions were clearly described 51.7 66.0 14.3

Monitoring and sanctioning
Average percentage of clients whom staff report

Are contacted each month 57.4 42.6 -14.8 ***
Have been verbally warned about sanctions 32.4 25.2 -7.2
Have had sanctions imposed 62.4 57.4 -5.0
Are working in part-time or full-time jobs 29.1 31.0 2.0 **

Interactions with clients
Number of hours staff reported orienting new

clients to TANF policies 6.3 6.0 -0.3
Staff who said giving individualized attention 

to clients was a high priority (%) 69.6 64.4 -5.2 *
Staff who reported that activities and program

 participation of clients are closely monitored (%) 81.5 81.6 0.1
Average amount of time needed to check how many 

months clients have left on welfare (minutes) 11.0 15.0 4.0

(continued)

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Knowledge, Practices, and Characteristics of Public Assistance Specialists

Table 2.2
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First Second
Interview Interview

(1999) (2001) Difference

Staff characteristics
Gender (%)

Female 73.3 69.6 -3.8
Male 26.7 30.4 3.8

Race/ethnicity (%)
Black, non-Hispanic 58.6 55.6 -3.1
White, non-Hispanic 5.2 4.4 -0.8
Hispanic 27.6 35.6 8.0
Other 8.6 4.4 -4.2

Education (%)
High school diploma/GED 4.8 2.1 -2.7
Some college 8.1 8.5 0.4
Technical/two-year college degree 8.1 10.6 2.6
Four-year college degree 61.3 51.1 -10.2
Graduate coursework or degree 16.1 25.5 9.4

Years employed by the agency (average) 7.5 6.2 -1.2
Caseload size (average) 202.7 163.7 -39.0

Sample size 63 48

Table 2.2 (continued)

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations using data from staff surveys in Miami, administered in July 
1999 and June 2001.

NOTES: Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.
      Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 0.1 percent; ** = 1 percent; and * = 5 
percent.
     aA test of statistical significance was not performed due to changes in question wording and 
response categories in the first and second surveys.



 -39-

Lockheed Community WIA
Martin Colleges/ Public One-Stops
(1999) Schools (2000) (2001)

Knowledge of welfare policies
Staff who correctly reported that the county (%)

Has a diversion program 27.3 40.4 82.4 ***
Requires adult recipients to work or

participate in an approved activity 95.6 96.2 97.4
Has a lifetime limit on cash assistance 86.7 92.3 80.6
Has an earnings disregard policy, 

but is unsure of the details 100.0 55.6 80.0
Has an earnings disregard policy, 

and understands the details 0.0 44.4 20.0

Discretion in case management
Staff who report that agency rules, rather than personal
judgment, guide the following decisions (%)

What initial program or activity to assign a client 61.4 64.2 55.6
What subsequent program or activity to assign a client 42.2 45.3 43.2
When to exempt clients from participation 77.5 88.9 82.9
When to sanction clients 66.7 67.3 89.2 *

Staff who report that… (%)
They had proper training to do their work 62.2 43.4 55.3
Their job functions were clearly described 46.7 38.5 60.5

Assignments to work activities
Staff recommendations for clients without
a high school diploma or GED (%)a

Get a job as quickly as possible 13.6 9.4 2.6
Get more education or training 75.0 88.7 94.7

Staff recommendation for clients with
a high school diploma or GED (%)a

Get a job as quickly as possible 90.9 64.2 57.9 **
Get more education or training 6.8 30.2 34.2 **

Monitoring and sanctioning
Average percentage of clients whom staff report…

Are contacted each month 66.8 63.1 66.9
Have been verbally warned about sanctions 44.5 78.7 39.4
Have had sanctions imposed 49.1 52.4 38.2
Are working in part-time or full-time jobs 25.9 23.6 32.5
Are assigned to job search/job club 49.4 29.7 23.2 ***
Are in school or training 22.6 30.4 27.8

(continued)

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Table 2.3

Knowledge, Practices, and Characteristics of Welfare-to-Work Case Managers
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Lockheed Community WIA
Martin Colleges/ Public One-Stops
(1999) Schools (2000) (2001)

Staff who said giving individualized attention 
to clients was a high priority 90.7 71.2 78.4

Staff who reported that activities and program
participation of clients is closely monitored 84.1 86.0 77.1

Staff who said clients have 
a lot of choice in choosing activities 43.2 64.2 83.8 ***

Staff who reported that before imposing
sanctions, they gave clients

no chances 18.9 12.5 2.9
1-2 chances 75.7 81.3 94.1
3 or more chances 5.4 6.3 2.9

Staff who reported a total level of certainty
that sanctions would be imposed on 
clients in noncompliance (%) 84.5 75.5 94.7 *

Staff characteristics
Gender (%)

Female 79.6 72.9 68.4
Male 20.5 27.1 31.6

Race/ethnicity (%)
Black, non-Hispanic 39.0 34.0 36.8
White, non-Hispanic 9.8 14.9 7.9
Hispanic 46.3 48.9 44.7
Other 4.9 2.1 10.5

Education (%)
Some college 15.9 7.8 23.7
4-year college degree 40.9 35.3 39.5
Graduate coursework or degree 43.2 56.9 34.2

Years employed by the current organization
(average) 3.3 6.2 2.7

Caseload size (average) 146.2 74.0 71.9 ***

Sample size 45.0 53.0 38.0

Table 2.3 (continued)

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations using data from staff surveys in Miami, administered in May 1999, 
April 2000, and June 2001.

NOTE:  Analysis of variance and chi-square tests were applied to determine the significance of group 
differences. 
        Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.
        Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 0.1 percent; ** = 1 percent; and * = 5 
percent.
        aStaff who indicated that they recommended both "get a job as quickly as possible" and "get more 
education or training" equally are not shown on the table.
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Welfare-to-Work Services 

Despite the series of changes that took place in the administration of Miami-Dade’s 
welfare-to-work program,14 the content and sequence of the welfare-to-work program stayed 
fairly constant — although, as discussed later on, the quality of services and the level of sanc-
tioning were inconsistent. After being referred to the welfare-to-work program by DCF staff, 
clients typically received an individual or group orientation to hear about the 30-hour-per-week 
work participation requirement, the services available, and the penalties for nonparticipation. 
Following this, most clients were assigned to a job club to receive basic instruction in how to 
look for and interview for a job, followed by a period of individualized job search. If the job 
club and job search activities failed to lead to employment, clients were usually assigned either 
to short-term vocational training or to Community Work Experience Programs (CWEPs). Cli-
ents in need of a high school diploma or English language instruction might be assigned to edu-
cational classes, but usually for no more than 10 hours a week so that the other 20 hours re-
quired could be satisfied by activities that were more directly tied to work.  

MDRC’s field research and staff survey indicate that welfare-to-work staff sent differ-
ent “messages” about employment, depending on clients’ educational status. For clients who 
already possessed a high school diploma or General Educational Development (GED) certifi-
cate, the majority of case managers said that they would encourage a job search right away — 
though significantly more Lockheed staff held this view than community college, public 
schools, and One-Stop staff (Table 2.3). For clients who lacked a high school diploma or GED, 
a large majority of case managers said that they encouraged more education and training but not 
before the client attended a job club. One case manager — when asked how she would handle a 
client who lacked a high school diploma or GED — responded as follows: 

Like I said, the first thing is, get them referred to employment prep [job 
club]. Try to keep them there four weeks. It usually works out pretty well, 
but if they don’t get a job, the first thing is to go back to high school. See 
how many credits she has left so she could finish high school. Try to find her 
a job. It may be [in fast food] or a factory, but at least it is a job. Tell her to 
get a high school diploma. 

                                                   
14For ease of discussion, “welfare-to-work” (lowercase) is used to refer to all employment-related services 

provided to welfare recipients under the auspices of the WAGES Coalition and the One-Stops in Miami-Dade. 
The local JEP Board also administered a program known as the Welfare-To-Work Grant (uppercase), funded 
through the U.S. Department of Labor. In Miami-Dade, most of the funds from the Welfare-To-Work Grant 
were unspent, and relatively few welfare recipients received services. For a discussion of this grant and its im-
plementation in Miami-Dade County, see Brock, Nelson, and Reiter (2002, Chapter 5). 
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As the foregoing quotation illustrates, there was a strong expectation that clients should 
be working even while they pursued education and training options. In fact, participation data 
provided by the State of Florida indicate that less than 5 percent of welfare recipients in Miami-
Dade were ever assigned to basic education programs between 1997/98 and 1999/2000 (the 
years that the WAGES Coalition was in charge). Job club and job search were by far the most 
common assignments during this period, followed by CWEPs and vocational training.15 Field 
interviews with welfare-to-work program administrators and staff in 2001 and 2002 indicated 
that assignments made by One-Stops were similar.  

A host of nonprofit and for-profit organizations throughout the county were involved in 
running vocational training and CWEPs. In keeping with Florida’s work-first philosophy, 
nearly all the assignments to these programs were short term — rarely exceeding six months in 
length — so that clients could resume their job search as quickly as possible. The training in-
cluded offerings in such careers as customer service, data entry, and nursing assistants. The ma-
jor CWEP sites were schools and child care agencies, which mainly offered positions as class-
room assistants, crossing guards, or food workers. Both the WAGES Coalition and the One-
Stops also had contracts with agencies offering specialized services for hard-to-employ clients, 
including treatment for substance abusers and assistance to clients who had criminal records. 

Despite the various program options that were available, there was a pervasive sense 
among welfare-to-work and DCF staff that many of the contractors were “only in it for the 
money” and were not sufficiently monitored. Many also felt that education and training options 
were too limited. For their own part, many welfare-to-work case managers expressed concern 
that they did not have proper training to do their work and that their job functions were not 
clearly described (Table 2.3). One WAGES Coalition administrator summed up the difficulties 
as follows: 

We have too many players, too many workers; customers are referred to too 
many places — and usually not around the corner. Workers who are serving 
the WAGES customers are often ill-equipped. They don’t know the law or 
the services they should be providing. 

Similarly, a DCF administrator commented: 

[The welfare-to-work program] is a mess, and clients are not well served. 
They don’t tell us when clients go to work. They tell us sometimes, but not 
reliably. . . . I hate to cut people off because of time limits when people don’t 
get the services they need. 

                                                   
15Brock, Nelson, and Reiter, 2002, Table 3.4. 
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In field visits by MDRC researchers to local welfare-to-work offices, a lack of guidance 
or oversight of contractors and staff was readily apparent. A visit to a welfare-to-work program 
office in 2000, for example, revealed a sign taped to the front door, telling clients that the office 
would be closed between noon and 1:30 while staff had their lunch; the first staff members did 
not return until 1:45. Meanwhile, several working clients who had come by the office on their 
lunch hour to pick up transportation vouchers or see a case manager either waited or left in dis-
gust. In other offices, MDRC researchers noted wide variation in the kinds of information pre-
sented during orientation sessions, and they observed job club classes in which instructors grap-
pled for ways to use the time productively. In one job club, an instructor read aloud from 
Whoopi Goldberg’s biography for more than a half-hour and seemed unable to draw any clear 
lesson for clients to take away; in another, clients spent a couple of hours doing grammar exer-
cises that had no obvious connection to finding or keeping a job.16  

If the welfare-to-work program fell short on the quality of services that were offered, it 
never faltered in its enforcement of the participation mandate. A large majority of welfare-to-
work case managers said that they closely monitored clients’ participation, and they expressed 
certainty that sanctions would be imposed on clients who failed to comply (Table 2.3). Despite 
problems with the management information system, case managers knew when clients failed to 
show for scheduled appointments, and they devised “low-tech” strategies — such as instituting 
sign-in sheets for job clubs and making phone calls to service providers — to determine 
whether clients attended assigned activities. Unexplained absences were quickly followed up by 
a warning and, after one “second chance,” a sanction. Clients’ dissatisfaction with program ac-
tivities was not an acceptable excuse for nonattendance. Unless clients could document an ill-
ness or other significant problem, they were penalized. 

As noted earlier, the consequences for noncompliance in Miami were severe: termina-
tion of the family’s cash grant and the removal of the adult from the calculation of the family’s 
food stamp benefit. Assuming that clients came back into compliance, a first-time sanction 
could be lifted in just 10 days, but a second instance of noncompliance resulted in at least a 30-
day sanction, and a third instance of noncompliance led to a minimum 90-day sanction. DCF 
staff took sanctioning requests seriously and rarely hesitated to impose them, as timeliness of 
sanctions was included among the department’s performance indicators.  

According to data from the WAGES database, the percentage of “mandatory” welfare-
to-work participants who were referred to or receiving a sanction in an average month climbed

                                                   
16While the examples cited may not be typical, field researchers generally assume that program staff will 

try to put forward their best image when they are being observed — particularly when the observations are 
prearranged with program administrators, as these were. 
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from 24 percent in 1996/97 to 61 percent in 1999/2000.17 The latter figure is by far the highest 
observed in any MDRC study of a state or county welfare-to-work program, underscoring the 
seriousness with which the county enforced work participation rules.18 As Figure 2.2 shows, the 
sanctioning rates tended to be somewhat erratic, with the “peaks” and “valleys” roughly corre-
sponding to transitions between contractors. This suggests that the high sanctioning was to some 
degree a reflection of administrative problems and inconsistent case management practices 
among Lockheed, the community colleges and public schools, and One-Stop staff.  

The Earned Income Disregard and Transitional Benefits to Work 

Welfare recipients who either came onto the rolls already employed or subsequently 
found a job benefited from Florida’s expanded earned income disregard, which allowed them to 
combine welfare and earned income and bring home more money each month than they could 
on welfare alone. As noted in Table 2.1, a family of three could keep $200 of earned income 
plus half of its remaining earnings until the monthly household income exceeded $787, at which 
point the family would no longer qualify for cash assistance. Given that the cash grant to a fam-
ily of three was only $303, this policy potentially offered a strong incentive to work. The state’s 
computer system determined the amount of the earned income disregard automatically, suggest-
ing that clients who reported their earnings to their DCF caseworkers were sure to receive it.  

Whether caseworkers ever told clients about the earned income disregard or marketed it 
to clients was another matter. The staff surveys show that most DCF and welfare-to-work staff 
were aware of the policy but did not have a very good understanding of the details (Tables 2.2 
and 2.3). Few staff said that they discussed the earned income disregard with clients. As one 
DCF caseworker explained:  

No, I don’t talk to clients about [the disregard]. Honestly, the clients aren’t 
concerned. They want to know how to get my cash, food stamps, Medicaid. 
To them, that is like jargon. 

Some DCF administrators and staff pointed out that the earned income disregard was in 
some ways a double-edged sword: Though it helped clients financially in the short-term, it 
could hurt them in the long run by using up months toward their lifetime limit on TANF. Rather 
than encourage employed welfare recipients to take what often amounted to small cash grants, 
some staff indicated that they urged clients to “bank” their months for the future, when they 
might have greater need for assistance.  

                                                   
17Brock, Nelson, and Reiter, 2002, Table 3.4. Field research and the staff survey suggest that the rate of 

sanctioning declined under the One-Stops but remained high. 
18Personal communication with Gayle Hamilton, July 28, 2003. 
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Figure 2.2

Number of Families Whose Cash Benefits Were Terminated Due to Sanctions, 
by Month, in Miami-Dade County, September 1998 to June 2002
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Welfare recipients who left welfare for work were eligible for transitional benefits to 

help them stay employed. One of the most important benefits was transitional Medicaid, which 
enabled welfare recipients to maintain their health insurance for 12 months after leaving cash 
assistance.19 A second important benefit was food stamps, which were provided to low-income 
families based on income (though with much a much higher cutoff point than for cash assis-
tance, as shown in Table 2.1). Transitional Medicaid and food stamps were authorized on the 
computer by DCF staff. In field interviews, most DCF staff felt that they had clear guidelines on 
when to provide transitional benefits and were confident that most clients received transitional 
benefits even if they did not know to ask for them. As one DCF caseworker explained: 

What I always tell people . . . is just because you have a job, that doesn’t 
mean you should close your case. You might still receive TANF, Medicaid, 
food stamps even while you are working. I never tell them to close their case. 
Many times clients will say, “Close my case,” when they don’t even have a 
paycheck yet. A lot of times they are overanxious to close their case. They 
often haven’t looked ahead to know they can’t support their household. We 
have a standard set of information we are supposed to ask, such as how much 
they are making. We ask for pay stubs. It all goes into the computer. 

One significant problem in keeping transitional benefits was that clients who left wel-
fare for work often failed to keep their redetermination appointments at the welfare office, either 
because they were too busy to come in or they wrongly assumed that they were ineligible. Fail-
ure to keep redetermination appointments would always result in termination of their food 
stamp benefits. (For clients who were working, these appointments are typically scheduled 
every three months.) Medicaid benefits, on the other hand, required less frequent recertification 
and would normally stay open 6 to 12 months from the time the TANF case was closed, even if 
the closure was related to failure to keep a redetermination appointment.20 

In addition to transitional Medicaid and food stamps, clients leaving welfare for em-
ployment could obtain child care benefits through the welfare-to-work program. The amount of 
child care benefits was adjusted on a sliding scale based on family size and household income 
up to 200 percent of federal poverty level. While nonwelfare families could also qualify for 
child care subsidies, they normally had to wait 6 to 12 months to qualify; former welfare recipi-
ents — after obtaining authorization from their welfare-to-work case managers — had no wait-
ing list. Welfare-to-work case managers also could help former welfare clients obtain monthly 
transportation vouchers or bus passes and could provide reimbursement for fees associated with 

                                                   
19After transitional Medicaid ended, families could continue to receive Medicaid and the State Children’s 

Health Insurance Program (SCHIP) benefits based on income. 
20For more details on transitional Medicaid and food stamps, see Quint and Widom (2001). 
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work permits or licenses. In 2001, the One-Stops also introduced a policy whereby welfare re-
cipients who went to work and held a job for at least six months could receive a one-time bonus 
of $250 for part-time work and $500 for full-time employment. Importantly, none of the bene-
fits available through the welfare-to-work program was automatic but, rather, required welfare 
recipients to notify their case managers about their employment and, in the case of transporta-
tion vouchers or bonuses, to make return visits to the welfare-to-work offices to pick up the 
benefits. Perhaps as a result, staff indicated that many more clients were presumed eligible for 
these benefits than actually received them, though they predicted that usage would increase as 
word got out about the benefits’ availability. 

Time Limits 

As discussed earlier, Florida’s time-limit policy was complicated, with varying interim 
time limits (24 months or 36 months, depending on the case characteristics) and a lifetime limit 
of 48 months. Both DCF and welfare-to-work staff assumed responsibility for communicating 
the time limits to clients, but they said that they generally tried to keep to the “big picture” 
rather than delving into the details of the policy. The leader of a welfare-to-work orientation 
session offered this explanation to clients: 

The first thing is very important: the time limits. People are only eligible to 
receive the benefits for four years in a lifetime. This only applies to the cash; 
it does not apply to the food stamps or the Medicaid. . . . Every month you 
get of cash, you lose that in eligibility. We want you to save your months. 

While not every staff member explained time limits this clearly, most DCF and welfare-to-work 
case managers conveyed that welfare was temporary and that it was in clients’ best interest to 
leave cash assistance as soon as possible.  

During individual meetings with clients, DCF staff used their computers to figure out 
how many months a client had remaining on welfare. Unlike some states, however, Florida did 
not set up its system to flash the number of months a client used up (or had remaining) on the 
screen. Rather, staff had to go back through the client’s welfare history and count how many 
months of assistance had been received. To complicate matters further, caseworkers had to de-
termine whether the client was subject to a 24-month or a 36-month limit and whether there 
were any mitigating factors that could extend the time limit.21 Because of these complications, 
DCF caseworkers reported that it took 11 to 15 minutes, on average, to determine how many 
months a client had remaining on her “clock” (Table 2.2). Consequently, they did not usually go 

                                                   
21For instance, clients who worked 30 hours or more per week while on welfare could “earn back” months 

toward the interim time limit, although these months still counted toward the lifetime limit. 
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through the process of counting months at every redetermination meeting but said that they did 
so periodically or when asked by the client.  

During the years covered by this study, no families had yet reached their lifetime limit 
on cash assistance. Interim time limits, however, began to be enforced in the fall of 1998. As of 
June 2002, a total of 2,922 cases had been cut off because of time limits in Miami-Dade, or an 
average of about 65 cases per month. During this same period, the county closed a total of 
43,385 cases due to sanctions, or an average of 964 cases per month (Figure 2.2). While these 
numbers contain duplication — a case could be sanctioned, regain compliance, and then be 
sanctioned again — they underscore how much more important sanctions were than time limits 
in forcing some families off welfare. In fact, the only families who faced time limits were the 
compliant ones: those who satisfied TANF’s eligibility rules, including work requirements, for 
at least two years.  

Welfare recipients who stayed in compliance often received hardship extensions when 
they reached their time limit. Hardship extensions could be granted for such reasons as illness or 
personal crisis or simply for being unable to find employment. Case managers in the welfare-to-
work office approved the extensions, which were then entered into the computer system by 
DCF staff. The extensions typically lasted three to six months but could easily be renewed, as 
long as welfare recipients remained unemployed and followed other rules. While staff acknowl-
edged that their approach to time limits was relatively “soft” compared with other welfare rules, 
they believed that the extensions served as a “wakeup call” or “last chance” for clients who ei-
ther did not understand that the time limits were real or did not seriously pursue work opportu-
nities. Staff also noted that the extensions were not “free,” in that any additional months granted 
to clients counted toward the 48-month lifetime limit on cash assistance.  

As shown in Figure 2.3, the number of families receiving benefits due to an extension 
increased slightly over time, peaking at 1,015 families in December 2001. During this same 
month, Miami-Dade registered approximately 14,700 total cases on its welfare rolls. In sum, 
cases that received extensions on cash assistance accounted for a relatively small percentage of 
the overall TANF caseload.  

Welfare Diversion 

The county’s formal welfare diversion program — in which welfare applicants could 
receive a one-time payment of $1,000 if they could demonstrate an emergency and agreed not 
to apply for TANF for at least three months — proved difficult to implement; as a result, very 
few applicants ever received it. The main reason for the low take-up was the way that the diver-
sion program was structured. Rather than make the diversion payment available to applicants at 
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Figure 2.3
The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Total Monthly Cash Assistance Caseload and Number of Families Receiving
Extensions on Cash Assistance in Miami-Dade County, July 2000 to June 2002
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the first point of contact with DCF staff, state policy required that clients be referred to the wel-
fare-to-work office and that the case manager there provide authorization for the payment. 
While in theory this process could link the individual to employment and other services, it was 
also lengthier and more uncertain for the client than simply applying for welfare. Consequently, 
few applicants ever took advantage of the diversion program.  

The staff surveys revealed that, prior to 2001, a majority of DCF and welfare-to-work 
staff were not even aware of the diversion program. Staff who knew about the policy questioned 
why clients would choose a diversion payment over standard welfare benefits. A case manager 
in a One-Stop office put it this way: 

Diversion is rarely acceptable to our clients. Most need Medicaid, monthly 
checks, and all of the related supportive services. A one-time payment is not 
enough. 

While the formal diversion payment was not emphasized, it seems likely that the work require-
ments, time limits, and other rules may have dissuaded some clients from completing their wel-
fare applications. In this regard, the tough nature of Miami’s welfare reform program may have 
functioned as a greater deterrent than the formal diversion program.22  

Behavioral Provisions 

Florida’s welfare reform legislation contains a number of provisions designed to influ-
ence welfare recipients’ parenting behaviors, including requirements that they cooperate with 
the state’s child support enforcement agency, have their children immunized against infectious 
diseases, and monitor their children’s school attendance. Failure to comply with any of these 
requirements could result in termination of the family’s cash assistance grant (and, in the case of 
child support enforcement, their food stamps and Medicaid). Interviews with DCF staff indicate 
that staff understood the policies, generally supported them, and felt that adequate procedures 
were in place to make the policies work. With regard to child support enforcement, for example, 
DCF and the state child support enforcement agency established an automated system whereby 
TANF, food stamp, and Medicaid applications would be pended until cooperation with the child 
support enforcement system was established. In most instances, clients could satisfy the re-
quirement by calling a toll-free number and providing information about the absentee parent 

                                                   
22In contrast to Miami-Dade County, the welfare agency in Cuyahoga County (Cleveland, Ohio) placed a 

strong emphasis on welfare diversion, and 97 percent of welfare staff knew about the policy. Applicants for 
cash assistance were encouraged to consider other benefits offered by the welfare agency, including food 
stamps, Medicaid, and child care. Short-term or one-time grants were offered to help adults maintain or find 
work or meet emergency needs that threatened the well-being of adults or children. 
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over the telephone. Once this call was completed, the child support enforcement agency entered 
the information into the computer system that authorized DCF staff to approve clients’ benefits.  

The immunization policy required clients to bring in proof that their children were cur-
rent in their vaccination schedule. As one DCF caseworker explained, there was no ambiguity 
about how to enforce this policy: 

Like having a birth certificate, it’s a must. The only time we don’t enforce it 
is when the baby is a newborn being added, because the baby can’t have 
[immunizations] yet. But three months later, we ask for it. 

The policy to require school attendance for school-age children (known as “learnfare”) 
met with more resistance, in part because staff felt less comfortable about penalizing parents for 
their children’s behavior and in part because DCF and the public schools were unable to create a 
system whereby attendance information could be easily checked by DCF workers. The school 
attendance policy ended up being suspended, but then it was revised so that clients only had to 
provide proof that they attended parent-teacher conferences. 

In addition to the above provisions, the Florida law contained a “family cap” that lim-
ited the amount of additional funds that families could collect on TANF for any new children 
born while the family was on welfare (Table 2.1). DCF staff who were interviewed by MDRC 
expressed strong support for the policy, saying it sent the “right message” not to reward clients 
for having more children than they could support on their own. Importantly, the family cap only 
applied to TANF; every child born on welfare still qualified for an additional food stamp allot-
ment and Medicaid. DCF’s computer system automatically determined eligibility as new chil-
dren were added to the case.  

While some policymakers may have hoped that the behavioral provisions contained in the 
welfare law would encourage welfare staff to enter into deeper conversations with clients about 
their obligations as parents, interviews with DCF caseworkers suggest that they generally steered 
clear of sensitive topics like childbearing and marriage. As one DCF caseworker explained:  

I think that’s morally wrong for me to step in and tell them what they should 
or shouldn’t do. I can ask, “Is the relationship serious? Do you think about 
getting married?” But I can’t promote marriage. 

A number of DCF staff also commented that they could cover only so many topics dur-
ing a welfare application or redetermination interview. Many staff felt that they had already 
passed the point of “topic fatigue” by discussing time limits, work requirements, and all the 
other information that they were supposed to cover. One DCF administrator expressed the prob-
lem succinctly: 



 -52-

The [behavioral] policies are well meaning, but it is not fair to put all of that 
on the worker. I am not your parent; I am your eligibility worker. Every time 
you add one [policy], it dilutes the effectiveness of the last one. 

Benefits for Noncitizens  

The noncitizen provisions of PRWORA initially shocked and strained the welfare sys-
tem. Regardless of age or physical ability, noncitizens were no longer eligible for food stamps 
and Medicaid. With just a few categorical exceptions,23 noncitizens who arrived in the United 
States since August 1996 were ineligible for TANF for five years. In Miami-Dade — where 
more than 70 percent of residents are first- or second-generation immigrants — these new rules 
were met with outspoken and bipartisan criticism. DCF officials estimated that more than 
70,000 legal immigrants — many of them older immigrants receiving food stamps — would be 
affected by the cutoffs. 

In response to public protests and a 9- to 12-month backlog in processing citizenship 
applications at the Department of Immigration and Naturalization (INS), politicians at both the 
federal and the state level took steps to restore benefits to various groups of noncitizens, particu-
larly children, the elderly, and the disabled. In 1997, Florida began providing food stamps to 
children, elderly, and disabled noncitizens who received or were eligible for benefits prior to the 
enactment of PRWORA; the federal government followed suit by restoring benefits to these 
groups in June 1998. Congress restored Medicaid benefits to immigrants who arrived prior to 
PRWORA in the Balanced Budget Act of 1997. Finally, the 2002 federal Farm Bill restored 
food stamp eligibility to all legal immigrants receiving disability benefits in October 2002; to 
noncitizens who have lived in the United States for five years, in April 2003; and to all children 
— without a waiting period — in October 2003.24 Although food stamp benefits were ulti-
mately restored to almost all children, elderly, and disabled noncitizens, working-age nonciti-
zens were still required to establish that they had lived in the United States for five years in or-
der to be eligible for food stamps or TANF or Medicaid.25  

For DCF case workers, the noncitizens provisions meant that they had to make eligibil-
ity determinations based not only on family needs and resources but also (for noncitizens) on 

                                                   
23As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Cuban or Haitian entrants, refugees, Amerasians, asylees, people 

with deportation withheld or stayed, and certain parolees remained eligible for cash assistance for the first 
seven years in the United States. There was a five-year ban on cash assistance and Medicaid for other lawful 
permanent residents, conditional entrants, and battered spouses and children. Military veterans and lawful per-
manent residents with 40 quarters of work history remained eligible for all welfare programs. 

24See U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2003.  
25Working-age adults who established residency prior to August 1996 are eligible for TANF and Medicaid 

without a waiting period. 
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factors such as country of origin and date of entry into the United States. Procedurally, the eligi-
bility distinctions were cumbersome. Nothing conveys this complexity as strikingly as the 300 
categories of citizenship that are defined in Florida policy manuals and technical documenta-
tion, as shown in Figure 2.4. Eligibility workers had to verify applicants’ citizenship status 
based on the INS automated dial-up system, which provided information that DCF’s workers 
converted to computer codes used to calculate eligibility for benefits. According to DCF admin-
istrators and staff, however, determinations of citizenship status were not always obvious or 
computer-driven. As one administrator commented: 

There is nothing easy about the rules. We spend three months in training about 
general policy, but it is not about things you deal with on the job. Miami has a 
high immigrant population, with aliens in different statuses. There are special 
benefits for certain kinds of refugees. There is nothing in our training or in the 
online manual that tells you how to handle all these different kinds of cases. I 
have a lot of trouble with alien issues. The computer will generate the benefits 
if you plug it in, but if you don’t know what you’re plugging in, you have a 
problem. A lot depends on how you code alien statuses. 

A supervisor from another office agreed: 

This is very difficult. There are 300-plus codes, and this is a particularly con-
fusing office because it serves such a diverse client base. . . . The process is 
not computer-driven; the worker has to be knowledgeable enough to select 
the most appropriate code for a given client from the manual. 

Despite the complications, most DCF administrators and staff felt that they were able to 
implement the rules as policymakers intended. Nevertheless, many were troubled by whether 
the rules were fair, and they worried about the consequences for families. Moreover, some im-
migrant advocacy groups in Miami-Dade noted that errors in the INS database on details like 
the date on which families entered the United States sometimes occurred and wrongly led to 
some families’ being denied benefits. Some welfare officials and advocates also believed that 
the noncitizen provisions had a “chilling effect.” For example, some noncitizens who were eli-
gible for assistance might not apply because they feared that they would jeopardize work and 
citizenship applications or because they did not understand that children, elderly, and disabled 
family members might qualify for benefits even if able-bodied adults did not.  
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The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 
 

Figure 2.4 
 

Eligibility Criteria for Cash Assistance, Medicaid, and Food Stamps Among Noncitizens 
 

FLORIDA 
AICZ Codea 

Cash and Medicaid  
Current Non-Citizen Status 

Before 
8/22/96 

After 
8/22/96 

Before 
8/22/96 

After 
8/22/96 

 
Food Stamps 

Lawful Permanent Resident with prior 
Refugee code under Section 207 

39 39 Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely from the date of 
entry. 

Lawful Permanent Resident without 
prior Refugee, Asylee, Amerasian or 
Cuban/Haitian Entrant code 

40 41 Eligible. Must wait 5 
years from 
date 
status 
acquired to 
be eligible. 

If less than 5 yrs. with status:- 
Eligible if can be credited with 40 
quarters. 
If 5 or more yrs. with status: 
Eligible indefinitely. 40 quarters of work 
history not necessary. 
NOTE: Special provisions apply for 
sponsored non-citizens. 

Military:  (See policy manual for 
detailed information) 
⇒Active duty military for other than 
training purposes, their spouses and 
unmarried dependent children. 
⇒Veterans who meet the minimum 
active-duty service requirements (24 
months or period for which called to 
active duty), their spouses and 
unmarried dependent children. 
⇒Surviving spouses and unmarried 
dependent children of deceased 
active duty military personnel. 

 
42 

Veteran 
 

43 
Spouse 
or Child 

 
42 

Veteran 
 

43 
Spouse 
or Child 

Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely if meet a qualified 
status. 

Battered spouses, abused children & 
non-abuser parent(s) 

44 45 Eligible. Must wait 5 
years from 
date status 
acquired to 
be eligible. 

Not eligible based only on this status. 
If meets another qualified status, may 
be eligible indefinitely after 5 years in 
the US or if can be credited with 40 
quarters, depending on specific status. 

American Indians born outside the 
US 

46 46 Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely if a member of a 
federally recognized Indian tribe or 
subject to section 289. 

Conditional Entrants under section 
203(a)(7) 

47 48 Eligible. Must wait 5 
years from 
date status 
acquired to 
be eligible. 

Eligible indefinitely after 5 years in the 
US with this status. 

Paroled under section 212(d)(5) for 
at least one year 

49 50 Eligible. Must wait 5 
years from 
date status 
acquired to 
be eligible. 

Eligible indefinitely after 5 years in the 
US with this status. 

Refugees under Section 207: 
Eligible indefinitely from the date of 
entry. 

Refugee under section 207/Victims of 
Human Trafficking 

52 52 Eligible. Eligible. 

Victims of Human Trafficking: 
Eligible indefinitely from the date of 
certification. 

Granted Asylum under section 208 53 53 Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely from the date the 
asylum was granted. 

Cuban/Haitian Entrant per INS 
documentation or as defined in 
section 501(e) 

54 
See 

codes 
62-66 

54 
See 

codes 
62-66 

Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely from the date the 
status was acquired. 

  (continued) 
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Figure 2.4 (continued) 
 

FLORIDA 
AICZ Code 

Cash and Medicaid  
Current Non-Citizen Status 

Before 
8/22/96 

After 
8/22/96 

Before 
8/22/96 

After 
8/22/96 

 
Food Stamps 

Deportation withheld under section 
243(h) or 241(b)(3) 

56 56 Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely from the date the 
deportation is withheld. 

Amerasian 57 57 Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely from the date of 
entry. 

No qualified or eligible status 58 58 Eligible 
for EMA 
only. 

Eligible 
for EMA only. 

Not eligible. 

Other INS status 59 59 Not 
eligible. 
If INS 
document 
expired, 
they would 
meet 
residence 
requireme
nt for 
EMA. 

Not eligible. 
If INS 
document 
expired, they 
would meet 
residence 
requirement 
for EMA. 

Not eligible. 

Lawful Permanent Resident with prior 
Asylee code under section 208 

60 60 Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely from the  date the 
asylum was granted. 

Lawful Permanent Resident with 
Amerasian code 

61 61 Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely from the date of 
entry. 
 

Lawful Permanent Resident with prior 
Cuban/Haitian Entrant code 

62 62 Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely from the date 
Cuban/Haitian status was acquired. 

National of Cuba or Haiti Paroled 
under section 212(d)(5) 
(regardless of the length of the 
parole) 

63 63 Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely from the date the 
status acquired. 

National of Cuba or Haiti who is an 
asylum applicant 

64 64 Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely from the date 
asylum application was filed. 

National of Cuba or Haiti with an 
Indefinite Stay of Deportation 

65 65 Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely from the date the 
stay of deportation was granted. 

National of Cuba or Haiti whose 
Deportation is Withheld 

66 66 Eligible. Eligible. Eligible indefinitely from the date the 
deportation is withheld. 

Qualified child under 18 who was 
lawfully residing in the US on 8/22/96 
Beginning 10/01/03: 
Qualified child under 18 (regardless 
of the date of entry) 

67 67 Eligible.  Eligible until child reaches 18 years old. 
NOTE: Beginning 10/01/03 deeming 
of income and assets from sponsor 
does not apply to children. 

Qualified non-citizen who was 65 and 
lawfully residing in the US on 8/22/96 

68 68 Eligible.  Eligible indefinitely. 

Qualified blind or disabled non-citizen 
(regardless of date of entry) 

69 69 Eligible. Depending 
on the 
specific 
status, some 
non-citizens 
must have to 
wait 5 years 
from date 
status 
acquired to 
be eligible. 

Eligible indefinitely. 

Hmong or Highland Laotians, 
spouses, dependent children, 
unmarried surviving spouse 

70 70 Not 
eligible. 

Not eligible. Eligible indefinitely if they were tribal 
members during Vietnam era. 

 
SOURCE:  State of Florida, Economic Self-Sufficiency Program Office, 2003. 
 
NOTES:  This chart has been updated to reflect food stamp policy changes effective April 1, 2003, and October 1, 
2003. 

aAICZ Code refers to Alien Information case number.  It displays the date of entry for refugees. 
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Perceptions and Experiences of Former and Ongoing Welfare 
Recipients 

To this point, the chapter has described the implementation of welfare reform in Miami-
Dade County chiefly from the standpoint of program administrators and staff. This section turns 
to the people who were the main targets of the state’s new policies — current and former wel-
fare recipients — to understand their perceptions and experiences. It draws on two independent 
data sources: 

• A survey of nearly 800 randomly selected women who, in May 1995, were 
single mothers between the ages of 18 and 45 and received cash assistance in 
Miami-Dade County and mostly lived in high-poverty neighborhoods. These 
women were interviewed at two points after welfare reform began — in 1998 
and 2001 — to capture changes in their situations and experiences over time. 

• Ethnographic interviews with 42 low-income, single-parent families, con-
ducted over three and a half years starting in 1997. At the time of the first in-
terview, all the families who participated in the ethnography received cash 
assistance, were headed by women, and lived in the low-income communi-
ties of Hialeah and Liberty City.  

The methodologies used for the survey and ethnography and the characteristics of both 
groups of respondents are explained in detail in Chapter 4. For the following discussion, readers 
should be aware that although respondents in the two samples received cash assistance at the 
point when they were selected for the study, the majority left welfare over the course of the fol-
low-up period. As a result, survey and ethnographic respondents had varying levels of “expo-
sure” to welfare reform. Nonetheless, as former and ongoing welfare recipients who resided in 
poor sections of Miami-Dade County, they offer an important perspective on how welfare poli-
cies were communicated and how programs were operated. 

Knowledge of Welfare Rules  

One of the main topics addressed by both the survey and the ethnography was the respon-
dents’ level of knowledge about several major features of Florida’s welfare reform program, in-
cluding time limits and transitional benefits intended to help welfare recipients move into the 
workforce. In Miami-Dade, DCF caseworkers and welfare-to-work case managers were primar-
ily responsible for making sure that clients understood the new rules and were preparing for 
time limits. Of course, clients could pick up information — accurate or not — from a variety of 
other sources, including relatives, friends, service providers, and news media. Table 2.4 shows 
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the percentages of survey respondents who had a correct understanding of several major poli-
cies in 1998 and 2001. The principal finding is that clients’ knowledge of almost every item 
included in the survey improved over time.26 

                                                   
26MDRC conducted identical surveys of current and former welfare recipients as part of the Urban Change 

study in Cleveland and Philadelphia. In Cleveland, researchers detected significant increases in clients’ knowl-
edge of welfare rules on every topic except the earned income disregard, which registered a decline in knowl-

(continued) 

First Second
Interview Interview

(1998) (2001) Difference

Understanding of welfare rules  

Percentage of clients who reported that the time
limit on cash assistance is:

24 months 33.2 29.9 -3.3
36 months 5.2 12.0 6.8 ***
48 months 1.5 2.6 1.1

Percentage of clients who knew that:
There is a time limit on cash assistance (length 88.0 93.3 5.2 *

of time unspecified).
They could keep part of their grant even if

they got a job. 43.5 51.6 8.1 *
If they left welfare to work, they would continue 

getting medical benefits. 60.8 70.4 9.6 ***
If they left welfare to work, they would get help

paying for child care. 44.0 55.2 11.2 ***
If they left welfare for work, they would continue

to get food stamps.a n/a 66.3 n/a

Sample size 581 581

Among Former and Ongoing Welfare Recipients 
Changes in Knowledge of Welfare Rules

Table 2.4
The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES:  Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.  
        Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 0.1 percent; ** = 1 percent; and * = 5 percent.
        aThis question item was not included in the first interview.
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Time Limits 

If there was a single message that national and state policymakers wanted to get across af-
ter welfare reform, it was that cash assistance is not intended to be long term. On this point, the 
survey reveals a high level of awareness: 88 percent of respondents in 1998 and 93 percent in 
2001 were aware of the time limit. When asked to specify how long the time limit lasted, how-
ever, no more than 45 percent of respondents in the 1998 or 2001 interview could specify either 
the interim time limits (24 months or 36 months) or the lifetime limit (48 months). This likely re-
flects the complicated nature of Florida’s time-limit policy and the tendency of DCF and welfare-
to-work staff not to dwell on the details when discussing time limits with clients. It may also re-
flect the fact that extensions were granted fairly easily to clients who actually hit the time limits, 
thereby making the number of months technically allowed under the policy less relevant. 

Within the ethnographic sample, the awareness of time limits was also high, though a 
number of respondents made a point of saying that they learned about the limits from their 
friends or through letters from the welfare department rather than directly from their casework-
ers. A Spanish-speaking respondent named Rosario27 told an interviewer in 1997: 

I learned mostly from talking among ourselves, the girls that are on welfare. 
They say, “Look, they are going to cut off the assistance.” 

Similar to respondents in the survey sample, many ethnographic sample members were 
unable to distinguish between interim and lifetime limits on cash assistance, and they were gen-
erally uncertain about how long they would remain eligible. For example, when a Hispanic 
woman named Mercy was asked how much time she still had on welfare, she responded: 

They’ve told me that the aid is not going to be forever, but they haven’t been 
too specific as to when they are going to take it away. 

Some of the ethnographic respondents also indicated confusion over which benefits are 
time-limited. A Hispanic woman named Maria wrongly assumed that medical benefits would 
be affected: 

They’ve told me that, after October ’98, my son was not going to receive any 
more help. No Medicaid, no nothing. 

                                                   
edge (Brock et al., 2002). In Philadelphia, clients’ knowledge about time limits increased, but their knowledge 
of other welfare rules was unchanged from 1998 to 2001 (Michalopoulos et al., 2003). 

27Throughout, the names used for ethnographic sample members are pseudonyms. Spanish-language in-
terviews like this one have been translated into English. Translation was supervised by Carol Stepick. 
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Like members of the survey sample, women in the ethnographic sample got the message that 
welfare benefits are time-limited, but they were not always clear about the details. 

The Earned Income Disregard 

Florida’s simplified and expanded earned income disregard policy was intended to pro-
vide a financial incentive for welfare recipients to go to work. As noted earlier, DCF and wel-
fare-to-work staff did not tend to market this policy, but DCF’s computer system calculated the 
amount automatically for clients who reported their earnings. The survey reveals that 44 percent 
of respondents in 1998 and 52 percent of respondents in 2001 were aware that they could keep 
part of their welfare grant even if they got a job. These percentages are considerably smaller 
than the percentages of respondents who knew about time limits, perhaps reflecting the rela-
tively low emphasis that the disregard received from DCF and welfare-to-work staff.  

Transitional Benefits 

The survey reveals that somewhat higher awareness of transitional benefits was pro-
vided by the DCF offices than by the welfare-to-work offices. Specifically, by 2001, roughly 
two-thirds of survey respondents were aware that they could keep medical benefits and food 
stamps when they left welfare for work. Likewise, among the ethnographic sample, most 
women knew that they would be eligible at least for Medicaid if they were employed. On this 
point, ethnographic sample members’ awareness seemed to increase over time. In contrast, just 
over half the survey respondents in 2001 knew that they could get help paying for child care 
when they went to work. Many ethnographic sample members similarly expressed confusion 
about whether and how they could access child care and transportation assistance when they 
were working. 

Use of Services and Interactions with Welfare Staff 

A second set of topics addressed by the survey and the ethnographic interviews includes 
sample members’ interactions with welfare staff, their use of work-related services, and their 
experiences with sanctions and time limits. The survey results for these questions are presented 
in Table 2.5. Unlike the items reported in the previous table, many of these questions were 
asked only of sample members who were currently on welfare or had been on welfare within 12 
months of each interview. This subgroup — 119 cases out of a total sample of 793 — represents 
women who had the most contact with welfare programs and staff after the new rules went into 
effect and who, presumably, had the most difficulty finding employment. To avoid confusion 
with the full sample, the following discussion refers to these women as “ongoing recipients.” 
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First Interview Second Interview Difference
(1998) (2001)

Interactions with welfare staff
Percentage of clients who report that welfare staff:a

Took the time to get to know them and 
their situation. 28.2 34.2 6.0

Would help them deal with problems affecting
their participation in welfare  program activities. 28.0 30.5 2.5

Pushed them to get a job quickly even before they 
felt ready or a good job came along. 55.2 51.7 -3.4

Urged them to get education or training to improve 
their skills. 39.0 42.4 3.4

Just wanted to enforce the rules. 62.9 59.5 -3.4
Helped them to find or keep a job. 23.9 33.3 9.4
Urged them to save up their months of welfare 

for when they need/needed them the most. 9.5 17.2 7.8

Work-related activities
Percentage of clients who, in the last 12 months, attended:

At least 1 work-related activity 71.4 51.3 -20.2 ***
Job club 35.3 30.3 -5.0
Independent job search 49.6 38.7 -10.9 *
Unpaid work 24.4 12.6 -11.8 **
On-the-job training 5.9 1.7 -4.2
Vocational training 15.1 12.6 -2.5
GED, ABE, ESL 6.7 8.4 1.7
College 1.7 0.8 -0.8

Sanctions, disputes, and time limits
Percentage of clients who said that:

They were sanctioned in the last 12 months. 36.4 50.0 13.6 *
They had a dispute with the welfare agency in the 

last 12 months. 23.5 29.4 5.9
They were cut off welfare due to time limits.b n/a 17.2 n/a
They received an extension after reaching their 

time limit.b, c n/a 49.0 n/a

Sample size 119 119
(continued)

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 2.5

Changes in Use of Services and Welfare Experiences 
Among Ongoing Recipients
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Interactions with Welfare Staff 

In general, ongoing recipients did not speak positively about their interactions with wel-
fare staff. Only about one-third of the survey respondents reported that welfare staff took the 
time to get to know them and their situation or felt that welfare staff would help them deal with 
problems affecting their participation in welfare program activities. (It is important to note that 
clients in the ethnographic sample often had trouble distinguishing between their DCF case-
worker and their welfare-to-work case manager, which suggests that the survey findings reflect 
the women’s opinions about both staff members.) About six out of ten respondents agreed with 
the statement that welfare staff “just wanted to enforce the rules.”  

With regard to employment preparation, about half the ongoing recipients said that wel-
fare staff pushed them to get a job before they felt ready or before a good job came along — 
reflecting, no doubt, the strong work-first emphasis of Miami’s welfare reform. Only about four 
in ten sample members said that welfare staff urged them to get education or training to improve 
their skills, and roughly three in ten (in 2001) reported that welfare staff helped them to find or 
keep a job. Relatively few sample members indicated that they had been urged to save up their 
months of welfare for the future, when they might have greater need for assistance.28 

                                                   
28A comparable sample of survey respondents in Cleveland gave similar answers to the Miami sample on 

these questions, though higher percentages of the Cleveland group said in 2001 that welfare staff pushed them 
(continued) 

Table 2.5 (continued)
SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES:  The sample was narrowed to respondents who were currently receiving welfare or had 
received welfare within 12 months of interview for both the first and the second interview.
      Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.
      Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 0.1 percent; ** = 1 percent; and * = 5 percent.
      aQuestions were based on a "how much" scale.  The scale ranged from 0 to 10 , where 0 meant "not 
at all" and 10 meant "the most possible."   Data presented in this table are based on the percentages of 
respondents answering between 7 and 10 on each question.
      bThe first families hit the 24-month time limit in October 1998.  One year later, the first families hit 
the 36-month time limit. Recipients who qualify for the 36-out-of-72-month time limit are custodial 
parents under age 24 who have not completed high school or have no work experience and long-term 
recipients (defined as those who have received assistance for at least 36 of the last 60 months). 
      cThis question was asked of respondents who said that there is a time limit on how long a person 
can get cash welfare and also who were currently receiving welfare or had received welfare within 12 
months of the interview. 
               



 -62-

When asked about their interactions with caseworkers, a number of ethnographic re-
spondents expressed resentment toward staff, whom they perceived as uncaring, rude, and 
poorly informed. For example, a Hispanic sample member named Helena told an interviewer: 

I have had to fight a lot with the welfare. Most of the employees are rude. I 
never complain of what the government gives me; I complain about the em-
ployees’ attitude toward to us. They think they have the right to treat us as 
bad as they want. If you go to ask a question or for help, they treat you disre-
spectfully. 

Some of the women’s comments suggest that the problems they experienced were tied 
to the changes in welfare-to-work contractors and to the gaps in the management information 
system. Many of the women, for example, complained about the “revolving door” of case man-
agers to whom they were assigned. An African-American respondent named Connie relayed her 
experience: 

Oh yeah. They change the caseworkers. Like, now I get recertified again in 
June. It seem like every time I go I have a different worker. The last worker I 
had messed up my whole case, and they owe me some money, but they claim 
I can’t get it. And this worker I had last week said that everything that was in 
the computer about me and my kids was wrong. He had to correct every-
thing, which caused me not to get the income I was supposed to.  

Other ethnographic sample members complained about the lack of coordination be-
tween DCF and welfare-to-work staff or about being asked to repeat activities to which they had 
already been assigned. Sandi, an African-American woman who tried repeatedly to get child 
care assistance from the program, described her frustrations in a 1998 interview: 

[I] go to the Joseph Caleb Building,29 and I get there, and they don’t know 
what they talking about, and I’m tired of walking backward and forward, 
backward and forward, ain’t get no help yet. They’re very uncoordinated. It 
took them awhile to find my name in the computer. They don’t know what 
they doing down there. 

                                                   
to get a job before they felt ready and that welfare staff urged them to save up their months on welfare for when 
they needed them most (Brock et al., 2002). In Philadelphia, the survey sample gave lower marks to staff for 
taking the time to get to know them or helping them deal with personal problems than either the Miami or the 
Cleveland samples. The Philadelphia sample also had many more respondents who agreed that staff “just 
wanted to enforce the rules” than either Miami or Cleveland (Michalopoulos et al., 2003).  

29The Joseph Caleb Community Center serves Miami’s Liberty City neighborhood. Both DCF and wel-
fare-to-work program offices are located in the building. 
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Many of the ethnographic sample members indicated that their frustrations with welfare 
staff and the system — rather than the advice or services they received — were the driving 
force in making them try to get a job and attain financial self-sufficiency. 

Work-Related Activities 

Just over two-thirds of ongoing recipients in 1998 and one-half in 2001 said that they 
had attended at least one work-related activity in the past 12 months.30 Given that the emphasis 
on enforcing work requirements was strong throughout the study period, this statistically sig-
nificant decrease seems surprising. The explanation may lie partly in the bottom panel of Table 
2.5, which shows that the percentage of ongoing recipients who were sanctioned in the past 12 
months increased from 36 percent in 1998 to 50 percent in 2001. This subgroup of the survey 
sample, in other words, appears to have included many individuals who were noncompliant. It 
is also possible that the 2001 survey picked up some of the disruption that occurred in program 
services when the case management role was shifted from the community colleges/public 
schools to the One-Stops. (The 1998 survey was conducted while Lockheed was still in charge.)  

There are no surprises in the types of activities that survey respondents indicated they 
attended. Job club and independent job search were mentioned most often. A modest percentage 
of respondents (less than 13 percent in 2001) said that they participated in unpaid work or voca-
tional training; even fewer reported that they attended on-the-job training, basic education 
classes, or college.  

At the beginning of the ethnographic study, about three-fourths of the Hispanic women 
and one-half of the African-American women reported spending a significant amount of their time 
in job club, volunteer work, and applying for work — all arranged through and required by the 
welfare-to-work program. Few respondents indicated that they derived much value from the ac-
tivities they attended. For example, a Hispanic woman named Miriam described this experience:  

I already took the English and computing classes and passed them. I passed a 
course about Day Care and got my diploma, a course about Nutrition and got 
a diploma. I was going to the courses to be able to get money. It was two 
years. I was forced to go Monday to Thursday, 9 to 2, and you learn nothing 
there. If you did not show proof you needed to, you could not take the day 
off or they’d punish you. It’s a waste of time. If you speak English well, it 
might be useful because they can get you jobs. But they teach you to say 

                                                   
30By comparison, a similar sample of survey respondents in Cleveland reported significant increases in at-

tending work-related activities (Brock et al., 2002). The Philadelphia sample, however, reported decreasing 
attendance similar to respondents in Miami (Michalopoulos et al., 2003). 
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“Good morning,” “Good afternoon,” and silly things like that, that you learn 
in a few days. I got out because the time was up. 

In the latter half of the ethnographic study, many of the women who were still on wel-
fare found themselves repeating the same activities they had done previously. In an interview 
conducted in 2001, a Spanish-speaking woman named Estela told an interviewer how she kept 
attending job club classes but never found a job: 

Oh, I have about four or five certificates. . . . They give them to you when 
you pass each class, they give you a certificate. Classes like how to dress to 
look for employment, how to behave to look for work, what you have to do, 
how to complete applications. . . . I have done so many of those courses that I 
could be teaching them. . . . They last about, I believe like two weeks, or 
from two to four weeks, I think. And during that time you are looking for 
work, they look for places where you can work, or for you to go to interview. 
. . . Much of it was repetition. Look, I would finish, then they would give me 
more or less the same time to find work. If during that time I would not find 
employment, you would have to go back and repeat the classes again. 

When this interview took place, Estela had already reached her interim time limit and received 
two extensions on her cash assistance. Although the ethnographic research indicates that 
Estela’s main barrier to employment was that she spoke only Spanish, she was never assigned 
to a class that would help her learn English.  

Several other women in the ethnographic sample indicated that they had tried to attend 
classes on their own to attain certification as nurse’s or dietary aides but had ended up quitting 
because of difficulties balancing their responsibilities at home with their school hours and job 
search or CWEP assignments. Some of the women who were assigned to volunteer work posi-
tions spoke positively about their assignments at first, oftentimes thinking that the positions 
might turn into paid employment. The women later became disillusioned when they realized 
that there was no possibility that they would be hired. Only a couple of women in the ethno-
graphic sample reported that they ever found a paying job through the welfare-to-work pro-
gram; most said that they had better luck on their own or relying on their own networks of 
friends and family. 

Sanctions, Disputes, and Time Limits 

It is striking that almost as many ongoing recipients on the 2001 survey indicated that 
they were sanctioned (50 percent) as participated in work activities (51 percent). More than a 
quarter of the sample indicated that they had a dispute with the welfare agency in the past 12 
months. Far fewer sample members reported that they were cut off welfare because of time 
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limits: only 17 percent in 2001. Of those who got cut off, 49 percent said that they received an 
extension.31 

In the ethnographic sample, nearly all the women reported that they were sanctioned at 
least once over the course of the study. At first, some of the women in the sample indicated that 
they were caught off-guard by the increased emphasis on enforcement. Rosario, for example, 
recounted her experience with the tougher mandate in a 1997 interview: 

You have to go to the first meeting of job club, but because I didn’t know 
that, I thought it wasn’t required. So I didn’t go that week. I didn’t know 
what happened, and the check for November didn’t come. Then I went and 
asked them, and it’s because, they told me, that you have to be in job club, 
it’s not optional . . . and this happened to a lot of people. 

As in Rosario’s case, most of the sanctions were due to noncompliance with work requirements, 
although at least one woman in the ethnographic sample was sanctioned for failing to cooperate 
with child support enforcement.  

A number of the ethnographic sample members stayed on welfare long enough to reach 
the interim time limit, and most who did so received extensions. Nonetheless, a number of the 
women expressed fear about what would happen when their extensions ended. A few women 
who had problems with their physical health — such as chronic migraines or high blood pres-
sure — attempted to get disability payments, with varying success. Chapters 4 and 5 present 
some of their stories, along with details about their employment patterns, income sources, and 
material hardship or well-being.  

Summary and Conclusions 
There is no question that welfare reform resulted in major changes in the way cash as-

sistance programs were operated in Miami-Dade. Figure 2.5 presents a time line demarcating 
some of the major shifts that occurred in program policies and administrative practices over the 
course of the study at the federal, state, and local levels. The main dividing line between the old 

                                                   
31By comparison, less than 30 percent of a similar subsample of survey respondents in Cleveland and 

Philadelphia reported that they were sanctioned. Cleveland had a higher percentage of respondents who said 
they were cut off due to time limits (39 percent) and fewer who said that they received an extension (17 per-
cent). Philadelphia’s five-year time limit had not yet gone into effect when the 2001 survey was conducted 
(Brock et al., 2002; Michalopoulos et al., 2003). 



 

 

Figure 2.5
The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Welfare Reform Time Line in Miami-Dade County
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and new eras is the passage of the PRWORA and WAGES legislation in 1996, but other impor-
tant changes occurred later, including shifts in the major contractors responsible for administer-
ing welfare-to-work activities and, in late 1998, the first imposition of interim time limits. Less 
apparent from the time line — but no less important — are the changes in rules, messages, and 
procedures that ended any notion of welfare as an entitlement. For most low-income families in 
Miami-Dade, cash assistance became no more than a short-term means of support. Food stamps 
and Medicaid, meanwhile, gradually assumed greater importance as the more dependable 
strands of the safety net. 

The beginning of the chapter describes the complicated nature of Florida’s welfare re-
form policy. DCF staff in Miami-Dade deserve substantial credit for trying to communicate the 
intricacies of the policy to clients and for developing procedures to ensure that the law was car-
ried out as intended. Given the numerous rules and provisions, however, it was perhaps inevita-
ble that some aspects would be simplified or de-prioritized. The cumbersome language sur-
rounding interim and lifetime limits on cash assistance, for instance, was generally boiled down 
to a more basic message that welfare is temporary. Staff gave heavy emphasis to work require-
ments and sanctions for noncompliance; they devoted less attention to the earned income disre-
gard and welfare diversion. Staff implemented the behavioral provisions that could be easily 
verified and automated — cooperation with child support enforcement, reduced assistance for 
new babies born while on welfare, providing proof of children’s immunizations — but they set 
aside the policy of documenting children’s school attendance.32 For policymakers, the caution-
ary lesson is that there are limits to what welfare workers can do during an application or rede-
termination interview and to the amount of information that clients can absorb.  

Another cautionary lesson is that successful devolution requires sufficient organiza-
tional capacity to handle new administrative responsibilities. Policymakers in Tallahassee and 
Miami may have had legitimate reasons for creating an independent, decentralized welfare-to-
work program, but they did not anticipate the full consequences of turning over such major re-
sponsibilities to a state board and a local coalition that lacked the necessary infrastructure and 
experience. The situation was worsened when the Miami program reassigned the major con-
tracts for service delivery to new service providers every couple of years. While hindsight is 
always 20/20, it now seems clear that an initial decision to have kept the welfare-to-work pro-
gram inside the welfare agency — or to have based it in the existing employment and training 
system — would have led to greater stability and higher-quality services than was actually 
achieved during the study period. 

                                                   
32As described earlier in the chapter, the policy was later modified to documenting whether clients at-

tended parent-teacher conferences.  
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In summation, the implementation of welfare reform in Miami-Dade did not always go 
smoothly but nonetheless may have succeeded in making welfare less attractive than work. 
Clearly, the new policies and programs did not create a “user-friendly” system that made people 
want to prolong their stay on cash assistance. Chapter 3 examines how welfare reform actually 
impacted patterns of welfare receipt and employment among Miami’s welfare population. Later 
chapters explore how low-income families and neighborhoods fared on a wider array of out-
comes, including job quality and stability, material hardship, and numerous indicators of health 
and well-being.  
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Chapter 3 

Did Welfare Reform in Miami Have an Effect?  
An Analysis of Entry, Exits, and Employment 

Both proponents and opponents of the 1996 federal welfare reform expected it to pro-
duce extraordinary changes. Proponents predicted a dramatic decrease in welfare receipt and a 
corresponding increase in employment among current and former recipients. Opponents conjec-
tured that many people would be pushed into poverty without a safety net. This chapter explores 
whether the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program in Miami is likely to 
have caused either set of changes. 

Miami’s welfare caseloads did decline dramatically after 1993 (see Figure 2.1 in Chap-
ter 2), but the declines began before TANF was implemented, which suggests that factors other 
than welfare reform are at least partly responsible. The growing economy might have made it 
easier for current and potential welfare recipients to find jobs. The expansion of the federal 
Earned Income Credit (EIC) may have encouraged many people to leave welfare for work or to 
go to work instead of applying for welfare.1 An aging population and declines in out-of-
wedlock childbearing may have resulted in fewer families’ being eligible for cash assistance.2  

The presence of these other factors makes it difficult to identify the independent effect 
of welfare reform. All the factors mentioned above would be expected to reduce caseloads, and 
all were present both before and after October 1996, when welfare reform was implemented in 
Miami. Nevertheless, the introduction of TANF — known in Florida as Work and Gain Eco-
nomic Self-Sufficiency (WAGES) — represented an important turning point in welfare policies 
and practices. Using that fact, this chapter investigates the effects of WAGES by comparing 
patterns of welfare receipt and employment over time.3 If WAGES had an effect, the patterns 
after October 1996 should look different from the patterns before reform.4  

                                                   
1Meyer and Rosenbaum, 2001. 
2Sawhill, 2001. 
3For a detailed discussion and evaluation of this method, which is called “multiple cohort design,” see 

Michalopoulos, Bos, Lalonde, and Verma, 2000. 
4Some people consider the “gold standard” of policy evaluation to be randomly assigning people to either 

a program group, which is subject to the rules of the new policy (in this case, WAGES), or a control group, 
which is subject to the old policy (in this case, Aid to Families with Dependent Children [AFDC]). In a random 
assignment study, the control group represents what would have happened in the absence of the new policy. 
Unfortunately, a random assignment study of welfare reform was not practical, because the reforms were so 
well publicized that they might have influenced the behavior of control group members. 



 -70-

WAGES could have affected many outcomes, but this chapter focuses on only a few: 
how quickly cases closed, whether cases were deterred from receiving cash assistance, and 
whether employment and employment stability increased. These outcomes represent some of 
the express goals of welfare reform. The employment outcomes are of particular interest, be-
cause they underscore the ability of recipients to support themselves and their families with 
work. This has become increasingly important in light of federal lifetime limits on cash assis-
tance receipt. 

The data used in this chapter include information up to the end of 2001 and cover the 
period after families began reaching the “interim” time limit (24 or 36 months). It is possible 
that time limits had effects in this early period by encouraging parents to put greater effort into 
finding work or to leave welfare in order to preserve their eligibility for benefits at a later time. 
In Miami, however, the number of cases that were terminated because of time limits was never 
very large, because most recipients left on their own, or had their case closed because of sanc-
tions before hitting the time limit, or — if they hit the time limit and were otherwise compliant 
— received an extension. Thus, large changes also might not be expected when families reach 
the time limit. 

Summary of Findings 
• Trends during the 1990s. The behavior of welfare cases in Miami changed 

over time in ways that were consistent with reduced caseloads. Cases closed 
faster in 2001 than in 1993; fewer people came onto the rolls by 2001; and 
recidivism was lower during 2001 than before. However, all these trends be-
gan before Miami began implementing WAGES in October 1996.  

• Estimated effects on welfare receipt. The rate at which welfare cases 
closed increased steadily both before and after 1996. Because there was a 
small change in this trend after the introduction of WAGES in 1996, it can be 
concluded that people left the rolls slightly faster than they had left in the 
past. Based on the same logic, WAGES did not appear to change the rate at 
which long-term recipients left the rolls, nor the rate at which new applicants 
came onto welfare. These results may seem surprising, given the large drop 
in the caseload that occurred from 1993 to 2001. However, some features of 
WAGES may have had counterbalancing effects: Time limits and sanctions 
may have pushed some welfare recipients off the rolls sooner, while the in-
creased earned income disregard (which made it easier for welfare recipients 
to maintain eligibility for benefits after going to work) may have led some 
welfare recipients to stay on the rolls longer. In addition, it is important to 
remember that nonexperimental methods like the ones used in this chapter 
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carry a great deal of uncertainty. In particular, the methods used in this chap-
ter assume that trends observed prior to 1996 would have continued unabated 
in the absence of WAGES. This assumption seems plausible for the period 
soon after WAGES was introduced. Further away from 1996, however, its 
plausibility decreases, and the interpretations are less meaningful.   

• Estimated effects on welfare recipients’ employment. In contrast to the 
findings on welfare receipt, employment among current and recent welfare 
recipients was fairly steady prior to 1996 but increased markedly when 
WAGES was introduced. This suggests that the introduction of WAGES led 
to a significant increase in employment among welfare recipients. More im-
portant, it also led to a significant increase in stable employment. Given the 
problems in the implementation of the welfare-to-work program described in 
Chapter 2, it seems likely that welfare recipients were motivated to go to 
work more by the tough enforcement of work participation rules, the increase 
in the earnings disregard, and their awareness of time limits than by the qual-
ity of the employment services they received.  Factors other than welfare re-
form, such as changes in the economy or in the characteristics of welfare re-
cipients, also might be responsible for some of the increase in employment. 

• Effects on noncitizens. Because the Personal Responsibility and Work Op-
portunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) restricted benefits to noncitizens 
— and because Miami has a large immigrant population — an in-depth look 
at employment trends reveals an important difference between citizens and 
noncitizens. Specifically, after WAGES was introduced, employment in-
creased much more among noncitizens than among citizens. The length of 
employment spells also increased more for noncitizens than for citizens.  One 
possible explanation for this is that noncitizens felt that the stakes were 
higher for them to become self-supporting after the 1996 law restricted bene-
fits to many immigrant groups, and so they were more motivated to look for 
work than their U.S.-born counterparts.  

• Effects of the interim time limit. The number of cases that were terminated 
because of the 24- or 36-month time limits was never very large. Most re-
cipients left on their own, or had their case closed because of sanctions be-
fore hitting the time limit, or — if they hit the time limit and were otherwise 
compliant — received an extension, making the effects of time limits diffi-
cult to discern. The effects might be larger with a longer follow-up period, 
particularly after October 2003, when clients began hitting their lifetime 
limit. 
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The Expected Effects of Miami’s Reforms 
The early implementation of WAGES might have affected behavior in several ways. 

Strict sanctioning programs and services should have encouraged people to move to work and go 
off welfare faster. Anticipation of the time limits might also have encouraged some people to 
leave welfare faster.5 Also, the enhanced earned income disregard might have encouraged welfare 
recipients to work, though it would also have allowed more people to begin receiving welfare or 
to stay longer on the rolls.6 The diversion policy that paid applicants to stay off cash assistance for 
six months could have reduced entry to welfare. Finally, the behavioral provisions (such as the 
child support enforcement policies and family caps) and restrictions on aid to certain groups of 
noncitizens may have discouraged some applicants and recipients from receiving aid. 

Random assignment studies of welfare-to-work programs shed some light on the likely 
effects of some of these policies.7 Perhaps the most relevant information comes from the 
evaluation of Florida’s Family Transition Program (FTP), which was a pilot version of TANF 
policies studied in Escambia County (Pensacola).8 FTP had the same time-limit policy and the 
same earnings disregard as WAGES, and during the second half of the pilot phase, it enforced 
participation requirements using full-family sanctions.9 FTP increased employment and earn-
ings, and its effects on employment and earnings were similar before and after families began 
reaching the time limit. In the period before any parent could hit the time limit, FTP neither in-
creased nor decreased welfare use. However, welfare savings increased substantially after fami-
lies began reaching the time limit, and the program’s effects on income became smaller (but 
were never negative). 

The evaluation of the Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP) sheds light on 
why TANF-like reforms might increase cash assistance use or leave it unchanged.10 MFIP did 
not have a time limit on welfare receipt, but its other policies were similar to those in FTP. The 
program’s earned income disregard allowed people to stay on welfare with earnings up to 140 
percent of the federal poverty threshold. Many families who went to work under MFIP were 
consequently able to continue receiving cash assistance, while many of their control group 
counterparts who went to work under the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) 
program lost their eligibility for benefits. As a result, more families received cash assistance 
under MFIP than under AFDC. 

                                                   
5Grogger and Michalopoulos, 2003. 
6Moffitt, 1992. 
7Bloom and Michalopoulos, 2001. 
8Bloom et al., 2000. 
9During the early part of the pilot study, partial-family sanctions were used. 
10Miller et al., 2000. 
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The random assignment studies suggest that the effects of WAGES on welfare receipt 
are likely to be small during most of the period covered in this chapter. For example, while 
tougher work requirements and sanctions would encourage or force more welfare recipients to 
leave the rolls, the expansion in the earned income disregard would have the opposite effect. 
More families would be expected to go off welfare when they began reaching the interim time 
limits in the fall of 1998, but the lifetime limits did not come into effect until after this analysis 
was completed. In short, the full story of TANF’s effects in Miami can be told only after more 
information has been gathered.  

Data and Outcomes  
The analysis in this chapter uses administrative records for all families in Miami-Dade 

County who received cash assistance or food stamps between January 1992 and December 
2001. This includes 754,672 recipients in 198,004 cases that began with both an adult and chil-
dren.11 The records contain information on food stamps and cash assistance eligibility and esti-
mated payments, as well as on earnings reported to Florida’s unemployment insurance (UI) sys-
tem. Because work requirements, time limits, and other WAGES policies apply only to welfare 
cases headed by adults, the analysis in this chapter is limited to cases that contain an adult.12  

Administrative data contain accurate information, but they have several limitations. 
First, they are limited to activity in Florida. If welfare recipients move to another state, they will 
be counted as though they did not receive public assistance and did not work. Second, the UI 
data do not include information on workers who are self-employed, such as those who provide 
informal child care or do work that is “off the books.” Third, UI records report earnings by cal-
endar quarter and therefore provide only rough measures of employment duration and stability. 
For instance, people who began working or who changed jobs during a calendar quarter proba-
bly experienced weeks of joblessness that UI records do not capture. Finally, UI records report 
total earnings, not hours worked per week, weeks worked per quarter, or hourly wages.  

Although a range of issues could be addressed in this analysis, this chapter focuses on 
the following questions. 

• Did WAGES in Miami alter the likelihood that a case received cash assis-
tance? This question is further divided into two parts: 

• Did the 1996 WAGES program cause welfare cases to close faster? 

                                                   
11There were 152,092 cases headed by U.S. citizens and 45,912 cases headed by noncitizens. 
12Note that all analyses exclude child-only cases. See Appendix Table A.1 for descriptive statistics of the in-

dividual-level sample (which is limited to adult recipients). 
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• Did the 1996 WAGES program cause fewer cases to open or reopen (re-
turn to welfare) once they had left?  

• Did WAGES in Miami increase employment, and did it result in stable em-
ployment? 

Did WAGES Alter the Likelihood That a Case Received Cash 
Assistance? 

Welfare caseloads could have declined in Miami for two reasons: People could have 
left the rolls in greater numbers or they could have come onto the rolls in smaller numbers. This 
section analyzes the two explanations separately. Some components of WAGES were designed 
to affect one group more than the other. For example, the employment programs and services 
were primarily intended to help people leave welfare, while diversion polices and strict work 
rules might have deterred people from coming onto welfare. Another reason to examine welfare 
exits and entry separately is because increased exits and reduced entry have different implica-
tions for how the caseload changes over time.13 

Descriptive Results 

This section begins by looking descriptively at what happened to Miami’s welfare 
caseload and welfare exits over time. Figure 3.1 shows the number of open welfare cases with 
an adult each month and the number of unemployed individuals each month.14 The figure con-
firms what was shown in Chapter 2: Welfare caseloads peaked in the middle of 1994 and de-
clined thereafter. In fact, welfare caseloads have dropped dramatically in Florida as a whole 
since 1996. For example, between January 1996 and March 1998, the caseload dropped by 49 
percent in Florida, compared with 30 percent for the nation.15 For this same time period, Mi-
ami’s welfare caseloads dropped by about 35 percent. 

Figure 3.1 also shows that the unemployment trend declined slightly until early 2000. 
The decline in the number of unemployed people between 1993 and 1999 was followed a few 
months later by a decline in the number of open welfare cases. It is noteworthy that the caseload 
continued to decline even when the number of unemployed people began to increase in 2000.  

The vertical line at the center of Figure 3.1 represents October 1996, when WAGES 
began in Miami. Points to the right of the line represent the caseload and unemployment level 

                                                   
13Klerman and Haider, 2001. 
14Unemployment data are from the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
15Holcomb et al., 1999. 
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after WAGES began, and points to the left of the line represent the caseload and unemployment 
level before WAGES began. Note that the welfare caseload started declining long before 
WAGES was implemented in Miami. Actually, between January 1993 and January 1996, the 

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Figure 3.1

Number of Open Welfare Cases Each Month and Number of Unemployed
Workers, January 1993 Through December 2001
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       Monthly unemployment data are for Miami Dade County.      
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number of AFDC families receiving cash assistance declined by 16 percent in Florida, com-
pared with 7 percent nationally.16  

Caseloads might have declined because more people were exiting welfare or because 
fewer people were coming onto the rolls. For the period between January 1993 and October 
2001, Figure 3.2 shows exits in Miami, defined as the proportion of adult-headed welfare cases 
that closed each month. Consistent with the decline in caseloads, the likelihood that a case 
closed gradually increased over time, from about 1 percent of cases in January 1993 to nearly 2 
percent of cases in August 1997. However, by October 2001, the likelihood that a case closed 
had declined again to about 1 percent.  

Why might exits have peaked in 1997? There are several possible explanations. The 
growing economy — which probably contributed to the increase in exit rates prior to 1997 — 
had begun to peak as well. Florida’s job growth during fiscal year 1997/98 was projected to be 
2.9 percent, more than double the national rate of 1.3 percent.17 The number of unemployed 
people reached its lowest point near the end of 1999 and had risen sharply by the end of 2001. 

Alternatively, Miami’s policies may also be responsible for the peak in exits in 1997. The 
tough sanctioning policies for not complying with work and participation requirements were in-
tended to encourage families to engage in activities before they reached the time limit.18 Recall 
from Chapter 2 that families were limited to 24 to 36 cumulative months of cash assistance, out of 
a lifetime limit of 48 months. This could have caused more welfare cases to close after 1996. 

This last alternative points out a key concern with Figure 3.2. The issue is that the char-
acteristics of the caseload might have changed substantially over time, affecting monthly exit 
rates. If the caseload comprised a greater number of long-term recipients in 2001 than in 1997, 
for example, this may explain why a smaller proportion of cases were closing.  

Did WAGES Encourage New Welfare Cases to Close Faster? 

As discussed above, looking at results for the overall caseload might be misleading, be-
cause the composition of Miami’s caseload may have changed over time. Figure 3.3 attempts to 
diminish this problem by showing exit rates for new cash assistance cases that were headed by 
adults. The figure also demonstrates how the impacts of WAGES are inferred in this chapter. 
The line extending from January 1993 to April 2001 shows the proportion of new cases that 
closed within six months of first receiving benefits. For example, the point at the far left of the 
diagram indicates that 23 percent of cases that opened in January 1993 had closed by July 1993 

                                                   
16Holcomb et al., 1999. 
17State of Florida, Governor’s Office, 1997. 
18Holcomb et al., 1999. 
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(six months later). The point to the far right shows that 70 percent of adult-headed cases that 
opened in April 2001 closed within the next six months.19 In these calculations, a case that starts  

                                                   
19Because the data extend back only to January 1992, there is no way to know whether a case received bene-

fits prior to January 1992. A case is therefore defined as new if it had not received benefits since January 1992. 
New welfare cases in January 1993 might have received benefits as recently as 13 months prior (in December 
1991), while new welfare cases in January 1999 had not received benefits for at least seven years. Earlier groups 
of “new” welfare cases might therefore contain a fair number of relatively recent welfare cases. To diminish prob-
lems that might arise from this data limitation — and because cases that received benefits in 1992 had substan-
tially different characteristics from other cases (that is, the average sizes of these groups are much larger, indicat-
ing that many cases may, in fact, have started earlier) — the analysis excludes cases that received benefits in 1992. 

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Figure 3.2
Percentage of Adult-Headed Welfare Cases That Closed Each Month,

January 1993 Through October 2001
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NOTES:  The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that 
opened as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.
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Figure 3.3
Percentage of New Welfare Cases That Closed Within Six Months

of Going on Welfare, January 1993 Through April 2001
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES:  The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that opened 
as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.
            The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have affected 
behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area extends from 
April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's TANF program.   
The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted trend line.
            The predicted percentage of cases that would close and the estimated effect of welfare reform 
are based on the semi-log model for the pre-reform trend.  See text for details.
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with an adult is considered closed only when the case as a whole stops receiving payments. It is 
not considered closed if it becomes a child-only case. 

The boxed area in the center of Figure 3.3 represents the period when WAGES may 
have first affected behavior in Miami.20 The vertical line on the right side of the box represents 
October 1996, when WAGES began in Miami. Points to the right of the boxed area represent 
the cases that opened after WAGES began; points to the left of the boxed area represent the 
cases that opened before WAGES was implemented. 

Figure 3.3 shows a clear increase in the proportion of cases that closed within six 
months, but was the 1996 implementation of WAGES in Miami responsible for some of that 
trend? Addressing this issue requires a counterfactual, which is an estimate of what would have 
happened if WAGES had not been passed or implemented. In a random assignment study, the 
counterfactual is inferred from what the control group does, and the effect of an intervention is 
measured as the difference between outcomes for the program and control groups. Likewise, 
once the counterfactual is identified here, the effect of Miami’s WAGES program is estimated 
as the difference between what actually happened and what the counterfactual indicates would 
have happened without WAGES.  

Because the impact of WAGES is estimated as the difference between actual outcomes 
and the counterfactual, determining the most likely counterfactual is a crucial step in the analy-
sis. To determine the counterfactual, two assumptions are made. The first assumption is that the 
trend prior to WAGES would have continued if WAGES had not been implemented. This is a 
reasonable premise, because economic growth was strong both before and after 1996. In addi-
tion, other analyses of the effects of TANF indicate that the economy was responsible for a 
large chunk of national caseload reductions after 1996.21 The second assumption is that the rele-
vant trend is the one that best fits data from the pre-WAGES period.22 This is also a reasonable 
premise, especially for the period shortly after WAGES was implemented. It might not be the 
case, however, if another important policy or economic change happened prior to WAGES. Be-
cause the resulting estimates are only as good as these assumptions, the chapter includes a num-

                                                   
20Welfare reform policies may have affected behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being 

signed into law. The area extends from April 1996 to October 1996. October 1996 represents the implementation 
of Miami’s WAGES program.  

21Blank and Schoeni, 2000. 
22Several steps were involved in finding the best scenario. First, a linear trend was compared statistically with 

a quadratic trend to determine whether the trend was nonlinear. If a statistical test rejected the hypothesis that the 
trend was linear, then the trend was assumed to be semi-logarithmic; that is, the natural logarithm of the outcome 
was assumed to change linearly with time. A semi-logarithmic trend was assumed rather than a quadratic trend 
because the quadratic trend forces the counterfactual to change direction at some point, and this seemed implausi-
ble for most outcomes.  
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ber of figures like Figure 3.3, to help the reader judge how plausible the assumptions and result-
ing conclusions are. 

The counterfactual shown in Figure 3.3 is the straight line extending from October 1996 
until the end of the period.23 From October 1996 until the middle of 1999, the actual exit rates 
roughly followed the predicted exit rates. After 1999, the actual and predicted exit rates were 
especially close.  

The estimated effect of WAGES is illustrated in the lower right corner of Figure 3.3. 
The points are all fairly close to zero. This indicates that the predicted outcomes and the actual 
outcomes are very similar, suggesting that WAGES may not have affected cases closing within 
six months of opening. Table 3.1 presents estimated effects of WAGES on exits by new welfare 
cases for three different periods of time: three months, six months, and a year after first receiv-
ing benefits. For each outcome, the table shows the actual value of the outcome, the predicted 
counterfactual, and the estimated impact.24 For example, 32.7 percent of new adult-headed cash 
assistance cases closed within three months of receiving benefits in the post-WAGES period, 
but the counterfactual implies that 26.8 percent of cases would have closed in an average month 
if WAGES had not been implemented. WAGES is consequently estimated to have increased 
the likelihood that a case would close within three months by 5.9 percentage points. The esti-
mates likewise imply that WAGES increased the likelihood that a case would close within a 
year by 2.8 percentage points. However, WAGES did not significantly alter the likelihood that a 
case would close within six months (the outcome shown on Figure 3.3). 

These mixed results might seem surprising: Miami’s WAGES program was supposed 
to encourage people to leave welfare faster, particularly because of its tough sanctions and time 
limits. As noted earlier, however, the expanded earned income disregard might have increased 
welfare stays for some people. Moreover, welfare cases were being closed rapidly even before 
WAGES was implemented. The data show that WAGES did not stop this trend but that it also 
did not significantly improve on it.25  

                                                   
23Some of the trend from 1993 to 1996 might be due not only to the economy but also to earlier welfare re-

form efforts and to national discussion about “ending welfare as we know it.” 
24Appendix Table A.3 presents exit rates for this analysis and for similar analyses published in the literature. 

The table reveals that this study’s estimates are similar to (albeit slightly lower than) estimates published using 
various data sources and over various time periods. The lower magnitude of these estimates may reflect that the 
unit of analysis in this study is a case rather than an individual. 

25Additional analyses were conducted to determine whether cases headed by citizens and noncitizens showed 
similar or different patterns. Appendix Figures A.1 and A.2 and Appendix Table A.4 suggest that the trends in exit 
rates of citizens and noncitizens are not markedly different.  
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Did WAGES Reform Encourage Long-Term Cases to Close Faster? 

Perhaps WAGES had little effect on the behavior of new welfare cases in Miami be-
cause many cases closed too quickly to be subject to the messages and rules introduced under 
welfare reform. This section focuses on a group of recipients who were more likely to have 
been exposed to WAGES policies — long-term recipients — and it shows that the estimated 
effects of reform were still small.  

Actual
Outcome for Counterfactual

Outcome Post-Reform Period Outcome Difference

Cases exiting welfare
Percentage of welfare cases closing in:

3 months 32.7 26.8 5.9 ***
6 months 63.1 62.7 0.5
12 months 84.8 82.0 2.8 ***

Long-term cases exiting welfare
Percentage of  long-term welfare cases 

closing in:
3 months 38.5 35.0 3.5
6 months 54.4 52.2 2.2
12 months 73.9 71.1 2.8

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 3.1

Estimated Effect of 1996 Welfare Reform on Cases Exiting
Cash Assistance Within a Specified Period of Time

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES: The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that 
opened as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.  See Appendix Table A.2 for sample 
sizes of first-stage regressions.
        The estimated effect of TANF is the average post-reform difference from the best estimated 
pre-reform trend.  See text for more information.  
        A "long-term case" is defined as receiving cash assistance in 18 out of 24 months from the 
start of first cash assistance receipt.  The percentage of long-term cases that closed is calculated as 
the proportion that closed within a specified period of time after the base period of 24 months.
        Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; and * = 10 
percent.
        Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.
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Long-term welfare cases are defined as cases that received cash assistance for 18 of the 

first 24 months after first opening. Parents in these cases may have faced barriers to employment 
that prevented them from leaving welfare. Because they had received welfare for a long time, they 
might have been more aware of the changes in the message and culture at the welfare office and 
might have participated the longest in welfare-to-work activities. They also would have been the 
cases most likely to hit the interim time limits. For these and other reasons, the effects of WAGES 
on long-term cases might be expected to be larger than the effects on new cases.  

Figure 3.4 shows the proportion of cases that closed within six months of becoming 
long term. For example, the point at the far left of the diagram, which is labeled January 1995, 
represents the outcome for cases that opened in February 1993 and received benefits for at least 
18 of the 24 months between those two dates. It indicates that nearly 23 percent of this group 
left welfare within the next six months, that is, between February 1995 and July 1995. The point 
at the far right of the diagram represents the outcome for welfare cases that began receiving 
benefits in May 1999 and received welfare for 18 of the 24 months that followed.26 About 60 
percent of this group left within six months. 

Figure 3.4 shows that welfare exits for long-term cases steadily increased during the pre-
WAGES period. For example, the proportion of long-term cases that closed within six months 
varied from about 25 percent at the beginning of 1995 to about 40 percent in the fall of 1996. The 
counterfactual, therefore, indicates that the proportion of long-term cases that closed would have 
continued to increase steadily in the absence of WAGES.27 In fact, this is precisely what occurred, 
suggesting that WAGES in Miami had no effect on exits of long-term welfare cases. By defini-
tion, these cases were not terminated due to noncompliance with work requirements or other rules 
for at least 18 months, and presumably these recipients were participating in welfare-to-work ac-
tivities. The implication is that the services they received did not provide enough of a boost to help 
them leave welfare faster than they would have in the absence of WAGES. 

The bottom panel of Table 3.1 shows the estimated effects of WAGES on the likeli-
hood that long-term cases closed within three, six, or twelve months of becoming long term. In 
all three different time periods, long-term cases did not appear to close any sooner after 
WAGES was implemented.  

                                                   
26There were 78 groups of cash assistance cases that became long term between January 1995 and June 2001. 

See Appendix Table A.2 for the number of cases in each annual group.  
27Figure 3.4 depicts a situation where it is particularly hard to model a counterfactual, due both to lack of 

enough data points and to variation in the pre-1996 trend. 
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January 1995 Through April 2001

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Figure 3.4

Percentage of New Long-Term Welfare Cases That Closed Within Six Months
of Becoming Long Term,
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES:  The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that opened 
as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis. 
            A "long-term case" is defined as a case that received cash assistance in 18 out of 24 months from 
the start of first cash assistance receipt.  The percentage of long-term cases that closed is calculated as 
the proportion of long-term cases that closed within 6 months after the base period of 24 months.
            The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have affected 
behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area extends from 
April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's TANF program.   
The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted trend line.
            The predicted percentage of cases that would close and the estimated effect of welfare reform are 
based on the semi-log model for the pre-reform trend.  See text for details. 
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Did People Who Were Most Likely to Come onto the Welfare Rolls Do So 
Less Frequently After the 1996 WAGES Program? 

The previous section suggests that WAGES in Miami did not help reduce caseloads by 
encouraging long-term cases to close faster.28 This section explores whether the 1996 WAGES 
program affected the number of cases that opened. The question is examined in three parts: (1) 
Did WAGES reduce the number of welfare cases opening for the first time (new entrants)? (2) 
Did WAGES reduce the number of cases returning to welfare (recidivists)? (3) Did WAGES 
result in fewer new welfare cases being opened by individuals who initially received food 
stamps without cash assistance?  

New Entrants 

The analysis of WAGES effects on welfare entry is again based on multiple cohorts. 
Looking at whether WAGES changed the number of new entrants, for example, requires three 
essential steps: (1) counting the number of new cases that opened each month, (2) predicting a 
counterfactual from the pre-WAGES trend, and (3) estimating the effect of WAGES as the dif-
ference between the actual and the predicted outcomes after October 1996. 

The trends for new welfare cases from January 1993 through December 2001 are 
shown in Figure 3.5. The number of new entrants declined substantially over time, from about 
2,200 cases that opened in January 1993 to fewer than 1,200 cases that opened in October 1996, 
the first month of WAGES in Miami. After WAGES began, however, the number of new cases 
continued to gradually decline each month to about 800 new cases in December 2001. 

Because the number of new welfare cases declined over time prior to WAGES, the 
counterfactual (the solid line labeled “Predicted” in Figure 3.5) indicates that this decline would 
have continued. Because the actual number of new welfare cases did decline over time, the re-
sults imply that WAGES may not have had an impact as expected. This conclusion is verified 
by the top row of Table 3.2, which shows that there is no statistically significant difference be-
tween the number of cases that opened in an average month after WAGES and the number of 
cases that were predicted to open.  

The suggestion that WAGES reforms did not affect the number of new cases may seem 
surprising. Once again, it is important to remember that the number of new cases was declining 

                                                   
28In other words, while increased exits are consistent with a declining caseload, the results suggest that 

WAGES may not be responsible for the decline. 
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Figure 3.5

Number of New Welfare Cases That Opened Each Month,
March 1993 Through December 2001
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES:  The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that opened 
as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.
            The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have affected 
behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area extends from 
April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's TANF program.   
The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted trend line.
            The predicted percentage of cases that would open and the estimated effect of welfare reform are 
based on the semi-log model for the pre-reform trend.  See text for details.
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Actual Outcome for Counterfactual
Outcome Post-Reform Period Outcome Difference

Starting welfare
Number of cases starting welfare

each month 1,069.0 1,006.0 63.0
Percentage of cases reopening

within 6 months (recidivist cases) 16.0 13.8 2.3 **

Food stamp recipients starting welfare
Percentage of food stamp cases that 

opened welfare cases within

3 months 14.5 11.0 3.5 ***
6 months 17.1 12.0 5.1 ***
12 months 19.9 13.8 6.1 ***
24 months 22.8 14.7 8.1 ***

For citizens
3 months 14.3 20.1 -5.8 ***
6 months 17.0 18.7 -1.7 *
12 months 20.0 20.4 -0.4
24 months 23.2 21.3 1.9

For noncitizens
3 months 14.2 6.5 7.8 ***
6 months 16.5 7.0 9.6 ***
12 months 18.6 9.0 9.6 ***
24 months 20.4 10.0 10.4 ***

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 3.2

Estimated Effect of 1996 Welfare Reform on Cases Starting
Cash Assistance Within a Specified Period of Time

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES: See Appendix Table A.2 for sample sizes of first-stage regressions.
           The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that opened as 
child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.
            The estimated effect of 1996 welfare reforms is the average post-reform difference from the 
best estimated pre-reform trend.  See text for more information.  
            The percentage of cases reopening each month is calculated as the proportion of cases in each 
at-risk group who returned to welfare within 6 months.  See text for details.
            Food stamp case results exclude single (adult) recipients, who were subject to different 
eligibility rules since 1996.  The percentage of food stamp cases that open a welfare case refers to the 
proportion of cases receiving food stamps, but not cash assistance, that open a cash assistance case 
within a specified period of time.  
            Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; and * = 10 
percent.
        Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.
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even before the WAGES program began, providing little room for WAGES to significantly al-
ter this trend.29 And, once again, it is important to remember that the estimated effect of 
WAGES assumes that the pre-WAGES trend would have continued. If that is wrong, then 
WAGES might have provided a substantial deterrent to receiving welfare that is not apparent 
using nonexperimental methods.  

The decline predicted by the counterfactual might also be too steep because of how new 
entrants are defined. Because data were collected beginning in January 1992, cases that are de-
fined as new might have received benefits prior to January 1992. That is, cases that are identi-
fied as new in January 1993 could have received benefits as recently as 13 months earlier, in 
December 1991. Cases that are identified as new in January 1999, by contrast, were definitely 
off the cash assistance rolls for at least seven years. In each month, the number of new entrants 
may be overstated, but this problem is likely to be most severe early in the follow-up period. As 
a result, the pre-WAGES decline may be overstated, and the decline predicted by the counter-
factual may likewise be too steep. 

Recidivism 

Caseloads can decline not only if the number of new entrants declines but also if fewer 
people return to welfare after they have left. It is unclear what effect Miami’s WAGES policies 
would have on recidivism. Policies such as participation mandates and time limits not only 
should encourage people to leave welfare but also should discourage them from returning to the 
rolls. Countering these effects is the possibility that participation mandates, sanctioning, and 
time limits might have encouraged some people to leave welfare before they were able to obtain 
sustainable employment.  

Figure 3.6 shows what actually happened with regard to recidivism. In this analysis, a 
recidivist case is one that closed for at least two months but returned to the rolls within six 
months of leaving. For example, a welfare case that opened in January 1993 and that closed in 
January 1994 would have been at risk of recidivism in March 1994 (having been closed for 
January and February 1994) and would be counted as a recidivist if the case began receiving 
cash assistance again before August 1994 — six months after it became at risk of returning to 
welfare. If a case cycled on and off welfare several times, then only its first welfare exit and 
only its first return to welfare are included in this analysis. By this definition, 16 percent of all 
former welfare cases in Miami reopened at some point during the period described in this chap-
ter. A six-month period was chosen because most cases that reopen do so within a few months 
                                                   

29The counterfactual assumes that pre-WAGES trends would have continued in the absence of the WAGES 
program. In this case, it assumes that the 50 percent decline in new entrants from 1993 to 1996 would have con-
tinued unabated in the absence of reform. Since the number of new entrants cannot decline below zero, this might 
be a case in which the trend would have leveled out more than predicted mechanically by the counterfactual.  



 -88-

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Figure 3.6
Percentage of Closed Welfare Cases That Reopened Within Six Months,

May 1993 Through April 2001
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES:  The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that 
opened as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.
            The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have affected 
behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area extends from 
April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's TANF 
program.   The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted trend line.
            The predicted percentage of cases that would reopen and the estimated effect of welfare 
reform are based on the semi-log model for the pre-reform trend.  See text for details.
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of closing and because a relatively short period was needed in order to observe enough cohorts 
for the analysis.30 

According to Figure 3.6, there was a decline in the rate of recidivism before WAGES 
was implemented. For example, the leftmost point indicates that among welfare cases that 
closed in March 1993 (and therefore became at risk for reopening in May 1993), about 23 per-
cent reopened within six months of becoming at risk of returning. By October 1996, this rate 
had declined to about 14 percent.  

The counterfactual indicates that the gradual pre-WAGES decline would have contin-
ued in the absence of WAGES. Instead, the rate at which cases actually returned to the welfare 
rolls was greater than predicted. This implies that the 1996 WAGES program produced greater 
recidivism than was expected, which suggests that reform encouraged more individuals to leave 
welfare before they were able to sustain employment. The effect of WAGES on the number of 
cases reopening within six months is verified by the second row of Table 3.2. According to the 
table, 16.0 percent of closed cases returned to the rolls within six months in the period after Oc-
tober 1996, compared with a predicted recidivist rate of 13.8 percent. The difference implies 
that the WAGES program resulted in a recidivism rate that was almost 2.3 percentage points 
greater than expected — a small but significant increase. 

Welfare Entry Among Food Stamp Recipients 

Results reported earlier suggest that Miami’s WAGES program probably had no effect 
on the number of new cases opening. One difficulty with that analysis, however, is that it does 
not account for the number of families who were at risk of becoming welfare recipients, which 
may have changed over time.31 As a result, the actual decline in new entrants might confound 
decreases in the number of at-risk families with decreases in the likelihood that an at-risk family 
began receiving welfare. Although reform was designed to directly affect the likelihood that an 
at-risk family would receive benefits, it could lead to changes in the number of at-risk families 
only over a very long period.  

This section explores welfare entry among at-risk families by examining whether indi-
viduals who initially received food stamps without cash assistance subsequently began receiv-
ing cash assistance. The analysis examines only food stamp cases that include both adults and 
children. This group is probably composed of working people whose income was too high to  

                                                   
30Coulton, Chow, Wang, and Su, 1996. 
31Sawhill, 2001.  
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qualify for cash assistance benefits but who were at the risk of receiving cash assistance if they 
had a modest decrease in income.32  

Figure 3.7 shows the percentage of new food stamp-only recipients who began receiving 
cash assistance within six months of first receiving food stamps. For example, the leftmost point 
indicates that about 7 percent of people who began receiving food stamps without cash assistance 
in January 1993 had begun receiving cash assistance by July 1993. As in other figures in this 
chapter, points to the right of the rectangular area represent people who first began receiving food 
stamps after the 1996 WAGES program was implemented in Miami; points to the left of the rec-
tangular area represent people who began receiving food stamps before the 1996 WAGES pro-
gram was implemented; and points within the rectangular area represent people who began receiv-
ing food stamps shortly before the 1996 WAGES program was implemented. 

Figure 3.7 shows that the predicted percentage of new food stamp-only recipients who 
received cash assistance within six months increased very gradually from 1993 until WAGES 
was implemented. However, the proportion moving onto cash assistance increased sharply from 
1996 until April 1999, but then dropped gradually during the last few months of the period. The 
difference between the counterfactual (a slight increase after 1997) and what actually happened 
(a sharp increase with a gradual decline in 1999) implies that the 1996 WAGES program caused 
more people than expected to move from food stamps to welfare. 

The lower portion of Table 3.2 shows the average effect of WAGES on the likelihood 
of food stamp recipients’ opening cash assistance cases. Results are shown for four different 
outcomes: receiving cash assistance within three months, within six months, within a year, and 
within two years of first receiving food stamps. In each case, the results imply that the 1996 
WAGES program increased the number of food stamp-only families who subsequently received 
cash assistance, with effects ranging from as high as an increase of 8.1 percentage points within 
two years to 3.5 percentage points within three months. For the outcome shown in Figure 3.7, 
the table indicates that 17.1 percent of food stamp recipients moved to cash assistance within six 
months in the period after WAGES began, compared with a predicted rate of 12.0 percent. The 
difference implies that WAGES increased the likelihood (by 5.1 percentage points) that a food 
stamp recipient would open a cash assistance case within six months. 

The idea that WAGES moved new food stamps recipients without cash assistance to open 
a cash assistance case seems somewhat surprising. One reason could be the issue of citizenship. 
PRWORA’s policies affecting noncitizens may have had large effects in Miami because the 
county has a large population of immigrants. With respect to the current analysis, PRWORA 
made many adult noncitizens ineligible for food stamps, regardless of income or arrival date. This  

                                                   
32See Appendix Table A.2 for the size of this group and its change over time. 



 -91-

January 1993 Through April 2001
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Figure 3.7

Percentage of New Food Stamp Recipients That Opened Welfare Cases
Within Six Months of Opening a Food Stamp Case,
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES:   The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that 
opened as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.
        Results exclude single, adult recipients, who were subject to different eligibility rules since 1996.  
The calculation examines the proportion of individuals receiving food stamps, but not cash assistance, 
that opened a cash assistance case within a specified period of time.  
       The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have affected 
behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area extends from 
April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's TANF program.  
The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted trend line.
         The  predicted percentage of cases that would open and the estimated effect of welfare reform are 
based on the linear model for the pre-reform trend.  See text for details.
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would have affected the composition of new food stamp recipients over time and the likelihood 
that citizens and noncitizens would have moved to cash assistance after August 1996.  

To further investigate the effect of citizenship on the estimated impact of WAGES on 
welfare entry among food stamp recipients, the analysis was performed separately for citizens 
and noncitizens. For citizens, WAGES should have reduced the likelihood that someone would 
move from food stamps to cash assistance, for reasons discussed above. For noncitizens, the 
effect of WAGES on movement from food stamps to cash assistance is less clear; working-age 
noncitizens became ineligible for food stamps regardless of their arrival date, but they could 
continue to receive cash assistance if they arrived before 1996. 

Consider Figure 3.8, which shows the percentage of new food stamp-only recipients 
who were citizens and who began receiving cash assistance within six months of first receiving 
food stamps. For example, the leftmost point indicates that about 9 percent of people who began 
receiving food stamps without cash assistance in January 1993 had begun receiving cash assis-
tance by July 1993. Figure 3.8 shows that the predicted percentage of new food stamp-only re-
cipients who were citizens and who received cash assistance within six months increased gradu-
ally from 1993 until the end of 1997. But the proportion moving onto cash assistance decreased 
during the last few years of the period starting in 1998. The difference between the counterfac-
tual and what actually happened implies that WAGES caused fewer citizens than predicted to 
move from food stamps to welfare.  

For noncitizens, WAGES seems to have had the opposite effect. Figure 3.9 shows the 
percentage of new food stamp-only recipients who were noncitizens and who began receiving 
cash assistance within six months of first receiving food stamps. The trend before WAGES was 
fairly flat, and the counterfactual implies that the proportion moving onto cash assistance would 
have remained flat in the absence of WAGES. In fact, the actual rate at which new food stamp-
only recipients who were noncitizens moved onto cash assistance increased dramatically, 
though there was considerable variation. The difference between the counterfactual and what 
actually happened implies that WAGES may have caused more noncitizens than expected to 
move from food stamps to welfare.33 

Although this analysis suggests that WAGES affected the behavior of noncitizen food 
stamp recipients, readers should be aware that the composition of the noncitizen food stamp 
population changed after 1996, when federal policy limited food stamp benefits for noncitizens 
to refugees and asylees. Because of this change, the number of noncitizen food stamp recipients  

                                                   
33An analysis of the profile of noncitizen-headed cases shows that the noncitizen subgroup is a fairly constant 

proportion of the caseload. This indicates that noncitizens’ behavior was truly different and not an artifact of cer-
tain compositional changes. 
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Figure 3.8

Percentage of Citizens Who Were New Food Stamp Recipients That Opened
Welfare Cases Within Six Months of Opening a Food Stamp Case,
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES:   The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that 
opened as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.
        Results are limited to individuals who are citizens and exclude single, adult recipients, who were 
subject to different eligibility rules since 1996.  The calculation examines the proportion of individuals 
receiving food stamps, but not cash assistance, that opened a cash assistance case within a specified 
period of time.  
       The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have affected 
behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area extends from 
April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's TANF program.   
The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted trend line.
         The predicted percentage of cases that would open and the estimated effect of welfare reform are 
based on the linear model for the pre-reform trend.  See text for details.
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January 1993 Through April 2001
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Figure 3.9

Welfare Cases Within Six Months of Opening a Food Stamp Case,
Percentage of Noncitizens Who Were New Food Stamp Recipients That Opened
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES:   The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that 
opened as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.
        Results are limited to individuals who were noncitizens and exclude single, adult recipients, who 
were subject to different eligibility rules since 1996.  The calculation examines the proportion of 
individuals receiving food stamps, but not cash assistance, that opened a cash assistance case within a 
specified period of time.  
       The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have affected 
behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area extends from 
April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's TANF program.  
The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted trend line.
         The predicted percentage of cases that would open and the estimated effect of welfare reform are 
based on the linear model for the pre-reform trend.  See text for details. 
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decreased by more than half in Miami-Dade between September and November 1996. Nonciti-
zens who remained on the rolls presumably had different characteristics than those who re-
ceived food stamps prior to 1996.  This compositional change probably is responsible for much 
of the observed change in the proportion of noncitizen food stamp recipients who began receiv-
ing cash assistance. 

Effects of Miami’s WAGES Program on Employment 
So far, the chapter has provided mixed results regarding the effects of WAGES on Mi-

ami’s caseload. The program appears to have moved people off the rolls slightly faster while 
increasing recidivism by a small but significant amount. However, the reforms seem to have 
had no effect on the number of new cash assistance cases that opened. In addition, long-term 
welfare cases do not appear to have closed any sooner after the reforms were implemented.  

Although different policies might have had different effects on welfare receipt, all the 
policies were designed to increase employment. This section investigates the effects of Miami’s 
1996 reforms on employment among welfare recipients. This section also analyzes employment 
by citizenship status. Using employment and earnings data as reported to Florida’s unemploy-
ment insurance (UI) system, the section examines two outcomes: employment and employment 
stability. Overall, the results suggest that the WAGES had large effects on short-term employ-
ment and employment stability.  

Did Miami’s WAGES Program Increase Employment? 

This section explores whether WAGES in Miami increased the likelihood that any indi-
vidual who was associated with a new welfare case worked within four quarters of first receiving 
cash assistance. As in the other analyses in this chapter, the choice of four quarters is somewhat 
arbitrary. However, results from the National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies and other 
random assignment evaluations imply that mandatory job search programs have immediate effects 
on employment, while results from studies of financial work incentives indicate that they also tend 
to have immediate effects on employment.34 Therefore, if WAGES affected employment, it seems 
reasonable to expect that its effects would have occurred within a year.  

Figure 3.10 shows the proportion of each group of new welfare cases that contained at 
least one member who worked within four quarters of receiving cash assistance. The figure 
shows that employment among new welfare recipients increased over time. For example, about 
55 percent of cases that began receiving cash assistance in the first quarter of 1994 contained at 
least one member who worked before the first quarter of 1995. Similarly, about 56 percent of 
                                                   

34Hamilton et al., 2001; Bloom and Michalopoulos, 2001. 
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January 1994, Quarter 1, Through December 2000, Quarter 4
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Figure 3.10
Percentage of Cases That Had at Least One Member

 Employed Within Four Quarters of Starting AFDC/TANF,
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NOTES:  The sample is limited to adults.
             The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have affected 
behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area extends from 
April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's TANF program.  
The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted trend line.
            The predicted percentage employed and the estimated effect of welfare reform are based on the 
linear model  for the pre-reform period.  See text for details.
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cases that began receiving cash assistance in the second quarter of 1996 contained at least one 
member who worked before the second quarter of 1997. In contrast, just under 72 percent of 
cases that began receiving cash assistance in the fourth quarter of 2000 contained a member 
who worked before the fourth quarter of 2001.  

Because employment was fairly flat before WAGES, the counterfactual implies that 
employment would have remained flat in the absence of WAGES. In fact, the actual rate of em-
ployment increased dramatically, suggesting that the 1996 reforms had a large effect on em-
ployment among recent welfare recipients. Table 3.3 confirms this result. According to the first 
row of the table, 69.8 percent of new cases in the post-WAGES period had a working member 
within four quarters of receiving cash assistance, compared with a predicted rate of 57.2 per-
cent. The difference of 12.6 percentage points is fairly large and statistically significant. 

The increase in employment is consistent with a work-first policy combined with a 
strict participation mandate. Although Chapter 2 detailed a number of problems with the im-
plementation of Miami’s welfare-to-work program, it also indicated that enforcement of the 
participation mandate was extremely tough. It is possible that the administrative confusion and 
poor quality of services in the welfare-to-work program motivated some clients to go out and 
find a job rather than attend case management appointments and other assigned activities. It also 
seems as though high sanctioning rates may have created a strong incentive for Miami’s welfare 
recipients to look for work as soon as possible. 

Did Miami’s WAGES Program Increase Employment Stability? 

Employment is likely to provide greater benefits if it is stable. For example, earnings 
grow faster among people who work regularly than among people who work sporadically.35 On 
the one hand, the job search assistance that Miami gave welfare recipients may have helped re-
cipients find more stable employment. On the other hand, requiring recipients to look for work 
may have encouraged many of them to take any job just to fulfill the requirement.  

Figure 3.11 shows the proportion of new welfare cases that had at least one member who 
found work within a year and who then worked for four or more consecutive quarters.36 (Note that 
this definition captures individuals who worked steadily in one job as well as individuals who held  

                                                   
35Gladden and Taber, 1999. 
36Following Freedman (2000), short-term employment stability is defined as the first employment spell (after 

starting cash assistance receipt) that lasts four quarters or more. Employment spells that last for fewer than four 
quarters are deemed unstable, short-term employment. This is a fairly complex definition intended to capture the 
fact that many recipients leave employment within the first year after they begin working (Rangarajan, Schochet, 
and Chu, 1998, pp. 15-23; findings cited in Strawn and Martinson, 2000, pp. 11-12). 
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a series of short-term jobs during the follow-up period.) The figure shows that stable short-term 
employment increased over time. For example, about 28 percent of cases that received welfare for 
the first time in the first quarter of 1994 had at least one member working steadily for a year or 
more, compared with about 43 percent of cases that first received welfare in the first quarter of 
2000. The increase in stable employment began after WAGES was implemented, and it contin-
ued. Because employment was fairly flat before WAGES, the counterfactual implies that the 
WAGES program in Miami did have a substantial effect on employment stability. 

Table 3.3 provides greater detail. The second row of the table indicates that short-term 
employment stability increased after the implementation of WAGES. The table shows that the 
actual percentage of cases with at least one member engaged in short-term employment was 
30.4 percent, compared with the predicted amount of 25.8 percent. As a result, short-term em-
ployment increased by over 4.5 percent after the implementation of WAGES. This indicates 
that less than half the increase in employment within four quarters of starting welfare occurred 
as a result of an increase in short-term employment. 

Actual
Outcome for Counterfactual

Outcome Post-Reform Period Outcome Difference

Percentage employed 4 quarters after start
of cash assistance 69.8 57.2 12.6 ***

Percentage with first employment spell 
lasting (short-term stability):
1 to 3 quarters  30.4 25.8 4.5 ***
lasting (long-term stability):
 4 quarters or more 39.4 31.4 8.1 ***

Estimated Effect of 1996 Welfare Reforms on Employment 
and Employment Stability

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 3.3

SOURCES: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare and unemployment insurance administrative 
records.

NOTES: See Appendix Table A.2 for sample sizes of first-stage regression.
         The estimated effect of 1996 welfare reforms is the average post-reform difference from the 
best estimated pre-reform trend.  See text for more information.  
            Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; and * = 10 
percent.
        Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.
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The third row of Table 3.3 indicates that the percentage of cases with at least one member 
engaged in long-term employment was 39.4 percent, compared with the predicted amount of 31.4 
percent. Hence, long-term employment increased by almost 8.1 percent after the implementation 
of WAGES. A possible explanation for this increase in employment stability could be the transi-

January 1994, Quarter 1, Through December 2000, Quarter 4

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Figure 3.11
Percentage of Cases That Opened with at Least One First Spell of Employment
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             The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have affected 
behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area extends from 
April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's TANF program.   
The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted trend line.
            The predicted percentage employed and the estimated effect of welfare reform are based on the 
linear model for the pre-reform period.  See text for details.
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tional benefits to families who left welfare for work, which included Medicaid, food stamps, and 
child care assistance. Also, clients may have been encouraged to work steadily because the alter-
native was to return to a welfare system that was extremely tough in enforcing work requirements 
and other rules and that offered a low cash grant, as well as the threat of the time limit. 

An investigation into whether citizenship status was associated with different patterns 
of employment revealed that the impact was greater for noncitizens.  Specifically, the likelihood 
of becoming employed within four quarters and having stable employment after WAGES was 
implemented was greater for noncitizens than citizens.37 This could reflect either that the stakes 
are higher for noncitizens (who might fear deportation, for example, or worry that their nonciti-
zen status will make it difficult to get welfare benefits) or that changes in their personal charac-
teristics (possibly owing to changing eligibility rules) after 1996 made them more employable 
than in the past. 

Did Miami’s WAGES Program Increase Welfare-and-Work Cases? 

One reason why welfare cases may not have closed faster after Miami’s welfare reform is 
because more cases combined welfare and work. Although Chapter 2 indicates that the earned 
income disregard was not strongly promoted, it would have extended eligibility for some welfare 
recipients who reported their earnings to their caseworkers. The analysis reveals that WAGES 
increased the number of cases receiving benefits with at least one person working.38 This helps 
explain why WAGES did not have as large an effect on welfare exits as it did on employment. 

Summary and Conclusions  
The findings in this chapter suggest that Miami’s welfare reforms moved people off the 

rolls slightly faster but increased recidivism by a small amount. The reforms seem to have had 
no effect on the rate at which new cash assistance cases opened and the rate at which long-term 
welfare cases closed. Finally, the results suggest that Miami’s reforms substantially increased 
employment among welfare recipients. Cases headed by U.S. citizens and by noncitizens appear 
to have had significantly different patterns in certain outcomes — notably, the movement of 
food stamp recipients onto cash assistance and the movement of welfare recipients off cash as-
sistance and into stable employment.  

                                                   
37See Appendix Figures A.3, A.4, A.5, and A.6 and Appendix Table A.5 for the employment patterns of 

citizens and noncitizens.  
38See Appendix Table A.6 for the estimated effect of WAGES on welfare cases with at least one person 

working. 
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Though the nonexperimental methodology used for this analysis produces less certain 
results than a controlled experiment, the findings presented in this chapter are plausible. The 
effects of WAGES on overall welfare exits in Miami might have been small because of the fact 
that welfare cases were being closed rapidly before WAGES began. Stated differently, there 
was not much room for the new policies to make a difference, given that most clients were exit-
ing welfare quickly before WAGES was introduced. It is also worth noting that some features 
of WAGES may have had counterbalancing effects: Time limits and sanctions might have 
pushed some welfare recipients off the rolls sooner, while the increased earned income disre-
gard made it easier for some welfare recipients to combine work and welfare and stay on the 
rolls longer. 

In contrast to the welfare findings, this analysis suggests that WAGES increased em-
ployment significantly. Employment stability also increased after WAGES, suggesting that the 
“work-first” message and services, as well as the strict enforcement of the work participation 
mandates, affected welfare recipients in Miami. The threat of sanctions and time limits, com-
bined with the instability of the welfare-to-work program, may have influenced the large in-
crease in employment and the small increase in recidivism. 

Readers should view the results with caution because they are based on a number of as-
sumptions. The effects were estimated by comparing what actually happened after the 1996 
WAGES program and what would have been expected to happen based on pre-WAGES trends. 
The predicted counterfactual will be accurate only if the factors causing change prior to 1996 
continued to cause similar change after 1996 and only if the preexisting trend was modeled cor-
rectly. If those assumptions are wrong, then the inferred impacts presented in this chapter are 
also wrong. In addition, if the effects of WAGES began before 1996 — for example, during the 
1992 presidential campaign, when Bill Clinton promised to “end welfare as we know it” — 
then an examination of trends after 1996 starts too late to pick up the full effects of WAGES. 
Finally, the study will understate the effects of welfare reform because it does not capture the 
effects of lifetime limits on cash assistance that were scheduled to begin in fall 2003, after this 
analysis was completed.  
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Chapter 4 

Employment Patterns and Barriers to Employment:  
Findings from the Longitudinal Survey and Ethnography 

One of the fundamental goals of welfare reform was to place women in the labor mar-
ket and move them toward self-sufficiency. Reports from welfare recipients about their own 
experiences offer insights about the success and complexity of attempting to achieve this goal. 
Using data from surveys and ethnographic observations, this chapter reports on recipients’ ac-
tual experiences. The survey was conducted with a random sample of women who had been 
receiving welfare benefits in 1995, before the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) was implemented, and who lived primarily in high-poverty or 
high-welfare neighborhoods. The women were interviewed in 1998 and again in 2001. The eth-
nographic research was conducted from 1997 through 2001 with samples of 23 Hispanic and 19 
African-American women living in Hialeah and Liberty City, respectively.  

This chapter and Chapter 5 follow the National Research Council’s key question for 
monitoring the effects of welfare reform: “How has the well-being of the low-income popula-
tion and key subgroups evolved since welfare reform?”1 This chapter specifically addresses ex-
periences in the labor market: 

• How successful were women in finding work and what were the employ-
ment conditions of the jobs they found? 

• How did employment experiences and challenges vary among welfare re-
cipients with different backgrounds? What variables made the most differ-
ence in women’s experiences in the labor market? 

When PRWORA was enacted in 1996, there were widely divergent hypotheses about 
how poor families would be affected. On the one hand, supporters of welfare reform expected 
that time limits in conjunction with enhanced but temporary assistance would promote em-
ployment and thereby improve the financial situation of poor families in the long run. On the 
other hand, critics predicted devastating effects on low-income families — that the loss of cash 
benefits combined with difficulties in finding steady, adequate employment would result in in-
creased poverty, more homelessness and housing problems, greater food insecurity and hunger, 
and loss of health insurance and health care access. 

                                                   
1Moffitt, 2001. 
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The data presented here from the Urban Change survey and ethnography cannot be 
used to rigorously test such hypotheses about welfare reform’s effects. The circumstances of 
poor families would have changed over time even in the absence of the 1996 welfare reform, 
particularly because its implementation coincided with a strengthening economy. Thus, if the 
situations of poor families improve, it cannot be concluded that welfare reform caused the im-
provements. Improvements, however, would offer some evidence that the new policies did not 
result in devastation, at least during good economic times. Conversely, if poor families are 
worse off than they were previously, it cannot be concluded that welfare reform caused the de-
cline; but, given improving economic conditions, worsening situations would undermine the 
hypothesis that welfare reform had beneficial effects. 

Summary of Findings 
According to women in Miami who had been receiving welfare before PRWORA, wel-

fare reform has definitely pushed them off welfare and into the labor market, but it has done less 
to move them into full self-sufficiency. Among the survey sample: 

• Nearly three out of five respondents were working and no longer getting wel-
fare at the time of the 2001 interview. Only 12 percent of survey respondents 
were still receiving cash benefits. 

• The vast majority of the survey sample (86 percent) had worked for pay at 
least some time in the 48 months prior to being interviewed in 2001. 

• Most survey respondents who worked did not receive a wage that lifted their 
family above the poverty line, nor did their employer provide benefits. 
Among the women who worked in 2001, only 27 percent had jobs that both 
paid $7.50 or more per hour and also offered medical benefits. 

• Non-English-speaking Hispanics had the lowest employment rates and low-
est earnings — compared with English-speaking Hispanics, who had the 
highest rates, and African-Americans.2 Non-English-speaking Hispanics 
were also less likely than the other two groups to have a job that offered 
medical benefits, and they tended to have more health problems and be at 
higher risk of depression. 

                                                   
2The term “African-American” is used to refer to blacks born in the United States and to those who were 

born in the Caribbean or are of Caribbean descent. 
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Data Sources 
This chapter and Chapter 5 report data from the Urban Change longitudinal survey in-

terviews and from longitudinal in-depth ethnographic interviews and observations.  

Survey Data 

The Urban Change survey targeted census tracts where either the poverty rate exceeded 
30 percent or the rate of welfare receipt exceeded 20 percent — that is, the most economically 
disadvantaged neighborhoods in Miami-Dade County. The survey population consisted of sin-
gle women ages 18 to 45 who were on cash assistance or who received food stamps in May 
1995. Based on administrative records files, 1,020 cases were randomly selected for the survey 
sample from the high-poverty and high-welfare census tracts, and 255 cases were selected from 
the remainder of the county. The first round of interviews was completed between March 1998 
and March 1999 and, for convenience sake, is referred to as the 1998 survey.4 The 1998 survey 
interviewed 979 women of the 1,275 randomly selected, representing a response rate of nearly 
79 percent.5 Between March and October 2001, a second survey was completed, and attempts 
were made to reinterview the respondents from the first survey. A total of 793 women (81 per-
cent of those who were interviewed in 1998 and 1999) completed the second survey.6 In both 
rounds of in-person survey interviews, researchers questioned respondents on a wide range of 
topics, including employment, family circumstances, household income, health and material 
hardship, and the use of support and safety net services.7 

                                                   
3Of the original Miami survey sample, 80 percent were women whose most recent address was in a high-

poverty or high-welfare census tract; 20 percent were living in other census tracts. The high-poverty and high-
welfare census tracts are shown on the map in Figure 6.5 (Chapter 6). Respondents remained in the survey 
sample even if they subsequently moved. 

4Ninety-four interviews were completed in early 1999. 
5Survey response rates for state-initiated welfare leaver studies are generally under 75 percent and some-

times are as low as 51 percent (Acs and Loprest, 2001). 
6An analysis of attrition bias revealed that those who participated in the 2001 survey interview were sig-

nificantly different from those who did not participate (p-value = .0016) in terms of demographic characteris-
tics measured in 1998, including race and ethnicity, age, marital status, educational attainment, gender, and 
welfare status. In particular, whites and Hispanics were less likely to respond to the Wave II survey than 
blacks; persons under the age of 25 were less likely to respond than persons over the age of 25; and widows 
were less likely to respond than single women. However, although response bias was found, it is not a major 
concern for the descriptive analysis presented in this chapter. 

7Survey data were collected in 1998 and 2001 in the four Urban Change sites: Cleveland, Los Angeles, 
Miami, and Philadelphia. Data from the 1998 interviews in all four sites have been analyzed, and several re-
ports have made site comparisons (for example, see Polit, London, and Martinez, 2001; and Polit et al., 2001). 
However, at the time this report was written, only data from the 2001 interviews in Cleveland and Philadelphia 
had been analyzed and reported (in, respectively, Brock et al., 2002; Michalopoulos et al., 2003). 
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This chapter and Chapter 5 focus on the 581 survey respondents who were welfare re-
cipients at “baseline” (that is, in May 1995) and who completed both rounds of surveys.8 Table 
4.1 shows that these 581 single mothers are mostly African-American (69.0 percent) or His-
panic (28.3 percent) and that they were, on average, just over 30 years old in May 1995. They 
had an average of 2.7 children living with them at baseline, and the average age of the youngest 
child was about 5 years. Nearly half the women had a high school diploma or GED certificate at 
baseline. In 2001, when the second survey interview was conducted, 13.3 percent of the women 
were currently married, while more than half of them said that they had never been married. 
Still, nearly one-third of the survey respondents had a preschool-age child in the household at 
the time of the second interview.  

Ethnographic Data 

The Urban Change ethnographic study in Miami involved repeated in-depth, semi-
structured, in-person interviews, collected over a four-year period, with a sample of 42 families. 
All ethnographic study participants were welfare-reliant at the first interview in 1997. Subjects 
were recruited from two neighborhoods that varied in terms of ethnic composition and poverty: 
Liberty City (predominantly African-American, with high poverty) and Hialeah (predominantly 
Hispanic, with low poverty).9 

The ethnographic interviews explored many of the same issues as the survey, but eth-
nographic respondents were engaged in open-ended discussions of  each topic. Thus, the ethno-
graphic interviews yielded rich narrative data about how the families were coping with the new 
welfare rules and policies and how the mothers were managing as they attempted to combine 
work with their parenting responsibilities. 

The survey and ethnographic samples were drawn from overlapping but not identical 
populations (no women were in both the ethnography and the survey). Both samples include 
women who had already left welfare by 1998. Survey respondents are a more heterogeneous 
group and represent a broader segment of the low-income population than the ethnographic sam-
ple. Both samples, however, were drawn from the poorer neighborhoods of Miami-Dade County, 
where the economic challenges for low-skilled single mothers are likely to be formidable.10  

                                                   
8The remaining 212 women in the full 2001 survey sample in Miami-Dade who completed both rounds of 

interviews were excluded from these analyses in order to narrow the sample to women who received cash as-
sistance in May 1995. The 212 excluded cases were women who received food stamp benefits but no cash. 

9Hispanic residents living in poverty in Miami-Dade County tend to live in neighborhoods with mixed 
levels of income. The Hialeah area was selected to allow adequate representation of Hispanic families receiv-
ing Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF).  

10Although the two samples’ neighborhoods overlapped, the ethnographic sample’s neighborhoods were 
among the poorest. 
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The ethnographic samples were especially similar to subgroups that emerged as signifi-
cant within the survey sample: non-English-speaking Hispanics and African-Americans with or 
without a high school diploma or GED. The women in the Hispanic ethnographic sample were 
virtually exclusively monolingual Spanish speakers. As reflected in Table 4.1, among the His-
panic women, 7 out of 23 had the equivalent of a high school diploma from their home country 
or had earned a GED in the United States. One-half of the Hispanic women had at least one 
child under age 5, and one-third had at least one teenager in the household in 1997. The 
women’s ages ranged from 24 to 58, with an average age of 37. Nearly the entire Hispanic eth-
nographic sample (20 out of 23) had some work experience from low-skilled factory jobs. 

The African-American ethnographic sample had a narrower age range (from 23 to 48) 
and a lower average age (33). These women had attained a higher level of education than the 
Hispanic ethnographic sample; 10 out of 19 had attained a high school diploma or GED. Eleven 

 

Survey Ethnographic 
Characteristic Sample Sample

Average age at baseline (years) 30.2 35.8

Racial or ethnic group
African-American (%) 69.0 45.2
White (%) 2.1 0.0
Hispanic (%) 28.3 54.8
Other (%) 0.7 0.0

Average number of children at baseline 2.7 3.0

Average age of youngest child at baseline (years) 4.9 6.0

Had a high school diploma or GED at baseline (%) 48.9 42.9

Had UI earnings, April 1994 to March 1995 (%) 39.9 n/a

Sample size 581 42

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 4.1

Demographic Characteristics of Survey Sample and Ethnographic Sample

SOURCES:  Calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey and ethnographic interviews.

NOTES:  Baseline is May 1995 for the survey sample and December 1997 for the ethnographic 
sample.
        The final interviews were conducted between March and October 2001 for the survey sample 
and in October 2001 for the ethnographic sample. 
        Rounding may cause slight discrepancies when adding sums and differences.
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of the African-American households had children under age 5, and nine households had one or 
more teenagers. At least 13 women in this ethnographic sample had some white-collar work 
experience that required light clerical or beautician skills. The work experience of the other five 
was limited to unskilled work — for example, in the fast-food industry or housecleaning. 

The ethnographic data follow the lives of families over three to four years. The qualita-
tive analysis sheds light on processes that cannot be understood from the available survey data. 
Whereas the survey data are representative of female welfare recipients living in poor neighbor-
hoods in Miami, no similar claims can be made about the ethnographic data. Instead, the longi-
tudinal ethnographic design permitted a monitoring of changes and provided opportunities to 
ask directly about such changes as they occurred. The ethnographic examples provide detail and 
help explain the process of trends observed in the survey data. 

The Good News 
Noteworthy areas of apparent success of welfare reform in Miami-Dade County are the 

recipients’ desire to work, their leaving the welfare rolls, and their absorption into the labor mar-
ket. For example: 

• The proportion of survey respondents who were on welfare dropped from 
100 percent in 1995 to only about 12 percent in 2001. 

• About 86 percent had some paid employment between 1998 and 2001. 

Exiting Welfare and Finding Work 

All studies of welfare reform indicate that since the onset of reform, the short-term goal 
of reducing welfare rolls and increasing employment has been largely attained.11 In Miami, the 
number of people receiving welfare benefits declined dramatically, and most welfare recipients 
also found paying jobs. Cash assistance decreased from 100.0 percent of survey respondents in 
1995 (at baseline, when the survey population was defined as having access to benefits) to 50.4 
percent in 1998 (the time of the first survey) and to 11.6 percent in 2001 (the time of the second 
survey) (Figure 4.1).  

Correspondingly, the percentage of survey respondents who were on welfare and not 
working dropped from 34.5 percent in 1998 to 8.8 percent in 2001 (Figure 4.1). Consistent with 
the findings on policy and program changes described in Chapter 2, very few women who were 
surveyed combined welfare and work: 15.9 percent did so in 1998, compared with only 2.8 per-
cent in 2001.  
                                                   

11See, for example, Harris, 1996; Acs and Loprest, 2001. 
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Almost all survey respondents who left welfare went into the labor market, at least part 
time. Seventy-three percent of the survey sample had worked in the two-year period before the 
1998 interview (a rate consistent with rates generally reported in other studies of women who 
have been on welfare), and 86 percent had paid employment between 1998 and 2001 (a higher 
rate than in other studies).12 Figure 4.2 reflects that only 14 percent had not worked at all in the 
48 months before the 2001 survey, while 37 percent had been working from 36 to 48 months. 

                                                   
12For example, data from 15 welfare leaver studies indicate that about 75 percent of leavers worked at 

some point after leaving welfare (in one to two years of follow-up) and that about 60 percent were employed at 
any given time after exiting (Acs and Loprest, 2001). 

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Figure 4.1

Sources of Personal Income at 1998 and 2001 Survey Interviews
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Figure 4.2

Number of Months in Which Employed in the 48 Months Before
the 2001 Survey Interview
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30.6%Employed in 13-35 months

Employed in 0 months Employed in 36-48 months

Employed  in 1-12 months

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTE: Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in calculating sums and differences.
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The survey also indicates that, on average, the jobs that these women found paid more 
than the minimum wage. As reflected in Table 4.2, only about 11 percent earned the minimum 
wage ($5.15 per hour) or less in 2001, and the average wage was $8.05 — up from $6.80 three 
years earlier.13 Nearly one out of five of the women were paid $10.00 per hour or more in 
2001.14 According to the survey as summarized in Figure 4.3, in both 1998 and 2001, the major-
ity of the women were also working full time (defined as 35 hours a week or more). By 2001, 
nearly three-quarters (71 percent) had jobs that were defined as full time. Over a quarter of them 
(27 percent) had a full-time job that paid an hourly wage of $7.50 or more and that offered 
medical benefits. During the time of the research, the proportion of women holding jobs that 
offered fringe benefits such as health insurance increased from 26 percent in 1998 to 31 percent 
in 2001. (These results are not shown in the exhibits.) Survey respondents who worked and re-
ceived sick pay also increased, from about 25 percent to nearly 40 percent (Table 4.2). Slightly 
more than one out of three women surveyed (37 percent) worked for at least 36 months of the 
48-month period (Figure 4.2). This percentage of women in Miami-Dade County who had high 
employment stability is greater than was found in other studies of similar samples.15  

The Desire to Work 

Seemingly no one disagrees with the short-term goal of welfare reform: getting people 
off welfare and into the labor market. The welfare recipients who were interviewed and ob-
served for this research themselves heartily endorsed both getting off welfare and finding work. 
Even in the absence of welfare reform, most recipients would have traded their welfare check 
for a paycheck. The survey sample demonstrated their willingness to work through the statisti-
cally impressive percentage who left welfare to work.  

The ethnographic sample had the opportunity to directly express their opinions and mo-
tivations. In the early stages of the ethnographic research, about half the Hispanic sample mem-
bers talked about both their personal support of system reform and their preference to work 
rather than receive welfare. In 1998, Sonia was 26 and had two children under age 4 living with 
her when she offered the assessment of welfare reform that appears on page 114:  

                                                   
13In order to look at advancement and wage growth from 1998 to 2001, the sample was narrowed to 

women who were working during both interview periods, and their current or most recent jobs were compared. 
Table 4.2 displays the changes in job characteristics of the 399 women in the sample who held jobs at both 
rounds of the survey.  

14Nationally, the median hourly wage of former TANF recipients in 1999 was $7.15 (Loprest, 2001). 
15For example, in the National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies (NEWWS) study — which simi-

larly examined the employment history of welfare recipients, — only 26 percent of the women who had 
worked during the four-year study period had been employed in more than 75 percent of the quarters 
(Martinson, 2000). 
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First 
Interview

Second 
Interview

Outcome (1998) (2001) Difference

Median weekly work hours 40.0 40.0
Average weekly work hours 34.5 37.4 2.9 ***

Less than 35 hours (%) 39.8 26.2 -13.6 ***
35 hours or more (%) 60.2 73.8 13.6 ***

Median hourly wage ($) 6.25 7.25
Average hourly wage ($) 6.80 8.05 1.25 ***

Less than or equal to $5.15 (%) 22.1 11.2 -10.9 ***
$5.16 to $7.49 (%) 47.9 42.6 -5.3
$7.50 to $9.99 (%) 20.6 27.4 6.8 *
$10.00 or more (%) 9.4 18.8 9.4 ***

Median weekly earnings ($) 223.50 279.07
Average weekly earnings ($) 235.57 305.62 70.05 ***

Less than $250 (%) 60.2 40.4 -19.9 ***
$250 to $400 (%) 33.4 42.8 9.3 **
Greater than $400 (%) 6.3 16.9 10.5 ***

Job has/had:
Sick days with pay (%)b 24.9 39.7 14.9 ***
Paid vacation (%)b 30.4 40.2 9.8 ***
Medical benefits for self (%)b 25.7 33.6 7.9 **
Medical benefits for children (%)b 15.6 19.5 3.8
Tuition/training benefits (%)b 11.8 25.7 13.9 ***
None of above 5 benefits (%)b 61.3 50.1 -11.1 ***

Sample size 399 399

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 4.2

Changes in Job Characteristics of Current or Most Recent Job
Among Survey Respondents Who Had Held Jobs in Both Survey Periodsa

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Statistical significance levels are indicated as *** = 0.1 percent; ** = 1 percent; * = 5 
percent.
        Rounding may cause slight discrepancies when adding sums and differences.
        aSample size is 399 respondents (out of 581) for those currently or most recently employed in 
1998 (Wave 1) and 2001 (Wave 2).
         bSelf-employed women are assumed not to have these benefits.
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Figure 4.3

Job Characteristics for Those Currently Employed in 1998 and in 2001

                Employed in 1998 Employed in 2001
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Current job fewer than 
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SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Calculations for 1998 are based on 260 of the 284 respondents who were working for whom wage and benefit information was 
available.
                Calculations for 2001 are based on 339 of the 363 respondents who were working for whom wage and benefit information was 
available.
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I believe that they think that things will get better for people under the new 
system. It’s true that there’s going to be a lot of people that are left out in the 
street, people with four or five kids and unable to support them. But there are 
a lot of people that are stealing the money and abusing the system. I see a lot 
of ladies covered in jewelry and driving new cars while receiving assistance. 
That’s why I think the new system has its reasons for being the way it is. I 
agree with it.16 

Typical of the attitude of the Hispanic ethnographic sample, Sonia added that her personal pref-
erence was to have a job: 

I would rather work 20 times more than receive assistance, because I would 
get rid of all of those problems welfare makes for me and besides that I 
would have a stable salary.  

All but two of the African-American ethnographic sample expressed the belief that the 
reformed system would somehow be better. However, they peppered their support of reform 
with their resentment of how difficult it was to survive on welfare; in the late stages of the 
study, they added their resentment of how poorly treated they were by the welfare system. 
Linda — an African-American who at 48 had resorted to welfare after many years of supporting 
herself and two daughters with nursing-home jobs that paid less than $5.00 per hour — put the 
most positive spin on her feelings about reform during a 1997 interview: 

Well, to me, in a way I think it’s better because you got so many people that 
got on the system and then got stuck in the same spot. They haven’t did any-
thing for all those years. They haven’t went back to school. I’m not saying 
that the welfare system is not good, but I think it should be there for people 
that really need it. Hopefully the new system will make me stronger. It’ll 
make me go out and do what I wanted to do, go back to school and go a little 
further so this [welfare situation] will never have to happen to me again.  

Gwen exemplified the general attitude toward working among the African-American 
ethnographic sample when she told an interviewer in 1998: 

If I could find a job, I would prefer working. You can make more money, 
and you don’t have to tell them welfare people all your business. 

                                                   
16Throughout, the names used for the ethnographic sample members are pseudonyms. Spanish-language 

interviews like this one have been translated into English, under the supervision of Carol Stepick. 
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Both the survey and the ethnographic sample demonstrated a striving to achieve the 
short-term goal of welfare reform, to leave welfare and find work. As might be expected, some 
women more easily found work than others. 

Who Fared Best? 

The survey also revealed which welfare recipients were the most successful in obtaining 
employment. Having a high school diploma or GED certificate was the single most important 
factor in determining whether these women found work and the conditions of the work they 
found. Table 4.3 compares respondents who had a high school diploma or GED certificate at 
baseline (May 1995) with those who did not, in terms of selected employment experiences and 
challenges. On average, the women with a diploma or GED certificate at baseline worked sig-
nificantly more months than those without the credential (28.6 months versus 21.8 months, 
respectively); they were less likely not to have worked at all (8.8 percent versus 15.8 percent); 
and they were more likely to be working at the time of the second interview in 2001 (72.9 per-
cent versus 52.5 percent). Moreover, although the respondents in both groups typically worked 
full time, the women who had a basic high school credential tended to be in better jobs: They 
had substantially better average hourly wages ($8.89 versus $7.29) and higher average weekly 
earnings ($337 versus $259), and they were more likely to have jobs with medical benefits (37.1 
percent versus 23.7 percent).  

Despite Miami’s WAGES reform seemingly reinforcing the barrier to gaining higher 
levels of education, a significant number of survey respondents did manage to obtain a high 
school diploma or GED in the midst of welfare reform. As reflected in Table 4.4, over 11 per-
cent of the women obtained a high school credential between 1998 and 2001.  

English-speaking Hispanic respondents were another group that fared well in leaving 
welfare and entering the labor market. Table 4.5 indicates that English-speaking Hispanics were 
the most likely to be working in 2001 and that they had higher hourly wages and weekly earn-
ings than either monolingual Spanish speakers or African-Americans. Their positive experi-
ences reflect the peculiarities of Miami’s labor market, as described in Chapter 1. With its 
demographic Hispanic majority and many Hispanic-owned businesses, the city has a significant 
demand for workers who can speak Spanish. Yet, given that Miami is part of the United States, 
employers prefer bilingual over monolingual Spanish-speaking employees. Table 4.5 also indi-
cates that African-Americans were the group most likely to have a job with medical benefits.  

In sum, consistent with Miami’s administrative welfare records, the Urban Change survey 
reveals a massive movement off welfare and into the labor market. Virtually all survey respon-
dents found some work after welfare reform, and they were likely to be paid at least above the 
minimum wage. Those who fared the best had a high school diploma or GED. English-speaking 
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All Women No High School Diploma 
in Survey Credential at or GED

Outcome Sample Baseline at Baseline
Average number of months in which 

employed, 48 months before 2001
interview 25.2 21.8 28.6 ***

Average number of jobs held, 48
months before 2001 interview 2.2 2.1 2.2
Held 0 jobs (%) 12.4 15.8 8.8 *
Held 3 or more jobs (%) 34.9 34.3 35.6

Working at time of 2001 interview (%) 62.5 52.5 72.9 ***

Neither working nor on welfare at 2001
interview (%) 28.6 34.7 22.2 ***

Among those who had worked in
the time between the two interviews:
Characteristics of current/most recent job

Average weekly work hours 37.0 36.6 37.4

Average hourly wage ($) 8.11 7.29 8.89 ***

Average weekly earnings ($) 299.58 259.14 336.74 ***

Job has/had medical benefits for
self (%) 30.6 23.7 37.1 **

Selected barriers to
employment, 2001 interview

Has 1 or more child with illness/disability (%) 16.9 19.1 14.7

Has health problems that
limit ability to work (%) 21.3 25.3 17.1 *

Is at high risk of depression (%)a 25.8 28.5 22.9

Has been physically abused (%)b 5.8 6.3 5.3

Used a hard drug in past month (%) 1.9 2.2 1.5

Sample size 581 297 284

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 4.3
Selected Employment Experiences and Challenges,

by Education at Baseline

(continued)
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Hispanic respondents were also more successful in the labor market than either Hispanics who 
did not speak English or African-Americans.  

The Troubling News 
At the same time that women in Miami-Dade County were abandoning welfare and 

making gains in the labor market, the Urban Change survey suggests that the majority of re-
spondents remained far from self-sufficiency, which is the longer-term goal of welfare reform. 
For example:  

• In 2001, 29 percent of the survey sample were neither working nor receiving 
welfare.  

• Over the 48 months before the 2001 survey, 35 percent of respondents held 
three or more jobs, and only 23 percent held a single job. 

• Over the 48 months before the 2001 survey, 32 percent of the sample were 
employed 12 months or less. 

• At the second interview, 54 percent of the survey sample earned less than 
$7.50 an hour, including 11 percent who earned the minimum wage or less. 

• Only 27 percent of the survey sample in 2001 reported having a job that was 
full time, that paid $7.50 per hour or more, and that offered medical benefits. 

• Respondents without a high school diploma or GED, who did not speak Eng-
lish, or who confronted multiple employment barriers fared the worst. 

Table 4.3 (continued)

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Statistical significance levels are indicated as *** = 0.1 percent; ** = 1 percent; * = 5 percent.
       aRisk of depression was assessed utilizing standard criteria for the Center for Epidemiological 
Studies-Depression (CES-D) scale. CES-D scores range from 0 to 60. Women with scores of 23 or 
higher on the CES-D scale were considered at high risk of depression.
       bRespondent reported she was hit, slapped, kicked, or otherwise physically harmed during the 12 
months prior to the interview.
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First Interview Second Interview 
Outcome (%) (1998) (2001) Difference

Has no diploma or GED 48.8 37.4 -11.4 ***

Has difficulty comprehending English 10.5 11.4 0.9

Has 3 or more children at home 43.5 43.7 0.2

Youngest child is under age 6 50.9 30.4 -20.4 ***

Has 1 or more children with 
an illness or disability that 
constrains work 21.1 17.3 -3.8 *

Has 1 or more children with 
special needs or behavior problemsa 40.2 42.1 1.9

Has a health problem that 
limits ability to work 25.3 21.4 -4.0 *

Is at high risk of depression 28.7 26.4 -2.2

Has been physically abused, 
prior 12 monthsb 7.4 5.8 -1.6

Used a hard drug, past month 2.1 1.9 -0.2

Has been homeless, past 12 months 1.0 0.7 -0.3

Multiple barriersc

Average number of barriers 2.7 2.3 -0.4 ***
None (%) 5.0 11.0 6.0 ***
One to two (%) 42.9 47.7 4.8
Three or more (%) 52.2 41.3 -10.8 ***

Sample size 581 581
(continued)
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Changes in Employment Barriers of Survey Respondents
Between First and Second Interviews

Table 4.4
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Neither Welfare nor Work 

Between the two survey interviews, there was a sizable increase in the number of re-
spondents neither working nor on welfare — from 16.4 percent in 1998 to 28.7 percent in 2001 
(Figure 4.1). Although the survey does not reveal what was happening to these women, from 
the ethnographic sample it is clear that  those who could not find work and who lost their wel-
fare benefits typically experienced extreme hardship. Their utilities were cut off, and they were 
served with eviction notices. Two families became homeless. Others became dependent on rela-
tives. For example, one woman returned to family in Puerto Rico, and another went to her fam-
ily in the Dominican Republic, while a third fled to distant relatives in Georgia. These women 
seem likely to have fared the worst under welfare reform, although additional longitudinal data 
are needed to understand the circumstances of the 28.7 percent of survey respondents who lost 
welfare and could not find work. Even the women who were able to find some work, however, 
do not appear to have found stable work. 

Job Stability 

Although survey respondents found work, job stability was especially elusive. Using 
administrative records, Chapter 3 reveals that the women had high employment activity; that is, 
they were frequently working. The survey and the ethnographic data reveal that few women 

Table 4.4 (continued)

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Statistical significance levels are indicated as *** = 0.1 percent; ** = 1 percent; * = 5 percent.
        aIncludes respondents' children who had special needs, were ever suspended or expelled from 
school, or were ever in trouble with the police.  
        bIncludes respondents who were hit, slapped, kicked, or otherwise physically harmed during the 
past 12 months. It does not include those who were threatened or had every move controlled.
        cThe 11 barriers that were counted included: no high school diploma or GED, unable to converse 
in English, has three or more children, youngest child under age 6, has one or more child with an 
illness/disability affecting ability to work, has a child with special needs or behavior problems, has a 
health condition that limits ability to work, at high risk of depression, has been physically abused in 
past 12 months, used a hard drug in the past month, was homeless in past 12 months.  
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All Women Hispanic Hispanic
in Survey English Non-English African-

Outcome Samplea Speakerb Speaker Americanc

Average number of months in which 
employed, 48 months before 2001
interview 24.8 23.5 25.8 25.1

Average number of jobs held, 48
months before 2001 interview 2.1 2.1 1.6 2.2 **
Held 0 jobs (%) 13.2 11.2 19.4 12.7
Held 3 or more jobs (%) 34.1 30.6 16.1 38.0 **

Working at time of 2001 interview (%) 61.2 64.3 54.8 61.5

Neither working nor on welfare at 2001
interview (%) 29.3 22.4 37.1 29.8

Among those who had worked in
the time between the two interviews:
Characteristics of current/most recent job

Average weekly work hours 36.9 37.8 37.6 36.6

Average hourly wage ($) 8.02 8.55 6.73 8.08 *

Average weekly earnings ($) 295.63 325.71 240.40 296.23 *

Job has/had medical benefits for
self (%) 30.9 27.5 12.8 34.4 **

Selected barriers to
employment, 2001 interview

Has no diploma/GED (%) 38.2 36.7 56.5 35.6 **

Has 1 or more child with illness/disability (%) 17.6 25.5 21.1 14.9 *

Has health problems that
limit ability to work (%) 22.7 16.3 34.4 22.5 *

Is at high risk of depression (%)d 26.9 27.5 40.0 24.6 *

Has been physically abused (%)e 6.3 2.2 3.5 7.8

Used a hard drug in past month (%) 2.0 1.1 0.0 2.6

Sample size 539 98 62 379
(continued)

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 4.5
Selected Employment Experiences and Challenges,

by Race, Ethnicity, and Language
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remained in the same jobs for long periods; that is, they were frequently changing jobs.17 As 
reflected in Figure 4.2, by 2001, nearly 20 percent of the women surveyed had worked from one 
month to 12 months in the preceding four years, and another 14 percent had not worked at all. 
Overall, the respondents worked only about half the time between 1998 and 2001, that is, 25 out 
of 48 months. Figure 4.4 indicates that 17 percent held four jobs or more during this time and 
that 18 percent held three jobs; only 23 percent held one job, and it is unclear for how long they 
held that job in the 48 months before the 2001 survey.18 The women in the ethnographic sample 
said that they felt compelled by WAGES to take whatever job they could find. Often that meant 
taking a temporary job. Connie, from the African-American ethnographic sample, offers an ex-
ample of unstable employment experience during a 1998 interview:  

                                                   
17The Urban Change survey included an employment history section that asked respondents detailed in-

formation about their current and most recent jobs. Specifically, respondents were asked two questions to de-
termine paid employment: (1) “Since (Date), have you worked for pay at any regular job at all? Please don’t 
count unpaid work experience, but do include any paid jobs, including paid community service jobs or paid on-
the-job training”; and (2) “A lot of people have irregular or temporary jobs on the side to make ends meet. This 
would include odd jobs like babysitting, doing hair, or other paid work at home, or other occasional jobs like 
cleaning houses or doing day labor. Have you done any job like that for pay since (Date)?” Respondents who 
answered “yes” to either question were counted as having had paid employment in the period covered. The 
“Date” in 1998 was two years prior to the interview, and the “Date” in 2001 was the date of the 1998 interview. 

18Job instability could be positive if, for example, a worker voluntarily left one job for a better job. The 
survey does not have direct information on whether changing jobs was voluntary or not. For the ethnographic 
sample, the overwhelming number of job changes were not voluntary and did not reflect an improvement in 
working conditions. 

Table 4.5 (continued)

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Statistical significance levels are indicated as *** = 0.1 percent; ** = 1 percent; * = 5 percent.
        a42 respondents did not fit into these race/ethnicity and language categories. 
        bWomen were categorized as English speaking if they said in 1998 that they could carry on a 
conversation in English “very well” or “well.” Non-English speakers said they could converse “some,” 
“a little,” or “not at all.” 
        cU.S. born, not Hispanic. 
        dRisk of depression was assessed utilizing standard criteria for the Center for Epidemiological 
Studies-Depression (CES-D) scale. CES-D scores range from 0 to 60. Women with scores of 23 or 
higher on the CES-D scale were considered at high risk of depression.
        eRespondent reported she was hit, slapped, kicked, or otherwise physically harmed during the 12 
months prior to the interview.
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Figure 4.4

Number of Jobs Worked in the 48 Months Before the 2001 Survey Interview

12.4%

23.1%

29.5%

16.7%

18.3%

2 jobs

1 job

No jobs

4 jobs or more

3 jobs

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTE: Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in calculating sums and differences.
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I worked at a grocery store about a year and six months, a hotel about six 
months, and the last one was a building service cleaning the mall. I worked 
there on and off almost two years. Sometimes they need you and sometimes 
they don’t. I left those jobs ’cause the store closed down. The hotel job 
’cause that was temporary. The cleaning service was a transportation thing. 
They switched the hours, and I was getting there late just about every day.  

Rosa, from the Hispanic ethnographic sample, offers another example of a revolving 
door of temporary, low-paying jobs. In 1997, she explained what happened to her earnings:  

I start a job, I leave assistance, I get laid off. They have cut my check and my 
Medicaid. They’ve stopped my food stamps, but then the next week I get 
fired from the job. You have to return to apply again for assistance, they see 
if you qualify and why you were fired — then you have to wait a month be-
fore the check arrives. Then I find another job, and it starts all over again.  

Bouncing from one temporary job to another and back and forth from a job to welfare 
created extreme financial hardship for some of the women. During a 1998 interview, Rosa ex-
plained how she managed one time: 

Well, my brother-in-law lives here in Miami, and he saved me, along with a 
little help from my mother [who lives in New York]. I spoke to my landlord, 
and he didn’t push me. The telephone was cut [off].  

The survey, the ethnography, and the administrative records all concur that most 
women in the study could not find stable employment. On top of that, the women also had diffi-
culty finding well-paid work. 

Wages 

Consistent with other research,19 while most of the survey respondents found work, it 
tended to be low-wage work, without benefits and lacking prospects for advancement. Although 
the hourly wage of respondents who worked in both survey periods increased from 1998 to 
2001, wage levels remained low overall, even in 2001. Table 4.2 shows that 40.4 percent of the 
survey sample earned less than $250 per week in 2001, and the median hourly wage was $7.25 
(a statistically significant increase from $6.25 in 1998). Only 18.8 percent earned $10.00 an 
hour or more. Although most women saw an increase in their hourly wages over the three-year 
period, 29.0 percent experienced a decrease in their hourly wage (not shown in the table). The 

                                                   
19Studies of welfare recipients have consistently found that those who leave welfare for work typically 

move into low-paying jobs without fringe benefits. See, for example, Acs and Loprest, 2001. 
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proportion of respondents earning $5.15 or less per hour dropped from 22.1 percent in 1998 to 
11.2 percent in 2001.  

Helena, a Colombian who was interviewed in 2001, explained her wage increases (with 
a note of sarcasm) after three years on and off the same part-time job:  

At the beginning they were paying me $5.15 hourly, $5.25 afterwards, and 
now I have the great salary of $5.83. It’s really bad compensation for all the 
work I have to do. My job at the after-school program is a huge responsibil-
ity, and nowadays kids are brats, and I have to put up with them — insults, 
kicks, everything. And I can’t complain, because that’s my job.  

When a Cuban-American named Magaly found work, she also found herself financially 
stranded, as she described in a 1998 interview:  

Yes, they [welfare officials] told me that I had to look for a job, and if I 
looked for a job and only earned the minimum, they would keep on giving 
me the assistance; but when I informed them that I was working, they took 
away my check and most of my food stamps. I decided to stop working be-
cause with what I was earning and what I paid for my daughter’s child care, I 
wasn’t earning anything.  

Although Magaly did retain some food stamps and Medicaid, she cleared only $60 per week 
from this 40-hour-per-week factory job, after paying for child care. Her hourly wage was $4.75. 

Tamika, from the African-American ethnographic sample, offers the example of some-
one whose wages dropped during the course of the research. Early in the ethnographic study, 
Tamika found a 40-hour-per-week, steady job as a certified dietary aid at a local hospital, and 
she liked the work very much. At first, she was a per diem employee, but later she was offered a 
promotion to a full-time position at the hospital. With the promotion, however, she experienced 
a decrease in salary at the same time that she qualified to pay into a medical insurance benefit 
program. As she explained to an interviewer in 1999:  

When I get on full time, they are talking about dropping the pay. Yes, they 
drop the salary, like $1.50 per hour. Yeah, taking it back! Say like I am mak-
ing $7.50, they are talking about like $6.00 per hour or something like that. 
Then they are talking about taking $92.00 plus whatever else it is for medical 
for me and the kids each [from every paycheck]. That’s a lot of money!  

Tamika expected to be required to pay nearly $200 per month for a basic medical insur-
ance plan excluding dental, vision, and life insurance for herself and her two children. Because 
neither she nor either child was covered by Medicaid, she expected that she would have no 
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choice but to buy into her employer’s medical insurance plan at the same time that she was tak-
ing a pay cut.  

Although wages increased during the study for most survey respondents, 11.2 percent 
of the women were earning $5.15 per hour or less, and the median hourly wage was $7.25 (Ta-
ble 4.2). Such wages make it difficult for a family to become self-supporting, especially consid-
ering the small proportion of working respondents who received job benefits. 

Benefits 

Half of the women in the survey sample who were working in 2001 had jobs that pro-
vided no benefits (Table 4.2). Slightly more than 10 percent indicated that they went from hav-
ing at least one of the five benefits listed in the table to having none (not shown in exhibits). 
When asked about the relevance of benefits, the women in the ethnographic sample virtually 
unanimously agreed that medical benefits were of paramount first for their children and then for 
themselves. The survey reveals that in 2001 slightly over one-third of the respondents had jobs 
with medical benefits for themselves but that less than one-fifth had jobs with medical benefits 
for their children. Helena, from the ethnographic sample, explained why not having access to 
medical benefits was so important to her in a 1999 interview:  

Now that I am working, I do not get a [TANF] check. If you make more than 
$200 [per week], they stop giving it to you. I still have food stamps. I still 
have Medicaid — thank God, because my job does not offer medical — but I 
heard something about a person who called the social worker, and they told 
her that they were taking the Medicaid away. If they take my Medicaid away, 
then I really will be in trouble, because I suffer from hypertension and I need 
my medicines; if not, my blood pressure goes up to the sky.  

Many of the women worried about medical insurance coverage for their children. After 
working 40 hours per week at the same factory job for a year and a half, Rosa similarly reported 
in a 1999 interview:  

At work we make $5.15, minimum wage, and you don’t get benefits. You 
don’t get them because we are temporary. Welfare took away Medicaid for 
me. I’m lucky they still give Medicaid to my daughter. Otherwise I would 
stop working, because right now she is asthmatic. Health insurance, I cannot 
pay because, imagine, I make just $5.15 an hour. Since I started this job, they 
raised my Plan Ocho [Section 8 housing] rent to $200 per month, and I also 
have to pay for water, electricity, phone. On the one hand, it’s okay; but on 
the other, what good is working if I myself don’t have Medicaid?  
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While a few respondents found jobs that paid decent wages and provided benefits, the 
majority clearly fared worse in the labor market. What distinguishes women who did relatively 
well from those who did not?  

Who Fared Worst? 

Monolingual Spanish Speakers 

Those who had the most difficulties in the labor market lacked precisely the skills of 
those who encountered the most success. Monolingual Spanish speakers (that is, Hispanic non-
English speakers)20 and those without a high school credential had the greatest difficulties. As 
reflected in Table 4.5, Hispanic non-English speakers had a significantly lower hourly wage 
($6.73) than African-Americans ($8.08) and Hispanic English speakers ($8.55). In addition, 
very few Hispanic non-English speakers held jobs that provided medical benefits (12.8 percent, 
compared with 27.5 percent for Hispanic English speakers and 34.4 percent for African-
Americans). They were also much more likely than the other two groups not to have had a high 
school credential (56.5 percent), to have had a health problem that limited their ability to work 
(34.4 percent), and to have been at high risk of depression (40 percent).  

Elda summed up the impressions expressed by the other non-English-speaking His-
panic women in the ethnographic sample when she said to an interviewer in 1998:  

I’ve been told that it’s not easy to get a job. If you don’t know English, [you 
can only get] the worst job, in a factory. They say that in the factory English 
isn’t necessary, but even there it helps. Those who only know English also 
lose because . . . well, they have a little more advantage because they know 
how to get around, but those who don’t know English are at a bit of a disad-
vantage. I am at zero, zero, zero, zero with English. Only a few words, so I 
don’t know how to get around, and that is very important because once it’s 
time for an interview, what are you going to say? I don’t know how to get 
there. That says it all. . . . I can’t choose what kind of job I want, because like 
I told you, I don’t know English. I have two daughters. Whatever they [wel-
fare and WAGES] make me do, I have to do it.  

                                                   
20Women were categorized as English-speaking if, in 1998, they said that they could carry on a conversa-

tion in English “very well” or “well.” Non-English speakers said they could converse “some,” “a little,” or “not 
at all.” 
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No High School Credential 

Lack of a high school credential also made it more likely that a survey respondent 
would not find work. As reflected in Table 4.3, this group had a higher proportion (34.7 per-
cent) who were neither working nor receiving welfare in 2001. Those without a high school 
credential who did find work also earned less and had a significantly smaller likelihood of hav-
ing a job with medical benefits.  

Connie, an African-American woman in the ethnographic sample, had her first child 
when she was 14 and, in January 1998, had eight children and one grandchild who were de-
pendent on her. She described her experiences looking for a job:  

It is hard to find a job when you have no experience. With no education it’s 
hard to find something. The first thing they ask you, “Do you have a high 
school diploma or a GED?” If you going for a hotel job or a job at Burger 
King or McDonald’s or maybe some convenience store, you can get a job 
like that with no education. But if you want to work in the mall, somewhere 
like in a department store, you gotta have some kind of education. You can 
easily get a job at Burger King. I can go fill out an application and just get a 
job. If they hiring, they going to hire you if you never worked there before. 
But a decent job — you can’t get it. 

Many women in the ethnographic sample expressed intense frustration that WAGES 
was designed more to push them into the labor market than to give them the skills that they felt 
they needed to succeed in finding a decent job. As noted in Chapter 2, GED instruction was 
rarely allowed to count toward a welfare recipient’s participation requirements. Most women 
recognized that they were lacking the skills and credentials needed to find a job. In a 2001 inter-
view, Awilda, who is Puerto Rican, said: “I would like to take English classes, but I haven’t 
been able to.” Connie — who knew that she faced the prospect of working at a low-wage, low-
skilled job — claimed in 1998: “I told them I wanted to go to school or to a vocational training. 
No, they told me I had to work. They said I had to work at least 20 or 25 hours a week.” 

Multiple Barriers to Employment 

Many of the women in the survey sample had numerous other barriers to employment. 
There is growing evidence that such barriers and challenges often co-occur among poor women 
and that having multiple barriers is especially detrimental to employment.21 Many women in the 
survey sample had strong reasons to remain at home to care for their children. As shown in Ta-

                                                   
21See, for example, Danziger, Corcoran, Danziger, and Heflin, 2000; Polit, London, and Martinez, 2001; 

and London, Scott, and Hunter, 2002. 
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ble 4.4, in 2001 almost one-third of the survey sample (30.4 percent) had at least one child un-
der age 6, and 43.7 percent had three children or more at home; 42.1 percent had a child who 
had special needs or a behavioral problem.  

The ethnographic sample offers examples of how family crises — especially deaths and 
health problems — interfered with a woman’s ability to maintain her employment status. For ex-
ample, one mother’s child suddenly needed her full time. Sonia had been employed for exactly a 
year when she received a call at work from her daughter’s daycare, telling her that the child was 
sick and vomiting. Within 48 hours, Sonia learned that her 5-year-old daughter had kidney cancer 
and that it had metastasized into the girl’s lungs and stomach. The welfare system nonetheless put 
the family into bureaucratic limbo for over three months. In 1999, Sonia explained:  

I am not working. I stopped working because my daughter is ill. She has can-
cer. Now the doctors have said I have to be at her side, but I would also like 
to work because it’s the only way that we can subsist. As soon as my daugh-
ter got sick in June of ’99, I went there to welfare, but it wasn’t until Septem-
ber that they started to help me out, because they wanted me to collect unem-
ployment, but I couldn’t because I resigned from my job when my daughter 
was in the hospital. I found a friend that lent me some money, which I am 
still paying back. My friends gave me rice and things like that. Now I am re-
ceiving benefits, and I go recertify every six months. I was sanctioned for 
like a month. They took the [food] stamps away. They said that they sent me 
an appointment letter, which I never got. I took them all of the papers from 
my daughter’s doctor saying that she needs 100 percent care. So they lifted 
the sanction. At this time they are keeping up with what they should give us.  

In January 2000, Sonia reported that her daughter’s cancer was in remission and that the child 
would return to school in a couple months. Sonia hoped to be rehired.  

Even when the women in the study could find a way to care for their children, many of 
them faced personal barriers to employment. As reflected in Table 4.4, 21.4 percent of the 
women surveyed in 2001 indicated that they had a health problem that limited their ability to 
work, and 26.4 percent were also considered to be at high risk of depression.  

The one employment barrier that was experienced by very few women in the survey 
sample is the birth of a new baby. The survey indirectly indicates that these women understood 
the welfare department’s message about not having more children. There was more than a 20 
percentage point drop between the two surveys in the proportion of women whose youngest 
child was under age 6 (Table 4.4). It is obvious that many children who were under 6 in 1998 
would be older than 6 in 2001. What is more significant is that most of their mothers did not 
have more children between 1998 and 2001. From the ethnographic sample, it appears that, at 
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least in 1999, the women were well informed about the new rules concerning adding a child to 
the family’s assistance. Miriam, who came to Miami in 1992 as a political refugee from Cuba, 
stated: “They have told me that even those children who are born here [in the United States] 
will not receive assistance.” Connie, the African-American woman who was supporting eight 
children and one grandchild, reported the following about her knowledge of and experience 
with the new rules: 

The only thing I understand is that . . . OK, my daughter had a baby, and I 
was going to add the baby on because the father was under age and she was 
under age . . . she was 15 at the time; now she’s 16. And they don’t give the 
baby no assistance — only Medicaid. And if you have a baby now, you can’t 
get no kind of assistance for that child. No, no way you get more assistance. 
None at all, ’cause that’s what happened with my last baby, no help. You 
can’t get no help. 

Two barriers of special concern among advocates for the “hard-to-employ” are drug use 
and domestic violence. As seen in Table 4.4, the reported rates of these problems were fairly 
low in the survey sample; moreover, the rates did not change over time. About 2 percent of the 
sample at both interviews reported using hard drugs in the past month, and less than 8 percent of 
the women at either interview reported that they had been physically abused in the prior 12 
months. Three women in the ethnographic sample reported knowing other women who some-
times sold drugs or resorted to occasional informal prostitution to make a few extra dollars to 
get through the month. One woman had a felony record that she believed was a barrier to her 
attempts to find a job.  

While any single one of these barriers can make finding and keeping a job difficult, 
having more than one is likely to make it much more difficult. In fact, the majority of the 
women in the survey did face multiple barriers. As shown in Table 4.4, the women on average 
had more than two barriers; in 1998, they averaged 2.7 barriers per person, which declined to an 
average of 2.3 barriers in 2001. Moreover, 41.3 percent of the women in 2001 reported having 
three or more barriers. Did this mean that they were less likely to find work? Yes: More than 90 
percent of the women who had no barriers were working in 2001, compared with less than 44 
percent of those who had three barriers or more (Table 4.6). 

Each employment barrier deterred some survey respondents from working, but some 
barriers were higher than others. For example, in 2001, more than 60 percent of the women with 
at least one child younger than age 6 were not working, as were about 45 percent of those who 
had no high school credential. Another 45 percent who did not have access to a car or a driver’s 
license were not working, and 50 percent of the women who were at high risk of depression 
were unemployed.  
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Percentage Employed
Challenge at 2001 Interview

Individual challenges
Has no diploma or GED 44.8
Has difficulty comprehending English 59.1
Has 3 or more children at home 60.2
Youngest child is under age 6 62.9
Has no access to a vehicle or no valid license 44.7
Has 1 or more children with an illness or disability that constrains work 54.4
Has 1 or more children with special needs or behavior problemsa 52.4
Has caretaking responsibility for other sick or frail person 48.9
Has a health problem that limits ability to work 24.4
Is at high risk of depression 50.0
Has been physically abused in prior 12 monthsb 48.4
Has used a hard drug in past month 50.0
Has had a criminal conviction 46.2
Has been homeless in past 12 months 25.0

Multiple challengesc

None (%) 90.6
One to two (%) 72.2
Three or more (%) 43.8

Sample size 363

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 4.6

Employment Rates in 2001 Among Survey Respondents
with Specific Challenges to Work in 2001

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: 
        aThis item  includes respondent's children who had special needs, were ever suspended or expelled 
from school, or were ever in trouble with the police.  
        bThis only includes respondents who were hit, slapped, kicked, or otherwise physically harmed 
during the past 12 months. It does not include those who were threatened or had every move controlled.
        cThe 11 challenges that were counted included: no high school diploma or GED, unable to 
converse in English, has three or more children, youngest child under age 6, has 1 or more child with an 
illness/disability affecting ability to work, has a child with special needs or behavior problems, has a 
health condition that limits ability to work, at high risk of depression, has been physically abused in past 
12 months, used a hard drug in the past month, was homeless in past 12 months.  
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The ethnographic research similarly indicates that personal barriers impeded the women’s 

entry into the labor force. Dulce, who dropped out of sixth grade in Cuba, speaks no English and 
does not have a GED, and she also never learned to drive. In a 2001 interview she said:  

I have applied everywhere. It is not because I do not want to work; people 
think that is the reason. On the 26th, I begin a 30-hour daycare class at Mi-
ami Dade [Community College], which will allow me to work in daycares. I 
hope that maybe with such a certificate I will have some luck. I have looked 
in Burger King, McDonald’s, Taco Bell, and many factories around here, and 
none of them have called me. Since I don’t know English, it is difficult. Even 
the bakery where my son works, I have applied three times to see if they will 
let me do the cleaning, at least. I spoke to the boss, but she said that things 
are slow right now but when something comes up she will tell my son. Even 
if it is not full time, I would be happy with that.  

After 15 years of factory jobs, and at age 51, Dulce found herself out of work with three chil-
dren to support.  

The Effects of Sanctioning 

As discussed in Chapter 2, Miami-Dade County terminated far more families’ welfare 
benefits because of sanctions than because of time limits. What differences did being sanctioned 
(or not) make on the survey sample’s experiences in the labor market? Analysis not reported in 
the exhibits reveals that, for the 2001 survey respondents, there are few statistically significant 
differences in employment experiences and challenges between the women who were sanc-
tioned in the year prior to the survey and those who were not. The lack of statistically significant 
differences might reflect that only a small number of respondents were still receiving welfare in 
2001 and, thus, could answer sanctioning-related questions. One significant difference that was 
observed was that sanctioned women were more likely to have more employment challenges. 
Although there were slight (but not statistically significant) trends for the women who were sanc-
tioned to have worked fewer months, those women who were sanctioned were also slightly more 
likely to be working at the time of the 2001 interview. Respondents who were sanctioned were 
more likely to have one or more children with an illness or disability, to be at high risk of depres-
sion, or to have been physically abused. Although it appears that sanctioning was not a statistically 
significant obstacle to employment, the survey hints that sanctions presented challenges. Chapter 
5 discusses the relationship between sanctions and material hardships. 
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Summary and Conclusions 
According to the Urban Change survey and ethnographic data, many of the women who 

had previously been on welfare in Miami-Dade County definitely moved off it and into the 
workplace in the wake of PRWORA and WAGES reforms. The vast majority of these women 
worked at some job for some time between the implementation of welfare reform and 2001. 
Such changes in income sources are consistent with the intentions of welfare reform. The eth-
nographic evidence presented in Chapter 2 indicates that the welfare-to-work initiatives were of 
little or no help in finding women employment. The initiatives did, however, convey to women 
— via new messages and sanctions — that they were expected to work. Moreover, the county’s 
economy was doing relatively well as the unemployment rate declined fairly consistently from 
1992 to 2000.  

At the same time, the jobs that the majority of women in the survey sample could find 
were not great jobs, and most were unstable. When the women were working, few of them re-
ceived a wage that lifted their family above the poverty line, even though wages generally in-
creased between 1998 and 2001. Only one-quarter of the respondents who were working in 
2001 had jobs that both paid $7.50 or more per hour and offered medical benefits.  

Some women in the study also encountered less success than others in the job market. 
In particular, those without a high school credential faced difficulties in finding work, keeping 
jobs, and receiving better wages and benefits. It is not surprising that women with higher levels 
of education would do better in the job market, but this may suggest that welfare-to-work pro-
grams should place greater emphasis on helping welfare recipients who lack a high school cre-
dential to participate in programs that will increase their educational attainment and basic math 
and literacy skills, perhaps in combination with other work-related activities. 

English-speaking Hispanic women had the greatest success in Miami’s labor market. Per-
haps surprisingly to those who think that the region has become dominated by the Spanish lan-
guage, the Urban Change survey reveals that monolingual Spanish speakers had the greatest diffi-
culty finding jobs. African-Americans more readily found jobs and had higher wages when they 
were working than did monolingual Spanish speakers. As indicated in Chapter 1, the development 
of Miami’s economy provides many entry-level positions for Spanish speakers; to get ahead, 
however, it is best to know both English and Spanish. The data suggest the importance of target-
ing those who do not speak English and developing specialized services for them. At the very 
least, more emphasis should be placed on English as a Second Language (ESL) instruction. 

The findings on employment for the Urban Change survey and ethnographic samples 
refresh the hackneyed analogy of a glass half full and a glass half empty. The glass may appear 
half full, particularly for those who have at least a high school credential and can speak English. 
But the glass may also be deemed half empty, especially for those whose material well-being is 
declining — the topic of Chapter 5.  
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Chapter 5 

Economic Circumstances and Material Hardships: 
Findings from the Longitudinal Survey and Ethnography 

Chapter 4 indicates overwhelmingly that the Urban Change survey respondents in Miami-
Dade County who had been receiving welfare before reform were vigorously thrust into the labor 
force by the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 
1996. Not surprisingly, the women had different experiences and varying degrees of success in the 
labor market. Did working enhance the well-being of these women and their families? Did it im-
prove their economic circumstances and mean that they were becoming self-sufficient? Chapter 4 
reveals that many of the women’s jobs were temporary and had relatively low wages with few 
fringe benefits. Given that, did material hardships diminish for these families? This chapter ad-
dresses these questions using data from the Urban Change survey and ethnography.  

As described in Chapter 4, the survey and ethnographic data cannot be used to draw 
causal inferences about the effects of welfare reform on respondents’ economic circumstances. 
Welfare reform was not the only factor influencing their lives. Most notably, from the mid-
1990s through 2000, the U.S. economy was growing, and Miami-Dade’s unemployment rate 
was declining. Beyond that, individual circumstances were undoubtedly changing as, for exam-
ple, the women and children in the sample aged, as marriages or other partnerships were con-
tracted or ended, and as respondents gave birth to additional children or had children age-out or 
otherwise exit their households. Nevertheless, the Urban Change data can be suggestive. If posi-
tive changes are seen, perhaps welfare reform was not catastrophic and even had beneficial ef-
fects for these women. If negative changes occur, it may be that welfare reform diminished the 
women’s already-poor material circumstances. Even if the data are insufficient to establish cau-
sality, however, they are critically important because they help establish the range of possible 
effects that welfare reform might be having. 

Summary of Findings 
The Urban Change survey in Miami does not tell a singular, dramatic story about re-

spondents’ economic circumstances and material hardships. Although many people were better 
off, they were still in or near poverty. Others experienced minimal or no changes in material 
circumstances. A few people were worse off. Everyone seems to have experienced some eco-
nomic changes. Instead of a single story, then, there is both good news and troubling news. On 
the one hand, average income shifted upward and moved families away from reliance on wel-
fare, while material hardships showed decline. On the other hand, most families continued to 
live in or near poverty, and the least educated and the non-English-speaking appeared to be 
worse off. More specifically:  
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• Many families’ economic circumstances appeared to be better in 2001 than 
when the women were first interviewed in 1998. Not only were most respon-
dents working, but they also had higher incomes, and fewer were below the 
poverty line.  

• As reliance on cash welfare benefits declined dramatically, average total 
monthly household income rose from $1,130 in 1998 to $1,489 in 2001 
(not including the Earned Income Credit [EIC]).  

• The use of such safety net programs as food stamps, Medicaid, and 
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) declined significantly between 
1998 and 2001, although 53 percent of respondents still received food 
stamps, and 61 percent had Medicaid for at least one child. 

• Other forms of income — especially the EIC, child support, and Sup-
plemental Security Income (SSI) — enhanced the wage earnings of some 
households. 

• Some families’ savings increased a small amount. 

• More families owned automobiles, and a few were able to purchase 
homes. 

• Health care hardships declined modestly.  

• Poverty was certainly not banished, and a significant minority of respondents 
were worse off. 

• About 62 percent of the families were poor or near poor in 2001. The 
percentage drops to 54 percent when the EIC is taken into account. 

• A decreased in income was experienced by 37 percent of respondents. 

• Of those who were not below the poverty line in 1998, 10 percent did 
move into poverty by 2001.  

• Those households with some debt increased from 54 percent in 1998 to 66 
percent in 2001, and the amount of debt increased for many. 

• Some measures of material hardship improved slightly, although others re-
mained largely unchanged. 

• A modestly significant increase was found in the percentage of women 
who indicated that they were very satisfied with their standard of living. 

• Over time, all measures of housing hardships, except evictions, declined. 
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• Measures of food insecurity and hardship declined; 28 percent were food 
insecure without hunger in 2001, and another 12 percent were food inse-
cure with moderate or severe hunger. 

• The women who fared the best were those with a high school credential or 
Hispanics who spoke English. 

• Respondents who had a high school credential earned nearly $400 a 
month more than those who lacked a credential. 

• Just over half of those who had a high school credential were below the 
official poverty line, compared with more than two-thirds of those who 
lacked a credential. 

• While average household size held steady from 1998 to 2001, household 
composition shifted. Women living only with their children dropped by 11 
percentage points, with a corresponding rise in those living with their chil-
dren and a husband or partner or in extended family households. Marriage 
rates increased by nearly 6 percentage points between 1998 and 2001. 

The Good News: Improvements in Economic Circumstances 

Rising Earned Income and Falling Welfare Benefits 

As reported in Chapter 4, the women in the survey sample were thrust into the labor 
market at the same time that many left the welfare rolls. Despite receiving fewer welfare bene-
fits, some survey respondents experienced substantial increases in average total monthly house-
hold income, which includes food stamps but not the EIC.1 As reported in Table 5.1, average 

                                                   
1In the Urban Change study, total household income in the prior month includes income of all family 

members from any of the following sources: earned income, welfare benefits, food stamp benefits, child sup-
port, disability income (for example, SSI), pensions, cash assistance from someone outside the household, and 
such other sources as rental income and unemployment benefits. Not included in this calculation are housing 
subsidies and the cash value of Medicaid or other health insurance. Note that caution must be used in compar-
ing Urban Change incomes with those reported in the findings from welfare leaver studies funded by the Office 
of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation (ASPE) of the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services. The ASPE-funded leaver studies do not include the value of food stamps in the computation of 
household income (Acs and Loprest, 2001). 
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First Interview Second Interview
(1998) (2001) Difference

Sources of household income in prior month (%)
TANF  51.3 13.6 -37.7 ***
Work 51.6 63.9 12.2 ***
Child support 11.8 15.9 4.0 *
SSI  12.7 20.8 8.1 ***
Other sources 1.7 3.6 1.9 *
No source of income 1.7 2.1 0.3

Noncash benefits used in prior month (%)
Received food stamps  74.2 52.8 -21.3 ***
Received WIC  22.1 14.8 -7.2 ***
Received Medicaid for self  61.6 48.4 -13.1 ***
Received Medicaid for any child  72.7 61.0 -11.7 ***
Is living in subsidized housing  38.9 37.7 -1.2
Received energy assistance 5.1 3.3 -1.8

Average total monthly household income ($)
(EIC not included) 1,129.97 1,488.94 358.97 ***

Less than $1,000 55.8 37.9 -17.8 ***
$1,000 to $1,500 23.1 24.3 1.2
$1,501 to $2,000 11.2 15.6 4.5 *
Greater than $2,000 9.9 22.1 12.2 ***

 
Average total monthly household income ($)
(EIC included)a 1,247.37 1,649.00 401.63 ***

 
Percentage below official poverty line

EIC not included 75.5 61.9 -13.6 ***
EIC includeda 66.0 53.7 -12.3 ***

Percentage below 185% of official poverty line
EIC not included 94.7 89.9 -4.9 **
EIC includeda 93.6 87.5 -6.1 ***

Sample size 581 581

(continued)

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 5.1  

Changes in Income Sources, Use of Noncash Benefits,
and Poverty Levels from 1998 to 2001
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monthly household income increased from $1,130 to $1,489 — or by $359 — between the 
1998 interview and the 2001 interview. For the sample as a whole, average monthly household 
income increased by 31.8 percent. Those whose income was below the official poverty line de-
clined from 75.5 percent to 61.9 percent.  

A revised estimate of total monthly household income was calculated for each respon-
dent, using the estimated EIC payment.2 This would increase the average total monthly house-
hold income for respondents in 2001 from $1,489 to $1,649 — an average increase of $160 per 
month. This additional income would decrease the percentage of respondents who were below 
the official poverty line in 2001, from 61.9 percent to 53.7 percent.  

Consistent with the data reported in Chapter 4, more of the women were working by 
2001, and fewer were receiving cash assistance. The percentage who reported household in-
come from work in the month prior to the survey increased from 51.6 percent in 1998 to 63.9 
percent in 2001 (Table 5.1).3 Meanwhile, those who had income from Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF) plummeted from 51.3 percent in 1998 to 13.6 percent in 2001. More-

                                                   
2The calculation takes the estimated monthly EIC payment and subtracts the estimated federal income 

taxes paid in 2001. (Florida has no state income tax.) The resulting value is then added to the total monthly 
household income. To remain consistent, the estimated taxes paid were also subtracted from the total monthly 
household income of respondents who were not eligible to receive an EIC payment because their earnings were 
too high.  

3A recent review of findings from 15 ASPE-funded welfare leaver studies reports that, 6 to 34 months af-
ter leaving welfare, between 60 percent and 65 percent of former welfare recipients had income from their own 
earnings; 21 percent had income from another household members’ earnings; between 11 percent and 31 per-
cent had income from child support; and between 2 percent and 12 percent had income from SSI. For a variety 
of reasons, not all 15 of the ASPE-funded leaver studies measured the same outcomes or used the same meas-
urement instruments. Thus, there is substantial variability in the number of studies that provide data on each of 
the outcomes reported in this chapter. For details, see Acs and Loprest, 2001. 

Table 5.1 (continued)
SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES:  Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.
              Statistical significance levels are indicated as *** = 0.1 percent; ** = 1 percent; * = 5 percent.
         aThe calculation takes the estimated EIC payment and divides by 12 to get a monthly figure; the 
estimated federal income taxes paid in 2001 are then subtracted from this value.  (Florida has no state 
income tax.)  The resulting value is then added to the total monthly household income.  To remain 
consistent, the estimated taxes paid were also subtracted from the total monthly household income of 
respondents who were not eligible to receive an EIC payment because their earnings were too high.  
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over, noncash benefits also decreased dramatically.4 Between 1998 and 2001, respondents’ use 
of food stamps, WIC, Medicaid for themselves, and Medicaid for their children all tumbled. 
Food stamp receipt, for example, declined from 74.2 percent in 1998 to 52.8 percent in 2001.5 
The women’s use of the WIC program also dropped significantly, from 22.1 percent in 1998 to 
14.8 percent in 2001. Table 5.1 further displays sizable reductions in the percentage of women 
who received Medicaid for themselves6 (down from 61.6 percent in 1998 to 48.4 percent in 
2001) or for any child (down from 72.7 percent in 1998 to 61.0 percent in 2001). Nevertheless, 
the use of noncash benefits remains significant, as 52.8 percent still received food stamps, and 
61.0 percent had Medicaid for at least one child. 

Figure 5.1 presents the average percentages of total household income that survey re-
spondents obtained from various sources in 1998 and in 2001.  

Other Income Sources 

Tax Refunds: The Earned Income Credit 

While most survey respondents increased their income from wages, their other sources 
of income also increased. Probably the most significant source was the Earned Income Credit 
(EIC): 72 percent of the survey sample claimed that they had received an EIC from their previ-
ous year’s federal income tax filing. The average estimated EIC payment for the survey sample 
— including those who received nothing — was $1,564. (Most EIC recipients choose to receive 
the EIC in a lump sum.) The ethnographic study reveals that the EIC could make a big differ-
ence for families. Helena and her teenage son, for example, supported themselves with the 
combined income from their part-time factory jobs in 2001; Helena explained how the EIC 
pulled her out of debt:  

                                                   
4Other studies have found varied use of noncash benefits. Evidence from the ASPE-funded leaver studies 

indicates that participation in government assistance programs was common but varied by program and loca-
tion. For example, in the fourth quarter after leaving cash assistance, between 21 percent and 63 percent of 
leavers reported receiving food stamps; between 35 percent and 76 percent reported receiving Medicaid for 
themselves; and between 34 percent and 86 percent reported that their children received Medicaid.  

5The question specifically asked whether the respondent had received food stamps in the month preceding 
the interview. 

6The rate in 2001 is within the range of what has been observed in other welfare leaver studies. For exam-
ple, in the fourth quarter after leaving cash assistance, the percentage of leavers who reported receiving Medi-
caid for themselves in the 15 welfare leaver studies ranged from 35 percent to 76 percent (Acs and Loprest, 
2001). 



1998 average monthly total
household income: $1,129.97

2001 average monthly total
household income: $1,488.94

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Figure 5.1

Average Percentage of Total Household Income Obtained from
Various Sources, 1998 and 2001

55.4%

3.9%
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17.0%

10.8%
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SOURCES:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES:   Sample size is 517 respondents in 1998 and 527 respondents in 2001.
     Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in calculating sums and differences.
     "Other" income comprises pensions, income from friends and family, and income listed as other by respondent.
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With $1,800 on [my] tax return, I have paid my bills. I am always worrying 
about what am I going to do next month. Well, I can’t complain; at least now 
I have the chance to go out once a month with my son to eat out. I save $10 
from this paycheck, and he saves $10 from his.7 

Child Support and Disability Payments (Supplemental Security Income) 

Survey respondents’ income from child support rose from 11.8 percent in 1998 to 15.9 
percent in 2001. All the women in the ethnographic sample claimed that they fully disclosed 
everything they knew about the fathers of their children. They also reported that child support 
enforcement seemed to be a consistent and vigorous part of their dealings with welfare workers. 

While the general trend from 1998 to 2001 was a decline in the receipt of TANF cash 
benefits, there was a significant increase in Supplemental Security Income (SSI) between 1998 
and 2001. The proportion of households in the survey that received SSI benefits rose from 12.7 
percent to 20.8 percent between the two interviews. The importance of this income source is 
illustrated in a 1998 interview with Gloria, from the African-American ethnographic sample, 
who was looking for work in the course of this research but experienced kidney failure and thus 
qualified for SSI: 

I don’t know why [no one hired me, but] really at that time when I was talk-
ing to you, I was sick and I didn’t know it. Shortly after I saw you, I went 
into the hospital for six-seven days. My kidney had failed. My liver wasn’t 
working. You see, since me and you talked last, I had my kidneys that failed 
and all like that. So then I got eligible for SSI. So I got SSI for myself and 
welfare for my son. So I’ve heard that they can’t cut him off because of my 
disability. I heard that other people going to be cut off, but they still send me 
$95 for my son, and they give me $70 [food] stamps.  

Since Gloria was the sole wage-earner in her household, qualifying for disability in-
come literally meant the survival of her household. For some households, SSI income may have 
contributed significantly to basic survival. The research on Miami’s implementation of welfare 
reform reveals that some administrators and staff at the Department of Children and Families 
said that they encouraged clients who might qualify for SSI to apply for it. Yet this was not an 
orchestrated or consistent campaign throughout the county. Some administrators and staff rec-
ognized that moving clients onto SSI was a “win-win” proposition, because it reduced the 
county’s TANF rolls and provided much higher monthly payments than welfare for those cli-
                                                   

7Throughout, the names used for ethnographic sample members are pseudonyms. Spanish-language inter-
views like this one have been translated into English. Translation was supervised by Carol Stepick. 
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ents who qualified. Sometimes the tough sanctioning process or time limits helped bring to the 
surface physical disabilities or mental problems that previously had gone unrecognized. It is 
possible that this happened often enough that the Urban Change survey detected a significant 
increase in SSI income between the 1998 and the 2001 interviews. 

Juggling Income Sources 

While household income increased for most survey respondents, the ethnographic sample 
reveals that the women had to become adept at juggling varying income sources in order to make 
ends meet. In the midst of a long series of temporary, mostly factory jobs, Candida offers an ex-
ample of how a household might use multiple sources of income to survive. In a 1997 interview, 
she explained the evolution of her circumstances over nearly four years of temporary jobs:  

There isn’t much work out there. The factories are cutting back. They only 
have two or three people. They rarely hire anybody, but I hope to get me one 
of those jobs. Yeah, they’re always temporary. Sometimes two or three 
weeks go by, then they call you for three or four days. What they pay you is 
the minimum.  

One year later:  

I started working and never went back to welfare. They stopped giving me 
assistance because I started working. 

About six months later:  

No, now I am collecting unemployment. Unemployment has a limit, up to 
six months, but I hope to be working again before six months.  

Finally, in 2001:  

I have changed jobs. I paint children’s clothes in a factory. It’s very hot in-
side with the equipment. No A/C [air-conditioner], just fans.  

Although her jobs were not stable, Candida was able to supplement her wages with un-
employment benefits between jobs. She also figured out how to apply for a tax refund of $3,000 
in 2000. In 2001, Candida reported another income strategy: 

In 1997, I applied for Section 8, but I still haven’t gotten it. I would love to 
get it. It would be better, because with the little money I have, sometimes I 
can barely pay the rent. 
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On average, income significantly increased for the survey sample from 1998 to 2001, 
although over one-half of the women still supplemented their income with noncash benefits, 
particularly food stamps and Medicaid. A significant minority of the ethnographic sample also 
juggled numerous sources of income to cover the gaps in a series of low-paying temporary jobs, 
as described in Chapter 4. 

Increases in Assets 

With increases in income, the women in the survey sample also acquired more savings 
and assets, as reflected in Table 5.2. Nearly three times as many respondents said that they had 
more than $500 in savings in 2001 as in 1998 — increasing from 3.2 percent to 8.6 percent over 
the three-year period. Home ownership also increased over time. In 1998, only 5.3 percent of 
the survey sample owned a home, but 11.4 percent had become homeowners by 2001.  

The biggest leap in assets, however, was in owning a car: While 36.4 percent of the 
survey sample in 1998 reported owning a car, the figure climbed to 56.2 percent by 2001. Many 
women in the ethnographic sample talked about the importance of transportation, the difficulty 
of public transportation in a city that is so dispersed, and the corresponding importance of own-
ing a car. Before buying a car, for example, Tamika’s transportation dilemma was similar to 
other women’s in the ethnographic sample — they sometimes had to transfer two or three times 
or had to wait an hour or longer in tropical heat or rain for a bus connection. Tamika explained 
her particular problem in a 1998 interview:  

It’s just, I have problems getting home from work on the weekends because 
the bus that I catch to work — the last one comes by the hospital about 
7:15. I don’t get off until after 8:00. Then I have to catch a cab home be-
cause I’m stuck.  

Just over a year later, Tamika was elated to report:  

I bought me a car now! I got the car, like, the end of January. I used part of 
my income tax [return], and I bought it. I paid for it by cash. No payments. 

While a small but significant proportion of women in the study were able to add to their 
families’ assets — especially car ownership — it is still critical to ask whether this led to appre-
ciable improvements in the material hardships experienced by households participating in the 
survey, because rising economic circumstances do not necessarily translate into improved well-
being for a family. 
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Material Hardships 

As survey respondents’ income, assets, and savings increased, on average, various ma-
terial hardships declined for many people in the sample. It is widely recognized that measure-
ments of household income and related statistics are inadequate for characterizing a family’s 
material conditions.8 A consensus has emerged that poverty and material hardship are conceptu-

                                                   
8Mayer and Jencks (1989) found poverty and material hardship to be correlated, but a family’s income-to-

needs ratio explains only about a quarter of the variance in material hardship. A family’s income-to-needs ratio 
(continued) 

First Interview Second Interview
Outcome (%) (1998) (2001) Difference

Assets
Owns a car  36.4 56.2 19.8 ***

Owns a home 5.3 11.4 6.0 ***

Amount family has in savings
None  86.4 82.4 -3.9 *
Less than $200  7.0 4.5 -2.5
$200 to $500  3.4 4.5 1.1
More than $500  3.2 8.6 5.4 ***

Debts
Owes money on a car 10.5 16.8 6.2 ***

Amount family owes in debt  
None  46.3 34.3 -12.0 ***
Less than $500  12.0 8.1 -3.9 *
$500 to $1,000  11.4 18.8 7.3 ***
$1,001 to $2,000  7.5 9.5 2.0
More than $2,000  22.7 29.3 6.6 **

Sample size 581 581

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 5.2  

Changes in Assets and Debts from First to Second Interview

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES:  Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in sums and differences.
              Statistical significance levels are indicated as *** = 0.1 percent; ** = 1 percent; * = 5 
percent.
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ally distinct and that efforts are needed to better measure and monitor directly the extent of ma-
terial hardships in low-income families.9 The survey incorporated such measures, including 
those related to housing, food, health, and neighborhood. It also incorporated separate measures 
for adult and child hardships.10 

Greater Food Security and Less Hunger 

As reported in Table 5.3, the proportion of women in the survey who reported food in-
security without hunger declined from 39.3 percent in 1998 to 27.7 percent in 2001.11 There was 
also a small but significant decrease in the proportion of families who were food insecure with 
moderate or severe hunger, from 15.9 percent in 1998 to 11.8 percent in 2001.  

Housing 

On at least two measures of housing-related hardship, the survey sample experienced 
some relief. The proportion of women in the survey who reported living in a crowded house12 

                                                   
is the total cash income from all sources divided by the family’s official poverty threshold, as established by 
the U.S. Bureau of the Census, in the relevant year. Also see Beverly, 2001; Federman et al., 1996.  

9Edin and Lein, 1997; Bauman, 1998. 
10The set of ASPE-funded studies of TANF leavers used a variety of indicators to measure food, housing, 

and health care hardships (Acs and Loprest, 2001). Overall, levels of material hardship remained high among 
leavers, although there are notable differences across studies. Some studies show that leavers experienced the 
same or lower levels of food and housing hardships as when they were on cash assistance, while other studies 
indicate that hardships increased after exit from welfare. In all the studies that assessed subjective well-being, 
the majority of participants perceived that their material circumstances were improved or unchanged. However, 
in all studies, a noteworthy minority (ranging from 13 percent to 28 percent) reported that they were worse off 
than they had been while on cash assistance. Generally, studies that compared working and nonworking leavers 
found that hardships were lower among working leavers. See also Coulton, Bania, Leete, and Cook, 2001; 
Danziger, Corcoran, Danziger, and Heflin, 2000. 

11Using data from the two surveys, four indicators of food hardship were examined: food insecure without 
hunger, food insecure with moderate or severe hunger, child with hunger, and use of a food bank in the prior 
month. The Household Food Security Scale (HFSS) was used to measure respondents’ level of food security. 
The U.S. Bureau of the Census, in its Current Population Survey, has administered this scale each year since 
1995, and it is the benchmark measure of food security in the United States (Carlson, Andrews, and Bickel, 
1999). The HFSS is an 18-item self-report scale that can be used to classify households into four categories: 
food secure, food insecure without hunger, food insecure with moderate hunger, and food insecure with severe 
hunger. The HFSS is reliable and valid for population- and individual-level measurement (Frongillo, 1999). 
The Urban Change survey respondents’ households were classified into one of three child-hunger categories 
(no child hunger nor reduced-quality diet, child with reduced-quality diet, and child with hunger), based on 
maternal responses to the eight items in the HFSS that concern the nutritional status of children under age 18 
(Nord and Bickel, 1999). 

12Families were classified as living in a crowded household if there was less than one room per person (not 
including bathrooms).  
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First Interview Second Interview 
Outcome (1998) (2001) Difference
  
Food hardships (%)

Food insecure without hungera 39.3 27.7 -11.6 ***
Food insecure with moderate or

severe hungera 15.9 11.8 -4.1 *
Child with hungerb 4.4 3.8 -0.6
Used a food bank in prior month 5.5 5.0 -0.5

Housing/neighborhood hardships (%)
Had worse-case housing in prior

monthc 28.4 24.9 -3.5
Is living in a crowded house 28.4 23.7 -4.7 *
Had two or more housing problemsd 32.6 30.6 -2.1
Gas or electricity was turned off one or 

more times in prior year 21.6 16.4 -5.2 *
Had to move in with another family

because needed a place to live 9.2 7.6 -1.6
Was evicted in past year 2.4 2.9 0.5
Is living in a dangerous neighborhoode 33.8 21.7 -12.2 ***
Witnessed a violent crime in neighborhood 13.6 9.3 -4.3 *

Health care hardships (%)
Respondent uninsured in prior month 26.0 26.0 0.0
Any child uninsured in prior monthf 17.7 14.5 -3.2
Respondent ever uninsured in prior year 36.9 32.5 -4.4
Family unmet need for medical care

in prior year 29.1 22.3 -6.7 **
Family unmet need for dental care

in prior year 35.6 29.2 -6.4 **
Compared with one year ago, access to 

needed health care is harder 30.4 27.9 -2.5

Adult/household hardshipsg

Average number of hardships 2.4 1.9 -0.5 ***
None (%) 11.5 19.6 8.1 ***
One to two (%) 42.9 47.8 5.0
Three or more  (%) 45.6 32.5 -13.1 ***

(continued)

Table 5.3 

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

from First to Second Interview
Changes in Material Hardship and Family Well-Being
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First Interview Second Interview 
(1998) (2001) Difference

Child hardshipsh

Average number of hardships 0.3 0.2 -0.1 **
None (%) 74.2 81.2 7.0 **
One to two (%) 25.6 18.8 -6.8 **
Three or more  (%) 0.2 0.0 -0.2

Average rating of standard of living (%)
Very satisfied 20.8 27.6 6.8 **
Satisfied 48.7 48.2 -0.6
Dissatisfied 21.9 17.3 -4.7 *
Very dissatisfied 8.5 7.0 -1.6

Sample size 581 581

Table 5.3 (continued)

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES:   Statistical significance levels are indicated as *** = 0.1 percent; ** = 1 percent; * = 5 
percent.
      aRespondents were placed in one of four food insecurity categories (secure, insecure without 
hunger, insecure with moderate hunger, or insecure with severe hunger) based on their scores on the 18-
item Household Food Security Scale.
        bRespondents were placed in one of three child hunger categories (child with hunger, child with 
reduced-quality diet, or no child hunger) based on responses to the eight items on the Household Food 
Security Scale that concern nutritional status of children under age 18 in the household. 
        cFamilies have worst-case housing needs if they pay more than 50 percent of their income on rent 
and utilities and receive no housing assistance.
        dRespondents indicated whether they had any of the following housing problems: broken 
windows, leaky roof/ceilings, roaches/vermin, and problems with wiring, plumbing, heating, and 
appliances.
        eRespondent or child was robbed, mugged, or attacked or witnessed a violent crime, or reported 
gang violence in neighborhood.
        fThis item does not take into account those who did not have children at either survey.
        gThe eight hardships used in this index include: food insecurity, receipt of emergency food in 
prior month, spends more than 50 percent of income (including food stamps) on housing, has two or 
more housing problems, lives in a dangerous neighborhood, witnessed a violent crime in the 
neighborhood, respondent ever uninsured in prior year, and family unmet need for medical or dental 
care.
        hThe three hardships used in this index include: child with hunger, any child uninsured in prior 
month, and any child under 18 living elsewhere.
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declined a small but significant amount, from 28.4 percent in 1998 to 23.7 percent in 2001. The 
proportion who had gas or electricity turned off one or more times in the prior year also fell, 
from 21.6 percent in 1998 to 16.4 percent in 2001.  

Improved Neighborhoods 

The proportion of women who were classified as living in a dangerous neighborhood13 
decreased from 33.8 percent in 1998 to 21.7 percent in 2001. Similarly, the proportion who wit-
nessed a violent crime in their neighborhood declined slightly, but significantly, from 13.6 per-
cent in 1998 to 9.3 percent in 2001. Both of these measures may reflect the overall decline in 
crime that is reported in Chapter 6. 

Adult and Child Hardship Indices 

For the survey sample as a whole, the average number of adult, or household, hardships 
declined significantly, from 2.4 in 1998 to 1.9 in 2001. Moreover, the proportion of respondents 
who experienced none of these hardships increased significantly, from 11.5 percent in 1998 to 
19.6 percent in 2001, while the proportion with three or more hardships declined from 45.6 per-
cent to 32.5 percent.  

For child hardships, the survey measured whether any child experienced hunger; 
whether any child was uninsured in the month prior to the survey; and whether any minor child 
lived away from home. For this index as well, there was a modest but significant decline from 
1998 to 2001. There was a significant increase in the proportion of families who experienced 
none of these child hardships (up from 74.2 percent in 1998 to 81.2 percent in 2001). The pro-
portion of families who had one or two child hardships decreased significantly, from 25.6 per-
cent to 18.8 percent over the three-year period. 

Health Care 

Health care hardships were among the factors that improved modestly for women in the 
survey sample between 1998 and 2001 (Table 5.3). There were significant but modest decreases 
in the proportion of the survey sample whose families had an unmet need for medical care in the 
prior year (down from 29.1 percent in 1998 to 22.3 percent in 2001) and in the proportion who 
indicated that their families had an unmet need for dental care in the prior year (down from 35.6 
percent in 1998 to 29.2 percent in 2001). There were no significant changes in the percentage of 

                                                   
13The respondent was classified as living in a dangerous neighborhood if she was robbed, mugged, or at-

tacked or witnessed a violent crime in the neighborhood, or if gang violence was reported in the neighborhood.  
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respondents who were uninsured in the prior year, the percentage of women who had an unin-
sured child in the prior month, the percentage of women who were ever uninsured in the prior 
year, and the percentage of women who said that their access to needed health care was harder 
than a year ago.  

When Tina, from the ethnographic sample, lost all her benefits after being hired as a 
casual worker by the U.S. Postal Service, she needed medical care for her three children. In a 
1999 interview, she explained:  

I had to take them to the hospital. They had this bad cold, and the lady asked 
me if I had Medicaid, and I told her, “No.” And she told me to fill out some 
forms and maybe I can get Medipass — you know, they pay every month. 
And then they put me back on Medicaid for the kids.  

Tina’s problem was resolved when — thanks to help from an alert social worker at the hospital 
— the children’s Medicaid was reinstated.  

Satisfaction with Standard of Living 

Given the improvements observed in the survey sample’s economic and material cir-
cumstances, it is expected that the women would perceive themselves to be better off. In fact, 
there was a significant increase from 1998 to 2001 in the percentage of survey respondents who 
reported that they were very satisfied with their standard of living; more than one out of four 
women fell into this category by 2001. As a result, a modest decrease was seen in the percent-
age of respondents who said that they were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with their standard 
of living.  

By concentrating on the positive statistical changes in measures of economic circum-
stances and measures of material well-being, this analysis has revealed encouraging news for 
the Urban Change survey sample. However, an important follow-up question must also be 
asked: How good are the positive trends that were found? Since the initiation of welfare reform, 
what has been the evolution of well-being for this low-income population — especially for the 
key subgroups identified in Chapter 4?  

The Troubling News: Constant or Deteriorating Conditions 
In the wake of welfare reform, not everyone in the survey sample saw life improve — at 

least not in terms of working, income, assets, or material hardships. For many survey respondents, 
welfare reform brought little change: 37 percent had a decrease in income, and 90 percent were 
poor or near poor (that is, below 185 percent of the federal poverty level). For some, things got 
worse: 10 percent who were not below the poverty line in 1998 moved into poverty by 2001,  and 
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a small minority of respondents (2 percent) had no source of income at all (Table 5.1). That was 
the case for Dulce, from the ethnographic sample. In 1998, she was working at a temporary job 
and earning the minimum wage. In 2001, she reported: “I am without a job. I am not receiving 
anything. My mother is the one who is helping me with the food, and my children work.”  

Economic Circumstances 

Even given a 31.8 percent rise in average income for the survey sample, by the time of 
the 2001 interview, 61.9 percent of the women still fell below the official poverty line, and an-
other 28.0 percent were near poor (above the official poverty line but with an income of less 
than 185 percent of it). There is considerable evidence from recent studies that the incomes of 
welfare leavers are, on average, low in the years after welfare exit,14 and this survey sample con-
forms to that finding.  

Given that earned income was so low, it is not surprising that many survey respondents 
in 2001 were still using noncash benefits: 52.8 percent of the survey sample still received food 
stamps (Table 5.1). Moreover, the proportion of households that appeared to be eligible for food 
stamps but did not receive them (based on self-reports) increased from 14.8 percent in 1998 to 
28.2 percent in 2001. Also, 48.4 percent of the women received Medicaid for themselves, and 
61.0 percent received it for their children. Nearly 37.7 percent of the survey sample lived in 
subsidized housing. Besides earned income and noncash benefits, some of the women were able 
to rely on other sources of income. 

Child Support Income  

In 2001, nearly 16 percent of the survey sample of mostly single mothers reported receiv-
ing child support — a significant number but not nearly as many as needed or deserved it. As dis-
cussed in Chapter 2, WAGES made cooperation with the Florida Child Support Enforcement 
Agency a prerequisite for receiving welfare. As has been found in other locations, the fathers of 
these mothers’ children are not necessarily irresponsible. Instead, they are facing the same difficult 
labor market as the women.15 The ethnographic sample reveals the circumstances both of fathers 
who were unable to contribute and of fathers who evaded their responsibilities. Some fathers were 

                                                   
14A synthesis of findings from the ASPE-funded leaver studies reports that the average incomes of welfare 

leavers after 6 to 34 months of follow-up ranged from $1,054 to $1,440 (not including a cash value for food 
stamps) and that leavers’ incomes in all the studies hovered near the poverty line, regardless of the sources of 
income or the time period over which income was measured (Acs and Loprest, 2001). In another leaver 
study in Cuyahoga County, Ohio, it was estimated that 58 percent of families had total incomes below the pov-
erty threshold six months after leaving cash assistance (Coulton, Bania, Leete, and Cook, 2001). 

15Johnson and Doolittle, 1999. 
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out of the country or otherwise beyond the reach of child support enforcement. Irma’s husband, 
for example, abandoned her with three children under age 5 to return to his native Guatemala and 
evangelize his religious beliefs there. Connie’s former husband was also beyond reach, and, in a 
1998 interview, she explained how he had helped when he was able:  

I had a bank account, when my husband was here. He went to jail, like it 
would be a year last year, October. So when he was here, even though we 
were separated, . . . he used to help with the bills and the money when I 
needed it. When he left, that’s when it got hard for me. Before that [most re-
cent jail term], he got arrested for drug trafficking, and he was deported back 
to his country [Jamaica].  

Connie added, about the fathers of her other children, who had never helped her or their 
children financially:  

No. I don’t want them around me! They sorry! I tried child support through 
the welfare system — it was working like three or four years ago, but now 
it’s not doing anything. I had put my daughter’s father on child support 
through the welfare system, but if he was making a penny, you could put him 
in jail. Now . . . I went and got recertified not even two months now, and she 
asked me about the fathers, and I gave them all the information because I 
don’t want them around me — they won’t help me with the kids. She put 
their information in the computer, and she can’t find nothing on none of 
them. Usually if you put something on somebody with the Social Security 
number, you find something, but not them.  

Elda’s experience — recounted in a 2001 interview — was similar:  

Yes, the father of the oldest one of my daughters has an order to pay. But he 
does not work. The case is open, but if he doesn’t work, how are they going 
to force him to pay?  

Most of the 50 percent of the sample survey who were single mothers living without a 
partner found that, even with vigorous state enforcement, they were unable to rely on child sup-
port from their children’s fathers to improve the economic and material well-being of their 
households. 

Assets and Debt 

As Table 5.2 shows, 82.4 percent of the women in the survey sample reported not hav-
ing any savings in 2001, a decline of only 4 percentage points from 1998. Instead, for the major-
ity of the surveyed women, debt increased. In 2001, significantly fewer survey respondents re-
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ported having no debt at all — 34.3 percent, compared with 46.3 percent in 1998. The percent-
age of respondents who had debts (excluding any amounts owed on a mortgage or vehicle) cor-
respondingly increased from 1998 to 2001. For example, the proportion who reported owing 
$500 to $1,000 went up from 11.4 percent to 18.8 percent, and the proportion who owed more 
than $2,000 went up from 22.7 percent to 29.3 percent. And while more survey respondents 
owned cars in 2001 than in 1998, the proportion who reported that they owed money on a car 
grew from 10.5 percent to 16.8 percent. 

The increase in debt among survey respondents might actually signal better economic 
circumstances, since the women were being approved for more credit. Debt can easily become a 
burden, however, as the economy slows and unemployment rises. A 1998 ethnographic inter-
view with Elda illustrates this point, showing how she was thrown into debt when she lost a job: 

Because I lost my job and was behind, so I got into trouble with loans and 
bills and all that. I am financially worse off now than when I was working 
before.  

In 2000, Elda had found a full-time job that paid $5.25 per hour working in the house-
keeping department of a hotel. With part of an income tax refund of $3,953, she bought a car to 
drive to work. She also had a promising new relationship with a boyfriend who was proving to be 
a good stepfather to her young son and who contributed to the household income with part-time 
work as an auto mechanic as he was recovering from cancer therapy. Partly to help him with unin-
sured medical expenses and partly to pay household bills, Elda had accumulated credit card debt:  

Yes, I took out some credit cards, and I owe them. I owe, like, $18,000. They 
call me a lot. I am trying to work out a payment plan with some with the in-
come tax [refund]. I pay, like, $25 or something, and they have accepted it. I 
can’t with all of them. Of course, I don’t tell welfare that because they aren’t 
going to pay for it no matter what. On the contrary, they will give me a hard 
time about it. 

For some survey respondents, the apparent increases in assets were often outweighed by 
increases in debts. If these women had been able to maintain employment and earn a decent 
wage, most of them might have been able to pay off their debts. Undoubtedly, some had taken 
on too much debt. More important, the widespread assumption of debt reflects their vulnerabil-
ity — especially given their relatively low wages and frequent employment instability, as de-
scribed in Chapter 4. 
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Material Hardships 

Although the average number of hardships declined from 1998 to 2001 among the sur-
vey respondents (Table 5.3), their households continued to experience various material hard-
ships. The ethnography records some of the coping strategies that some women used to keep 
hardships from mounting. Juggling bills — that is, by paying bills late or letting one bill slide 
one month and paying it the next month by letting a different bill slide — was a prominent strat-
egy, as illustrated by Rosa’s handling of her finances. She lost phone service several times dur-
ing the study and lost electricity at least once. She sometimes had to ask a neighbor or friend for 
a couple cups of rice because she didn’t have money for food. Although she had a car for nearly 
two years of the study, she frequently had to ask friends for a loan of $15 or $20 dollars to buy 
gas. In December 1999, the car broke down, and Rosa could not afford to fix it, relying instead 
on coworkers for rides to and from work. She usually paid back her small loans and the utility 
bills by juggling them. Juggling was a common strategy for the ethnographic sample, whether 
the women were still receiving welfare benefits or had moved into the labor market. 

Food Security and Hunger 

While food insecurity for most survey respondents improved overall, it remained high in 
2001, with 39.5 percent of the women experiencing it in some form (Table 5.3). This rate of food 
insecurity is higher than the national rate for households with income below the poverty level (36 
percent) and substantially higher than the national rate for nonpoor households (14 percent).16  

With the exception of a few women in the ethnographic sample who found themselves 
homeless for some part of the study period, most of the other women in the ethnographic sam-
ple felt able to feed their family by scrimping and scouring for sale items. Food was only one of 
the shortages that the women experienced as they juggled monthly expenses. Other material 
hardships also remained high and unchanged over time.  

Housing 

By 2001, one-quarter of the women in the survey sample (24.9 percent) had worst-case 
housing in the prior month, and nearly one-third (30.6 percent) reported having two or more 
housing problems (Table 5.3).17 Thus, housing hardships remained persistent for many of the 
families in the study. The sample members experienced no statistically significant changes over 
time with regard to having worst-case housing in the prior month, being evicted in the past year, 
                                                   

16Bickel, Carlson, and Nord, 1999. 
17Families had worst-case housing needs if they had no rental assistance and paid more than 50 percent of 

their income (not including food stamps) for rent and utilities. In 1999, more than 7 percent of U.S. households 
had worst-case housing needs (U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 1999). 
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having two or more housing problems, and having to move in with another family because they 
needed a place to live. 

The housing problems reported by women in the ethnographic sample generally re-
sulted from not being able to meet rent or utility bills. Still unable to find a steady job, for ex-
ample, Shirley described her circumstances in a 2000 interview:  

My light and my gas once was cut a couple months ago ’cause I didn’t pay it 
in time. I paid it when I got the money.  

Shirley lived in Section 8 housing, and her apartment had structural problems, which she tried 
to downplay: 

Just some plaster falling. And I think my ceiling is leaking. They have done 
an inspection. But no work has been done as of yet. It could be they are 
dragging their feet, but I think it’s more of the overwhelming response of all 
the units that need work done . . . , and they don’t have that many workers.  

Some women in the ethnographic sample lived in intolerable conditions. In Tajmar’s 
apartment, for example, roaches were literally crawling on the children. And in a 1998 inter-
view, Connie offered this description of her housing problems and efforts to solve them:  

Just before we moved here, we were living in North Miami; it was about four 
months ago, and my daughter had a baby, and I had a problem with [the child 
protection agency] because the baby’s father’s mother called saying the baby 
was too small. But the baby was born premature. Where we were living, the 
building wasn’t fit to live in. We were going to move, and [the child protec-
tion agency] ordered us to move ’cause . . . the kids couldn’t live there. We 
were living in a hotel since then. We paid $210 a week, and we just moved 
here from the hotel. That rent at that hotel was way too much. And I paid that 
rent over there for three months. I could do that with my check and food 
stamps and my savings, and my grandma helped us.  

The interim stay in the hotel depleted the savings that Connie had scraped together and left her 
slightly in debt. 

Housing was one of many factors that affected Rosa’s economic life. She was living in 
Section 8 housing, so her costs rose and fell depending on whether she was employed at one of 
her many temporary jobs. Her housing costs rose from $9 per month at the beginning of the 
study to $200 per month at midpoint and then dipped to $125 per month at the end of the study. 
Then Rosa learned that her landlord was in danger of losing his Section 8 contract because he 
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had not made repairs and that she would have to move. Unable to imagine having the money to 
pay a deposit for a new place, she said in 2000:  

Then, that is another expense . . . imagine, a deposit payment! That is why I 
could not move before, but now I am going to have to move. I don’t know 
how I am going to look for a place . . . and I don’t have a car. . . . And they 
closed him [the landlord] up . . . they cut [him off] . . . they have to give me 
time to move. . . . Where would I go? Around here, because my job is close 
by, my daughter’s school . . . you know . . . I cannot go too far. 

Health Care 

The women in the ethnographic sample repeatedly and unanimously reported that ac-
cess to health care was a prime concern. Similarly concerned, the State of Florida does not make 
Medicaid subject to sanctions for any reason. Evidence from the implementation component of 
this project indicates that the state and the county have worked hard to ensure that this one 
thread of the safety net stays in place, no matter what. Nevertheless, in the month prior to the 
2001 survey, 26.0 percent of the respondents and 14.5 percent of their children lacked medical 
insurance of any kind (Table 5.3).  

Some women in the ethnographic sample perceived that time limits on welfare benefits 
caused them to lose access to health care, despite state policy. Magaly, from the ethnographic 
sample, reported that she lost all of her medical benefits because of interim time limits, and she 
was surviving with the help of a son. She explained in 2001 that she was forced to forgo certain 
medications:  

The medication I am taking lately is the one for the high blood pressure, and 
that costs only about twenty dollars monthly. In the case of the medication 
for my heart, I just cannot afford it. It is too expensive — about one hundred 
and something dollars. 

Lorraine, also from the ethnographic sample, said that she lost Medicaid after hitting the 
time limits. At first she found a job as a maid at a hotel — and lost all welfare benefits for about 
two months — but then she happily announced in 1998:  

It’s better this year than last year. I’m glad I’m off [the welfare] system. Glad 
to be working. I feel very happy, very great and very pleased. They cut my 
check off. They gave me my [food] stamps back and my Medicaid for me 
and the kids.  

Almost a year later, in October 1999, Lorraine was notified that she had reached her in-
terim time limits and would no longer receive any benefits. She exclaimed:  
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Food stamps cut off; Medicaid cut off. Everything cut off. Oh yeah! I have to 
pay doctor bills now, Honey! Ain’t nothing free now. I gotta pay cash 
money!  

Although Lorraine loved her job, the hotel where she worked was for sale, and she was unsure 
whether the new owners would employ her. She had worked 40 to 42 hours per week steadily 
for just over two years and had earned $7.50 per hour without benefits.  

Some women reported losing Medicaid even when, under Florida’s rules, they should 
have continued receiving it. More than one person in the ethnographic sample adamantly main-
tained that she had lost Medicaid at least temporarily because of sanctioning. Rosa, for example, 
described the penalty she had received for not reporting employment in a 2000 interview: 

I had been working, but I waited five months to tell them. I had two tempo-
rary jobs before I got this job, and I knew I was going to lose those. They 
took away my Medicaid and my daughter’s. Now I don’t have anything. 
Now I have to pay all that money back because they found out from the 
computer [about the temporary jobs] before I notified them. They sent me a 
letter. I have to pay a thousand and something, and they just sent me a letter 
to say I can pay them back. I told them I can pay $20 a month because I pay 
the electricity, the water, the garbage, and my job is just $5.15 per hour. It 
was my mistake that I did not notify them.  

According to the correspondence that Rosa had received from the welfare department, 
only her food stamp allotment was reinstated, after three months and for a reduced amount. 
She was forced to sell her car to pay basic bills, and then her transportation became more 
tenuous at the same time that her debt to the state rose. She lost all medical insurance cover-
age, at least temporarily. 

The mixed results that the survey reveals about respondents’ material hardships — 
combined with the ethnographic sample’s juggling of resources — document that the women 
remained on the edge of poverty even as their economic circumstances improved. While at 
least some of them might have become more self-sufficient after welfare reform, their cir-
cumstances have remained precarious, and some of them are more likely than others to move 
toward self-sufficiency. 

The Economic Circumstances and Material Hardships of Different 
Groups of Women 

Chapter 4 reports that the English-speaking Hispanic women in the survey sample and 
those with a high school credential had the highest wages in 2001. The following sections look 
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at the economic circumstances of various groups of respondents. Again, the women who had a 
high school credential at baseline and English-speaking Hispanics fared the best. However, ma-
terial hardships persisted and cut across educational lines and ethnic groups in a more dispersed 
pattern than Chapter 4 describes for labor market outcomes. 

Different Educational Groups 

Table 5.4 indicates that the women in the survey sample who had a high school diploma 
or GED certificate at baseline (May 1995) were significantly more likely than those without this 
credential to be in a household with earnings income. The average monthly household income 
of better-educated women was 30.3 percent higher (at $1,700 per month) than the income of 
women without a basic credential ($1,305 per month), and thus the former group was far less 
likely to be living below the poverty line (54.4 percent) than the latter (69.6 percent). Women 
who had a diploma or GED at baseline were also less likely to receive food stamps or Medicaid 
in 2001 than women without the credential.  

Although Table 5.4 indicates that many of the education-related differences in material 
hardship are not statistically significant, it also shows that the trend was for those women who 
had a high school credential to have fewer hardships. For example, the better-educated women 
were slightly less food insecure and were less likely to be living in a dangerous neighborhood or 
to have been uninsured in the month before the interview. They were also statistically signifi-
cantly less likely than the women without a credential to have to move in with another family 
member because they needed a place to live, to be living in housing with multiple problems 
(such as electrical and plumbing problems), and to report feeling highly stressed much or all of 
the time. Overall, the average number of hardships faced was slightly lower for the women with 
a high school credential than for those without it. Better-educated women were also signifi-
cantly more likely to have reported no hardships in 2001. 

Different Racial and Ethnic Groups 

Table 5.5 shows that Hispanic English speakers18 in the survey sample were more likely 
than respondents in the other two groups to have had income from work in the prior month. 
Hispanic English speakers were also less likely than Hispanic non-English speakers and Afri-
can-Americans to have received food stamps in the prior month. Notably, average total monthly  

                                                   
18Women were categorized as English-speaking if, in 1998, they said that they could carry on a conversa-

tion in English “very well” or “well.” Non-English speakers said they could converse “some,” “a little,” or “not 
at all.” 
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All Women No High School Diploma 
in Survey Credential at or GED

Outcome Sample Baseline at Baseline

Economic circumstances

Had income from work
in prior month (%) 63.9 56.2 71.8 ***

Had income from child support
in prior month (%) 15.9 15.3 16.7

Had income from SSI
in prior month (%) 20.8 22.6 19.0

Received food stamps
in prior month (%) 52.8 58.6 46.8 **

Receives Medicaid for self (%) 48.4 54.9 41.7 **

Average total monthly household
income in prior month ($) 1,498.01 1,305.06 1,700.49 ***

Percentage below official poverty line 62.2 69.6 54.4 ***

Family has more than $500 in
savings (%) 8.7 7.5 9.9

Family has more than $500 in
debts (%) 63.2 59.2 67.3

Material hardships

Food insecure (with and
without hunger combined)a 39.3 43.0 35.6

Child with hungerb 3.7 4.3 3.1

Had 2 or more housing problemsc 30.6 38.0 22.9 ***

Went 2 or more weeks in the prior
year without a phone 26.6 30.2 23.0

Had to move in with another family
because needed a place to live 7.8 11.5 3.9 ***

Was evicted in past year 2.9 4.0 1.8

Is living in a dangerous neighborhoodd 22.0 24.8 19.0
(continued)

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 5.4 
Economic Circumstances, Material Hardship, and Family Well-Being in 2001,

by Education at Baseline
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All Women No High Diploma 
in Survey School Credential or GED

Outcome Sample at Baseline at Baseline

Any child uninsured in prior monthe 14.8 14.8 14.8

Respondent ever uninsured in
prior year 32.5 33.3 31.7

Family had unmet need for
medical care and dental care
(combined) in prior year 33.4 33.1 33.8

Other indicators of family well-being

Respondent  highly stressed 
much or all of the time 39.9 45.1 34.5 **

Contacted by child
protective services 3.9 4.3 3.4

Any child under age 18
living elsewhere 5.0 5.5 4.6

Adult/household hardshipsf

Average number of hardships 1.7 1.8 1.5 *
None (%) 24.8 21.2 28.5 *
One to two (%) 49.1 50.2 47.9
Three or more  (%) 26.2 28.6 23.6

Child hardshipsg

Average number of hardships 0.2 0.2 0.2
None (%) 81.1 81.0 81.3
One to two (%) 18.9 19.0 18.7

Sample size 581 297 284

Table 5.4 (continued)

(continued)
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household income was significantly higher for Hispanic English speakers ($1,763) than for 
Hispanic non-English speakers ($1,381) or African-Americans ($1,409). 

The lower income of Hispanic non-English speakers was reflected in their health care 
hardships. Hispanic non-English speakers were statistically more likely than African-Americans 
and Hispanic English speakers to have had an uninsured child in the prior month, to ever have 
been uninsured in the prior year, and to have had an unmet family need for medical and dental 
care in the prior year. Moreover, Hispanic non-English speakers had a statistically significantly 
higher average number of child hardships (0.4) than Hispanic English speakers (0.2) or African-
Americans (0.2), and they were significantly more likely to report one or two of the three child 
hardships: “child with hunger,” “any child uninsured in prior month,” and “any child under 18 
living elsewhere.” Hispanic non-English speakers were also more likely to report feeling 
stressed much or all of the time. 

Table 5.4 (continued)

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Statistical significance levels are indicated as *** = 0.1 percent; ** = 1 percent; * = 5 
percent.
       aRespondents were placed in one of four food insecurity categories (secure, insecure without 
hunger, insecure with moderate hunger, or insecure with severe hunger) based on their scores on the 
18-item Household Food Security Scale.
        bRespondents were placed in one of three child hunger categories (child with hunger, child with 
reduced-quality diet, or no child hunger) based on responses to the eight items on the Household 
Food Security Scale that concern nutritional status of children under age 18 in the household. 
        cRespondents indicated whether they had any of the following housing problems: broken 
windows, leaky roof/ceilings, roaches/vermin, and problems with wiring, plumbing, heating, and 
appliances.
        dRespondent or child was robbed, mugged, or attacked or witnessed a violent crime, or reported 
gang violence in neighborhood.
        eThis item does not take into account those who did not have children at either survey.
        fThe eight hardships used in this index include: food insecurity, receipt of emergency food in 
prior month, spends more than 50 percent of income (including food stamps) on housing, has two or 
more housing problems, lives in a dangerous neighborhood, witnessed a violent crime in the 
neighborhood, respondent ever uninsured in prior year, and family unmet need for medical or dental 
care.
       gThe three hardships used in this index include: child with hunger, any child uninsured in prior 
month, and any child under 18 living elsewhere.  None of the respondents reported all three child 
hardships.
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All Women Hispanic Hispanic
in Survey English Non-English African-

Outcome Samplea Speakerb Speaker Americanc

Economic circumstances

Had income from work
in prior month (%) 63.9 73.5 67.7 59.1 *

Had income from child support
in prior month (%) 15.9 13.4 17.7 16.2

Had income from SSI
in prior month (%) 20.8 22.4 24.2 21.1

Received food stamps
in prior month (%) 52.8 43.9 54.8 57.8 *

Receives Medicaid for self (%) 48.4 43.9 54.8 50.8

Average total monthly household
income in prior month ($) 1,498.01 1,762.66 1,380.63 1,409.25 *

Percentage below official 
poverty line 62.2 52.7 64.9 66.1

Family has more than $500 in
savings (%) 8.7 11.6 4.8 6.8

Family has more than $500 in
debts (%) 63.2 60.2 70.4 63.0

Material hardships

Food insecure (with and
without hunger combined)d 39.3 44.2 55.7 36.1 **

Child with hungere 3.7 4.5 7.4 3.0

Had 2 or more housing
problemsf 30.6 18.4 29.0 34.6 **

Went 2 or more weeks in the prior
year without a phone 26.6 20.4 19.4 28.6

(continued)

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 5.5 

Economic Circumstances, Material Hardship, and Family Well-Being in 2001,
by Race, Ethnicity, and Language
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All Women Hispanic Hispanic
in Survey English Non-English African-

Outcome Samplea Speakerb Speaker Americanc

Had to move in with another
family because needed a
place to live 7.8 3.1 6.5 9.3

Was evicted in past year 2.9 3.1 3.2 2.6

Is living in a dangerous neighborhoodg 22.0 20.9 11.7 24.6

Any child uninsured in prior monthh 14.8 13.6 25.5 12.4 *

Respondent ever uninsured in
prior year 32.5 39.2 46.8 27.8 **

Family had unmet need for
medical care and dental care
(combined) in prior year 33.4 38.8 61.3 27.8 ***

Other indicators of family well-being

Respondent  highly stressed
much or all of the time 39.9 46.9 62.9 34.6 ***

Contacted by child
protective services 3.9 0.0 1.7 5.4 *

Any child under age 18
living elsewhere 5.0 4.1 8.2 4.5

Adult/household hardshipsi

Average number of hardships 1.7 1.7 2.1 1.6
None (%) 24.8 22.4 14.5 26.9
One to two (%) 49.1 51.0 46.8 48.0
Three or more  (%) 26.2 26.5 38.7 25.1

Child hardshipsj

Average number of hardships 0.2 0.2 0.4 0.2 **
None (%) 81.1 82.7 68.9 83.6 *
One to two (%) 18.9 17.3 31.1 16.4 *

Sample size 581 98 62 379

Table 5.5 (continued)

(continued)
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However, African-American survey respondents were statistically significantly the 
most likely to have reported two or more housing problems.  They were also more likely to re-
port “being contacted by child protective services” than either of the Hispanic groups.  On the 
other hand, the data show that African-American respondents were the least likely to be food 
insecure, compared with the other two groups.  Further, African-American respondents were the 
least likely to have experienced any of the health care hardships (having an uninsured child in 
the prior month, ever having been uninsured in the prior year, and having an unmet family need 
for medical and dental care in the prior year). 

Table 5.5 (continued)

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTES: Statistical significance levels are indicated as *** = 0.1 percent; ** = 1 percent; * = 5 percent.
        a60 respondents did not fit into these race/ethnicity and language categories. Three respondents 
refused to reply to the race question, and two respondents replied, "Don't know."
        bWomen were categorized as English speaking if they said in 1998 that they could carry on a 
conversation in English “very well” or “well.” Non-English speakers said they could converse “some,” 
“a little,” or “not at all.”
        cU.S. born, not Hispanic.
        dRespondents were placed in one of four food insecurity categories (secure, insecure without 
hunger, insecure with moderate hunger, or insecure with severe hunger) based on their scores on the 18-
item Household Food Security Scale.
        eRespondents were placed in one of three child hunger categories (child with hunger, child with 
reduced-quality diet, or no child hunger) based on responses to the eight items on the Household Food 
Security Scale that concern nutritional status of children under age 18 in the household. 
        fRespondents indicated whether they had any of the following housing problems: broken windows, 
leaky roof/ceilings, roaches/vermin, and problems with wiring, plumbing, heating, and appliances.
        gRespondent or child was robbed, mugged, or attacked or witnessed a violent crime, or reported 
gang violence in neighborhood.
        hThis item does not take into account those who did not have children at either survey.
        iThe eight hardships used in this index include: food insecurity, receipt of emergency food in prior 
month, spends more than 50 percent of income (including food stamps) on housing, has two or more 
housing problems, lives in a dangerous neighborhood, witnessed a violent crime in the neighborhood, 
respondent ever uninsured in prior year, and family unmet need for medical or dental care.
        jThe three hardships used in this index include: child with hunger, any child uninsured in prior 
month, and any child under 18 living elsewhere.
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These differential outcomes are not related to U.S. citizenship. Analysis not reported in 
the tables indicates that there are virtually no statistically significant differences in outcomes 
between U.S. citizens and noncitizens. Those differences that are statistically significant are 
counterintuitive: U.S. citizens were more likely to have three or more adult or household hard-
ships, and they were more likely to feel highly stressed much or all of the time.  

In short, language and ethnicity need to be considered jointly. Hispanic English speakers 
in the survey sample appear to have been doing significantly better than Hispanic non-English 
speakers in terms of not only income but also hardships. Along with the lack of differences based 
on citizenship, these differences based on language and ethnicity indicate that the local labor mar-
ket — with its particular opportunities for bilingual workers — plays a more important role in dis-
tinguishing between the poor and the near poor than citizenship does. Race appears to play an im-
portant role in matters related to housing, however, as African-American respondents reported the 
greatest hardships in securing that basic need. The lack of a statistically significant difference in 
the average number of adult and household hardships is a reminder, though, that all the women in 
the survey sample — even those who are doing better — remain poor and that many of them are 
suffering the hardships that are typically associated with poverty.  

The Effects of Sanctioning 

As discussed in Chapter 2, Miami-Dade County sanctioned welfare recipients at an ex-
traordinarily high rate. What differences did being sanctioned (or not) make in the survey sam-
ple’s economic circumstances, material hardships, and family well-being? Analysis not reported 
in the exhibits reveals that sanctioning had surprisingly little impact for the women who were 
surveyed in 2001. There are almost no statistically significant differences in outcomes for the 
respondents who were sanctioned in the year prior to the survey and those who were not. As 
noted in Chapter 4, this may reflect that relatively few members of the survey sample remained 
on welfare in 2001 and, thus, could respond to sanctioning-related questions. There was a trend, 
nevertheless, for those who were sanctioned in the year prior to the 2001 interview to be more 
likely to have a lower income, to be below the poverty line, to have greater debt, and to experi-
ence more material hardships than those who were not sanctioned. The only highly statistically 
significant relationship is that the women who were sanctioned in the year prior to the 2001 sur-
vey were much more likely to have been without phone service for two or more weeks in the 
prior year (47.4 percent, compared with 17.9 percent of those who were not sanctioned). The 
women in the ethnographic sample mentioned that being without a phone made it especially 
difficult to find a job, because potential employers could not call them or return their calls. 



 -164-

Marriage, Childbearing, and Household Structure 
Household structure and family relationships are important components of an individ-

ual’s life circumstances and well-being. They also logically could be profoundly affected by 
changing economic circumstances and material hardship. Moreover, the structure of households 
and families has become a focal point of further welfare reform. As discussed in Chapter 2, 
Florida’s welfare reform legislation contained a number of provisions designed to influence 
welfare recipients’ family life. The two rounds of survey interviews for this study captured 
changes in  marital status, childbearing, and household structure. The respondents’ families and 
their living arrangements did change as some women found partners. Table 5.6 shows that the 
proportion of the survey sample who were married nearly doubled between interviews, rising 
from 7.6 percent in 1998 to 13.3 percent in 2001. The number of respondents who were living 
in an extended family arrangement grew by 5 percent, reaching 29.8 percent in 2001; half the 
sample continued to live alone with their children. 

Nearly one out of three women in the sample (31.4 percent) gave birth after May 1995. 
However, the average number of children in the household over time remained the same at 2.5. 
Overall, one out of three women lived in a household that stayed the same size between 1998 
and 2001. While 32.0 percent of the households increased in size, 29.4 percent decreased —
leaving the average number of people living in a household stable at 4.3. 

These shifts were echoed among the ethnographic sample, which suggests a nearly con-
tinuous juggling of household structure. Magaly, the mother of young adult and teenage chil-
dren, offers an example of how shifts in household structure served to overcome potential 
homelessness in the wake of unemployment. Unable to find work and cut off from welfare 
benefits by interim time limits, Magaly depended on her 24-year-old son. Although he had 
moved into his own apartment after finishing college and finding a job, he returned to live with 
and support his mother. Two daughters — one in college, and one still in high school — also 
worked at part-time jobs to help cover household expenses. In 2001, here’s how Magaly de-
scribed her unsuccessful search for steady work — and the reason that the composition of her 
household changed: 

I have been unable to get a steady job. Sometimes I clean houses. I have 
nursed sick people. I am a nurse’s assistant, but I cannot renew my license 
without paying for classes. I graduated about 30 years ago. Recently I had a 
job I liked working with exceptional children. It was on and off for a year. 
Now, my son helps me.  

The ethnographic sample includes other examples of changing household structure. 
Following his treatment for cancer, Elda’s boyfriend moved in with her permanently and con-
tributed to the household’s income. When Tajmar left welfare for work, she was able to move 
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All Women in All Women in 
Survey Sample in Survey Sample in

Outcome 1998 2001

Never married (%) 61.6 54.7

Currently married (%) 7.6 13.3

Currently divorced / separated / widowed (%) 30.8 31.8

Childbearing

Currently pregnant (%) 3.8 1.7

Had a birth after May 1995 (%) 23.0 31.4

Household structure

Average number of people in household 4.3 4.3
Average number of children in household 2.5 2.5
Has child under age 6 50.2 30.8

Respondent's living arrangements:
Lives with children only (%) 60.3 49.5
Lives with husband / partner and children only (%) 13.0 18.1
Lives alone (%) 2.1 2.6
Lives in some other arrangementa (%) 24.4 29.8

Sample size 581 581

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Table 5.6
Marriage, Fertility, and Household Structure

of Survey Respondents in 1998 and 2001

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Respondent Survey.

NOTE:  Average change in household size between first and second interviews: -0.002 less people.
Change in household size between first and second interviews:                  
     None (%)                   38.6                                                        
     Decreased (%)           29.4     
     Increased (%)            32.0   
        aMultigenerational and other types of extended households, for example, a woman who lives with 
her husband, kids, and his mother.  Percentage of respondents in "lives in some other arrangement" 
category who live with a husband/partner:  19.7.
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out of her mother’s Section 8 apartment and establish her own household with her boyfriend, 
who also found a job. Connie’s household added two new babies in 2000, when both she and 
her teenage daughter gave birth. A final example is Myrna, whose son was released from juve-
nile boot camp and rejoined her household after a two-year absence.  

Summary and Conclusions 
The National Research Council recommends that the effects of welfare reform be as-

sessed by focusing on the well-being of the individuals who are affected by it.19 This chapter 
looks specifically at the well-being of the Urban Change survey and ethnographic respondents 
in Miami in terms of changes in their economic circumstances and their experiences with mate-
rial hardship. Assuredly, most of these women worked, and many were somewhat better off 
economically in 2001 than they were in 1998, when they were first interviewed. Over time, 
there were significant increases in average monthly incomes; savings increased for some; more 
families owned automobiles; and significantly fewer of them lived in or near poverty. The per-
centage of survey respondents who reported that they were very satisfied with their standard of 
living increased modestly between 1998 and 2001. Hardships related to food, housing, health 
care, and neighborhood characteristics also generally declined, although not dramatically.  

These average improvements are significant and promising. Nevertheless, 90 percent of 
the survey sample were still poor or near poor in 2001. The circumstances of some families had 
even gotten worse over time, as 10 percent of the survey respondents who started out above the 
official poverty line had moved below it during the research. Although the survey indicates that 
the women’s use of welfare benefits declined dramatically, about 48 percent of respondents in 
2001 were still receiving Medicaid for themselves, and about 53 percent were receiving food 
stamps. Moreover, the ethnographic accounts suggest that frequently the use of benefits de-
clined not because the families did not need them but because the benefits were too hard to get 
(see Chapter 2). Some women did not know about the availability of benefits, but even those 
who did often could not afford to take time off from work to go to the welfare office and apply 
for them. Some survey respondents were sanctioned and lost benefits because they missed ap-
pointments due to work commitments. The decline in food stamp use was accompanied by lin-
gering food insecurity and hunger. The reduction in Medicaid use was troubling in light of the 
sample members’ stagnant rates of access to medical insurance and the decreasing but still siz-
able number of families with unmet health care needs. Making transitional benefits more readily 
available could ease the hunger and health care hardships of many women in the survey sample 
— and others like them. 

                                                   
19Moffitt, 2001. 
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While significantly more women in the survey sample managed to own their own 
homes over time, serious housing problems continued to challenge many in 2001, especially 
African-Americans. The ethnographic research reveals that some of the women cycled through 
living with other family members, getting new boyfriends, borrowing money, and juggling the 
payment of rent, electricity, and phone bills. Those in the ethnographic sample who were in 
Section 8 housing viewed it as a lifesaver, although vacillating monthly payments kept them 
from feeling that they were getting ahead when they found a job, because their rent increased. In 
the ethnographic sample, a few families had periods of homelessness, and some others gave up 
on Miami and moved away. With a full quarter of the survey sample still experiencing worst-
case housing at the time of the 2001 survey interview, many could be helped by a focus on 
housing assistance and on making transitional benefits more accessible. 

Clearly, not all survey respondents fared equally well or equally poorly under welfare 
reform. Those with a high school credential were likely to improve their lives — even if tenu-
ously and even if they remained near poor. As mentioned in Chapter 4, providing assistance to 
allow welfare recipients to obtain at least a high school credential could be very helpful. Mi-
ami’s unusual characteristics are revealed in the mixed results for Hispanics; monolingual Span-
ish speakers fared poorly, while Hispanic English speakers did better than African-Americans. 

The Urban Change survey in Miami suggests that, indeed, for women primarily in poor 
neighborhoods, welfare reform has not been catastrophic and may have contributed to some 
positive changes. Nevertheless, the data presented in this chapter indicate that most women in 
the study remained poor or near poor. Chapter 6 examines the conditions of the neighborhoods 
where the women resided. 
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Chapter 6 

Neighborhoods and Welfare Reform 

Because an increasing majority of welfare recipients live in urban areas, many observ-
ers have suggested that the effects of the 1996 welfare reforms would be felt most acutely in 
neighborhoods with large numbers of welfare recipients. Miami-Dade County, like the other 
metropolitan counties included in the Urban Change study, is home to a disproportionate num-
ber of low-income and welfare-reliant households, and many welfare recipients live in the 
county’s poor neighborhoods. Given this residential concentration of vulnerable families in 
high-poverty neighborhoods, the consequences of welfare reform may be greater than the sum 
of individual household outcomes. The preceding chapters have described how welfare reform 
was implemented in Miami-Dade welfare offices and how families responded to those reforms. 
This chapter assesses how Miami-Dade’s neighborhoods fared.  

Questions Examined in This Chapter 
Drawing on a variety of aggregate indicators for the period from 1992 to 2000, this 

chapter addresses three sets of questions: 

• Concentration and isolation. What is the spatial distribution of poverty and 
welfare in Miami-Dade County? Are welfare recipients concentrated in par-
ticular neighborhoods? Did the implementation of welfare reform increase or 
reduce their isolation from the rest of the community?  

• Social and economic trends. Did social and economic indicators for Miami-
Dade’s high-poverty, high-welfare neighborhoods improve or worsen over 
the study period? How have trends in high-poverty, high-welfare neighbor-
hoods differed from trends in the rest of the county? 

• Neighborhoods and welfare-to-work transitions. Were welfare recipients 
in some of Miami-Dade’s neighborhoods more likely to go to work than re-
cipients in other neighborhoods?  

Summary of Findings  
• When limited affordable housing opportunities consign poor families to poor 

neighborhoods, the social dislocations associated with poverty are also con-
centrated in those neighborhoods. Compared with low-income families in 
older cities of the Northeast and Midwest, poor families in Miami-Dade are 
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less residentially concentrated. The economic prosperity and population 
growth of Miami-Dade throughout the 1990s further diluted the residential 
concentration of poverty and welfare receipt. 

• Characterizing the neighborhoods of Miami-Dade by their levels of poverty 
and welfare receipt before Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (pre-
TANF levels) reveals that 63 percent were low-poverty, low-welfare 
neighborhoods; 28 percent were high-poverty, low-welfare neighborhoods; 
and the remaining 9 percent were high-poverty, high-welfare neighborhoods. 
The three types of neighborhoods differed in composition and outcomes. 
High-poverty, high-welfare neighborhoods had a higher proportion of chil-
dren, lower labor force participation rates, and — partially as a consequence 
— a lower ratio of employed males to females and a lower ratio of working 
adults to children. 

• As in other big cities across the country, the 1990s brought historically un-
precedented declines in Miami-Dade’s teen birthrate and the incidence of 
violent crime. Each year, fewer children were abused or neglected, and more 
expectant mothers received adequate prenatal care. These improving trends 
were concentrated in the high-poverty, high-welfare neighborhoods, where 
teen birthrates, violent crime, child maltreatment, and inadequate prenatal 
care were highest. Nevertheless, the absolute levels of social distress in high-
poverty, high-welfare neighborhoods — and the disparities between those 
neighborhoods and the balance of the county — remained alarmingly high. 

• Trends in Miami-Dade’s social and economic indicators remained relatively 
stable in the years immediately preceding and following the welfare reforms 
of 1996, suggesting that the reforms did not result in the dramatic neighbor-
hood changes that many predicted. 

• Indicators of social distress — crime, child maltreatment, domestic violence, 
teen birthrates, nonmarital birth ratios — tend to co-occur in low-income 
neighborhoods. Neighborhoods where levels of social distress are more than 
twice as high as the countywide median are defined as distressed. As condi-
tions improved throughout Miami-Dade County, the distribution of social 
distress also narrowed, such that the number of distressed neighborhoods de-
creased from 16 to 11, and the proportion of welfare recipients living in these 
tracts declined from 14 percent to 10 percent. 

• Despite higher levels of social distress, recipients living in Miami-Dade’s 
high-poverty, high-welfare neighborhoods were about as likely as those liv-
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ing in the balance of the county to combine welfare and work, to leave wel-
fare, and to become employed. 

The Rationale for Looking at Neighborhoods1 
A study of neighborhoods can address issues that are beyond the scope of studies focus-

ing on families. One such issue is the possibility that the 1996 welfare reform might have unin-
tended consequences for places with high concentrations of welfare recipients. At the outset of 
the 1996 welfare changes, some critics conjectured that its provisions would result in worsening 
conditions for low-income children, families, and neighborhoods. Public officials and policy 
analysts worried that welfare reform might undercut progress that was being made on such ur-
ban problems as housing deterioration, crime, and drug trafficking. Some analysts anticipated 
that a paradoxical effect of reduced caseloads could be that those recipients who remain on wel-
fare might become increasingly isolated in the urban areas of greatest disadvantage. Under such 
circumstances, they might be harder to serve, and their distress might spill over to the rest of 
their neighborhood and beyond. 

Those who anticipated positive neighborhood outcomes from welfare reform believed 
that reform would dramatically increase employment, earnings, and income, which would trans-
late into community benefits in several ways. If pervasive joblessness in concentrated-poverty 
communities inhibits mechanisms of social control, it stands to reason that increased employment 
would enhance these mechanisms.2 Some expected that time limits on cash assistance and more 
stringent requirements for child support enforcement would reduce teenage and nonmarital child-
bearing outside the welfare caseload. Research suggests that teenage childbearing is inversely cor-
related with labor force attachment and social organization within the neighborhood.3 

Neighborhoods might also play an important role in welfare reform because of what are 
commonly known as “neighborhood effects.” A growing number of researchers contend that 
neighborhoods that lack economic and social resources constrain the ability of families to suc-
ceed economically and can inhibit economic success in the next generation.4 While there is de-
bate about how and why neighborhood effects occur5 — and uneven and contradictory evidence 

                                                   
1This description has been adapted from the report on Urban Change in Cleveland (Brock et al., 2002, 

Chapter 6). 
2Wilson, 1996. 
3Hogan and Kitagawa, 1985. 
4Wilson, 1987, 1996; Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, Klebanov, and Sealand, 1993; Duncan, 1993. 
5Jencks and Mayer, 1990; Ellen and Turner, 1997. 
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about how neighborhoods affect employment outcomes6 — it is warranted to explore neighbor-
hood differences in outcomes related to welfare reform.  

Spillover effects at the neighborhood level may also bear on the success of welfare re-
form in large cities. As dynamic and complex social and geographic units, neighborhoods’ for-
tunes are bound up in many ways with the fortunes of their residents. And the prospects for 
large cities — especially cities with considerable poverty — are linked with the degree to which 
welfare reform advances rather than diminishes the health and viability of their neighborhoods 
and residents. Thus, questions about the effects of welfare reform on neighborhoods and resi-
dents are of long-term policy interest. 

Study Methods  
This chapter examines Miami-Dade’s neighborhoods from 1990 through 2000. The fo-

cus is on trends over time, with special attention on differences in neighborhood conditions be-
fore and after the implementation of TANF.7 Although federal legislation was passed in 1996, it 
is not a clear demarcation of policy change. The processes through which welfare changes may 
affect neighborhoods and their residents are likely to have a time lag and may not become ap-
parent in this study. The period studied here therefore represents a particular window on welfare 
reform and neighborhood trends. 

Examining trends in social and economic indicators is an established method of moni-
toring progress in societies. While the causes of these trends are multiple and difficult to verify, 
comparing trends across places or groups can be informative. When several indicators move in 
a similar direction, inferences can be drawn more confidently.8  

The Miami-Dade Department of Child and Family Services collaborated with MDRC 
to obtain administrative agency data and to prepare the social and economic indicators. The unit 
of observation for this study is the census tract, which is a geographic unit defined by the U.S. 
Bureau of the Census in collaboration with local advisors. Although not “real” neighborhoods, 
census tracts are relatively small and homogenous and are commonly used in research to repre-
sent neighborhoods. All data were geocoded using the address of the incident or property and 
aggregated to the census-tract level.  

                                                   
6Coulton, Bania, Leete, and Cook, 2001. 
7Claudia Coulton, at Case Western Reserve University, developed the research design for the neighbor-

hood indicators component of the Project on Devolution and Urban Change. For further information, see Coul-
ton and Verma (1997). 

8Appendix B discusses some advantages and limitations of using existing administrative agency records 
data in creating neighborhood indicators for research.  
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Many of the indicators are expressed as a proportion of the residential population. Cen-
sus tract populations were calculated for inter-census years using a commercial vendor’s esti-
mates that were benchmarked to the decennial counts for 1990 and 2000.  

Table 6.1 presents the indicators used in this chapter. These indicators were selected be-
cause they are related to concerns about the potential effects of welfare reform on children, fami-
lies, and neighborhoods. Rates of child maltreatment and violent and property crime speak to the 
safety and security of neighborhood residents. The teen birthrate and the nonmarital birth ratio 
inform the larger national debate about family formation and income maintenance policies. The 
adequacy of prenatal care and the rates of low-birth-weight births and infant deaths were chosen 
as indicators of maternal and child health and access to medical care. The median value of single-
family homes reflects changes in neighborhoods’ real estate markets and housing conditions. 

 
The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

 
Table 6.1 

 
Neighborhood Indicators and Data Sources 

 

Domain 
 
Indicators 

 
Data Source 

   
Economic Median value of single-family dwellings County tax assessor 

database 
   
Births Percentage of births with adequate prenatal care Vital records data 
 Percentage of births to unmarried mothers  
 Rate of birth to teens, ages 10-17, per 1,000  
 Percentage of low-birth-weight births  
 Rate of infant deaths per 1,000 live births  
   
Child 
maltreatment 

Rate of substantiated child maltreatment per 1,000 
children 

County Department of 
Family and Children’s 
Services 

   
Crime and  Violent crime rate per 100,000 Part I crime records 
violence Property rate crime per 100,000  
   
   
   
Work and  Welfare participation rate  Welfare and UI 
welfare Work participation among welfare recipients wage records 
 Welfare exit rate  
 Welfare-to-work transition rate  
 Employment rate among welfare leavers  
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Miami-Dade’s Neighborhoods 
As discussed in Chapter 1, Miami is a diverse and growing Sunbelt city. In fact, as this 

report goes to press, Miami-Dade is the most diverse county in the United States. In 2002, more 
than half of its residents were foreign-born.9 In 2000, the overwhelming majority (92.7 percent) 
of Miami’s 1,147,765 foreign-born residents came from the Caribbean (688,760), South Amer-
ica (196,571), and Central America (179,105).10 Most came from Cuba (525,841), Nicaragua 
(86,108), Colombia (81,377), and Haiti (71,054).11 As in other times and places, Miami’s new 
Americans have helped revitalize urban culture, cuisine, and commerce by repopulating 
neighborhoods, renovating houses, and replenishing the tax base. In 2002, 70.2 percent of Mi-
ami’s residents spoke a language other than English — the second-highest percentage among 
the largest cities in the Unites States.12 

The City of Miami is also one of the most economically disadvantaged cities. Among 
the largest 69 cities in the United States in 2002, Miami had the highest poverty rate (31.2 per-
cent),13 the lowest median family income ($27,383),14 the second-highest percentage of adults 
without a high school diploma (37.6 percent),15 and the fourth-lowest homeownership rate (34.2 
percent).16 Of the 51 metropolitan areas with a population of one million or more, Miami con-
sistently ranked among the top five in unemployment throughout 2002.17 Higher rates of pov-
erty and lower rates of income, education, homeownership, and employment would raise the 
challenges and risks of welfare reform in Miami. Figure 6.1 illustrates the residential distribu-
tion of family income, and Figure 6.2 shows educational attainment in Miami-Dade in 1990, the 
beginning of the analysis period. 

Findings 

The Changing Geography of Welfare and Poverty: Concentration, 
Isolation, and Segregation 

In large urban areas, low-income families cluster in neighborhoods that are largely con-
tiguous. This has led to concerns about how welfare recipients and the poor are affected by their 

                                                   
9U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Continuous Measurement Office, 2002e. 
10U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 2000e. 
11 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 2000e. 
12U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Continuous Measurement Office, 2002f. 
13U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Continuous Measurement Office, 2002d. 
14U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Continuous Measurement Office, 2002a. 
15U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Continuous Measurement Office, 2002b. 
16U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Continuous Measurement Office, 2002c. 
17U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2002. 



Southwest Coconut Grove

Overtown

Sunny Isles CDP
North Miami Beach City
Golden Glades CDP

Ojus CDP

Opa-locka City

West Little River CDP

Allapattah

Little Haiti
Miami City

Wynwood Edgewater

West Little Havana

Flagami

East Little Havana
Coral Way

Model City
Gladeview CDP

Upper East Side
Miami Beach City
North Bay Village City

Miami Springs City

Key Biscayne CDP
Coral Gables City

Richmond Heights CDP

Coral Gables

Coral Terrace CDP

Perrine CDP

South Miami Heights CDP

Lindgren Acres CDP

Tamiami CDP

North Miami City

Pinewood CDP
Miami Shores Village

Bunche Park CDP

Lake Lucerne CDP

Hialeah City

Homestead City

Leisure City CDP

Goulds CDP

South Miami City

Kendall CDP

Westchester CDP

East Sweet Water

Scott Lake CDP

Norland CDP

Hammocks CDP

Hammocks

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Figure 6.1

Median Family Income,

by Census Tract, Miami-Dade County, 1990

Less than $20,000
$20,000  to $39,999
$40,000  or greater

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.
NOTE: "CDP" refers to Census-designated places (CDPs), communities unincorporated into formal municipalities.
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Figure 6.2

Adults Without a High School Diploma,

by Census Tract, Miami-Dade County, 1990

1 dot = 50 adults 25 years old or older without a high school diploma

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.
NOTE: "CDP" refers to Census-designated places (CDPs), communities unincorporated into formal municipalities.
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concentration and isolation in certain neighborhoods. An important question is whether the iso-
lation of welfare recipients and the poor — as well as their concentration in certain neighbor-
hoods — changed after the 1996 welfare reforms were implemented. 

To assess changes in patterns of residential concentration in Miami-Dade County, this 
chapter uses three commonly used indices.18 These indices are compared for all poor people in 
1990 and 2000 and for welfare recipients from 1992 to 1999. Since the census counts the num-
ber of poor people every 10 years, annual changes in the poverty concentration indices could 
not be determined.  

The three indices used to analyze residential concentration are described as follows: 

1. The concentration index. When limited affordable housing opportunities 
consign poor families to poor neighborhoods, the social problems associated 
with poverty are also concentrated in those neighborhoods. This index re-
flects the percentage of a group residing in areas of high concentration of a 
particular characteristic. For poverty, the index reflects the proportion of poor 
people living in census tracts that exceed a 40 percent poverty rate.19 Simi-
larly, when applied to welfare, the concentration index shows the proportion 
of welfare recipients living in neighborhoods that have welfare receipt rates 
greater than or equal to 20 percent. This index is sensitive to the number of 
tracts that exceed the particular threshold. 

2. The dissimilarity index. How constrained were housing opportunities for low-
income families and welfare recipients in Miami-Dade County over the course 
of the decade studied? Could low-income residents afford to live wherever 
they wanted, or were they more or less consigned to certain sectors of the me-
tropolis? Did their housing opportunities become more constrained or less con-
strained over time? One way to operationalize these questions is to consider the 
evenness of the residential distribution of poor and nonpoor, and of recipient 
and nonrecipient, households. The dissimilarity index indicates what share of 
the county’s poor or welfare population would have to move to another census 
tract in order to have equal representation in each census tract.20,21 The index 
ranges from 0 to 100, with a dissimilarity of 100 indicating maximum segrega-
tion. When a group is evenly distributed throughout a metropolitan area, each 

                                                   
18Coulton, Chow, Wang, and Su, 1996; Massey and Eggers, 1993; Massey and Denton, 1988.  
19Jargowsky, 1997. 
20Massey and Denton, 1988; Abramson, Tobin, and VanderGoot, 1995; Jargowsky, 1997. 
21The formula to calculate the dissimilarity index is presented in Appendix B. 
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neighborhood has the same proportion of group members as the metropolitan 
area as a whole. 

3. The isolation index. One reason why it matters where a person lives is that it 
affects who lives nearby; that is, the neighborhood defines the cast of 
neighbors — the informal networks of babysitters, job contacts, information 
sharers, and friends that one meets in church or runs into at the laundromat or 
grocery store — as well as children’s playmates and, most important, class-
mates. What proportion of welfare recipients’ neighbors are also welfare re-
cipients? What proportion of low-income residents’ neighbors are also poor? 
This index represents the chance that individuals from one group will live in 
census tracts that have many individuals from other groups. In this case, it is 
the probability that a poor person will not encounter a nonpoor person or that 
a welfare recipient will not be exposed to a nonrecipient in the tract of resi-
dence.22,23 This index also ranges between 0 and 100, with higher values in-
dicating a higher degree of isolation. 

Beginning the analysis with the concentration index, it was found that low-income 
families in Miami-Dade County were far less residentially concentrated in high-poverty or high-
welfare neighborhoods than their counterparts in the older cities of the Northeast and Midwest. 
If extremely high-poverty neighborhoods are defined as those with poverty rates greater than or 
equal to 40 percent, Table 6.2 shows that the proportion of poor individuals living in such 
neighborhoods in Miami-Dade declined from 20.1 percent in 1990 to 13.3 percent in 2000. 
Compared with their counterparts in Philadelphia — where poverty concentration decreased 
from 30.0 percent in 1990 to 28.3 percent in 2000 — poor people in Miami-Dade were substan-
tially less concentrated in poor neighborhoods. The same was true of welfare concentration. As 
shown in Figure 6.3, less than 7 percent of Miami-Dade’s welfare recipients lived in neighbor-
hoods with welfare receipt greater than or equal to 20 percent in 1992, and although concentra-
tion increased fourfold due to rapid caseload increases in the following year, less than 2 percent 
of all welfare recipients lived in high-welfare neighborhoods at the end of the decade. Indeed, 
the number of high-welfare neighborhoods in Miami-Dade decreased from 33 in 1994 to only 1 
in 2000 (not shown in table), driven by a 62 percent countywide reduction in welfare caseloads 
from the highest level of the decade in 1994 to the lowest level in 2000. Clearly, poverty and 
welfare receipt in Miami-Dade County were far less concentrated throughout the 1990s than 
they were in the older cities of the Northeast and Midwest, and what little residential concentra-
tion did exist was nearly eliminated by the end of the decade. This would seem to suggest that 
the concentration effects of poverty — the social dislocations prevalent in high-poverty neigh- 

                                                   
22Lieberson, 1980; Massey and Eggers, 1993. 
23The formula to calculate the isolation index is presented in Appendix B.  
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borhoods — would also be less acute in Miami-Dade than in cities of the Northeast and Mid-
west, a consideration that is addressed below. 

Next, the dissimilarity index shows fairly stable and moderate segregation between 
poor families and nonpoor families. As shown in Table 6.2, almost a third of Miami-Dade’s 
residents would need to move in order to achieve an equitable distribution of poor and nonpoor 
households, and that proportion declined only slightly over the decade. Similarly, nearly 40 per-
cent of county residents would need to move in order to achieve an equitable distribution of 
welfare recipients and nonrecipients (Figure 6.3). As mentioned above, the dissimilarity index 
measures segregation, or the degree of inequality of housing opportunity. These indices show 
that welfare recipients in Miami-Dade experienced levels of housing segregation similar to their 
counterparts in Cleveland and Philadelphia. And, as in those cities, caseload declines did not 
result in more equitable housing opportunities for low-income families. 

Finally, the isolation indices show modest but fairly stable isolation between poor and 
nonpoor residents of Miami-Dade. As shown in Table 6.2, the average poor resident in Miami-
Dade would find that about one out of four neighbors were also receiving welfare. Welfare re-
cipients were less isolated, in part because of their smaller and declining share of the county 
population. Figure 6.3 shows that, like welfare concentration, isolation among welfare recipi-
ents increased between 1992 and 1993 as caseloads increased, and then isolation declined dra-
matically by the end of the decade.  

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Table 6.2

Poverty Concentration and Isolation, Miami-Dade County, 1990 and 2000

Concentrationa Isolationb Segregationc

1990 20.1 26.5 32.4

2000 13.3 24.7 29.1

SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from U.S. Census, 1990 and 2000.

NOTES: aThe concentration index shows the percentage of poor people living in census tracts with 
poverty rates greater than or equal to 20 percent.
        bThe isolation index shows the percentage of a poor person's neighbors who are also poor.
        cThe dissimilarity index shows what percentage of the county’s population would have to move 
to another census tract in order to achieve an equal representation of poor and nonpoor residents in 
each census tract. 
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The isolation index declined as caseloads fell from 1993 to 2000. This trend suggests that 
welfare recipients are now more likely to live near people who are not receiving welfare, which 
might provide them with more opportunities to interact with neighbors who do not rely on cash 
assistance. Thus, in 1992, less than 10 percent of the average welfare recipient’s neighbors were 
also welfare recipients — a proportion that rose to 15 percent in the mid-1990s and then declined 

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Figure 6.3

Annual Welfare Concentration and Isolation,
Miami-Dade County, 1992-2000
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SOURCE:  MDRC calculations from Miami-Dade County administrative welfare records.

NOTES: 
        aThe concentration index shows the proportion of poor people living in census tracts with poverty 
rates greater than or equal to 20 percent.
        bThe isolation index shows the proportion of a poor person's neighbors who are also poor.
        cThe dissimilarity index shows what percentage of the county’s population would have to move to 
another census tract in order to achieve an equal representation of poor and nonpoor residents in each 
census tract. 
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to 5 percent by the end of the decade. Welfare recipients were less isolated from other families in 
Miami-Dade than their counterparts in cities like Philadelphia and Cleveland. 

While these three indices of segregation offer insight into the assignment of people to 
places, the remainder of this chapter examines where low-income families and welfare recipi-
ents lived and how social and economic conditions in those neighborhoods have changed. Fig-
ure 6.4 shows where low-income families and welfare recipients lived before welfare reform. In 
Miami-Dade, there were two principal clusters of high poverty and welfare receipt: one that en-
compasses the downtown Miami City neighborhoods of Model City, Overtown, and Little 
Haiti; and another in the southwest suburbs that encompasses Goulds CDP (“Census-designated 
place”) and Homestead City. 

To better understand the relationship between poverty and welfare receipt at the 
neighborhood level, the county is divided into three different types of neighborhoods according 
to their pre-TANF levels of poverty and welfare concentration. Census tracts with 1990 poverty 
rates greater than or equal to 20 percent are characterized as high-poverty neighborhoods.24 
Similarly, census tracts with average 1992-1995 welfare receipt rates greater than or equal to 20 
percent are characterized as high-welfare neighborhoods. 

Two-thirds of the neighborhoods in Miami-Dade evidenced low levels of poverty and 
welfare receipt. Primarily suburban, these neighborhoods are home to two-thirds of Miami-
Dade’s residents. Seventy-two census tracts were characterized as high-poverty, low-welfare 
tracts.25 Primarily located within the City of Miami and the southwest suburbs, these tracts ac-
count for about 27 percent of the tracts in Miami-Dade and are home to a similar proportion of 
its residents. The remaining 24 residential tracts evidenced high levels of poverty and welfare 
receipt. Approximately 6 percent of Miami-Dade’s residents lived in these tracts.26 

In order to understand the differences in neighborhood indicators among these three 
groups of neighborhoods, it is important to consider a few of the ways in which they are com-
positionally distinct. First, as shown in Table 6.3, the tracts differ in their ethnic composition. 
Low-poverty, low-welfare neighborhoods are predominantly Hispanic with significant non-
Hispanic white and foreign-born constituencies. High-poverty, low-welfare tracts are also pre- 

                                                   
24Following Jargowsky and Bane (1991), who validated neighborhood poverty thresholds against observ-

able neighborhood characteristics, extremely high-poverty neighborhoods are defined as those with poverty 
rates greater than or equal to 40 percent, and high-poverty neighborhoods as those with poverty rates greater 
than or equal to 20 percent. 

25The proportion of female-headed families below the poverty level who receive TANF benefits is lower 
in Miami-Dade (32.2 percent) than in the other metropolitan counties of the Urban Change study: Cuyahoga, 
Ohio (43.6 percent), Philadelphia (47.3 percent), or Los Angeles (46.4 percent). As a result, a higher proportion 
of census tracts in Miami-Dade are characterized as high-poverty, low-welfare neighborhoods. 

26None of the neighborhoods were characterized as low-poverty, low-welfare. 
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Figure 6.4

Concentration of Poverty and Welfare Receipt Before Welfare Reform,

by Census Tract, Miami-Dade County, 1992-1995

Low poverty, low welfare, 161 tracts
High poverty, low welfare, 72 tracts
High poverty, high welfare, 24 tracts

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.
NOTES: High poverty and welfare receipt thresholds are 20 percent.
      "CDP" refers to Census-designated places (CDPs), communities unincorporated into formal municipalities.
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Table 6.3

Demographic Composition and Labor Force Participation Among Neighborhoods,
 by Poverty and Welfare Concentration,

Miami-Dade County, 1990

Low-Poverty, 
Low-Welfare 

Neighborhoods 
(N= 161)

High-Poverty, 
Low-Welfare 

Neighborhoods 
(N= 72)

High-Poverty, 
High-Welfare 

Neighborhoods 
(N= 24)

Age composition (%)

Children (ages 0-17) 22.8 25.0 *** 36.2 ***

Teens (ages 12-19) 10.1 10.8 ** 13.4 ***

Adults (ages 18-61) 60.3 57.1 *** 53.2 ***

Seniors (ages 62 and up) 16.9 17.8 10.6 ***

Ethnic composition and nativity (%)

Hispanic 47.0 57.5 ** 12.8 ***

Non-Hispanic black 10.3 25.5 *** 85.6 ***

Non-Hispanic white 36.8 15.4 *** 3.0 ***

Foreign-born 44.2 54.5 ** 16.7 ***

Labor force participation (%)

Male labor force participation rate 76.3 70.5 *** 64.8 ***

Female labor force participation rate 58.1 52.3 *** 50.3 **

Total labor force participation rate 66.6 60.9 *** 56.8 ***

Partner and provider ratios (%)

Male marriageable pool index 0.66 0.64 0.52 **

Ratio of working adults to children 2.32 1.89 *** 1.05 ***

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.

NOTE: Statistical significance levels are indicated as *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.
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dominantly Hispanic, with substantial non-Hispanic black and foreign-born constituencies. 
High-poverty, high-welfare tracts are predominantly non-Hispanic black with relatively small 
Hispanic, non-Hispanic white, and foreign-born constituencies. As TANF’s policies adversely 
affected noncitizens, one might expect high-poverty, low-welfare neighborhoods — with their 
high concentrations of foreign-born residents — to be most vulnerable. As non-Hispanic black 
residents in Miami-Dade face higher levels of employment and housing discrimination, the ef-
fects of that discrimination may be more concentrated among the high-poverty, high-welfare 
neighborhoods. 

Second, age composition differs across the three types of neighborhoods. High-poverty, 
high-welfare neighborhoods have significantly higher proportions of children, slightly higher 
proportions of teens, and lower proportions of working-age adults. The age composition of 
high-poverty, low-welfare neighborhoods more closely resembles that of low-poverty, low-
welfare neighborhoods. Third, labor force participation rates vary by poverty and welfare con-
centration, with the lowest rates being found in the high-poverty, high-welfare tracts. Fourth, the 
ratio of employed men to women — what Wilson has called the “male marriageable pool in-
dex” — varies substantially with neighborhood poverty and welfare rates. Finally, in part be-
cause of these differences in age and labor force participation rates, the ratio of working adults 
to children varies substantially with poverty and welfare rates. While the low-poverty, low-
welfare neighborhoods have more than two working adults for every child, the high-poverty, 
high-welfare neighborhoods have only one working adult for every child. 

Figure 6.5 shows changes in Miami-Dade’s residential patterns of poverty and welfare 
receipt in the years following reform. Welfare concentration rates declined countywide. 
Neighborhoods with high levels of welfare receipt prior to reform experienced the largest de-
clines in welfare receipt. As mentioned above, residents of these neighborhoods were dispropor-
tionately young and African-American. No neighborhood experienced a sizable increase in wel-
fare concentration. The poverty rate remained stable countywide. Poverty rates decreased in 
some municipalities, while increasing in others, for reasons that are not entirely clear. 

Neighborhood Trends in Social and Economic Indicators 

The unintended consequences and spillover effects of welfare reform are most likely to 
occur in the neighborhoods where welfare recipients are concentrated. New programs and poli-
cies would directly affect many families in those neighborhoods and might influence the options 
or behavior of other low-income families in the neighborhoods.27  

                                                   
27This is an ecological analysis that takes as its unit the neighborhood population at a point in time. Be-

cause of population turnover, the individuals and families are not necessarily the same from year to year.  
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Figure 6.5

Changes in the Concentration of Poverty and Welfare Receipt After Welfare Reform,

by Census Tract, Miami-Dade County, 1992-2000

Consistently high poverty concentration, decreasing welfare concentration (15)
Decreasing poverty concentration, consistently low welfare concentration (10)
Increasing poverty concentration, consistently low welfare concentration (22)

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.
NOTE: High poverty and welfare receipt thresholds are 20 percent.
     "CDP" refers to Census-designated places (CDPs), communities unincorporated into formal municipalities.
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Several analyses are presented here to examine how neighborhood conditions in Mi-
ami-Dade County have changed and whether welfare reform appears linked to those changes. 
This section begins by comparing trends for high-welfare neighborhoods (those that exceeded 
an average welfare concentration of 20 percent for the period from 1992 to 1995) and for the 
balance of the county.28 Annual indicators are compared for the years 1992 to 2000 to assess 
whether the trends differed over time by neighborhood classification.  

Using the same data, trends for pre-TANF high-welfare neighborhoods are centered on 
1996 — the year when TANF was created by federal law — to investigate whether undesirable 
neighborhood conditions have become more prevalent since then in high-welfare neighbor-
hoods. The section ends with a look at the degree to which these indicators are related to one 
another and to the size of Miami-Dade’s welfare caseload. 

Trends in High-Welfare Neighborhoods and the Balance of the County 

Figures 6.6 to 6.14 show a number of indicators for the three different types of 
neighborhoods defined here: (1) high-poverty, high-welfare neighborhoods; (2) high-poverty, 
low-welfare neighborhoods; and (3) low-poverty, low-welfare neighborhoods.  

Nonmarital birth ratio. Figure 6.6 shows the percentage of births to unmarried women 
— a common summary measure of the absolute prevalence of nonmarital births and its implica-
tions for the social and health needs of newborn.29 Unmarried mothers and their children are at 
significantly higher risk of birth-related health disorders and of sustained single parenthood and its 
associated poverty.30 Nationally, the nonmarital birth ratio held relatively stable throughout the 
1990s at 33 percent.31 In fact, the nonmarital birthrate actually declined between 1994 and 2000, 
but not as sharply as the declining birthrate among married women.32 In Miami-Dade County, as 
in the nation, the percentage of nonmarital births was relatively stable throughout the 1990s. In 
fact, the nonmarital birth ratio increased slightly in the low-welfare tracts. 

Rate of births to teens ages 10 to 17. One of the most positive national trends related 
to the poverty of mothers and children has been the decline from 1992 to 2000 in the teen birth- 

                                                   
28The balance of the county area includes census tracts located within Miami-Dade that do not exceed the 

welfare concentration threshold of 20 percent.  
29Note that the preferred indicator of trends in births to unmarried women is the rate of birth to unmarried 

women, which unfortunately cannot be calculated annually at the local level, where the number of unmarried 
women is difficult to estimate correctly. It is well known that changes in the percentage of nonmarital births — 
reported here instead — are often driven by changes in the aggregate birthrate. 

30Ventura, 1995. 
31National Center for Health Statistics, 2000. 
32National Center for Health Statistics, 2000. 
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Figure 6.7

Births to Females Aged 10 to 17, 
by Pre-TANF (1992-1995) Welfare Concentration

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Figure 6.6

Births to Unmarried Women as a Percentage of All Births,
by Pre-TANF (1992-1995) Welfare Concentration
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NOTES:   High-poverty neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.  High-
welfare neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.
      24 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, high welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).  
      72 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).       
      161 neighborhoods are defined as low poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).
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rate.33 Nationally, the rate of birth to teens ages 15 to 19 fell by 20 percent over the 1990s, and it 
dropped by 26 percent in large cities.34 Children born to teen mothers are at increased risk of 
birth and health disorders in infancy, and with their mothers are at greater risk of poverty and 
unplanned pregnancy well into adulthood.35 Only about a third of teen mothers obtain a high 
school diploma, and their children are twice as likely to drop out of high school and to have a 
child before age 20.36 Although the teen birthrate measures the prevalence of birth to teenage 
mothers, more than half the fathers are in their twenties, and sexual abuse often contributes to 
teen pregnancy.37 National surveys of youth have found that fewer teens are having sex and that, 
among those who are, more are using birth control.38  

The rate of birth to teens ages 10 to 17 decreased countywide in Miami-Dade, but it fell 
most sharply in high-poverty, high-welfare tracts (Figure 6.7). Nevertheless, teen birthrates in 
2000 were higher in Miami than in any of the 50 largest cities in the United States.39 

Percentage of women receiving adequate prenatal care. One important indicator of 
health services to pregnant women and newborn children is the percentage of births with ade-
quate care — a summary measure based on the month of the first prenatal medical visit and the 
number of subsequent visits. The National Center for Health Statistics has set a national goal for 
2000 of bringing the proportion of all women receiving adequate prenatal care to 90 percent. 
While the percentage of women receiving adequate prenatal care in Miami-Dade increased sub-
stantially over the decade, only the low-poverty, low-welfare tracts achieved the national goal 
(Figure 6.8). 

Low-birth-weight births as a percentage of all births. Infants who weigh less than 5 
pounds, 8 ounces at birth are at increased risk of serious health and developmental problems. 
Nationally, the percentage of low-birth-weight infants increased from 7.0 percent in 1990 to 7.6 
percent in 2000. In Miami-Dade, the percentage of low-birth-weight births remained relatively 
stable throughout the decade at around 7.7 percent (Figure 6.9). 

Rate of infant deaths per 1,000 live births. Nationally, the rate of infant deaths per 
1,000 live births declined from 9.2 in 1990 to 6.9 in 2000. In Miami-Dade, the countywide rate 

                                                   
33The teen birthrate is most often reported nationally as the rate of births per 1,000 women ages 15 to 19. 

The Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators database does not include information on that age range. Nation-
ally, the birthrate is three times higher among teens ages 18 to 19 than among those ages 15 to 17, and the rate 
is negligible among teens ages 10 to 14. 

34Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2003. 
35Maynard, 1997; cited by the Child Trends online databank. Web site: www.childtrendsdatabank.org. 
36Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2003. 
37Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2003. 
38Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2003. 
39Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2003. 
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Figure 6.9

Incidence of Low Birth Weight per 100,000 Population,
by Pre-TANF (1992-1995) Welfare Concentration

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Figure 6.8

Percentage of Births with Adequate Prenatal Care,
by Pre-TANF (1992-1995) Welfare Concentration
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.

NOTES:   High-poverty neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.  High-
welfare neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.
      24 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, high welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).  
      72 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).       
      161 neighborhoods are defined as low poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).
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of infant deaths declined from 7.6 in the pre-TANF (1992-1995) period to 5.7 in the post-TANF 
(1996-2000) period. Comparing the period before TANF with the period after TANF shows that 
the rate of infant deaths declined across all three types of neighborhoods (Figure 6.10). 

Substantiated reports of child maltreatment per 1,000 children. National reports of 
child maltreatment were substantiated for 860,577 children in 1990 and for 879,000 children in 
2000 — a fairly stable rate of 13.4 to 12.2 per 1,000 children.40 Nationally, the percentage of sub-
stantiated cases that were characterized as physical or sexual abuse declined over the decade, 
while the percentage of substantiated cases that were characterized as neglect increased. In Mi-
ami-Dade, the child maltreatment rate declined dramatically in high-poverty, high-welfare tracts 
(Figure 6.11). 

Crime. Figures 6.12 and 6.13 show two indicators of crime for the three types of 
neighborhoods: incidence of violent crime and incidence of property crime.  

Incidence of violent crime per 100,000. According to the National Crime Victimiza-
tion Survey (NCVS) of the Bureau of Justice Statistics, violent crime declined from 51.2 inci-
dents per 1,000 citizens in 1994 to a record low of 27.4 incidents per 1,000 citizens in 2000 
(Figure 6.12).41 According to available data from municipal police reports, violent crime de-
clined countywide. Across all subgroups, the incidence of violent crime declined by about 25 
percent. Nevertheless, throughout the 1990s, rates of violent crime remained more than seven 
times as high in high-poverty, high-welfare tracts than in low-poverty, low-welfare tracts. 

Incidence of property crime per 100,000. According to the NCVS, the national rate of 
property crime has been declining since 1975 to a record low of 178 victims per 1,000 citizens 
in 2000 (Figure 6.13).42 According to available data from municipal police reports, although the 
incidence of property crime declined countywide, rates of property crime were considerably 
higher in high-poverty, high-welfare tracts than in low-poverty, low-welfare tracts. 

Median value of single-family homes. Figure 6.14 displays trends in the assessed 
value of single-family homes, as reported in Miami-Dade’s tax assessment files. Average me-
dian property values were more than twice as high in low-poverty, low-welfare neighborhoods 
as in high-poverty, high-welfare neighborhoods, but they increased gradually between the pre-
TANF and the post-TANF periods for all three types of neighborhoods. 

                                                   
40For current information on national trends in child maltreatment, see the Child Trends online databank. 

Web site: www.childtrendsdatabank.org. 
41U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2002. 
42U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2002. 
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Figure 6.11

Child Maltreatment Rate per 1,000 Children,
by Pre-TANF (1992-1995) Welfare Concentration

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Figure 6.10

by Pre-TANF (1992-1995) Welfare Concentration
Rate of Infant Deaths per 1,000 Live Births,

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.

NOTES:   High-poverty neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.  High-
welfare neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.
      24 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, high welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).  
      72 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).       
      161 neighborhoods are defined as low poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).
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Figure 6.13

Incidence of Property Crime per 100,000 Population,
by Pre-TANF (1992-1995) Welfare Concentration

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Figure 6.12

Incidence of Violent Crime per 100,000 Population,
by Pre-TANF (1992-1995) Welfare Concentration
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.

NOTES:   High-poverty neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.  High-
welfare neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.
      24 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, high welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).  
      72 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).       
      161 neighborhoods are defined as low poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).
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Concentrated Distress, Persistent Inequalities, Gradual Improvement 

Three conclusions emerge from this review of trends in Miami-Dade’s neighborhoods 
as analyzed by poverty and welfare receipt. First, the rates of social dislocations were dispropor-
tionately high in the small subset of high-welfare, high-poverty tracts; low-income families who 
lived in these tracts experienced disproportionate levels of social disadvantage and risk of vic-
timization. The high-poverty, low-welfare neighborhoods evidenced moderately high levels of 
social distress. Second, throughout the 1990s, gross disparities between low-income neighbor-
hoods and the balance of the county persisted. Third, across all three types of neighborhoods, 
most indicators gradually improved or remained stable. (Table 6.4 assesses the statistical sig-
nificance of trends in neighborhood conditions.) Declines in violent crime and in the teen birth-
rate bode particularly well for welfare families and their children.  

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Figure 6.14

Median Value of Single-Family Homes,
by Pre-TANF (1992-1995) Welfare Concentration
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.

NOTES:   High-poverty neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.  High-
welfare neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.
      24 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, high welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).  
      72 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).       
      161 neighborhoods are defined as low poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).
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Table 6.4 
 

Summary of Trends in Neighborhood Conditions 
 

Indicator Trend from 1992 to 2000 Significance of Changea 
 
Births   
Teen births Substantial declines countywide and 

particularly in high-poverty, high-
welfare neighborhoods 

Significant 

   
Nonmarital birth ratio Slight increases in low-welfare tracts Significant 

   
Adequacy of prenatal care  Substantial increases countywide 

and particularly in high-welfare 
neighborhoods 

Significant 

   
Percentage of low-birth-weight 
births 

Stable throughout the decade Not significant 

   
Rate of infant deaths per 1,000 
live births 

Substantial declines countywide and 
particularly in high-poverty 
neighborhoods 

Significant 

   
Child well-being   
Child abuse and neglect Substantial declines countywide and 

particularly in high-welfare 
neighborhoods 

Significant 

   
Crime   
Violent crime Substantial declines countywide and 

particularly in high-poverty 
neighborhoods 

Significant 

   
Property crime Slight declines countywide Significant 
   
Economic factors   
Median housing values Slight increases countywide Not significant 
   
  
NOTE: aTo compare trends in neighborhood indicators by poverty/welfare concentration, average pre-
TANF (1992-1995) levels of each indicator were compared to average post-TANF (1996-2000) levels 
countywide and for each of the poverty/welfare subgroups.  Statistical tests were performed to determine 
whether changes in pre- and post-1996 trends were significant. 
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Trends Relative to 1996 

Beyond these three conclusions is the central question that motivates this analysis: 
Were there apparent deviations from these trends following the implementation of federal wel-
fare reform in 1996? To address this question, Figure 6.15 presents the trends relative to the im-
plementation of reform; each year in the time series is expressed as a percentage change in the 
rate from the base year of 1996. Although some indicators — crime, teen birthrate, and child 
maltreatment — gradually improved, the implementation of welfare reform was not associated 
with dramatic discontinuities. 

Neighborhood Disparity and Welfare Concentration 

The foregoing indicators were generally far worse in Miami-Dade’s high-poverty, high-
welfare neighborhoods than in the balance of the county. This section explores whether 
neighborhoods that were extreme on one indicator were extreme on other indicators as well. 
The analysis combines several indicators into an index of social disparity and discusses its pat-
tern of change across space and time. A tract was considered distressed if it was more than 
twice as unfavorable as the county’s median on six of the following nine indicators: nonmarital 
birth ratio, teen birthrate, adequacy of prenatal care, percentage of low-birth-weight births, rate 
of infant deaths, rate of child maltreatment, incidence of violent crime, incidence of property 
crime, and median value of single-family homes.43 Social scientists have used similar relative 
measures of social distress for some time to identify neighborhoods of concentrated social dis-
tress relative to the prevailing norms of the metropolitan context.44 

Figure 6.16 shows the number of Miami-Dade tracts characterized as distressed in the 
pre-TANF (1992-1995) and post-TANF (1996-1999) periods. The number of distressed tracts 
declined from 16 in the pre-TANF period to 11 in the post-TANF period. Conditions improved in 
9 of the 16 initially distressed tracts but remained high in 7. The percentage of welfare recipients 
living in distressed tracts decreased from 14 percent in the pre-TANF period to 10 percent in the 
post-TANF period, suggesting that conditions were improving over time in the neighborhoods 
where welfare recipients lived. Four tracts, however, became distressed in the post-TANF period.  

                                                   
43The median value of single-family homes was considered “twice as unfavorable” in a tract if the value 

was less than half as high as for the county as a whole. 
44Pendall (2000) argues that using twice the region’s median is a reasonable method to identify tracts with 

conditions that are clearly worse off than others. Similarly, to identify distressed neighborhoods, Hughes 
(1989) employs twice the median in rates of female-headed families, male labor force nonparticipation, welfare 
receipt, and high school dropouts. Jargowsky (1997), on the other hand, makes the point that because the me-
dian is a locational rather than a distributional measure — that is, it is not sensitive to the extremes — and be-
cause of the inherent ceilings of certain percentages and rates, it is preferable to employ thresholds that have an 
established face validity rather than thresholds that are based on twice the median. 
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(continued)

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Figure 6.15

Percentage Change in Selected Trends, 1992-2000,
in Pre-TANF (1992-1995) High-Poverty, High-Welfare Neighborhoods
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Figure 6.15 (continued)

Crime and Violence
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.

NOTES:   High-poverty neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.  High-
welfare neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.
      24 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, high welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).  
      72 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).       
      161 neighborhoods are defined as low poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).
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Figure 6.16

Neighborhood Disparity,

by Census Tract, Miami-Dade County, 1992-2000

High pre-TANF, low post-TANF, 9 tracts
Low pre-TANF, high post-TANF, 4 tracts
Consistently high, 7 tracts

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.
NOTES: Neighborhoods with disparate conditions are those more than twice as unfavorable as the county median on six 
of nine indicators described in the text.

"CDP" refers to Census-designated places (CDPs), communities unincorporated into formal municipalities.
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Welfare-to-Work Transitions and Types of Neighborhoods  

Concentrations of joblessness and welfare receipt within metropolitan regions of em-
ployment growth have puzzled social scientists and policy analysts for decades. Some point to 
the transportation barriers between the neighborhoods that have high rates of joblessness and 
the suburbs that have entry-level employment opportunities. Others suggest that there is an in-
creasing skills mismatch between the rising educational requirements of postindustrial jobs and 
the declining performance of urban schools. Still others suggest that social networks, shared 
information, and experiences mediate between the opportunities themselves and individuals’ 
knowledge of and responses to the opportunities. Although this study cannot resolve these im-
portant debates, given its access to universal, geocoded benefit and employment records, it can 
describe and compare the welfare and work behaviors among high-poverty, high-welfare 
neighborhoods; high-poverty, low-welfare neighborhoods; and low-poverty, low-welfare 
neighborhoods.  

First, the study compares work participation rates, defined as the average annual per-
centage of welfare recipients who were employed in a given quarter.45 Florida’s earned income 
disregard and work participation requirements were explicitly implemented to encourage wel-
fare recipients toward self-sufficiency by encouraging them to combine work and welfare. Fig-
ure 6.17 compares the work participation rates for Miami-Dade’s three types of neighborhoods 
and shows that welfare recipients from each type were equally likely to combine work and wel-
fare. Over the course of the decade the proportion of employed recipients increased from 27 
percent to 32 percent. 

The second comparison explores whether welfare recipients living in high-poverty, 
high-welfare neighborhoods were less likely to leave welfare. Figure 6.18 compares annual exit 
rates for recipients living in each of the three types of neighborhood. Annual exit rates are de-
fined here as the average annual percentage of welfare recipients who received welfare for at 
least one month and did not receive welfare in the two subsequent months. The three trends 
were very similar throughout the decade, beginning at about 3 percent in 1992 and increasing to 
about 26 percent by 2001.  

The third comparison explores whether welfare leavers from high-poverty, high-welfare 
neighborhoods were less likely to work within two quarters (six months) of exit. Figure 6.19 
shows this outcome over time. As before, welfare leavers in all three types of neighborhoods 
were equally likely to go to work. Across the three groups, nearly half of those who left welfare  

                                                   
45Importantly, employment in this analysis is based on unemployment insurance (UI) wage records and 

does not include unreported employment or participation in education, training, or other welfare-to-work ac-
tivities encouraged by the Department of Public Welfare. 
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Figure 6.18

Annual Welfare Exit Rate, 
by Pre-TANF (1992-1995) Welfare Concentration

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Figure 6.17

Annual Employment Rate for Welfare Recipients,
by Pre-TANF (1992-1995) Welfare Concentration

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.

NOTES:   High-poverty neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.  High-
welfare neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.
      24 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, high welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).  
      72 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).       
      161 neighborhoods are defined as low poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).
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Figure 6.20

Percentage of Welfare Leavers Employed Within Two Quarters of Exit,

by Pre-TANF (1992-1995) Welfare Concentration

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Figure 6.19

Annual Welfare-to-Work Rate,

by Pre-TANF (1992-1995) Welfare Concentration

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Urban Change Neighborhood Indicators Database.

NOTES:   High-poverty neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.  High-
welfare neighborhoods are those with welfare receipt rates of at least 20 percent.
      24 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, high welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).  
      72 neighborhoods are defined as high poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).       
      161 neighborhoods are defined as low poverty, low welfare, pre-TANF (1992-1995).
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worked within two quarters of leaving welfare. Employment rates among leavers remained re-
markably stable throughout the 1990s. 

The fourth comparison explores whether welfare recipients in high-poverty, high-
welfare neighborhoods were less likely to leave welfare for work. Defining a welfare-to-work 
rate as the average annual percentage of recipients who left welfare for two months or more and 
who worked within two quarters of leaving welfare, Figure 6.20 shows that the welfare-to-work 
rate did not vary by neighborhood poverty or welfare concentration. Across all three groups of 
neighborhoods, the rate began close to 3 percent in 1992 and increased to 12 percent by 2001. 

The striking disparity in the levels of neighborhood indicators among the three types of 
neighborhoods might have led one to expect that welfare recipients living in high-poverty, high-
welfare neighborhoods would be less likely to go to work than those living in the other 
neighborhoods. The analysis suggests that this was not the case.  

Summary and Conclusions 
Large urban areas are at the center of the welfare reform debate and the Miami-Dade 

neighborhood indicators study provide a spatial lens on how the places in which welfare recipi-
ents lived changed as welfare reform took shape in the county. Aggregate analysis of the social 
and economic trends in the high-welfare neighborhoods of Miami-Dade suggests that the most 
dire predictions about the effects of welfare reform on low-income families and neighborhoods 
did not materialize during the study period. No sudden or devastating departure in trends was 
detected following the onset of TANF. The gradual changes in the trends from 1992 to 2000 are 
mainly consistent with the overall economic improvement during the study period, with secular 
trends that have occurred nationwide. 

All the indicators tracked in this study have a well-established correlation with poverty, 
and the number of poor residents living in Miami-Dade continues to increase along with the 
population. Inasmuch as the period studied was a time of economic growth and expansion of 
employment-related services under TANF, it perhaps represents the best-case scenario with re-
spect to the well-being of the county’s neighborhoods and their residents. The recent rises in 
unemployment, the effects of impending time limits, and the potential cuts in TANF allocations 
to the county suggest the need to continue monitoring neighborhood conditions. The county 
population that remains on welfare continues to be geographically clustered and exposed to 
conditions that have implications for the well-being of children and families. Such neighbor-
hood disparities can be overcome only as part of an urban policy agenda that is directed toward 
overcoming place-based disparities.  
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Finally, looking ahead, much of the debate surrounding the reauthorization of TANF’s 
welfare reforms is likely to focus on state, local, and federal strategies for promoting and sus-
taining work among welfare recipients. The Miami-Dade neighborhood indicators study illus-
trates the conditions and environments of “places” that are home to a significant portion of the 
county’s current welfare caseload. Policymakers debating TANF reauthorization should pro-
mote solutions that take into consideration the geography of welfare concentration and the spa-
tial realities of welfare and work opportunities. 
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1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000
Quarter 4 Quarter 4 Quarter 4 Quarter 4 Quarter 4 Quarter 4 Quarter 4 Quarter 4

Proportion female 0.88 0.84 0.85 0.84 0.67 0.68 0.68 0.68
(0.33) (0.36) (0.36) (0.37) (0.47) (0.47) (0.46) (0.47)

Age at First AFDC/TANF spell 31.99 32.13 32.49 31.68 32.98 33.48 33.59 33.74
(8.95) (9.48) (9.42) (9.27) (9.16) (9.24) (9.40) (9.09)

Proportion having a second spell of welfare 0.43 0.40 0.39 0.37 0.28 0.23 0.20 0.13
receipt (0.49) (0.49) (0.49) (0.48) (0.45) (0.42) (0.40) (0.33)

Earnings 4 quarters before first AFDC/TANF 808 995 927 909 845 858 863 866
spell ($) (1,526) (1,632) (1,612) (1,589) (1,636) (1,750) (1,800) (1,761)

Number of quarters employed 4 quarters 0.36 1.50 1.35 1.36 1.16 1.12 1.04 1.04
 before first AFDC/TANF spell (0.48) (1.67) (1.64) (1.62) (1.57) (1.55) (1.54) (1.49)

Sample size 4,584 3,952 3,587 2,349 3,355 2,990 2,661 2,462

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Appendix Table A.1

Descriptive Statistics of New Monthly Cash Assistance 
Individual Entrant Groups (in Quarters)

SOURCES:  MDRC calculations using Florida welfare and unemployment insurance administrative records.

NOTES:    The demographic characteristics are estimated using the individual recipients on the cases represented in the chapter.   As a result, the 
sample sizes reported above for individuals in each group will not correspond to the sample sizes for cases reported in Appendix Table A.3.   
Average earnings and employment are for all new quarterly individual entrants to AFDC/TANF who are 18 years and over.  Quarterly entrants 
are used in the employment and earnings analysis because earnings data are reported quarterly.  
              Standard deviations are listed in parentheses.
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Observations for 
Observations for individuals starting

Observations for Observations for recidivist cases food stamps who 
cases starting new long-term cases reopening within 6 opened AFDC/TANF

AFDC/ TANF (AFDC/TANF) months cases within 6 months
Year (1) (2) (3) (4)

1993 19,693 --- 5,223 10,459

1994 20,161 --- 15,060 8,958

1995 18,823 10,246 18,717 9,444

1996 15,415 6,346 19,126 7,824

1997 14,772 5,059 18,781 7,236

1998 13,744 2,935 17,330 7,847

1999 13,454 2,047 16,711 9,051

2000 11,714 1,462 14,515 7,679

2001 10,430 987 6,253 2,122

Total 138,206 29,082 131,716 70,620

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Appendix Table A.2

Sample Sizes for New Entrant Groups, by Year of 
First Cash Assistance Receipt

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records. 

NOTES:  The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that 
opened as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.
            Long-term cases are cases that open for the first time and then go on to receive benefits 18 
months out of a 24-month period.  As a result of the 24-month base period, the first long-term case 
group occurred in 1995.   
          Food stamp case results exclude single (adult) recipients, who were subject to different 
eligibility rules since 1996.  The percentage of individuals receiving food stamps who open a 
welfare case refers to the proportion of individuals who receive food stamps, but not cash 
assistance, who open a cash assistance case within a specified period of time.  
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Appendix Table A.3

Estimates of the Proportion Leaving AFDC/TANF, from Recent Studies 
That Use Monthly Data

Proportion Leaving AFDC/TANF in:
6 Months 12 Months 24 Months

Variable Data Set or Less or Less or Less

This study Admin. Records
Family casesa 1993-2001 0.49 0.72 0.87

This study - pre-reform period Admin. Records
Family cases 1993-2001 0.34 0.60 0.81

This study - post-reform period Admin. Records
Family cases 1993-2001 0.63 0.85 0.95

This study - long-term cases Admin. Records
Family cases 1993-2001 0.43 0.60 ---

Philadelphia study Admin. Records
Family casesa 1992-1999 0.22 0.41 0.58

Philadelphia study - pre-reform period Admin. Records
Family cases 1992-1999 0.21 0.38 0.58

Philadelphia study - post-reform period Admin. Records
Family cases 1992-1999 0.25 0.48 0.71

Philadelphia study - long-term cases Admin. Records
Family cases 1992-1999 0.26 0.17 ---

UC Cleveland Ohio IMF 
All recipientsb 1992-2000 0.37 0.56 0.75
Adults 0.45 0.66 0.84

UC Cleveland - pre-reform period Ohio IMF 
All recipients 1992-2000 0.35 0.54 0.73
Adults 0.43 0.64 0.82

UC Cleveland - post-reform period Ohio IMF 
All recipients 1992-2000 0.47 0.68 0.87
Adults 0.55 0.78 0.93

UC Cleveland - long-term recipientsc Ohio IMF 
All recipients 1992-2000 0.32 0.47 ---
Adults 0.40 0.57 ---

Hoynes (2000) California LDB 0.28 0.48 0.62
1987-1992

Blank and Ruggles (1996) SIPP 1986, 1987 --- 0.55 0.75
Fitzgerald (1995)d SIPP 1984, 1985 0.35 0.52 0.70
Gritz and MaCurdy (1992) NLSY 1979-1987 0.36 0.55 0.68
Pavetti (1993) NLSY 1979-1989 --- 0.56 0.70
Harris (1993) PSID 1984-1989 0.24 0.44 0.64

(continued)
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Appendix Table A.3 (continued)

SOURCES: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records, Philadelphia welfare 
administrative records, and Cuyahoga County's Income Maintenance System records; Hoynes, 2000; 
Blank and Ruggles, 1996; Fitzgerald, 1995; Gritz and MaCurdy, 1992; Pavetti, 1993; and Harris, 1993.

NOTES: For this study, the "pre-reform period" refers to the period before the implementation of 
Miami's welfare reform program in October 1997.  The "post-reform" period refers to dates after 
October 1997.  For  UC Philadelphia, the "pre-reform period" refers to the period before the 
implementation of Philadelphia's welfare reform program in March 1997.  The "post-reform" period 
refers to dates after March 1997.  For UC Cleveland, the "pre-reform period" refers to the period before 
the implementation of Cuyahoga County's TANF program in October 1997.  The "post-reform period" 
refers to dates after October 1997. 
   
     IMF = Income Maintenance Files.
     LBD = Longitudinal Database of Cases.
     SIPP = Survey of Income and Program Participation.
     NLSY = National Longitudinal Survey of Youth.
     PSID = Panel Study of Income Dynamics.
     a"Family cases" include adults and children.  Accordingly, children on child-only cases, which are not 
subject to the restrictions imposed by Ohio Works First, are excluded from the analysis.
     b"All recipients" includes adults and children.  Accordingly, children on child-only cases, which were 
not subject to the restrictions imposed by welfare reform, are included in this calculation. 
     c"Long-term recipients" are defined as receiving cash assistance 18 out of 24 months.  The proportion 
of long-term recipients leaving AFDC within 3 months after the base period is 0.217.  For this study, 
long-term cases are defined similarly.
      dThe calculations from Fitzgerald (1995) measure the proportion that a spell lasts less than the 
specified time period, whereas the remaining studies measure the proportion that a spell lasts less than or 
equal to the given time period.
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Actual
Outcome for Counterfactual

Outcome Post-Reform Period Outcome Difference

Cases exiting welfare
Citizens

3 months 31.1 27.7 3.5 *
6 months 60.7 62.1 -1.4
12 months 82.8 81.7 1.1

Noncitizens
3 months 35.6 24.3 11.4 ***
6 months 67.8 63.5 4.4 *
12 months 89.0 81.5 7.5 ***

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Appendix Table A.4

Estimated Effect of 1996 Welfare Reforms on Citizens and Noncitizens
Exiting Cash Assistance Within a Specified Period of Time

SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES: The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that 
opened as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.  See Appendix Table A.2 for sample 
sizes of first-stage regressions.
        The estimated effect of TANF is the average post-reform difference from the best estimated 
pre-reform trend.  See text for more information.  
        Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; and * = 10 
percent.
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Actual
Outcome for Counterfactual

Outcome Post-Reform Period Outcome Difference

Citizens
Percentage employed 4 quarters after start of cash

assistance for citizens 67.5 57.6 10.0 ***

Percentage with first employment spell 
lasting (short-term stability):
1 to 3 quarters  32.0 26.7 5.3 ***
lasting (long-term stability):
 4 quarters or more 35.5 30.8 4.7 *

Noncitizens
Percentage employed 4 quarters after start of cash

assistance for noncitizens 74.4 57.1 17.3 ***

Percentage with first employment spell 
lasting (short-term stability):
1 to 3 quarters  27.2 24.9 2.3
lasting (long-term stability):
 4 quarters or more 47.2 32.3 14.9 ***

Estimated Effect of 1996 Welfare Reforms on Employment 
and Employment Stability for Citizens and Noncitizens

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Appendix Table A.5

SOURCES: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare and unemployment insurance administrative 
records.

NOTES: See Appendix Table A.2 for sample sizes of first-stage regression.
         The estimated effect of 1996 welfare reforms is the average post-reform difference from the 
best estimated pre-reform trend.  See text for more information.  
            Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; and * = 10 
percent.
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Actual Outcome
for Post-Reform Counterfactual

Outcome Period Outcome Difference

Percentage of cases combing welfare and no work 
4 quarters after starting cash assistance 15.1 25.3 -10.2 ***

Percentage of cases with no welfare and no work 
4 quarters after starting cash assistance 31.6 31.8 -0.3

Percentage of cases combing welfare and work 
4 quarters after starting cash assistance 14.5 10.6 3.9 *

Percentage of cases with no welfare and work 
4 quarters after starting cash assistance 42.5 36.5 6.0 ***

Estimated Effect of 1996 Welfare Reforms on Welfare Cases 
with at Least One Person on the Case Working 

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Appendix Table A.6

SOURCES: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare and unemployment insurance administrative 
records.

NOTES: The estimated effect of 1996 welfare reforms is the average post-reform difference from the 
best estimated pre-reform trend.  See text for more information.  
            Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; and * = 10 
percent.
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January 1993 Through April 2001

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Appendix Figure A.1 
Percentage of Citizen-Headed New Welfare Cases

That Closed Within Six Months of Going on Welfare,
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES:  The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that 
opened as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.
            The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have 
affected behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area 
extends from April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's 
TANF program.   The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted 
trend line.
            The predicted percentage of cases that close and the estimated effect of welfare reform are 
based on the semi-log model for the pre-reform trend.  See text for details. 
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The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Appendix Figure A.2

That Closed Within Six Months of Going on Welfare,
January 1993 Through April 2001

Percentage of Noncitizen-Headed New Welfare Cases 
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare administrative records.

NOTES:  The sample is limited to family cases, which contain an adult and children.  Cases that 
opened as child-only cases are excluded from the analysis.
            The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have 
affected behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area 
extends from April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of 
Miami's TANF program.   The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of 
the predicted trend line.
            The predicted percentage of cases that close and the estimated effect of welfare reform 
are based on the semi-log model for the pre-reform trend.  See text for details. 
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The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Percentage of Citizen-Headed Cases That Had at Least One Member
 Employed Within Four Quarters of Starting AFDC/TANF,

January 1994, Quarter 1, Through December 2000, Quarter 4

Appendix Figure A.3
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SOURCES: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare and unemployment insurance administrative 
records.

NOTES:  The sample is limited to adults.
             The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have 
affected behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area 
extends from April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's 
TANF program.   The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted 
trend line.
            The predicted percentage employed and estimated effect of welfare are calculated based on 
the linear model for the pre-reform period.  See text for details.
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January 1994, Quarter 1, Through December 2000, Quarter 4

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Appendix Figure A.4
Percentage of Noncitizen-Headed Cases That Had at Least One Member

 Employed Within Four Quarters of Starting AFDC/TANF,
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SOURCES: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare and unemployment insurance administrative 
records.

NOTES:  The sample is limited to adults.
             The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have 
affected behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area 
extends from April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of 
Miami's TANF program.   The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the 
predicted trend line.
            The predicted percentage employed and estimated effect of welfare are calculated based on 
the linear model for the pre-reform period.  See text for details.
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January 1994, Quarter 1, Through December 2000, Quarter 4

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Appendix Figure A.5
Percentage of Citizen-Headed Cases That Opened with at Least One First

Spell of Employment That Lasted
 Four Quarters or More (Stable Employment),
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare and unemployment insurance administrative 
records.

NOTES:  The sample is limited to adults.
             The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have 
affected behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area 
extends from April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's 
TANF program.   The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted 
trend line.
            The predicted percentage employed and estimated effect of welfare are calculated based on 
the linear model for the pre-reform period.  See text for details.



 -218-

 

January 1994, Quarter 1, Through December 2000, Quarter 4

The Project on Devolution and Urban Change

Appendix Figure A.6
Percentage of Noncitizen-Headed Cases That Opened with 

at Least One First Spell of Employment That Lasted 
Four Quarters or More (Stable Employment),
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SOURCES: MDRC calculations using Florida welfare and unemployment insurance administrative 
records.

NOTES:  The sample is limited to adults.
             The boxed area represents the time span over which welfare reform policies may have 
affected behavior, as the policies were well advertised prior to being signed into law.  The area 
extends from April 1996 to October 1996.  October 1996 represents the implementation of Miami's 
TANF program.   The groups in the boxed area are not included in the calculation of the predicted 
trend line.
            The predicted percentage employed and estimated effect of welfare are calculated based on 
the semi-log model for the pre-reform period.  See text for details.
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Using Neighborhood Indicators for Research: Strengths and 
Limitations  

The advantages of using aggregate indicators to measure change in neighborhoods and 
the population residing therein are several.1 First, since welfare policy changes were under way 
before the study began, indicators created from data that have already been collected provide a 
retrospective baseline. Second, the availability of statistical indicators allows many neighbor-
hoods to be studied, because the data sources cover the entire city and county. Third, the use of 
Geographic Information System (GIS) technology makes it practical to manipulate this sort of 
data and to build up to the desired units of geography through aggregation. Fourth, the data can 
be subjected both to traditional time-trend analyses and also to spatial and ecological analyses.2  

Several limitations arise as well from using available indicators. Indicators are typically 
constructed from data collected for administrative, not research, purposes. Thus, they may be 
proxies only for the concepts of interest. The use of administrative data could also be a potential 
source for bias. For example, crimes are known to be underreported to the police,3 law enforce-
ment jurisdictions differ in their response to crime reports,4 and practices within jurisdictions 
change over time. These factors can affect whether a crime record is generated and how the 
crime is classified. Child abuse and neglect reports are vulnerable to similar problems.5 

The Calculation of Concentration Indices 

The Dissimilarity Index 

The dissimilarity index is calculated as shown below: 

 ii
i

rqD −= ∑5.  

where qi is the welfare population and ri represents the share of all persons not on welfare living 
in the census tract. 
                                                   

1Coulton, 1997. 
2Neighborhood indicators are calculated through aggregations of people, houses, businesses, streets, build-

ings, and so on; they are limited in the degree to which they can be used to draw conclusions about individuals. 
Aggregate variables are legitimate measures of ecological phenomena, such as neighborhood conditions and 
characteristics of neighborhood residents. It is important, however, that the theory and hypotheses that drive the 
analyses be pertinent to the aggregate units rather than to the individual cases that go into the aggregate meas-
ure. 

3O’Brien, 1985. 
4Sherman, Gartin, and Buerger, 1989. 
5O’Toole, Turbett, and Nalpeka, 1983. 
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The Isolation Index 

The Isolation index is calculated as shown below. In this case, it is 1 minus the prob-
ability that a cash welfare recipient will encounter a nonwelfare recipient. It is calculated as: 

 ∑=
i

iii tyqP ]/[  

where qi represents the share of a given subpopulation (for example, all welfare recipients) liv-
ing in census tract i; yi is the number of persons not in the specified subpopulation living in cen-
sus tract i; and ti is the total population of census tract i. The P-index “is the minority-weighted 
average of each census tract’s majority proportion”;6 the 1 – P can be interpreted as in index of 
isolation, with a higher value meaning more isolation. This index is sensitive to the relative size 
of the minority group. 

                                                   
6Massey and Denton, 1998. 
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