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Statement of Purpose . e

he primary purpose of The Future of Childven
is to promote effective policies and programs
for children. The journal is intended to pro-
vide policymakers, service providers, and the
media with timely, objective information based on the
best available research regarding major issues related to
child well-being. It is designed to complement, not
duplicate, the kind of technical analyses found in aca-
demic journals and the general coverage of children’s
issues by the popular press and special interest groups.

The 1996 federal welfare reform law, the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act, sought to
reduce the number of children growing up in poor, sin-
gle-parent families by requiring mothers to move from
welfare to work and by promoting marriage. This jour-
nal issue examines how well programs implemented
under the 1996 law are accomplishing these goals, and
how they are affecting children’s development and well-
being. Whether or not the law is having positive effects
on children is important not only for the children
involved, but for all of our citizens. Untoward effects
on child development translate into educational failure,
increased crime and violence, and reduced productivity
among adults, which are costs that impact all of society.

The articles presented here summarize the knowledge
and research about how low-income children have
been faring since passage of the welfare reform law in
1996. Overall, as of the fall of 2001, low-income chil-
dren had been faring fairly well. Child poverty rates
were down, and fewer children were living in families

PR
g

headed by single mothers. At the same time, many
families who had left welfare were still struggling eco-
nomically, and many remaining on the rolls faced seri-
ous barriers to employment. Even among families
moving successfully from welfare to work, the effects
on children were not always positive. As our nation
enters a period of economic downturn, the future of
low-income children becomes even less certain. Reau-
thorization of the federal welfare reform law in 2002
offers a critical opportunity to reexamine the purpose
and goals of the law, and ensure that programs are
structured to have positive effects on children.

We welcome your comments and suggestions regarding
this issue of The Future of Children. Our intention is to
encourage informed debate about the well-being - of
children under welfare reform. To this end, we invite
correspondence to the Editor-in-Chief. We would also
appreciate your comments about the approach we have
taken in presenting the focus topic and welcome your
suggestions for future topics.

Richard E. Bebrman, M.D.
Editor-in-Chief
Journal/Publications Department
300 Second Street, Suite 200

Los Alros, CA 94022
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Children and Welfare Reform

Children and Welfare Reform:
Analysis and Recommendations

hildren do best when they grow up in low-

conflict families, with parents who are mar-

ried to each other and who earn enough to

meet their family’s needs. The evidence on
this is strong and widely accepted.! The challenge for
our nation’s welfare system is to determine how best to
help children in families that do not have the support
of both parents and that do not have enough income.
About half the children born in the 1980s will spend
some time in a single-parent family before age 18.2
More than one-third will spend some of their child-
hood living in poverty.?

The federal welfare reform law, the Personal Responsi-
bility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act -of
1996, sought to reduce the number of children grow-
ing up in poor, single-parent families by promoting
marriage and requiring mothers to move from welfare
to work. This journal issue examines not only whether
the programs implemented since reform accomplished
these goals, but also whether they benefited children.
Such an examination is especially tmely as Congress
begins to debate reauthorization of the federal welfare
reform law (which expires in September 2002) and as
an economic downturn changes the prospects for fam-
ilies striving for greater self-sufficiency.

This article reviews the main themes of the journal issue
by summarizing what the new social policy landscape

looks like for children, how low-income children are;
faring in this new landscape, and how welfare programs,
and related support services might be restructured to
better promote children’s well-being. The 1996 law
essentally transformed U.S. welfare programs into
employment programs. Riding the wave of a strong
economy, these new programs successfully moved many
mothers from welfare to work, and improved many
children’s lives as a result—many, but not all. Even in
very prosperous times, some families were unable to
overcome their barriers to employment, and many fam-
ilies who found employment still needed additional sup-
ports to help make ends meet. As the economy
weakens, the need for supports is likely to grow.

Reauthorization of the federal welfare reform law offers
a critical opportunity to reexamine the goals of reform.
If the ultimate goal of promoting work and marriage is
not just to end families’ dependence on government
benefits, but also to improve disadvantaged children’s
chances for success in life, then more attention must be
paid to structuring programs for low-income families in
‘Ways that promote positive child development and well-
being. This is important not only for the children them-
selves, but for all of society, as we all pay the costs of
educational failure, increased crime and violence, and
reduced worker productivity—costs that inevitably
result when children fail to get the nurturing and sup-
ports they need to achieve their potental.

www.futureofchildren.org



Analysis and Recommendations

The New Social Policy Landscape
since Reform

Passage of the federal welfare reform law in 1996
brought many changes to the broad array of programs
serving low-income children and their families, as
detailed in the article by Greenberg and colleagues in
this journal issue. Prior to reform, all children in poor
families that met state eligibility criteria were entitled to
assistance under the Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC) program, although many states set
the threshold so low that only the poorest families
qualified. The federal government reimbursed states
for at least half the cost of providing this assistance,
with no cap on expenditures. AFDC receipt also
assured ready access to other benefits, such as Medic-
aid and food stamps. Families who participated in
AFDC-related work programs were provided with
child care assistance,* but these programs were often
underfunded and involved only a fraction of eligible
families. Most mothers receiving AFDC payments
stayed home and cared for their children themselves.

Program structures, priorities, and funding streams all
changed dramatically with passage of the 1996 law.
The AFDC program was replaced with a block grant
to the states called Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF). Funding levels for TANF were
based on states’ historical expenditures under AFDC.
Families® entitlement to assistance ended, and the links
between cash assistance and other benefits and servic-
es were severed. Instead, the law gave states increased
flexibility to design their own welfare programs and
support services for low-income families. At the same
time, the law’s focus, as indicated by its title, was to
increase parental responsibility and work, and a major
theme was to move families off welfare and into
employment. Thus, families receiving TANF cash
assistance had to meet several important new rules,
such as more stringent work requirements, sanctions
for noncompliance, and time limits. The law also
increased funding for child care to facilitate mothers’
employment, and strengthened the child support
enforcement program to help ensure that fathers
would contribute to the support of their children.

Two other key themes in the 1996 law were promot-
ing marriage and reducing out-of-wedlock births.

Provisions of the law that addressed these goals
focused primarily on allowing more liberal -eligibility
criteria for two-parent families and imposing more
stringent requirements on unmarried minor teen par-
ents. The law also called on the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services to establish a strategy for
preventing out-of-wedlock teen pregnancies, and pro-
vided new funding for abstinence education and
bonuses for states with the highest reductions in out-
of-wedlock births.

The law changed benefits and services for low-income
children in other ways as well. For example, it restruc-
tured two significant funding streams for prevention of
child maltreatment and services to reunify families split
apart by child abuse or neglect, potentially reducing
the total amount of funding for such programs. The

law also modified the definition of childhood disabili-

ty, restricting children’s eligibility for assistance from
the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program. An
estimated 100,000 children lost their eligibility under
the new definition in 1996,% and another 70,000 ado-
lescents lost benefits when eligibility redeterminations
were conducted between 1997 and 2000.¢ Finally, the
law restricted legal immigrants’ eligibility for many
services and benefits, including cash assistance, food
stamps, and Medicaid. Some restrictions on legal
immigrants have since been lifted, but most remain
ineligible for food stamps, and those entering the
country after passage of the law are ineligible for near-
ly all federal benefits for five years.”

The changes that resulted from the 1996 law could
affect poor children in many ways, both directly and
indirectly. For the most part, however, the underlying
premise of the law was that children would benefit
from sceing their parents leave welfare and go to
work. In fact, as noted in the article by Chase-Lans-
dale and Pittman in this journal issue, many lawmak-
ers expected the promoton of job preparation, work,
and marriage to improve parenting practices and child
well-being, as well as reduce dependence on govern-
ment benefits. It appears, however, that the links
between reform efforts, improved parenting, and pos-
itive child outcomes are not as simple or straightfor-
ward as envisioned.

9 Volume 12, Number 1



How Low-Income Children Are Faring

Overall, low-income families have fared well since
reform, both economically and structurally. Poverty
rates have declined, and fewer children are being raised
in single-mother households. The primary goal of the
1996 law was to end families’ dependence on govern-
ment benefits, and efforts to address this goal have
been very successful. Bolstered by the strong economy
of the 1990s and policies that help “make work pay,”
such as the earned income tax credit (EITC) and
expanded health insurance programs for low-income
children® many families moved off welfare and into
jobs. In August 1996, 4.4 million families were receiv-
ing cash assistance. As of September 2000, the number
of families receiving cash assistance had declined by
half, to just 2.2 million.?

The dire predictions made by some critics when the
law was passed—that the number of homeless and des-
titute families would skyrocket, and that there would
be a massive migration of children from welfare to fos-
ter care—have not materialized.!® Yet even in a strong
economy, many families who left welfare were strug-
gling, and many remaining on the rolls faced serious
barriers to employment. What can be gleaned from the
research about how low-income children are faring
since welfare reform in terms of their economic well-
being, family structure, and daily life experiences is
summarized below.

Economic Well-Being and Its Implications

Welfare reform policies clearly have helped many poor
families take advantage of economic opportunities over
the past five years and move successfully from welfare
to work. More than half the families no longer receiv-
ing cash assistance are working, and the combination
of earnings and other work supports has boosted the
incomes of most single-mother families. Poverty rates
declined from 14% in 1996 to 11% in 2000, and child
poverty rates also have fallen, from 21% to 16%."

Recent findings from evaluations of welfare-to-work
demonstration programs point to the importance of
increasing family economic resources to improve chil-
dren’s outcomes. Although these demonstrations were
implemented before reform, they included many fea-
tures similar to those enacted in the 1996 law, such as

Children and Welfare Reform

work requirecments, time limits, and financial incentives
to work. Results show that, for the most part, families’
participation in these programs had no widespread
impacts on children. When impacts were found, some
were positive and some were negative, but most were
weak. Even when programs resulted in more positive
impacts, the children in these families stll lagged
behind national norms for positive child development.
Nevertheless, some patterns have emerged that rein-
force the theory that increasing families’ employment
and income is good for children.

As discussed in the article by Zaslow and colleagues in
this journal issue, children in families participating in
programs that increased employment and income
tended to do better in school and have fewer behav-
ioral problems than children in families not participat-
ing in the programs.’? Positive impacts were found
most often among school-age children. Programs with
the most positive impacts on children were those that
increased families” employment and income through
carnings supplements without a mandatory work
requirement, such as in an early version of the Min-
nesota Family Investment Program.'?

In addition to having positive impacts on children, pro-
grams that increased both employment and income
through incentives without a mandatory work require-
ment also had small but significant impacts on the par-
enting practices of mothers who participated. (See the
article by Chase-Lansdale and Pittman.) Compared
with nonparticipant mothers and those required to
work 30 hours a week, long-term recipient mothers
participating in these programs had lower levels of
depression and harsh parenting. These mothers were
also more likely to marry if single, more likely to stay
married if married, and less likely to experience domes-
tic violence. ‘According to Chase-Lansdale and
Pittman, the critical factor leading to these positive
impacts appears to be that the mothers could work less
than full time and still benefit from income gains com-
pared with mothers not participating.

When programs helped families gain jobs but did not
increase their income, the evaluatons of the pre-
reform welfare-to-work demonstrations found few
tmpacts on children. The impacts that did occur were
mixed. Children in participant families tended to score

The Future of Children
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Analysis and Recommendations

higher on assessments of their cognitive skills, but also
to receive more reports of behavioral problems, com-
pared with children in families not participating in the
programs.'* When programs resulted in families mak-
ing no economic progress or experiencing a setback,
the effects on children tended to be negative across all
types of outcome measures.

Thus, when families move from wclfarc to work with-
out an increase in income, the impacts on children are
less likely to be positive. Unfortunately, this is likely to
be the case for many families leaving welfare since
reform. As described in the article by Zedlewski in this
journal issue, many families leaving welfare for work
enter low-paying jobs with no employer-provided ben-
efits, and about 40% of families that have left welfare
are not working. Economic resources have declined
among many of the poorest families due to the loss of
benefits such as welfare and food stamps. Census
Bureau data show that between 1995 and 1997, total
annual resources for the poorest 10% of single-mother
families declined by $814, on average, from $5,687 to
$4.873; among the next poorest 10%, resources
declined by $319, from $11,584 to $11,265.1%

The decline in economic resources among poor fami-
lies is especially sobering becausc it occurred during a
period of sustained economic growth. Following the
artack on the World Trade Center on September 11,
2001, jobs have been disappearing rapidly in manufac-
turing, services, and transportation—especially low-
wage jobs, the types of jobs that welfare recipients
would likely fill. During October and November 2001,
more than one million jobs were lost, and according to
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the increase in the
jobless rate has been particularly severe for blue-collar
workers.!® Thus, until the economy rebounds, many
‘more poor families are likely to experience declines in
their economic resources.

Family Structure

Family structures for low-income children appear to
be changing for the better, although any link to wel-
fare reform policies is dubious, as noted in the com-
mentary by Haskins in this journal issue. Between
1995 and 2000, the percentage of children living with
"both married parents continued to decline among
families above 200% of poverty level, but the percent-

age remained unchanged, at about 50%, among chil-
dren in families below 200% of poverty.!” In addition,
the percentage of low-income children living with a
single mother declined slightly, from 34% to 33%,
whereas the percentage living with a mother and a
cohabiting male increased from 5% to 6%. Also, teen
births have continued to decline over the past decade.
Between 1990 and 1997, the teen birth rate decreased
from 60 to 52 per 1,000 women ages 15 to 19.18

To the extent that fewer children are being raised by
teen parents and single parents, child well-being is
likely to have improved. As discussed in the article by
Huston in this journal issue, both adolescent and sin-
gle parenting arc associated with lower educational
and occupational attainment by mothers and higher
developmental risks for children. Young and single
mothers are at high risk of poverty and generally pro-
vide less stimulating and supportive home environ-
ments than those provided by older and married
mothers. Although experimental evaluations have
found few impacts on young children’s development
linked to single parenting, other studies of older chil-
dren have found that adolescents with single mothers
are at greater risk of dropping out of school than are
adolescents living with both biological parents.!?

However, the data suggest that many single mothers are
not rearing their children alone. As discussed in the ard-
cle by McLanahan and Carlson in this journal issue,
41% of all nonmarital births in the early 1990s occurred
to cohabiting couples.” In what McLanahan and Carl-
son refer to as “fragile families,” many unmarried par-
ents are working together to raise their children, either
by sharing a household or maintaining frequent con-
tact. Such father involvement is important—both finan-
cially and emotionally—to children’s development.

Single-parent families, especially those with no male
present, are much more likely to be poor, and the chil-
dren are more likely to suffer adverse effects on their
development and well-being.?! In 1998, for example,
the poverty rate for female-headed families with chil-
dren was 39%, compared with 8% for male-present
families with children.??

In addition, positive father involvement, particularly
by fathers who live with their children, has been linked

1 1 Volume 12, Number 1



to less frequent behavioral and emotional problems
among children and adolescents, including delinquen-
¢y, substance use, anxiety, and depression.?®> Moreover,
a recent analysis of several studies found that increased
father involvement—such as father—hild closeness
and authoritative parenting—was associated with sig-
nificant gains in children’s academic achievement and
reductions in behavioral problems.*

Thus, evidence of increased involvement of males in
single-mother households might be a positive indica-
tor for child well-being—with three important
caveats. First, it is the presence of fathers, not unre-
lated males, that is linked to positive effects on chil-
dren. For examplc; studies have found that children’s
school performance and behavior generally do not
improve if their mother marries someone other than
the biological father, even though family income is,
on average, substandally greater.?’ Second, many low-
income families are coping with conflict and domes-
tic violence. In one large study of welfare recipients,
for example, 28% reported having been abused by an
intimate partner in the previous year.2¢ To have posi-
tive impacts on children, increased male presence
must not bring increased family conflict or domestic
violence. Finally, cohabiting couples’ relationships are
more vulnerable than those of married couples, and if
the relationship ends, father—child contact is more
likely to diminish.?”

Children’s Daily Lives

The movement of mothers from welfare to work has
brought significant changes to the daily lives of many
children. As increasing numbers of low-income moth-
ers move into jobs, young children are spending more
hours in nonmaternal care, and older children are like-
ly to be spending more time unsupervised. At the
same time, many low-income children live in families
who are receiving welfare, yet are not participating in
a welfare-to-work program. For some, the situation is
temporary, but for others, the reasons for lack of par-
ticipation are likely to persist for some time. In other
cases, children’s families are not working, but they are
not receiving welfare or other benefits due to such rea-
sons as loss of eligibility, sanctions, or time limits. Lit-
tle information exists on how children in these families
are faring.

Children and Welfare Reform

Children in Families Moving from

Welfare to Work

As discussed in Huston’s article, welfare policies
designed primarily to change the economic and per-
sonal behavior of parents can impact the nature and
quality of the environments where children spend their
time, at home, at school, and in the community.
Changes in children’s environments in turn can affect
their development. Considerable evidence documents
the links between each of these factors, but the con-
nections are complex. Policies that require low-income
mothers to work could have a number of different
impacts—either positive or negative—on children’s
environments and thus their development and well-
being. Therefore, where and how low-income children
spend their time while their mothers work warrants
greater attention.

Low-income families’ access to subsidies is a key factor
in their decisions about where their children spend
time during work hours. As a result of changes to child
care programs stemming from the 1996 welfare reform
law, total federal and state funding for child care for
welfare and working poor families has increased dra-
matically, from $2.8 billion in 1995 to $8.0 billion in
2000.%8 Federal and state spending on preschools and
after-school programs has also grown.? The move-
ment of mothers from welfare to work, together with
this increased funding for child care, has changed the
daily environments of many low-income children.

Infants and Toddlers

Infants and toddlers need safe, high-quality child care if
they are to benefit from their mothers moving from wel-
fare to work. Under reform, states are encouraged to
require single parents on welfare to seeck work when they
have a child as young as one year old, and can require
single parents of even younger children to participate in
welfare-to-work programs. As a result, 16 states now
have work requirements for single parents with children
under age one. In 11 states, parents with children as
young as 12 weeks old are required to participate in
work activities.®® Survey data gathered in 1997 indicate
that among families with children under age three, low-
income working mothers rely mostly on the other par-
ent or a relative for care, whereas a greater percentage of
higher-income families rely on formal center-based care,
a family child care home, or a nanny.3!
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The research literature is mixed about whether requir-
ing mothers of young children to work has positive or
negative effects on the children. On the one hand,
some evidence suggests that when a family’s income
increases, young children benefit, especially young chil-
dren living in families below poverty level.3-3* More-
over, some studies suggest that younger children’s
enrollment in full-ume, high-quality child care can be
beneficial, especially for children in low-income fami-
lies.?53¢ On the other hand, other studies indicate that
parent—child interaction may be harmed when infants
spend extended lengths of time in child care.?”

What seems to emerge from these studies 1s that while
increased income is likely to have positive impacts on
young children, the effects of nonmaternal child care
can be either good or bad depending on the quality of
care, the number of hours in care, and the quality of
maternal care provided in the home as the alternative.
Evaluations of prereform welfare demonstrations
found few impacts on the youngest children studied,
suggesting that infants and toddlers may not be affect-
ed by their families’ participation in welfare-to-work
programs as much as expected. The data are limited,
however. Further research concerning the impacts of
different types of care on young children is nceded.

Preschoolers

Preschoolers, especially those from low-income fami-
lies, appear to benefit from high-quality child care cen-
ters—that is, child care characterized by caregivers who
are sensitive, responsive, and talk frequently with the
children, and a setting that is well-stocked with a
breadth of learning and play materials.*® Low-income
children ages three to five who were placed in high-
quality centers did better on school readiness scores
than children in home-based settings.?® It has been
estimated that at least one million preschool-age chil-
dren moved into new child care settings between 1996
and 1998 following changes under welfare reform.*®
Studies indicate that the majority of welfare families
rely on informal arrangements when they begin to par-
ticipate in work activities, yet as discussed in the article
by Fuller and colleagues in this journal issue, families
moving off welfare and into morc stable, full-time
employment are more likely to choose centers and fam-
ily child care homes over less formal care providers,
such as relatives or neighbors.

Total hours of care, stability of care, and type of care all

can affect children’s development, but the quality of
care appears to have by far the greatest influence.® For
example, some evidence indicates that preschool chil-
dren spending long hours in care may be more aggres-
sive, assertive, and defiant than children spending less
time in care.*! Studies also show, however, that chil-
dren who benefit from high-quality daily interactions
in their child care settings tend to display better cogni-
tive and language development, school readiness, and
early school achievement, compared with children in
settings with less engaged caregivers.*> Although the
effects of child care are modest overall compared to the
stronger influence of the home environment,*® high-
quality care has been found to be especially effective in
improving outcomes for children growing up in pover-
ty or facing other family-based risks.®

School-Age Childven

More low-income school-age children could benefit
from participation in structured after-school activities.
Although the number of programs is increasing, many
low-income school-age children still are likely to be left
in self-care while their mothers work.

As a result of greater availability of child care subsidies
tied to welfare reform, as well as other initiatives to cre-
ate more and better after-school programs for youth,
an increasing number of low-income school-age chil-
dren are attending structured programs after school
while their mothers work. For example, in 2001, near-
ly $850 million in federal funding was provided for the
21st Century Community Learning Centers initiative,
a program designed to provide expanded learning
opportunities for school-age children in a safe, drug-
free, supervised environment.** Tens of thousands of
other after-school programs arc offered by schools,
youth organizations, religious groups, and local gov-
ernments throughout the country.*

Moreover, studies suggest that school-age children can
benefit from time spent in structured after-school
activities, as opposed to self-care.*>* In one study, for
example, low-income first and third graders who spent
more time in self-care were less socially competent and
received lower academic grades in sixth grade, com-
pared with low-income children who spent less time on
their own.* After-school activities can provide children
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with opportunities to explore new skill areas, discover
their talents, and build self-esteem.*® After-school pro-
grams also can serve as a safe haven in neighborhoods
where crime rates are high and the time after school
can expose children to deviant peers, illegal activities,
and violence ®

Although data are limited, there is some evidence that
in families with mothers moving from welfare to work,
an increasing number of school-age children may be
left home alone. Prereform data indicate that working
poor families were more than twice as likely to leave
their school-age children in self-care than were non-
working poor families (15% versus 8%).%°

Adolescents

Potental effects on adolescent children received virtual-
ly no attention during the debates leading to welfare
reform. The tacit assumption seemed to be that adoles-
cents would be affected less than younger children by
what their parents might be required to do. However,
as summarized in the article by Zaslow and colleagues,
evaluations of prereform welfare-to-work demonstra-
tion programs generally found negative impacts for this
age group, even in programs that increased families’
employment and income, and that had positive impacts
on younger children. (For an overview of each of the
programs cvaluated, see Box 1 in the article by Zaslow
and colleagues.). For example, in the Minnesota Fami-
ly Investment Program, a higher percentage of mothers
rated their adolescent children’s school performance
below average compared with ratings of adolescent chil-
dren by control group mothers. In Canada’s Self-Suffi-
ciency Project, mothers enrolled in the program
reported that their children had more school behavioral
problems, and adolescents themselves reported more
smoking and drinking. And in the Florida Family Tran-
sition Program, adolescent children in the program
group were more likely than those in the control group
to have been suspended from school or to have been
rated lower on school achievement.

The reasons for these negative impacts are unclear.
Possible explanations range from an erosion in parent-
ing quality and monitoring to an increase in adolescent
responsibilities within the household.’! However, these
findings reflect only three studies. Additional data for
this age group from other evaluations are due to be

Children and Welfare Reform

released in early 2002, which may help to clarify how
teens are being affected by reform.

Children in Families Not Moving from

Welfare to Work

Families not participating in welfare-to-work activities
account for over two-thirds of the welfare caseload, on
average, nationwide.>? Some of these families are sub-
ject to work requirements and are not participating.
But more than half the caseload comprises two major
categories of familics not subject to work require-
ments: families with adults who are exempt from
requirements for “good cause,” and families with no
adult recipients in the household, referred to as “child-
only” cascs. Because neither of these types of families is
required to participate in welfare-to-work programs,
they receive little attention from program administra-
tors or researchers, and as a result, not much is known
about how the children in these families are faring.

“Good Cause” Exemptions :
Among the two million adults on welfare nationwide
during fiscal year 1999 (on average, per month), 28%
were not required to participate in either work or edu-
cation activities.>® Most were exempt for “good cause,”
such as having poor health or a disability, caring for a
household member with a disability, being advanced in
age, being the victim of domestic violence, not being
able to find suitable child care, or caring for a young
child.5* Use of exemptions varies widely among
states.?®53 For example, Arizona and Vermont exempt-
ed more than 75% of their adult recipients from work
requirements in 1999, whereas Nebraska and Oregon
exempted fewer than 20%.5

Exemptions can protect vulnerable families from sanc-
dons and tdme limits, but they also may remove any
sense of urgency about providing families with the serv-
ices they need to overcome their problems.’® When fam-
ilies are struggiing with barriers that affect family

- functioning as well as employability, the risk to children

can be great. In households coping with serious prob-
lems such as substance abuse and maternal depression,
some children are resilient and do fine, in general, how-
ever, children in such households are at increased nsk for
harmful consequences.’” As discussed in the commen-
tary by Guerra in this journal issue, without interven-
tion, such families can sometimes spiral downward to
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domestic violence, child neglect or abuse, and removal
of children from the home.*® The majority of children in
the foster care system are from families on welfare.>®

Studies have found that the screening tools used by
welfare offices to identify serious family problems, and
the services provided to address these problems, are
inadequate.®® Moreover, though many families are
exempted only temporarily, others may remain so
indefinitely, awaiting services that are in short supply.$!
Aside from thc fact that children in these families con-
tinue to receive benefits, litde is known about their
well-being,.

“Child-Only” Cases

In 1999, about 770,000 families (29% of the total case-
load) were “child-only” cases, down from a peak of
978,000 cases in 1996.9 Because these families receive
cash payments only for the child, not the adults in the
household, they are not subject to work requirements or
tume limits, Child-only cases are created when adults are
ineligible to receive benefits, such as when children are
not living with their parents and the caretaker adults are
ineligible,% when parents receive SSI benefits, or when

" citizen children are living with noncitizen parents %

Some researchers have suggested that child-only cases
may require intensive interventions to address families®
problems, but these cases gencrally are not being
screened to identfy such needs.® As with children in
families with exemptons, little is known about the well-
being of children in families receiving child-only benefits.

Children in Families Disconnected from Benefits
Welfare caseloads have declined rapidly. This would be
a cause for celebration if all the families no longer
receiving welfare were doing well. However, studies
show that poor households are not earning enough to
explain the steep drop in cash assistance and other sup-
ports. Many children stll live in poverty, but without
welfare and other benefits that they likely would have
received prior to passage of the 1996 law.% Although
little is known about the well-being of children in these
poor families, it is unlikely they are faring better as a
result of welfare reform 3¢

Reasons for families becoming disconnected from ben-
efits vary, ranging from burdensome administrative pro-

cedures to loss of eligibility and the impact of sancdons
and time limits. For example, some families have been
discouraged from seeking benefits, or they abandoned
the effort in the face of the complex administrative pro-
cedures for enrolling and maintaining eligibility. In his
commentary, Guerra describes the difficult circum-
stances many poor families face, and the precariousness
of their daily lives. Time-consuming, bureaucratic pro-
ccdures to obtain benefits simply add to the demands
on these families, causing many to be disconnected
from the services and supports they may be eligible to
receive and may need to cope with their problems.

Other families are disconnected from benefits because
changes to the welfare reform law made them ineligi-
ble. (See the article by Greenberg and colleagues.) In
particular, certain groups of legal immigrants are no
longer deemed “qualified” to receive benefits. Some
states have established state-funded substitute pro-
grams for immigrants, but these programs have not
filled the gap left from the loss of federal assistance, and.
participation rates remain low. Also, many U.S. citizen
children of immigrant parents do not access benefits
they are eligible to reccive. As noted in the commen-
tary by Primus in this journal issue, food stamp partic-
ipation among such children fell by 74% between 1994
and 1998, compared with a 24% decline among other
families with children.

Still other families lost benefits because they exhausted
their time limits or failed to comply with program
requirements. Data from the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services indicate that in 1999,
about 156,000 families left welfare due to sanctions.®?
Greenberg and colleagues note that families whose
cases are closed due to sanctions are likely to have low
education levels, little or no work history, and more
serious employment barriers.

Little is known about the development and well-being
of children in poor families disconnected from benefits.
But, as Primus notes in his commentary, many families
who leave welfare without finding a job are flounder-
ing. Indeed, evidence of hardship has been found in
surveys of families who have left welfare. For cxample,
two waves of families leaving welfare were interviewed
in the National Survey of America’s Families, one
group in 1997 and another in 1999. About half the
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respondents in both groups said they have had to cut
the size of meals or skip them because they did not
have enough food in the past year. About 40% said they
were unable to pay the mortgage, rent, or unllty bills
at some point in the past year.%®

In sum, fewer children are living in poverty; however,
those children who are living in poverty are less likely
to be receiving the benefits they would have prior to
reform. Many poor families are disconnected not just
from welfare, but also from other supports they need
to help make ends meet. At the same time, low-income
children are more likely now to be living in a home
with a male present. If that male is the father and not
violent, a child is likely to benefit, but more informa-
tion is needed to understand who the cohabiting males
are and how they interact with these children. Finally,
as more low-income mothers move into the workforce,

their children are spending more time in nonmaterrial

or self-care. Time spent in structured programs can be
positive, but the quality of the program is key. Among
families still receiving welfare, most are not involved in
work activities and little is known about how their chil-
dren are faring.

Restructuring the Safety Net for
Low-Income Children

Welfare programs and other supports focus primarily
on moving mothers from welfare to work. This may be
a good first step, but it does not guarantee positive
outcomes for children. Reauthorization of the federal
welfare reform law offers a critical opportunity to reex-
amine the purpose and goals of the law in terms of pro-
viding an effective safety net for low-income families
and their children.

Before the economic downturn took hold in the fall of
2001, a nationwide poll found that more than half of
those surveyed viewed poverty as a big problem.® Of
those aware of the new welfare law, 61% thought it was
working well, mostly because it requires people to
work. At the same time, respondents voiced strong
support for providing more assistance to help families
trying to move off welfare into work. Large majorities
of those surveyed said they supported expanding job
training programs (94%) and public employment
(82%); improving public schools in low-income areas

Children and Welfare Reform

(94%); increasing the minimum wage (85%) and tax
credits for low-income workers (8§0%); and expanding
subsidized day care (85%), medical care (83%), and
housing (75%). Especially now, as the economy slows,
having strong supports in place for the families of low-
wage workers and the unemployed is crucial.

What we have learned about how low-income children
are faring in this new social policy landscape can point
to ways the safety net could be strengthened to offer
the greatest promise for improving children’s chances
to succeed in school and in life. Three key strategies
address what is most important for low-income chil-
dren: helping families achieve an adequate standard of
living, helping them provide stable and supportive
homes, and helping them access quality child care and
after-school programs and activities.

Adequate Family Resources

A family’s economic resources influence child well-being,
because they are nccessary to meet children’s basic needs
for food and shelter. In addition, a family’s economic
resources influence the quality of environments children
experience at home, in child care, at school, and in the
community. (See the articles by Huston and by Chase-
Lansdale and Pittman.) Children in families with ade-
quate resources tend to be healthier and to do better in
school; they are less likely to be involved in criminal
behavior and are more likely to graduate from high
school and to earn higher incomes as adults.”

Welfare-to-work programs that increase family income
as well as employment have been shown to have the
potential to improve children’s academic progress and,
to a lesser extent, their behavior. For example, subsidy
programs that increase economic resources in low-
income working families by as little as $1,200 to
$4,000 per year have been shown to have positive
impacts on the development of preschool and elemen-
tary-school-age children.” Important steps needed to
help low-income working families artain adequate
resources include stronger efforts to connect them to
support services and to help them find better jobs and
move up career ladders to higher wages.

Connecting Working Families to Support Services
As discussed in the article by Zedlewski, government
supports such as the EITC (which refunds a portion of
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earnings to low-income taxpayers), food stamps, health
insurance, and subsidized health care and child care are
essential to maintaining sufficient economic resources
for families earning low wages. Studies show that par-
ticipation in the EITC is generally strong, with about
85% of eligible families receiving the credit.”? But the
same is not true of other programs intended to help
make work pay.

Many families who have left welfare are not using
other, nontax supports to augment their earnings. For
example, one study found that 57% of families leaving
welfare were not receiving food stamps even though
they were eligible.”? Half the families with incomes
below 50% of poverty were not receiving food stamps.
Similar trends have been noted in Medicaid coverage
and receipt of child care subsidies. In the Urban Insti-
tute study of families leaving welfare between 1997
and 1999, only 22% reported receiving government
help in paying for child care after three months.”*

As noted in Primus’s commentary, when families are
not receiving welfare, they may be unaware of their eli-
gibility for food stamps, Medicaid, child care assistance,
and other supports. Blum’s commentary in this journal
issue also notes that differences in income, assets, citi-
zenship, and recertfication standards create confusion
and errors in determining the eligibility of families seek-
ing benefits across various programs. In addition, serv-
ices are often provided at times and in locations that
make access difficult for low-income working families.
Without extensive outreach and advocacy to address
such problems, available benefits may never reach many
cligible families. Programs adopted following the 1996
law should be judged by their ability to restore and
increase participation among the working poor.

[

Recommendation .

Welfare and other support programs should extend outreach efforts
to ensure that low-income families who are no longer, or who never
have been, on welfare receive the supports and services they need
until they earn sufficient income to provide an adequate standard of
living for their families.

[

Job Retention and Advancement
Getting a job and moving off welfare does not assure
that a family will have adequate economic resources.

- As discussed in the article by Zedlewski, even when

working full time at a minimum wage job and receiv-
ing all available supports, families do not have ade-
quate resources. For example, the Urban Institute
study of welfare leavers found that median monthly
wages were $1,093 in 1999.9875 According to studies
in eight states, the average monthly earnings of for-
mer recipients during the first three months after
leaving welfare were even less, generally ranging from
about $733 to $900.”

Some studies have found that at least half of families
leaving welfare have fewer economic resources than
they would have had if they had stayed on welfare.
Many, in fact, end up returning to the rolls. In the
Urban Institute study, for example, 29% of families
leaving welfare between 1995 and 1997 returned to
welfare, as did 22% of those leaving welfare between
1997 and 1999.%8

After mothers find work, they need supports to help
them keep their jobs and increase their earnings. As of
October 1999, 34 states were providing case man-
agement for at least some recipients who had found
jobs or who no longer received cash assistance.”® Gen-
erally states provide postemployment support servic-
es such as transportation aid, help in purchasing work
clothes or tools, and payment of work-related fees. It
is unclear whether these efforts have actually helped
increase steady work, however. Some evaluations have
found that they have no impact on how long families
keep jobs or how much they earn.”

Sixteen states had policies to support employer-based
education and training services to promote job
advancement. But most of these efforts served only a
small number of families. Alternatively, some states
were addressing the issuc of job advancement by
increasing access to postsecondary cducation or train-
ing that would enable unemployed parents to find
better jobs.

The current welfare system rewards states for moving
families off the rolls, but not for ensuring that those
families gain steady employment and earn an ade-
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quate income. To encourage states to develop better
approaches to helping families keep their jobs and
increase their earnings, an cxpansion of welfare’s
goals is needed.

[ 1

Recommendation

Welfare programs should expand their goals to include reducing
poverty and promoting family economic and child well-being. Job
retention and advancement services for low-income families should
be one of the strategies in support of this goal, and incentives
should be provided to encourage development of more effective
programs.

L _1

In particular, a greater emphasis on education and
training is warranted. Many families currently receiv-
ing welfare could benefit from further education. In
1999, more than 40% of adults on welfare had less
than a high school educaton.” As noted in the com-
mentary by Haskins, many of the mothers now work-
ing for around $7 per hour could earn more with
additional education and training.

Prior to reform, welfare programs had .education
components that focused on helping recipients
enhance their basic skills, but this approach demon-
strated little success in moving families into higher-
paying jobs.”® Largely as a result of these findings, the
1996 law placed restrictions on education and train-
ing as a work activity, and on the length of time fam-
ilies could receive assistance. Under current rules, not
more than 30% of recipients being counted toward a
state’s work participation rate can be participating in
educational activities for no more than 12 months,
including teen parents still completing high school.
Research suggests, however, that when combined
with other activities such as job search or work itself,
education can play an important role in helping fam-
ilies find better jobs.”s Further, training for low-
income parents who are between jobs is a wise
investment, especially during times of high unem-
ployment.

Children and Welfare Reform

In addidon to improving a family’s future earning
potential, maternal educational progress appears to
be linked to positive child outcomes.” As noted in
the article by Chase-Lansdale and Pittman, parents
with higher education levels tend to display more
effective parenting through a variety of behaviors
with positive implications for child outcomes.® Pre-
existing differences in mothers’ attributes, skills, and
personalities likely influence both educational attain-
ment and economic progress. Nevertheless, in
Zaslow and colleagues’ synthesis of findings from
evaluations of prereform welfare-to-work demonstra-
tions, maternal educational progress tracked more
closely with favorable child outcomes than did eco-
nomic progress—that is, increased educational attain-
ment more consistently resulted in positive child
outcomes than did increased family employment and
income. Perhaps seeing a parent go to school pro-
vides an even better role model for children than see-
ing a parent go to work. Taken together, these
findings suggest that welfare programs could pro-
mote more positive outcomes for children by
enabling mothers to increase their education while
receiving temporary cash assistance within established
time limits.

L 1

Recommendation

Restrictions that discourage welfare recipients from participating in
education and training as their work activity should be liberalized.
Welfare programs should enable mothers to continue with their
schooling past high school, and to enroll in other training and edu-
cation programs to advance their careers.

[

Stable and Supportive Homes

Although having adequate economic resources is
important, a nurturing and secure home environ-
ment, including the love and support of both biolog-
ical parents, remains the most critical influence on
young children’s adjustment and well-being, even for
children who spend substantial time in child care.®®
As described in the article by Huston, having the love
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and encouragement of adult family members and
other adults who are mentally healthy, responsible,
constant, and reliable is extremely important to chil-
dren’s healthy development.

Lawmakers expected programs implemented under
welfare reform to have a positive influence on parent-
ing and the home environment, primarily as a by-
product of efforts to promote job preparation,
employment, and marriage. In addition, many states
are using welfare funds to implement initiatives tar-
geted directly at improving parenting, such as provid-
ing home visits to new parents or requiring certain
welfare recipients to attend parenting classes.’!
Although parenting behaviors are complex and diffi-
cult to change, welfare programs can help strengthen
family functioning and the home environment in var-
ious ways depending on a family’s circumstances. Dif-
ferent approaches are required depending on whether
a family is moving from welfare to work, or is strug-
gling with barriers to employment. In many situations,
greater involvement of fathers can be a key strategy for
strengthening families and promoting children’s well-
being both financially and emotionally.

Flexible Work Requirements

In families with a mother moving from welfare to
work, parenting practices and the home environment
could be affected by a change in family resources,
family relationships, parents’ time at home, and par-
ents’ personal sense of well-being. According to
Chase-Lansdale and Pittman, the limited available lit-
erature on this topic indicates that, compared with
unemployed single mothers, single mothers who
choose to work may provide a more cohesive, stimu-
lating, and organized family environment, and may
do more to promote the value of education.3? But

other studies have found that mothers who were

required to participate in welfare-to-work programs
experienced higher levels of depression and stress
than those who were not required to participate.® In
evaluations of prereform welfare-to-work demonstra-
tions, few impacts on parenting were identified. One
program that did have positive impacts on parenting,
however, was a version of the Minnesota Family
Investment Program that increased families’ employ-
ment and income through earnings supplements
without a mandatory work requirement.® Mothers in

this program generally decided to work part time or
reduce some work hours.

These findings, though limited, suggest. that welfare
programs could strengthen families and promote pos-
itive outcomes for children by allowing greater flexi-
bility concerning part-time work for single mothers,
and by stopping the time limit clock on welfare ben-
efits while families are working at least part time, but
not earning enough to support themselves.

L |

Recommendation

Welfare programs should provide sufficient supports to allow single
mothers greater flexibility concerning part-time work schedules,
and should stop the clock on time-limited benefits while parents are
working either full or part time.

[ ]

Addressing Barriers

Many low-income families live on the edge, both eco-

nomically and functionally. According to data from

the National Survey of America’s Families in 1997

and in 1999, about three-quarters of adults on wel- -
fare had at least one potential barrier to employment,

including very poor mental or physical health, limited

education, minimal work experience, or family

responsibilities that limit their ability to work, such as

caring for an infant or a disabled child.”

When families are struggling with serious barriers—
such as substance abuse, maternal depression, and
domestic violence—the problems not only present
challenges in getting and keeping jobs, they also
detract from parents’ ability to provide stable and
supportive homes for their children. Estimates of the
percentage of welfare recipients with substance abuse
problems range from 16% to 37%.85 About 22% to
28% are estimated to be suffering from very poor
mental health,”® and 10% to 31% to be coping with
domestic violence.%

Some of these families are exempt from work require-
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ments, whereas others are not, since states’ policies
on exemptions vary widely. But simply providing wel-
fare and exempting families from work and time limit
requirements will not enable most families to over-
come their problems, enter the workforce, and pro-
vide stable and supportive homes for their children.
The underlying conditions contributing to a family’s
precarious situation must be addressed.

Often these underlying conditions are rooted in the
mothers’ own childhoods. Many low-income moth-
ers have grown up in families that did not provide
good models of positive family functioning. They
may have experienced sexual and physical abuse.
Among participants in a New Jersey welfare-to-work
program, for example, 20% report having been sexu-
ally molested as children.®¢ Other studies indicate that
the proportion of teen mothers with histories of sex-
ual and physical abuse may be as high as 68%.% Thus,
it should not be surprising that a large proportion of
mothers on welfare have scars from the past that con-
tribute to their difficulties in coping with their com-
plex lives, and may lead them to substance abuse or
involvement in high-conflict relationships.

In 1997, Congress enacted the Welfare-to-Work pro-
gram to support state and local efforts to help the
most disadvantaged welfare recipients (as well as non-
custodial parents) address specific problems affecting
their employment prospects and move into the labor
force.”® Some states have begun implementing pro-
grams to address families’ barriers to employment,
but most serve only a small percentage of those need-
ing help and little information is available on pro-
gram outcomes and effectiveness. Most caseworkers
have limited training or skills to identify families with
barriers.®

To deal more effectively with families struggling with
serious difficulties, a restructuring of services may be
needed. As Anderson suggests in her commentary in
this journal issue, families coping with mental illness
or learning disabilities, for example, should be treat-
ed and monitored by the mental health system or the
developmental disabilities system, not by welfare or
employment programs. This does not mean that such
families should not be encouraged to move from wel-
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fare to work, only that specialized systems are better
equipped to provide the supports that can enable
these families to find appropriate work situations.
Such systems are also better able to help these fami-

lies connect with long-term parenting supports that

may continue to be needed even after their econom-
ic situation improves.

[ J

Recommendation

Welfare programs should develop better strategies for identifying
and addressing the problems of families with serious barriers to
employment and healthy family functioning. Options that include
integrating services with mental health systems and developmental
disabilities systems should be explored.

Father Involvement

A large number of low-income children grow up in
homes with no father. In 2000, nearly half of all fami-
lies living in poverty were headed by a female with no
husband present.®® Although many unmarried parents
work together to raise their children by cohabiting or
maintaining frequent contact, father involvement for
most low-income families in this situation is not stable
and tends to decline over time. Yet research in the last
decade has pointed to the range of contributions
fathers can make in their children’s lives, both finan-
cially and emotionally.?® Welfare programs and other
support services could be restructured in various ways
to promote greater inclusion and involvement of low-
income fathers in their children’s lives.

For example, as discussed in the article by McLanahan
and Carlson, most unmarried couples are closely con-
nected to each other and invested in their new family
when a baby is born. Thus, a window of opportunity
exists around the time of birth to strengthen the con-
nections between fathers and their children. In a study
of approximately 3,700 children born to unmarried
parents across the country in 2000, 99% of the new
fathers who were interviewed expressed a desire to be
involved in raising their children, and 93% of mothers
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said they wanted the father to be involved.”! Targeting
fatherhood programs to unmarried fathers at the time
of a child’s birth appears to offer the greatest promise
of successful involvement.

In addition, the chances for positve father involvement
would improve if a broader range of TANF services were
targeted to two-parent families and noncustodial par-
ents, as noted in the commentary by Primus. For exam-
ple, programs that provide employment opportunitics
for fathers help increase their ability to pay child support
and also make them more appealing as marriage part-
ners.”? More successful programs that teach men to be
good fathers and reduce family violence are also needed.

Finally, reducing the marriage penaltes in programs
aimed at helping low-income familics—including wel-
fare, food stamps, and Medicaid, as well as state and
federal EITCs—has been noted as an important socie-
tal signal and support for marriage. The way these pro-
grams are currently structured, benefits generally
decrease as household income increases. Because mar-
riage results in one combined household income, a
couple could lose thousands of dollars a year in bene-
fits compared with what they would be eligible to
receive if they each remained single.*®

L

Recommendation

Programs serving low-income tamilies should remove any marriage
penalties, and should provide services and benefits for fathers
without reducing services and benefits for mothers.

[ J

Improving the child support system is also important,
not only for increasing collections, but also for promot-
ing more positive father involvement. Child support can
significantly augment the wages of single-parent families.
One study found that child support provided 14% of the
income for families with incomes below 150% of pover-
ty who were not on welfare, and 35% of the income
among all families receiving some child support.®* Other
research found that $1,000 in child support was associ-

ated with higher grades and fewer school problems
among children, and that child support income was
associated with a larger gain in children’s well-being than
an identical amount of income from other sources.”®
The positive effects of child support income are likely
due to the fact that fathers who pay child support also
tend to be more involved with their children.

Unfortunately, most poor children eligible for child
support do not receive it. Child support is collected for
only 44% of families who have left welfare and 25% of
families on welfare.®® In large part, low collection rates
are due to a lack of support orders. Unless an order is
established, it cannot be enforced. Among families
receiving welfare in 2000, fewer than half had a sup-
port order established.”” Increased efforts to establish
support orders among low-income families is an
important first step to increasing collections.

Low collection rates also stem from the fact that many
fathers of poor children are themselves poor and have
limited ability to pay.®® Several demonstration projects
were undertaken in the 1980s and 1990s to improve
fathers’ employment and earnings, but without much
success, as discussed in the article by McLanahan and
Carlson.”® More recendy, nearly $2 billion in grants
were awarded in 1998 and 1999 through the Welfare-
to-Work program to help move noncustodial parents
(and other hard-to-serve populations) into unsubsi-
dized jobs.'® As mentioned earlier, little information is
available on the effectiveness of these programs, but an
evaluation is under way.!! '

Beyond having few resources, fathers of children in
welfare familics generally have littdle incentive to pay
child support because, for the most part, it goes to
repay welfare expenditures and not to increase family
income. Only a small amount, if any, is “passed
through” to the family.!®> However, a demonstration
project in Wisconsin allowed all support to be passed
through to TANF families, and the project appears to
have had positive results. Noncustodial fathers partici-
pating in the program were more likely to establish
paternity and pay support to their families, and family
conflict around child support was reduced.!%
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Recommendation

States should increase noncustodial parents’ ability to pay child
support by replicating successful programs that help them, along
with custodial parents, find employment and increase earnings.
Also, to increase the incentives for paying child support, policies
should be adopted to ensure that children benefit financially when
payments are made, even if their families receive welfare.

High-Quality Child Care and After-School Options

Welfare reform brought with it a clear mandate that
low-income single mothers should work. An equally
clear mandate is needed that while their mothers are at
work, low-income children should have access to high-
quality child care and after-school optons in their
neighborhoods. Providing quality environments for
children not only enables mothers to work, but it is also
an opportunity to enhance children’s development and
well-being. As discussed earlier, studies show that poor
children are especially likely to benefit from positive
experiences in child care and after-school programs.

The increases in funding for child care since welfare
reform have helped many low-income families afford
higher-quality options for their children. However, as
discussed in the article by Fuller and colleagues, high-
quality child care and after-school options for low-
income families are often still constrained, both in
ternis of cost and supply.

Despite funding increases, state studies show child care
subsidies are used by less than one-quarter of all eligible
families.'™* Data compiled by the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services indicate that nationwide,
of the 14.7 million children eligible to receive subsidies
in 1999, only 1.8, or 12%, received them.!% This per-
centage does not include families participating in Head
Start or other state-funded preschool or child care pro-
grams, but subsidy utilization rates, especially among
working poor familics, arc still low. Although eligible
for assistance, working poor families tend to have less
access to subsidies than families on or just leaving wel-
fare, and the availability of high-quality programs in
low-income communities is uneven. Fuller and col-
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leagues identify several barriers to use of subsidies and
high-quality care, including state eligibility criteria,
copayment policies, reimbursement rates, burdensome
administrative processes, and lack of high-quality cen-
ters in many low-income neighborhoods.

Though not eligible for child care subsidies, teens also
benefit from participation in structured activities after
school. Several studies have shown that participation in
targeted prevention programs can reduce high-risk
behaviors among tecnagers.!% For example, in four con-
secutive annual evaluations, participants in the Teen
Outreach Program, sponsored by the Association of
Junior Leagues International, were shown to be less like-
ly than their nonparticipant peers to have experienced
either pregnancy or school failure.!”” An evaluation of
another youth development program, the Quantum
Opportunities Program, also found significant positive
effects on economically disadvantaged high school
youths.'%® A five-year study of this program at four sites
showed that participants had better high school gradua-
tion rates, higher enrollment in postsecondary educa-
tion, lower teen pregnancy rates, and more community
involvement compared with those who did not partici-
pate. A recent evaluation of the Children’s Aid Society
model found similar results.!® In light of the initial neg-
ative impacts found on teens whose mothers participate
in welfare-to-work programs, additional investment in
programs for low-income youth may be warranted.

As low-income mothers move into the workforce and
their children spend more time unsupervised or in child
care and after-school programs, those experiences have
an increasingly important influence on children’s devel-
opment and well-being. Low-income children of all
ages could benefit from increased access to high-quali-
ty child care and after-school programs and activities.

]

Recommendation

Further efforts are needed at the federal, state, and local levels to
expand child care subsidy programs for working poor families, and
to strengthen the supply of high-quality child care and after-school
options in low-income neighborhoods. Age-appropriate services are
needed for all age groups, from infants to teens.
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Conclusion

What have we learned from welfare reform about how
best to help children in families that do not have the
support of both parents and adequate income? The evi-
dence is clear that moving mothers into jobs is a good
first step, but further efforts are needed to promote
better outcomes for children.

First, working poor families need to stay connected to
supports, including job advancement and continuing
education and training, to ensure that children have
adequate resources. An adequate income is important
to mecting children’s basic needs and enabling fami-
lies to provide healthier learning environments for
children both inside and outside the home. Welfare
and other income support programs need to continue
to provide services and supports to families after they
find jobs to help them increase their earnings and
escape poverty. Welfare programs should also allow
single mothers to work more flexible, part-time hours
and pursue more education and training. Not only
would this enhance a family’s earning potential, but
maternal educational advancement also appears to fos-
ter positive impacts on children’s school performance
and behavior. Such a strategy makes sense in the cur-
rent economy, as finding and kceping low-wage jobs
becomes increasingly difficult.

Second, barriers to healthy family functioning and
greater father involvement need to be identified and
addressed to ensure that children have stable, support-
ive homes. Many families are neither working nor par-
ticipating in welfare-to-work programs for a variety of
reasons, and more families are likely to join their num-
bers as the economy slows. Welfare programs need to
develop better strategies for identifying families with
serious barricrs to employment and healthy family
functioning, and to explore new ways of helping these
families, such as by integrating services with mental
health and developmental disabilities systems. Welfare
and other income support programs also need to
encourage greater father involvement by engaging
fathers soon after a child’s birth, and by adopting more
even-handed policies providing access to services and
benefits. Fathers, as well as mothers, need programs to
help them find jobs and advance in their careers, and to

help them address their barriers to employmenrt and
positive family functioning.

And third, children and teens need high-quality child
care and after-school activities in their neighborhoods
to ensure that the time they spend while their mothers
are at work plays a positive role in their lives. For low-
income children especially, such programs can provide
safe havens and a range of opportunities to enhance
their development. Welfare programs need to work
with child care agencies to expand access to child care
subsidies for working poor families, and to expand the
supply of high-quality options for children of all ages in
low-income communities.

For the nation’s welfare programs to improve the lives
of low-income children, child well-being needs to be a
top priority. This analysis has highlighted some of the
ways that current welfare programs could be restruc-
tured to help promote healthier child development
among low-income families. As the economy weakens
and more families are forced to go on welfare, more
funds will be needed for cash assistance and less will be
available for some of the services described here as ben-
eficial to children, such as programs to help families
address barriers to positive family functioning as well as
employment; programs to promote father involve-
ment; and programs to improve the quality of child
care, enrichment activities, and programs for teens.
The present level of funding for welfare and other sup-
port programs necds to be maintained, at a mini-
mum—and increased, if possible—to ensure that the
progress made since reform in restructuring programs
to help families move from welfare to work is not lost,
and that a strong safety net for poor families is in place.

The goal of welfare programs should be to reduce
poverty among families with children. Ending depend-
ence on benefits should be the result of achieving this
goal, not be the goal itself. Otherwise, programs will
succeed only in moving families off the rolls, not in
helping them cscape poverty or improve their chil-
dren’s—and society’s—chance for a brighter future.

Margie K. Shields, M.PA.
Richard E. Behrman, M.D.
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The 1996 Welfare Law:
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Issues Affecting Children
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SOMARY

The Personal Responsibility and Work Oppor-
tunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 chaﬁged the
social policy landscape for children in many
ways. [t replaced the prior welfare program with
block grants to the states entitled Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families, and modified a
broad array of other programs and initiatives
affecting low-income children. This article
describes the key themes dominating the debate
over welfare reform in 1996, specifically:

D Increased state discretion in program design,
leading to more variability in states’ eligibility
requirements and services provided to low-
income families;

D More stringent work requirements even for
parents of very young children;

D Time limits on the use of federal funds for
cash assistance, and a strong focus on caseload
reduction;

D Increased emphasis on parental responsibility,
with stronger child support requirements; and

D Increased emphasis on reducing out-of-wed-
lock births, including bonuses to states with

the largest reductions, and special require-
ments for unmarried teen parents who seek
welfare.

Although child well-being received little atten-
tion during the congressional debates in 1996,
the authors conclude with the hope that
improving child outcomes and child well-being

will emerge as a key theme when the law is reau-
thorized in 2002.
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he enactment of the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act
of 1996 marked an extraordinary turning
point in U.S. social policy. The legislation is
probably best known for having repealed the Aid to
Families with Dependent Children program and for
providing states with block grants to design work-
focused, time-limited welfare programs. However, the
scope of the 1996 law was much more extensive. The
law made major changes affectung a broad array of pro-
grams that provide services to low-income children,
including child support enforcement, child care, Med-
icaid, food stamps, child welfare, and disability benefits.
The law restricted services to immigrants and general-
lv reduced federal protections for individuals while
expanding state discretion and flexibility in numerous
aspects of social policy. Also, the law prompted new
and intensified discussions about out-of-wedlock
births, fathers, and marriage and family formation.

Opinions about the motivating factors for the 1996

law differ sharply. Some emphasize the antagonism
-toward poor families, minority women, and immi-
grants, or credit presidential politics and the need to
“do something” about welfare before the 1996 elec-
tions. In general, however, the debates did not focus
on how best to reduce child poverty. Instead, the
debates centered on:

D Promoting devolution;
D Reducing government spending;;

D Requiring work and imposing time limits for families
receiving welfare;

D Promoting parental responsibility;

D Restricting public benefits eligibility for legal immi-
grants; and

D Addressing out-of-wedlock births.

In 2002, these themes may be revisited as Congress,
the states, and the public take stock of what has and has
not been accomplished since 1996. In 2002, Congress
must reauthorize the block grants to states for Tempo-
rary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), the Child
Care and Development Block Grant, and the food
stamp program, and the debates will likely extend to
other programs and policies affecting low-income fam-

ilies as well. This arucle seeks to contribute to the dis-
cussions by describing how the 1996 law changed the
social policy landscape across a broad array of programs
and inidatives affecting children (see Figure 1). For
cach program or initiative, key developments since
enactment of the law are described based on evolving
state practices, changing economic conditions, and
new research findings. In addition, key issues likely to
be before Congress in 2002 are highlighted. The poli-
cies that emerge from reauthorization will likely have a
major impact on the well-being of low-income chil-
dren—indeed, on all children—for many years ahead.

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families

The 1996 law repealed Aid to Families with Depen-
dent Children (AFDC), the principal program provid-
ing cash assistance to families with children, as well as
scveral related programs, and replaced them with
TANF block grants.! Under AFDC, states were man-
dated to provide assistance to all eligible poor families,
but had broad discretion in setting benefit levels. The
federal government paid half or more of all program
costs on an open-ended basis (that is, federal funding
rose and fell with caseload levels). States also were
required to provide work-related services and require-
ments for AFDC families, but these programs typically
were not a central focus in state and local welfare
administration. Such programs were often underfund-
ed and affected a limited share of eligible families.

Under TANF, each state receives a block grant and has
broad discretion in using the funds for programs that
provide cash assistance for needy families, as well as for an
array of other benefits and services that accomplish the
purposes of the law.2 The law’s four purposes are to:

D Provide assistance to needy families so that children
may be cared for in their own homes or in the homes
of relatives;

D End needy parents’ dependence on government bene-
fits by promoting job preparation, work, and marriage;

D Prevent and reduce the incidence of out-of-wedlock
pregnancies; and

D Encourage the formaton and maintenance of two-
parent families.
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Figure 1

Federal Welfare Reform’s Principal Changes Affecting Children
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Key features of TANF block grants are summarized in
Box 1. In implementing TANF, states have generally
developed programs that provide time-limited assis-
tance and place a strong emphasis on work.? In most
states, parents receiving TANF—including parents of
very young children—are required to participate in
work-related activities, and all cash assistance can be
terminated when parents violate a program rule or
reach a ome limit of 60 months or less. State pro-
grams generally emphasize rapid entry to the work-
force and restrict education and training activities.
Liberalized eligibility rules adopted by many states
have expanded the availability of cash assistance for
two-parent families and those entering employment.

However, new restrictions were placed on federal

assistance to certain groups, such as immigrants and
teen parents.

As states implemented the 1996 law, there was an
unprecedented decline in the nation’s welfare case-
load. Implementation of TANF coincided with
expanded employment opportunities in an extraordi-
narily strong economy and a number of policy
changes that greatly increased returns from low-wage
work (that is, an increase in the minimum wage,
expansion of the earned income tax credit, and
increases in child care spending and public health care
coverage). The decline in the welfare caseload began
before TANF was enacted, but accelerated afterward.
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Box 1
Key Features of TANF Block Grants

D Essentially fixed funding levels from 1997 through 2002. Fed-
eral block grant levels were set to reflect federal spending dur-
ing the early 1990s for the programs that were repealed when
TANF was enacted (referred to as “antecedent” programs). In
addition, a maintenance-of-effort (MOE) requirement stipulates
that, to avoid a fiscal penalty, a state must spend nonfederal
dollars representing at least 80% (or, if the state meets TANF
work participation rates, 75%) of the amount the state spent in
1994 on a set of AFDC-related programs.

D Broad state discretion in use of TANF funds. Unless otherwise
prohibited, a state can spend TANF funds in any way reason-
ably calculated to accomplish any of the purposes of the law
(or in any way permissible under the antecedent programs). A
state may also transfer up to 30% of its TANF funds to pro-
grams under the child care and social services block grants.

D Elimination of federal entitlements to assistance. States
determine which families are eligible for assistance, and are not
required to provide assistance to any family or group of families
(although federal law prohibits use of federal TANF funds to
assist some categories of people, such as certain immigrants).

D Work participation rate requirements. A state risks a fiscal
penalty unless a specified percentage of families receiving
TANF assistance are participating in work or work-related
activities. One rate is calculated for all families receiving a:ssis-

tance; a higher rate applies to two-parent families. To count
toward participation rates, an individual must be involved in
one or more of the listed work-related activities for a specified
number of hours each week throughout the month. Education
and training count toward the rates only to a very limited
extent. A state’s participation rate requirement can be reduced
if the state’s caseload has declined since 1995 for reasons
other than changes in eligibility rules; this “caseload reduction
credit” creates a strong incentive to reduce caseloads.

D A time limit on federally funded TANF assistance. States are

prohibited from using federal TANF funds to provide assistance
to a family for more than 60 months. However, a state may
allow exceptions for up to 20% of its caseload, and may use
MOE or other state funds to continue to provide assistance to
others. In addition, the time limit does not apply to benefits and
services that are not defined as “assistance,” as noted below.

D A distinction between “assistance” and “nonassistance.”

Key requirements (such as time limits, work requirements, and
child support cooperation) apply only to families receiving
“assistance.” Assistance includes benefits designed to meet
ongoing basic needs and support services for families who are
not employed. Many important benefits provided to employed
families, such as child care, transportation, refundable earned
income tax credits, and work expense allowances, are not con-
sidered assistance.2

2 For a discussion of the significance of the assistance/nonassistance distinction in designing state policies and programs, see Greenberg, M., and Savner, S. The final TANF
regulations: A preliminary analysis. Washington, DC: Center for Law and Social Policy, 1999.

In early 1994, 5.1 million families were receiving
AFDC assistance. By the time TANF was enacted, in
August 1996, the number had fallen to 4.4 million
families. By September 2000, only 2.2 million fami-
lies were receiving ongoing assistance.* Child poverty
also fell during this period, from 22% in 1994 to 17%
in 1999. However, the welfare caseload dropped
much faster, and the share of poor children receiving
assistance fell from 62% in 1994 to 40% in 1999.5

Many families leaving welfare are stll living in poverty.
Studies consistently have found that about 60% of fami-
lies leaving welfare are working, but often in low-paying
jobs with no employer-provided benefits, and often
without continued food stamp benefits or Medicaid cov-
erage even when stll eligible. (See the article by
Zedlewski in this journal issue.) The other 40% of fami-
lies leaving welfare are not working. Based on the limit-
ed information available, it appears that some—though
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Box 2

Potential TANF-Related Reauthorization Issues

(1) Should TANF’s purposes be modified? A major question will
be whether to include “poverty reduction” among the purpos-
es of TANF. There may be proposals to modify TANF purposes
to include providing supports and promoting employment
retention and advancement for the working poor. Some policy-
makers may also urge that the law place a stronger emphasis
on addressing fathers’ involvement and promoting marriage.

(2) Should federal funding and state maintenance-of-effort
(MGE) levels be changed? Some policymakers will likely
argue that federal funding is too high in light of caseload
declines since 1994. Those seeking to defend or expand block
grant funding will argue that existing funding levels should be
sustained or increased because states have broadened their
focus beyond welfare and now serve low-income families

more generally, and because there is still no experience con-

cerning the adequacy of block grant funds in a recession.

(3) Should federal time limit rules be modified? How should
federal law address the families still receiving assistance?
Caseload declines have meant that 20% of the caseload (the
percentage allowed for exceptions to the time limit) is a far
smaller number of families than contemplated in 1996. Some
groups will likely argue that there should be no federal time
limit, or that the 20% cap on exceptions should be reconsid-
ered. There will be proposals to allow exemptions or exten-
sions for particular types of families, such as working families,
families with disabled members, or families with infants.
Moreover, now that the caseload is smaller, the discussion of
time limits is likely to lead to a broader discussion of how to

better address the difficult circumstances faced by many of
the remaining families—including illness, disability, mental
health problems, substance abuse, language barriers, and
domestic violence.

(4) How should states’ performance be measured? For many,
caseload decline was a principal measure of success under
TANF. In 2002, some lawmakers will likely advocate that state
success in reducing child poverty or improving family eco-
nomic well-being be treated as a key measure of performance.
An increased focus on out-of-wedlock births and other family
formation issues is likely as well. The basic issue of state
accountability for results is likely to be central in these
debates.

(5) Do states’ sanction policies require more federal safe-
guards? States have implemented varying levels of protection
before reducing or terminating assistance to a family for vio-
lating a program rule. State discretion in sanction policy is
believed by some to have contributed to the numbers of fami-
lies leaving welfare without work, and to the deepening pover-
ty of the poorest female-headed families. As a result, critics of
this policy may urge that before states can terminate assis-
tance, they should be required to strengthen their efforts to
identify and address problems faced by families being sanc-
tioned. Many states, however, emphasize that their flexibility in
program administration under TANF has been key in promoting
employment and reducing caseloads, and may oppose provi-
sions that could be seen as restricting their discretion.

L

not most—of these families are residing with partners or
other adults, and many face mulaple obstacles to
employment. In some states, a significant share of case
closures are due to sanctions or noncompliance with
program requirements, such as failure to meet a work
requirement, attend a meeting, or respond to a notice.®
Families whose cases are closed because of sanctions are
likely to have a low education level, little or no work his-
tory, and more serious employment barriers.”

Concerns about families leaving welfare without
employment have been heightened by findings that
the poorest families have experienced a drop in
income in recent years. Between 1995 and 1998,
female-headed families generally experienced increas-
es in disposable income, but the poorest 20% suffered
a loss over this period, principally because of the sharp
drop in receipt of various welfare-related benefits.®
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Before the 1996 law was enacted, no federal program expressly
sought to promote marriage, but the issues surrounding family

formation have gained increasing public attention.

Among families still receiving TANF assistance, many
have serious barriers to employment, such as no
recent work history and no high school diploma.
About half report poor physical or mental health.?
Other barriers include illiteracy, substance abuse,
domestic violence, and ill or disabled family members.

Nationally, as the welfare caseload declined and cash
assistance expenditures fell, more funds became avail-
able for programs to help families address barriers to
employment and for other state welfare-related activ-
ities.!® States were able to use TANF funds to serve
poor families that left TANF or that never received
TANEF cash assistance, as well as those still on the
rolls, and many states redirected TANF funds to child
care and child welfare services.!! Some states used
TANF funds to substitute for prior state spending,
giving rise to disputes about the magnitude and sig-
nificance of such supplantation.?

Some of the key questions likely to emerge during
TANF reauthorization are summarized in Box 2.

Family Formation

Before the 1996 law was enacted, no federal program
expressly sought to promote marriage, but the issues
surrounding family formation have gained increasing
public attention as the incidence of children living in
divorced, never-married, and teen parent households
has grown. The proportion of children living with only
one parent has more than doubled in the past 30 years,
from 12% in 1970 to 27% in 1998.3 In the 1960s and
1970s, most of the growth in single-parent families was
caused by increases in divorce, but in the next two
decades nearly all the growth was driven by increases in
out-of-wedlock childbearing.'* Although fewer than
4% of all births were to unmarnied women and adoles-
cents in 1940, 33% of all births were outside of mar-
riage by 1999.!% (See the article by McLanahan and
Carlson in this journal issue.)

Marital status and teen pregnancy became key issues in
the debates that led to the 1996 law. Inspired by con-

servative authors such as Charles Murray, who
described illegitimacy as “the single worst social prob-
lem of our time,”!® some welfare critics viewed cash
assistance as “enabling” poor women to have children
out of wedlock and sought to limit or eliminate assis-
tance as a means of reducing nonmarital births. Pro-
posals were introduced to prohibit states from
providing assistance for children born out of wedlock
to teen parents and for children born to families receiv-
ing welfare. Although these proposals were eventually
dropped, states were free to adopt such policies under
the block grant structure,'” and several other provisions
related to family formation were successtully incorpo-
rated into the law.!® In fact, three of the four purposes
of TANF refer to family formaton: promoting mar-
riage, reducing out-of-wedlock pregnancies, and

" encouraging the formation and maintenance of two-

parent families. Further, states were given broad flexi-
bility to determine program rules and the range of
TANF services to be provided. As a further incentive
for states to develop effective programs in these areas,
the law established state bonuses for reductions in out-
of-wedlock births, and mandated restrictions for minor
parents receiving TANF.

Since 1996, the majority of states have made some
effort to pursue these family formation goals.'® Many
states are using TANF funds to prevent out-of-wedlock
births, focusing primarily on teen pregnancy preven-
tion, and most states have taken policy measures to
strengthen two-parent families. Highlights of activities
and progress toward implementing these provisions of
the law are summarized below.

Promoting Marriage

Although marriage rates have declined and divorce
rates have increased dramatically over the last 40 years,
polls show that most Americans continue to prize and
value marriage as an important life goal.?® Yet a great
deal of uncertainty surrounds the appropriate role of
government with respect to marriage.?! To date, states
have taken few steps to address this purpose of TANF

.directly, although various strategies have been suggest-
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ed.2 As of mid-2000, only two states had adopted spe-
cific strategies to strengthen marriage: Oklahoma had
launched a multisector initiative using $10 million in
TANF funds to strengthen marriages,?® and Arizona
had committed $1.6 million for marriage education
and other activities related to abstinence promotion.
No research is available to date concerning the relative
efficacy of these efforts. At the same time, new studies
suggest that well-established programs whose primary
purposes are to enhance economic security or to pro-
vide other kinds of family support—such as child sup-
port enforcement, family planning, and expanded
Medicaid—may effectively, although indirectly, pro-
mote marriage and reduce nonmarital childbearing.**
Nevertheless, congressional interest in enacting legisla-
tion specifically focused on promoting marriage
appears to be growing.?

Reducing Out-of-Wedlock Pregnancies

Various provisions were included in the 1996 law to
support states’ efforts to reduce out-of-wedlock preg-
nancies, especially among teens. First, the law required
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
(DHHS) to establish a strategy for preventing non-
marital teen pregnancies and to assure that at least 25%
of U.S. communities had teen pregnancy prevention
programs in place by January 1, 199726 States could
spend TANF funds on teen pregnancy prevention and
family planning services, with few restricions. As of
2000, at least 34 states had tapped some TANF funds
for such projects, ranging from after-school programs
to peer education to media campaigns.?’

Second, the law allocated nearly $440 million in com-
bined federal and state funds over five years for a specif-
ic type of abstinence education. The funds are available
for curricula that teach, in part, that “sexual activity out-
side the context of marriage is likely to have harmful
psychological effects,” and that abstinence is the only
appropriate option outside. of marriage, regardless of
age.? Programs are not to provide information on how
to use contraception. As of 1999, at least five states
passed laws applying the abstinence-unless-married cn-
teria to all sexuality education programs in the state.?
In 2000, Congress authorized additional funds of $50
million, and in 2001, added another $10 million, for
implementation of such programs.®

" The 1996 Welfare Law -

Third, several provisions in TANF focused specifically
on unmarried minor parents, even though the number
of teen parents in the TANF caseload is quite small.3!-
With limited exceptions, the law prohibits states from
providing federal TANF assistance to unmarried
minor, custodial parents who do not participate in
school or training and who do not live in an adult-
supervised setting.?? As states have implemented these
provisions, anecdotal evidence from one local study
suggests that confusion has been widespread and that
local caseworkers have inappropriately diverted teen
parents—minors as well as those who are older—from
receiving TANEF.3

Some recent trends are encouraging. For example, the
teen birth rate has declined significantly since 1991.
However, much of this decline occurred before welfare
reform. Relatively little research has examined the
impact of efforts implemented since reform to reduce
out-of-wedlock pregnancies. Rigorous evaluation stud-
ies of programs that teach only abstinence are scarce,
and it is not yet known whether and which 1996 abst-
nence education programs might be effective.* A fed-
eral evaluation of the 1996 abstinence programs is
under way, with interim results due in early 2003. With
respect to provisions involving minor teen parents,
some studies indicate that, under some circumstances,
the school requirement (often called “Learnfare™) can
improve a teen parent’s enrollment, grade completion,
and chances of receiving a high school equivalency
diploma,3® but that the requirement appears to have no
impact on teen parent fertlity.3® There has been virtual-
ly no research on the impact of the minor parent living-
arrangement rule.?’

Strengthening Two-Parent Families

Most states used the new flexibility under TANF to
drop the stricter eligibility requirements for two-parent
families that had existed under AFDC. As of 1999, 33
states were treating two-parent (married or unmarried)
families the same as single-parent families when deter-
mining eligibility. At the same time, under the 1996
law, states are required to meet a higher work partici-
pation rate for two-parent families receiving assistance
than for single-parent families. Many states viewed the
higher rate as a disincentive to assisting two-parent
families in their TANF programs, and at least 14 states
established state-funded programs for two-parent fam-
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Box 3

Potential Family Formation—Related Reauthorization Issues

(1) Is new legislation needed to promote and support healthy
marriages? Some policymakers are likely to argue that states
have not put sufficient effort into pursuing the TANF family
formation goals and that further measures are needed. Pro-
posals may include requiring states to set aside a certain per-
centage of their block grants for marriage and family
formation activities; to establish financial incentives for low-
income parents to marry; or to provide “relationship educa-
tion” courses for high school students and low-income
parents. Alternative suggestions include investing in promis-
ing yet indirect approaches to enhancing marriage (such as
child support and Medicaid programs) and in carefully evalu-
ated demonstration programs designed to strengthen mar-
riage to learn what works before implementation becomes
widespread. At the same time, concerns have been raised
about whether TANF is the appropriate vehicle for implement-
ing a marriage agenda, and about the danger of enacting poli-
cies that may perpetuate abusive or otherwise harmful
marriages.

(2) Should the provisions regarding teen parents be changed?
Reauthorization provides an opportunity to consider a range of
approaches to the teen parent provisions. Should states be
given more flexibility in designing programs for minor par-
ents? Are better assessments of individual and community

capacity to serve teen parents needed? Should the current
competition between teen parents and adults for limited edu-
cation slots be eliminated?® Should special incentives and
performance standards (or a competitive grants program) be
developed to encourage and reward expanded investments,
improved outcomes (including completion of education), and
effective coordination of youth services?

(3) Should the work participation rate for two-parent families
be changed? The requirement that states engage 90% of two-
parent families in a work activity is expected to be revisited.
Many observers contend that a separate, higher participation
rate is not needed and only acts as a disincentive to serve two-
parent families. '

(4) Should the bonus for out-of-wedlock births be changed?
Congress will likely consider whether the “illegitimacy bonus”
affects state and family behavior, and whether the funds are
effectively targeted. There may be proposals to expand, con-
tract, or eliminate the bonus, or to condition the bonus on new
investments designed to reduce nonmarital births, such as
family planning initiatives or couples counseling. The Ameri-
can Public Human Services Association, for example, has sug-
gested that the bonus focus more on teen pregnancy
prevention.

2 Under current TANF rules, no more than 30% of adult recipients counted toward a state’s participation rate may be included either on the basis of participation in voca-
tional educational tralning (for no more than 12 months) or, if under age 20 and the head of household or a married parent, on the basis of engagement in education or

school completion.

ilies. Two-parent families remain a very small propor-
tion of the caseload (around 5%),3® and eligible two-
parent families -have very low participation rates in
TANE, food stamps, and Medicaid.

State Bonuses

Two bonuses have been adopted to promote family
formation goals. An award of $100 million annually is
available for up to five states that have the highest
reduction in their out-of-wedlock birth ratio and that

also have reduced their abortion rate. The formula is
based on the share of nonmarital births among women
of all incomes and ages within the state (not just TANF
recipients). In addition, up to $200 million annually is
available to states to reward high performance in sever-
al categories, including, beginning in 2002, up to $10
million a year to be divided between 10 states in the
new category of family formation and stability.?® The
bonus will be awarded based on increases in the per-
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rates increased from 19% to 42%.

centage of all children (not just low-income children)
living in married-couple families.

It is unclear, however, whether the TANF bonus struc-
ture has motivated states to address family formation
issues. In three of the five states awarded the “illegiti-
macy bonus,” state officials indicated that they under-
took no special activity to win the bonus.?® The bonus
category of family formation was added only recently,
$0 it is too early to tell if it will motivate states to focus
on marriage promotion.

Among those concerned about the impact and effec-
tveness of family formation initiatives, key questions
likely to be raised during reauthorization will focus on
marriage, minor parents, the two-parent family partici-
pation rate, and state bonuses, as summarized in Box 3.

Child Support

Child support can provide a significant income source
for low-income families and reduce child poverty.#! It
also can help increase a single mother’s labor force par-
ticipation, stabilize and supplement low-wage earnings,
link families to private and public health care coverage,
and reinforce paternal involvement.*>** However, many
TANF families cannot count on child support as a steady
source of income when their welfare benefits end.

Child support is collected for only 44% of families that
have left welfare, and for just 25% of families that are on
weltare.** In part, this is because most states do not pro-
vide adequate child support services to the families in
their caseloads, despite marked improvements (discussed
further below). It is also because TANF families often
involve never-married parents, who are the most difficult
to serve. Thus, poor children whose parents never mar-
ried are the least likely to receive child support.*® Finally,
it is because many fathers of poor children are themselves
poor and have limited ability to pay.*6 (See the article by
McLanahan and Carlson in this journal issue.)

Nearly two-thirds of all child support cases in the coun-
try are processed through the public child support pro-

The 1996 Welfare Law

Welfare reform has affected the child support program in both
direct and indirect ways. ... Between 1995 and 2000, collection

gram, one of the largest human services programs
reaching low-income mothers, fathers, and children.*’
Changes to the child support program under the 1996
law, and subsequenty under the Child Support Perfor-
mance Incentive Act of 1998, were intended to increase
mothers’ and fathers’ cooperation in establishing pater-
nity and support orders, and increase child support col-
lections.*® Major provisions under these laws:

D Linked federal and state databases to improve match-
ing of child support orders with information on
newly hired employees and quarterly wages, and
other data sources;

D Expanded states’ authority to order genetic tests,
subpoena information, adjust orders, order income
withholding, suspend licenses, secure and seize
assets, report to credit bureaus, conduct quarterly
bank matches, and enforce interstate cases;

D Required that birth certificates include the father’s
name only if paternity is formally acknowledged
under hospital-based procedures;

D Tightened cooperation rules to require at least a 25%

sanction (up to 100% by state option) on TANF assis-

tance for failure to comply with child support
enforcement efforts, and extended cooperation rules
to Medicaid and foster care programs (and food
stamp programs by state option);

D Changed support assignment and distribution rules
to allow families that have left welfare to keep more
child support, but eliminated the requirement that
gave the first $50 of support collected to current
TANF families; and

D Established new performance incentives and report-
ing requirements.49

Welfare reform has affected the child support program
in both direct and indirect ways. Increased automation,
expanded paternity establishment procedures, new
database matching, and expanded federal tax offsets
have helped states improve program performance
markedly since reform. Between 1995 and 2000, col-
lection rates increased from 19% to 42%.5 At the same
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time, welfare rcform indirectly impacts the child sup-
port program in a number of important ways due to
the program’s fiscal structure, the complex interface
with TANF, a new focus on low-income fathers, and
concerns about domestic violence.

The Fiscal Structure of the Program

The child support program originally was designed to
reimburse federal and state welfare costs. When fami-
lies apply for welfare assistance, they are required to
cooperate with the child support program and assign
(or relinquish) their rights to child support to the state.
For the most part, any “assigned” child support collec-
tions that are received are shared between the state and
the federal government as reimbursement for welfare

benefits, and are used by virtually all states to help pay-

for child support or TANF program costs. But today,
only about 20% of the child support caseload is com-
prised of families receiving TANF. As welfare caseloads
have declined, most familics being served by the child
support program are working families with incomes
below 250% of poverty who have left welfare or never
reccived welfare. This change has prompted a réexam-
ination of the child support program’s dual and often
conflicting goals of promoting family self-sufficiency
and of recovering welfare costs, and of the difficulties,
for both families and states, stemming from existing
assignment and distribution policies.

From the family’s perspective, once child support rights
have been relinquished, it makes little financial difference
to the family whether the noncustodial parent pays child
support because the government retains nearly all the
payment.’! Not surprisingly, therefore, less child support
is collected for families receiving welfare than for equal-
ly poor families not receiving welfare.>? To encourage
increased child support collections for families receiving
welfare and to strengthen child support as a long-term
income supplement for working families, the rules were
revised in 1996, allowing families to keep more child
support once they leave welfare. However, local child
support programs have found the distributon rules to
be complicated and costly to administer.5® A demonstra-
tionn project in Wisconsin that allowed all support col-
lected to be passed through to TANF families has shown
some positive results, however.®* Early results indicate
that noncustodial parents in TANF families are more

likely to establish paternity and pay support under these

circumstances, and families participating in the project
expenence several other positive outcomes as well.

From the state’s perspective, the decline in TANF case-
loads has resulted in fewer child support collections for
families receiving TANF and, thus, declining govern-
ment revenues to Support program operations.’s
About two-thirds of states use their share of welfare
collections to help meet their TANF/maintenance-of-
effort (MOE) obligation (see Box 1), but the remain-
ing one-third use it to pay their share of child support
program costs.* In response to shrinking revenues, a
number of states have begun to consider how to refi-
nance their programs, and DHHS has engaged stake-
holders in a national consultation process to examine
how welfare collections and program costs should be
distributed among families, the federal government,
and states. Whether states should be allowed to use
TANF funds to help pay for child support-related
activities is also under consideration.

Complex Interface with TANF

Welfare reform also has affected the child support pro-
gram’s intake mechanisms. As TANF-funded compo-
nents increasingly are operated by multiple state and
local agencies and private organizations, the TANF and
child support interface has become more complex.
Moreover, an increasing number of families are entering
the child support system through programs such as
Medicaid, food stamps, and foster care, instead of
TANEF. Discussion has emerged about whether the child
support program should replace TANF as a “hub,”
interacting more closely with family members, develop-
ing case management capacity, and developing links with
other public means-tested and community-based pro-
grams, including private and public health care coverage
for children who would otherwise be uninsured.®’

New Focus on Low-Income Fathers

Welfare reform has prompted a new focus within the
child support program on low-income fathers. For
example, some states have implemented initatives to
enhance low-income noncustodial fathers’ ability to
pay support by allowing them to participate in welfare-
to-work programs. Working in partnership with local
child support agencies, these programs generally pro-
vide a range of services to help low-income fathers,
including: (1) job readiness, job search, and postem-
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Box 4

Potential Child Support—Related Reauthorization issues

(1) Should the fiscal structure of the child support enforcement
program be changed? One set of issues involves whether and
how the child support program can shift from a fiscal struc-
ture that supports cost recovery to one that supports family
self-sufficiency. A second set of issues concerns whether and
how to decouple the existing funding links between the child
support and TANF programs. These links include the revenue-
sharing formula for retained welfare collections, and the use
of retained welfare collections to fund TANF-related MOE
expenditures. There is increasing political support to eliminate
the TANF assignment requirement and distribute all collected
support to families. In addition, there may be interest in reex-
amining the federal funding structure.

(2) How should the child support program relate to the broader
working families agenda? The increasingly complicated
ways families enter the child support system, and the difficul-
ty in linking nonwelfare families to child support services (as
well as other public supports), are focusing more attention on
child support outreach and intake procedures and interagency
coordination. Should the child support program develop as a
“hub,” linking families with food stamp programs, employ-
ment programs, responsible fatherhood programs, domestic
violence programs, and even health insurance programs?
How should child support relate to low-income fathers and
“fragile families”? Should the program assume an explicit
role in supporting paternal involvement and family formation?

—

ployment services to help them find and keep employ-
ment; (2) case management services to help them
negotiate the child support system; and (3) curricu-
lum-based peer support groups and mediation to
improve their parenting and relationship skills.?® In
addition, discussion about how to improve the child
support system has been broadened to include impacts
on paternal involvement and child well-being.* In par-
ticular, more attention has been focused on how feder-
al and state child support policies might affect
marriage, cohabitation, and “fragile families.” (For fur-
ther discussion of this topic, see the article by McLana-
han and Carlson in this-journal issue.)

Concerns about Domestic Violence

Concerns have been raised about whether tightened
cooperation requirements, coupled with expanded
databases and more aggressive paternity establishment
and enforcement procedures, will increase the risk of
domestic violence for women in the child support case-
load.®® Although recent research indicates that most
domestic violence victims decide to actively pursue child
support if safety and confidentiality issues are addressed,
concerns remain about the number of TANF families

sanctioned for-child support noncooperation,® and the
extension of child support cooperation requirements to
other programs and benefits. At the same time, early
findings from the Wisconsin demonstration suggest
that passing through support payments to families may
reduce family conflict around child support.>*

In sum, the 1996 law had important direct and indirect
impacts on the child support program and the families
it serves. Policy issues related to the fiscal interaction
between the child support program and TANF, as well
as the role of child support in the broader agenda for
working familes, are likely to be a key part of the reau-
thorization discussions, as summarized in Box 4.

Child Gare

Before the 1996 welfare law, multiple federal funding
streams for child care existed, each with its own policies
and procedures. Three federal-state matching child care
funding streams provided child care for AFDC families
in work programs or approved education and training
programs, for families leaving AFDC due to employ-
ment, and for working families considered “at risk” of
relying on AFDC without help in paying child care

The Future of Children

40

37



Greenberg, Levin-Epstein, Hutson, et al.

Provisions included in the final welfare reform law consolidated
child care funding into a single new funding stream, ... increased

fundmg levels, ... [and] provided for state flexibility to determine
most matters affecting families’ access to subsidies.

costs. In addition, the Child Care and Development
Block Grant provided federal funds to states, with no
state matching requirements, for child care for low-
income families in work or education and training pro-
grams, and for initiatives to enhance child care quality.

During the 1996 debates, interest arose in reducing
the fragmentation and complexity that resulted from
these four separate funding streams. In addition, con-
cerns were raised about the potential impact of TANF
work requirements on the need for child care, the
funding level that would be necessary to assure
access, and the tension between quantity of children
served and quality of care. Provisions included in the
final welfare reform law:

® Consolidated child care funding into a single new
funding stream, referred to as the Child Care and
Development Fund (CCDF) in federal regulations,
to provide a basic funding level to all states and a
capped amount of additional matching funds to
states that maintained their prior spending levels;

D Increased funding levels above anticipated spending
under prior law, and allowed states to spend TANF
funds directly for child care and to transfer up to
30% of TANF funds to the CCDF;

P Repealed guarantees to child care that had been
provided under AFDC for families in approved
activiies and families in their first year leaving
AFDC due to employment, but allowed states the
option of providing such guarantees and setting
maximum income eligibility levels up to 85% of a
state’s median income;”

P Provided for state flexibility to determine most mat-
ters affecting families’ access to child care subsidies,
such as how much to pay child care providers, how
much to ask parents to pay toward the cost of child
care, and how stringent the health and safety stan-
dards should be for providers who may care for sub-
sidized children;®

P Prohibited states from sanctioning single custodial
TANF parents with children under age six when
child care was unavailable (although this provision
does not stop the 60-month federal time limit); and

B Required states to spend at least 4% of their CCDF
funds on measures to improve child care quality.

Since 1996, use of federal and state funds for child care
has increased significantly, but with large variations in
child care policies among the states on key issues affect-
ing access to child assistance. According to the most
recent data from the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services Child Care Bureau, federal and state
spending on child care totaled $8.0 billion in 2000.%
Spending under CCDF (including funds from prior-
year CCDF allocations and those transferred from
TANF) totaled $7.0 billion, more than double 1996
expenditures under the previous child care funding
streams.® In addition, the Child Care Bureau reported
direct TANF spending on child care of $1.0 billion in
2000, but other research indicates that states more
likely spent about $1.5 billion in direct TANF funds,
plus another $873 million in state TANF MOE funds,
on child care.%® As a result of TANF transfers to CCDF
and direct TANF expenditures on child care, states’
reliance on TANF funds for child care has increased.
Through transfers and direct expenditures combined,
states redirected TANF funds totaling $3.9 billion to
child care in 2000, more than the entire federal portion
of the CCDF allocation. Moreover, states’ spending on
initiatives to improve the quality of child care also has
increased beyond the required 4% setaside, reaching
6.1% of total federal and state CCDF cxpenditures in
fiscal year 2000.%® To increase the supply of high-qual-
ity infants and toddler child care specifically, Congress
has earmarked $50 million to $100 million in CCDF
funds annually beginning in 1998.

The increased funding for child care has resulted in
more families and children receiving child care subsi-
dies. The number of children receiving CCDF subsi-
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Box 5

Potential Child Care—Related Reauthorization Issues

(1) Should there be a significant increase in CCDF funding?
Demand for child care assistance has grown, as approximate-
ly one million additional single women have entered the work-
force. Although federal and state spending on child care has
expanded significantly, many states still have waiting lists for
subsidies, and state policy choices are constrained by
resource limitations. In considering this issue, Congress is
likely to review current law regarding use of TANF for child
care.

(2) Are families aware of their eligibility for subsidies, and are
they able to access the subsidy system? Some attention may
focus on whether families who are working and qualify for
CCDF assistance are aware of their eligibility. Of particular
concern are families who have moved into the labor force from
TANF, and other low-income working families. Questions have
also been raised about how administrative rules and proce-
dures, including eligibility certification periods, may limit
access to, and maintenance of, child care subsidies.

(3) Is the supply of child care providers sufficient to support
parent choice of care, especially for specific populations?
One of the purposes of the CCDF is to enable families to exer-
cise choice in care, but this requires a full array of options.
Concerns may be raised about the supply of high-quality child

care for infants and toddlers, sick and disabled children, chil-
dren in low-income areas, and children whose parents have
nontraditional work schedules.

(4) Are current provisions on payments to providers adequate to
attract enough qualified child care workers? As turnover
increases in the child care field, and child care providers face
growing difficulty in hiring and retaining staff, discussion may
arise concerning the need to increase the compensation rates
for child care workers. Current guidelines that rely on the mar-
ket to set rates are likely to be reconsidered, along with other
strategies used by some states to increase child care worker
compensation directly.

(5) Should promotion of child development be a central goal of
the CCDF? Concerns about school readiness among young
children in child care have led to questions about whether the
current quality set-aside is sufficient and whether current
strategies to enhance child care quality are adequate.

(6) Do protections for TANF families need to be strengthened?
Questions may be raised about whether single-parent TANF
recipients with children under age six are aware of the protec-
tions provided by TANF, and whether families who lack neces-
sary child care are being sanctioned in violation of federal law.

dies increased from an estimated 1.0 million in 1996 to
1.8 million in 1999.% However, many eligible families
still are not receiving child care subsidies,® and at least
17 states have waiting lists.®” One review found that in
most of the states studied, less than one-third of the
families that left welfare and were working were receiv-
ing child care subsidies.®® Other research has found
that administrative hurdles make accessing and main-
taining subsidy assistance a challenge for families that
are also trying to maintain employment.*® (See the arti-
cle by Fuller and colleagues in this journal issue.)

State child care subsidy policies vary according to state
priorities and resources.”® Although most states have

made investments in child care subsidy programs since

1996, a comparison of state child care policies in 1995
and 2000 suggests some areas of concern.%” For exam-
ple, researchers found that although most states have
increased their income eligibility limits, these limits
have declined as a percentage of state median income.
In addition, though some states lowered the copay-
ment charged to families with a child in care, the
copayment amount rose as a percentage of income for
some families. Also, most states still prioritize TANF
and post-TANF families over other low-income work-
ing families, although the overall proportion of fami-
lies receiving child care subsidies and not receiving
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TANF has grown.” Finally, more than half the states
pay child care providers at rates that are lower than the
rate federal regulations suggest would be considered
sufficient to provide equal access to child care.”

Child care policy and funding issues are likely to be
important in the reauthorization debate. As outlined in
Box 5, key issues include funding levels, program goals,
parent awareness, and choice of child care providers.

Medicaid

Medicaid is the principal federal-state program provid-
ing health care coverage for low-income children and
their parents. Most Medicaid expenditures are for eld-
erly and disabled individuals, but about two-thirds of
Medicaid recipients are children or parents of children.
Although states are not required to participate in Med-
icaid, all states do participate because the federal gov-
ernment pays half or more of the costs of Medicaid
benefits for eligible persons.”

During the debates about the 1996 welfare law, the
Republican leadership originally proposed that Medic-
aid be converted into a block grant to states. The pro-
posal faced strong opposition and was ultimately
dropped, but the final legislation did make several sig-
nificant changes to the Medicaid program. First, the
1996 law banned most future legal immigrants from
receiving federally funded Medicaid assistance for five
years after coming to the United States, with an excep-
tion for emergency services. (For a more detailed dis-
cussion of these provisions, see the Immigrants section
later in this article.) Second, the law delinked Medicaid
from welfare cash assistance.”* AFDC recipients were
automatically eligible for Medicaid, and families leaving
AFDC due to employment could qualify for up to a
year of transitional Medicaid coverage. But in shifting
from AFDC to a block grant, policymakers recognized
that such automatic eligibility would be problematic
under the new law. Because states would have the dis-
cretion to determine who is eligible for TANF and for
how long, tying Medicaid eligibility to TANF receipt
could result in inappropriate contractions or unintend-
ed expansions of Medicaid coverage. To resolve the
issue, Congress created a new Medicaid eligibility cat-
egory known as Section 1931.

Under Section 1931, family members may qualify for
Medicaid by satisfying the income, resource, and family
composition rules that applied in the state’s AFDC pro-
gram on July 16, 1996, regardless of whether the fami-
ly is receiving TANF assistance. A family losing Medicaid
eligibility under Section 1931 due to employment may
qualify for up to a year of transitional Medicaid assis-
tance. Section 1931 also gjves states the option of mak-
ing their income and resource eligibility rules more
liberal and extending Section 1931 coverage to low-
income two-parent families.”

Despite these provisions, Medicaid enrollment for par-
ents and children declined during initial implementa-
tion of the 1996 law. Between 1995 and 1997,
enrollment of nondisabled, nonelderly adults dropped
by 11%, and enrollment of nondisabled children
dropped by 3%.7¢ One key factor contributing to the
drop in Medicaid enrollment was confusion among
both families and welfare workers about the new eligi-
bility rules. A Kaiser Commission study found that mis-
perceptions and confusion about Medicaid eligibility
kept many families from enrolling.”” Other researchers
have documented failures to accurately apply Medicaid
eligibility rules for new applicants and families leaving
welfare.”87 As a result, some families erroneously con-
cluded that they were ineligible, failed to complete the
application process, had their applications mistakenly
denied, or had their assistance wrongly terminated.®

Beginning in June 1998, however, Medicaid enroll-
ment began to climb in some states, particularly among
families, children, and pregnant women.8!8 This was
due, in part, to improved practices for linking families
with Medicaid in some states, and to increased over-
sight at the federal level 32 Enactment of the State Chil-
dren’s Health Insurance Plan. (SCHIP) in 1997 also
contributed to increased Medicaid enrollment. SCHIP
provides federal funds for state health coverage for chil-
dren in families with incomes above the Medicaid cut-
off, either through new programs or expanded
Medicaid eligibility.?* In addition to expanding eligibil-
ity, SCHIP prompted many states to simplify the appli-
cation process for children’s Medicaid coverage, which
also contributed to higher participation rates.

Although the overall number of children with health
insurance grew between 1998 and 1999, poor chil-
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Box 6

Potential Medicaid-Related Reauthorization Issues

(1) How can the interaction between TANF and Medicaid be
improved? Proposals are fikely to be introduced to help
ensure that families seeking TANF assistance are made aware
of Medicaid and are able to apply for coverage, regardless of
the disposition of their request for TANF. Discussions will also
likely focus on the decline in Medicaid coverage when fami-
lies leave TANF and how to increase continuing coverage for
eligible families.

(2) How should transitional Medicaid be structured? Discus-
sions are likely to focus on addressing the complexity of tran-

sitional Medicaid, the reporting requirements for participating
families, and the restrictive eligibility conditions.

(3) Should family Medicaid coverage be expanded? Recent
expansions in children's health insurance coverage have
meant that children often qualify for Medicaid when their par-
ents do not. States can opt to expand parental coverage, but
lawmakers will likely also look at whether additional federal
options, incentives, or mandates should be implemented to
promote expanded family coverage.

dren and their parents continue to be uninsured at
much higher rates than are middle- or high-income
families. Overall enrollment figures mask the extreme
variation among states, however.?5 In some states,
poor children are more likely to be uninsured now
than they were before the 1996 law was enacted,?
and the low rates of Medicaid enrollment have raised
concerns. But in several other states, Section 1931
has led to expanded Medicaid coverage for low-
income working families. The Medicaid-related issues
likely to arise in connection with TANF reauthoriza-
tion are summarized in Box 6.

Food Stamps

The food stamp program is the principal federal food
assistance program, and provides a critical supplement
to family income for poor houscholds. Most food
stamp recipients are children, and nearly 80% of food
stamp benefits go to housecholds with children.?” In
2000, the average household with children that
received food stamps had a gross monthly income aver-
aging $727, and received a monthly food stamp bene-
fit averaging $234.88 The federal government pays the
full cost of the benefits and shares program administra-
dve costs with the states.®

During congressional debates on the 1996 welfare law,
the Republican leadership proposed that the food
stamp program and a set of other federal nutrition pro-
grams be repealed, and that their funding be consoli-
dated into food assistance block grants to states. As was
the case with Medicaid, however, the proposal faced
strong opposition and was dropped. Nevertheless, cur-
tailments in food stamp program eligibility and bene-
fits ultimately represented about half the spending
reductions originally projected under the 1996 law.”
Key changes in the food stamp program:

D Restricted food stamp eligibility for able-bodied adults
without children to no more than 3 months in a 36-
month period, with exceptions for individuals working
or in a work activity for at least 20 hours a week;

D Made most legal immigrants ineligible for food
stamps (as discussed in greater detail in the later sec-
tion on Immigrants);

D Restricted eligibility and reduced benefit levels by
changing eligibility rules related to household deduc-
tions and income, and by removing provisions that had
adjusted food stamp benefits to reflect inflation; and

D Provided that a household’s food stamp benefits
could not increase if a family’s TANF assistance was
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Box 7

Potential Food Stamp-Related Reauthorization Issues

(1) Should more be done to ensure access to food stamps for
tamilies leaving welfare and for working families? Because
food stamps are an important support for low-earning fami-
lies, proposals will likely focus on ways to foster greater par-
ticipation in the food stamp program by families applying for
and leaving TANF assistance, and by low-income working
families more broadly.

(2) How can the program be simplified without compromising
other goals? Broad agreement has emerged that the food

stamp program is too complex and needs to be simplified. But
various provisions of the law concerning food stamps address
diverse policy goals, ranging from special provisions for the
elderly to child support payments and housing costs. Efforts
to simplify the food stamp program may require trade-offs
with these other goals. Also, many observers believe that the
current quality control system puts pressure on states to
increase program complexity in order to reduce errors.

reduced due to a sanction, and allowed states to
impose food stamp sanctons against individuals who
violated TANF rules.

Similar to trends in welfare receipt, food stamp pro-
gram participation began to decline in 1994, and the
drop accelerated significantly after enactment of the
1996 law. Between March 1994 and March 2001, par-
ticipation dropped from 28 million to about 17 million
persons, a decline of 39%.° The decline in children’s
participation was especially sharp, falling from 86% of
eligible children in 1994 to 69% in 1998, with over
three-quarters of the decline coming after 1996.92 As
noted in a 1999 report from the U.S. General
Accounting Office, “there is a growing gap between
the number of children living in poverty...and the
number of children receiving food stamp assistance.”?

Moreover, an analysis by the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture concluded that most of the decline in the food
stamp caseload between 1994 and 1999 was because of
a drop in participation by eligible adults and children,
not because fewer families were eligible.* Only a small
portion (8%) was due to provisions of the 1996 law
that restricted food stamp eligibility. About one-third
of the decline (35%) occurred because household
income and assets grew during the economic expan-
sion. The bulk of the decline (56%) was due to fewer

eligible individuals participating in the program. A
sharp drop in participation occurred among eligible
citizen children residing with noncitizens (from 80% to
46%). Participation also dropped among families leav-
ing welfare, even though most of these families contin-
ued to be eligible financially,®® and many still reported
food insecurity and shortages.® Participation dropped
for individuals with earnings and those without earn-
ings. Program administrative practices, confusion, lack
of awareness, and individual choices all appeared to

- play a role in declining participation rates.®78

The food stamp program is scheduled for reauthoriza-
tion in 2002, as is TANF. Food stamp reauthorization
discussions have mainly focused on ways to increase
participation among eligible households, and on the
need for simplification and for improvements in quali-
ty control procedures, as summarized in Box 7. Anoth-
er concern is whether to restore food stamp benefits for
legal immigrants, an issue discussed in greater detail in
the later section on Immigrants.

Child Welfare

The nation’s child welfare system is comprised of 30 to

" 40 separate programs designed to protect children from

abuse and neglect. The major programs are described in
Box 8. Taken together, these programs provide services
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Box 8
The Array of Major Child Welfare Programs

D The Child Welfare Services program and the Promoting Safe
and Stable Families program provide a broad range of servic-
es, including prevention of abuse and neglect, family support,
time-limited reunification, and adoption support. Funds for the
Child Welfare Services program are discretionary, whereas

- funds for the Promoting Safe and Stable Families program are
an entitlement, but the funding streams for both programs are
capped, generally with a federal matching rate of 75%.

D The Foster Care Maintenance program reimburses states for a
portion of the foster care costs of certain children. Children are
entitied to federal foster care maintenance payments if they
meet the prior AFDC eligibility criteria at the time they are
removed from their homes either by a voluntary placement
agreement or by court order, and if they are under the care and
responsibility of a state welfare agency. Federal reimbursement
for the program is open-ended, with states receiving their Med-
icaid matching rate for each eligible child. The federal govern-
ment also reimburses 75% of training expenditures and 50% of
administrative costs.

D The Adoption Assistance program provides financial assistance
to adoptive parents on behalf of certain children with special

needs, defined as a child whose condition makes it unlikely that
he or she will be placed for adoption without financial assis-
tance. The adoptive parents are entitled to payments for certain
nonrecurrent adoption expenses, and, if the child meets the
1996 AFDC or current Supplemental Security Income criteria, the
state may provide the parents with ongoing payments. As with
foster care, the federal government reimburses states at their
Medicaid matching rate for each eligible child, as well as 75% of
training expenditures and 50% of administrative costs.

D The Independent Living program helps adolescents transition
from foster care to living on their own. The program is a capped
entitiement to states, with a federal matching rate of 80%.

D The Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act provides feder-
al funding and guidelines for reporting and investigating abuse
and neglect. The act also funds innovative research and demon-
stration projects and community-based family resource centers.

D Other federal programs supporting various child welfare servic-
es include the Sacial Services Block Grant (commonly referred
to as Title XX), Medicaid, and the TANF block grants.

to prevent abuse and neglect; investigate reports of mal-
treatment and remove children from abusive or neg-
lectful homes when necessary; provide supports to
families so that children may remain in or return to their
homes safely; and secure alternative homes for children
who cannot be returned. Federal funding for foster care
costs is open-ended, whereas federal funding for pre-
vention and reunification services is limited.

Historically, the child welfare system connected with
the AFDC program in several ways.” First, research
indicates that child maltreatment is highly correlated
with poverty, and the majority of children entering the
foster care system have come from families receiving
welfare assistance.'® Second, families in the two sys-
- tems often face many of the same challenges: substance

abuse, mental or physical heaith problems, and domes-
tic violence, as well as poverty. Finally, both the child
welfare system and the cash welfare assistance program
support many children who are being cared for by
grandparents and other relatives.

During the welfare reform debates in 1996, one con-
troversial proposal called for the consolidation of sev-
eral major child welfare programs into a block grant.
The proposal was defeated, however, and the legisla-
uon made few direct changes to child welfare pro-
grams. The most significant provisions that affected
child welfare programs:

D Required the contnuation of state foster care main-
tenance and adoption assistance programs;
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Many aspects of TANF could indirectly impact the child welfare
system by affecting the risk of maltreatment, the funding

available for services, and the supports provided to kin caregivers.

P Tied eligibility criteria to AFDC standards in effect
on July 16, 1996,

» Required states to consider giving preference to kin
when placing a child outside the home, provided the
relative meets state child protection standards; and

® Permitted states to use TANF funds for a broad
range of child welfare services.

At the same time, however, many aspects of TANF
could indirectly impact the child welfare system by
affecting the risk of maltreatment, the funding available
for services, and the supports provided to kin care-
givers. Each of these areas is discussed below.

Risk of Maltreatment

TANF could increase or decrease the risk of child
maltreatment. The more stringent work, sanction,
and time limit requirements under TANF, as well as
the decline in disposable income some families may
experience as they move from welfare to work, could
cause material hardship and stress, leading to an
increased risk of abuse or neglect.!®? In addition, lack
of adequate child care for families required to work
may result in children being left home alone,!®
which could be defined as neglect, depending on the
age of the children. Alternatively, TANF may result
in increased employment, leading to increased
income and self-esteem, and in turn decreased risk of
child maltreatment.

Currently, the data are inconclusive about which of

these possible influences may result from the imple-
mentation of TANF. On the one hand, in 1999 the
incidence of substantiated child maltreatment
decreased for the sixth year in a row.1®* On the other
hand, the estimated number of children in foster care
grew from 483,000 in 1995 to 568,000 in 1999105
and several research studies raise concerns that TANF
could be detrimental to child welfare. Two studies
looking at AFDC caseload data found that sanctions
and work combined in ways that were associated with
increased involvement with child protective services
and longer stays in foster care.!® Another study

examining state-level data found that as cash assis-
tance benefit levels decreased, ncgicct and out-of-
home care increased.’® The study also found that as
the share of working single mothers increased, so did
the rates of neglect. In an evaluation of Delaware’s
AFDC waiver program, families that participated in
the program (with features similar to TANF require-
ments) were found to have higher rates of child neg-
lect than did those in the control group.!%® Finally,
though not identifying overall impacts on maltreat-
ment rates, case studies of child welfare agenciesin 12
states noted that reports of lack of supervision had
increased under TANE, as had the number of families
surrendering their children to child welfare agencies
or delaying reunification of children already in care.}%
The findings from these studies do not provide con-
clusive evidence that TANF provisions are leading to
increased child maltreatment, but they do raise red
flags about potential problems for some families.

Funding for Sérvices

TANF may also impact child welfare by increasing or
decreasing the funding available for services. The
1996 law changed the structure of two significant
funding streams, potentially reducing the amount of
federal dollars spent on child welfare. The Emergency
Assistance program, which accounted for 13% of
1996 federal child welfare dollars, was repealed and
consolidated into the TANF block grant; and funding
for the Social Services Block Grant (Title XX), which
had accounted for 16% of 1996 federal child welfare
dollars, was reduced.!'® At the same time, however,
the 1996 law allows states to use TANF funds for cer-
tain child welfare services.!!!

Many states are spending their TANF and mainte-
nance-of-effort (MOE) funds ro provide services that
could be characterized as child welfare services, such
as nonmedical substance abuse treatment, home visit-
ing programs, parenting education classes, and subsi-
dized guardianship.!’? Sometimes these services are

offered to families receiving TANF cash assistance,
. sometimes to families in the child welfare system, and
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sometimes more broadly to families in need. One
illustration of a restructuring of funding and services
can be found in El Paso County, Colorado, where the
local government decided to unite its TANF and
child welfare programs, treating TANF as the primary
prevention program for child welfare and treating
child welfare as an antipoverty program.!!? (See the
appendix following the article by Chase-Lansdale and
Pittman in this journal issue for a more detailed
description of the El Paso County program.)

Some policymakers are concerned that states may be
spending too many TANF dollars on child welfare
services and not enough on other supports for low-
income families. Others are concerned that TANF
child welfare spending may be merely replacing state
funds with federal funds. In addition, some child
advocates are concerned that states may be using
TANF and MOE funds for child welfare services
without adhering to procedural safeguards mandated

The 1996 Welfare Law

by Congress for child welfare programs. At this point,
state-reported TANF financial data indicate only
broad categories of spending and do not specify how
much states are spending on child welfare, or the
types of services provided.

Supports for Kin Caregivers

It is also unclear whether changes under TANF are
increasing or decreasing the supports available for the
growing number of children living with grandparents or
other reladves. In 2000, more than 2.1 million children
were living with relatives with no parent present.!'*
Many relatives care for these children without specific
federal or state assistance, but significant numbers of kin
caregivers rely on TANF or child welfare services.

In 1999, approximately 500,000 children who
received TANF lived in households headed by rela-
tives. Recognizing the unique needs of these kin care-
givers, some states have developed special provisions
or programs for them.!’® In most states’ TANF pro-

L ]

Box 9

Potential Child Weifare-Related Reauthorization Issues

(1) Should the child welfare system be more integrated with about the best way to finance the child welfare system will
TANF? Many families being served by child welfare and TANF likely arise during TANF reauthorization. Many child welfare
have similar needs, and often move between the two systems. specialists are concerned that federal funding for foster care
Recognizing these connections, policymakers are likely to is open-ended, whereas federal funding for prevention and
consider whether and how to better coordinate and integrate reunification services is limited. They argue that these funding
services to these families. For example, what are the best policies encourage out-of-home placements and discourage
ways to address substance abuse, domestic violence, mental states from developing the capacity to provide services that

- and physical disorders, literacy deficits, and other barriers to might make many out-of-home placements unnecessary.
both employment and adequate parenting? What structures
are needed to facilitate better cooperation between the two (3) To what extent should federal assistance be used to support
systems? What, if any, safeguards are needed to protect fam- children living with kin? Currently, kin may be able to receive
ilies when these two systems join forces? support when caring for relative children through TANF or the
child welfare system, depending on the circumstances. Each

(2) Should the fiscal structure of the child welfare system be system has different requirements and different levels of
changed? Are more incentives needed for providing preven- assistance. What level of support is appropriate? What types of
tion and reunification services? With states spending TANF and supports do kin caregivers need? What types of supports do
MOE funds on a variety of child welfare services, questions the children need?
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grams, however, relatives must adhere to the same
requirements as parents. Relative caregivers who meet
the state’s income criteria may choose to receive a
TANF grant for themselves and the children, but they
are then subject to the federal time limit and to work
and participation requirements. These requirements
do not apply if relatives receive a “child-only” TANF
grant, which is based solely on the child’s needs and
income.!'® However, such grants are generally small-
er than those received when the relative is included,
and may be insufficient to allow the relative to pro-
vide adequatc care for the child. Nonetheless, more
than four-fifths of the children living with kin who
received any TANF assistance in 1999 received child-
only grants.

Relative caregivers c¢an also seek assistance from the
formal child welfare system and receive a foster care
maintenance payment.''” Many advocates argue that
such a result is not good for children in some cases,

because the child welfare system can be intrusive, and

the level of supervision and oversight the system pro-
vides is unnecessary for many kin caregivers. In addi-
tion, some relatives may not be able to turn to the
child welfare system. This option is available only
when children are at risk of abuse or neglect, and not
all relatives are caring for kin under these circum-
stances. Moreover, some rclatives will not meet state
licensing standards for a foster care placement, such
as the square footage requirements for their homes.

As the 107th Congress considers TANF reauthoriza-
tion, child welfare issues are likely to be considered as
well. Questions about how to finance the child wel-
fare system and improve coordination with TANF will
likely be discussed, as summarized in Box 9.

Supplemental Security income

The Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program,
administered by the Social Security Administration
(SSA), provides income assistance to low-income
people who are elderly, blind, or disabled, including
children. In 1990, a Supreme Court decision (Sulli-
van v. Zebley) held that SSA’s test for determining

Under the new definition of childhood disability, an estimated
100,000 children lost their eligibility for SSI.

whether children were “disabled” (and thereby enti-
tled to SSI assistance) was unlawfully restricuve. Fol-
lowing this decision, the number of children in the
program grew dramatically, from approximately
300,000 in 1989 to about 1 million in 1996.!% As
the numbers swelled, the program came under attack.
A series of press and television stories alleged that
children were being “coached” to misbehave in order
to get “crazy checks.”!?

Although subsequent investgation revealed no evi-
dence of widespread abuse of the program,'?® Con-
gress took up the issue during the welfare reform
debates in 1996. Disagreements arose concerning the
criteria for determining children’s eligibility for SSI,
the meaning of “disabled,” and the degree of impair-
ment necessary to justify assistance. Consequently,
the 1996 law made a number of changes to SSI.
Specifically, the law:

P Modified the definition of childhood disability,
requiring that a child have an impairment that
results in “marked and severe functional limita-
tions” in order to be eligible for SSI benefits;

D Required that SSA use the new definition to redeter-
mine the eligibility of children already receiving ben-
efits, if it might lead to termination of their benefits;

D Eliminated the “medical improvement” test for 18-
year-olds (which had allowed children to continue
to rececive benefits after age 18 unless their condi-
ton had medically improved to the extent that they
were no longer disabled), and instead required that
"SSA use the adult criteria for disability to redeter-
mine eligibility for children turning 18.

Under the new definition of childhood disability, an
estimated 100,000 children lost their eligibility for
SSI.'2! In 1997, SSA issued interim regulations inter-
preting the phrase “marked and severe functional limi-
tations.”'?2  Many critics contended that this
interpretation was unduly restricdve. Indeed, when
SSA issued the regulations, several U.S. senators who
were instrumental in drafting the SSI provisions of the
1996 law sent a letter to the president claiming that
this interpretation was inconsistent with their intent.'?3

Volume 12, Number 1

49



In September 2000, SSA issued revised final regula-
tions.'?* Although the basic interpretation of “marked
and severe functional limitations” did not change,
some advocates saw the regulations as an improve-
ment, because they simplified and clarified the
process for determining childhood disability.!?® Also,
some are encouraged that SSA has undertaken a proj-
ect with the American Association of University-Affil-
iated Programs to examine ways they might improve
the evaluation of childhood disability claims. Advo-
cates are hopeful that the process of determining dis-
ability in children will continue to improve as the
project progresses.

In addition to questions about the definition of child-
hood disability, another concern is that adolescents
who should continue to receive benefits are losing
them. SSA data indicate that between 1997 and 2000,
just over 90,000 adolescents (nearly half the §SI recip-
ients who went through eligibility redeterminations at
age 18) lost their eligibility for SSI benefits.!?¢ How-
ever, the number of adolescents who are expected to

The 1986 Welfare Law

remain ineligible once all appeals processes are
exhausted is expected to drop to about 70,000.'%
Also, the proportion of adolescents losing their bene-
fits appears to have decreased each year since 1997.

As adolescents lose SSI eligibility, many also lose access
to medical care through Medicaid.'?® Advocates for dis-
abled teens argue that applying adult eligibility require-
ments to children turning 18 creates an unfair burden
because the adult criteria are based partially on work
histories, which most teen SSI recipients do not have.
Advocates are also concerned that eliminating the med-
ical improvement test for 18-year-olds treats them like
new applicants, with no transition period as provided in
other programs.'?°

Although the 1996 law amended the SSI program, it is
not clear whether SSI will be part of the discussions
about TANF reauthorization. No part of the SSI pro-
gram requires reauthorization. Nonetheless, key issues
concerning children and SSI that may surface as TANF
legislation is considered are summarized in Box 10.

Box 10
Potential SSI-Related Reauthorization lssues

(1) Are poor children with severe disabilities receiving SSI ben-
efits as intended? Although advocates consider the revised
regulations to be improved, some believe the Social Security
Administration’s interpretation of the definition of childhood
disability is too restrictive. As a result, the 2002 discussion
could include an assessment of whether the current test of
childhood disability is too stringent, precluding benefits for
children Congress intended to cover.

(2) Should the medical improvement test for 18-year-olds be
reinstated? Some advocates argue that adelescents should
lose coverage only when their condition has improved to the
extent that they are no longer disabled. As a result, the 2002
discussions could include attempts to reinstate the medical
improvement test for 18-year-olds.

(3) Should 18-year-olds be provided transitional assistance? If
the 2002 debates focus on issues related to helping people
with various challenges move toward greater independence,
discussion may arise about the need to provide disabled chil-
dren with some type of transitional assistance if they no longer
qualify under the adult criteria now imposed when they turn 18.

(4) Should Medicaid coverage be extended to all children with
impairments, regardless of eligibility for $81? Although many
children with impairments may qualify for Medicaid based on
their families incomes, a number will be barred from coverage
because their families’ incomes exceed the state’s income
requirements. Expanding coverage to all children with dis-
abilites would provide increased access to the services and
treatment children may need to maximize their medical and
functional improvement.
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.| Immigrant eligibility for public assistance programs as laid out
" | in the 1996 law is a complicated patchwork of federal eligibility

rules, state discretionary choices, and statutory exceptions.

Immigrants

Before the 1996 welfare reform law was enacted, legal
immigrants and their children were generally eligible
for public benefits under the same terms as citizens,
and states did not have discretion to develop their own
rules for determining immigrants’ eligibility for public
assistance. During the 1996 debates, however, immi-
grant provisions became a focus of discussion, driven
by both policy and fiscal concerns. The policy dispute
centered on whether immigrants’ access to public ben-
efits should be curtailed in order to discourage people
from immigrating to the United States just to gain
access to public benefits.!® The fiscal issue was driven
largely by congressional interest in reducing govern-
ment spending. Nearly half of the law’s projected sav-
ings were attributable to the provisions making most
legal immigrants ineligible for public benefits.!3!

Immigrant eligibility for public assistance programs as
laid out in the 1996 law is a complicated patchwork of
federal eligibility rules, state discretionary choices, and
statutory exceptions.!3? Key provisions of the law:

D Distinguished between “qualified” and “not qualified”
(though often legal) immigrants, and between persons
who entered the United States before and after enact-
ment of the 1996 law, in determining eligibility;'**

D Banned “not qualified” immigrants from TANF
and Medicaid assistance (except for emergency
Medicaid services), and generally made “qualified”
immigrants ineligible for these programs for five
years after coming to the United States, after which
cligibility is a stare option;'*

D Made most legal immigrants—both “qualified” and
“not qualified”—ineligible for food stamps and SSI
until they attained citizenship;

D Made undocumented immigrants and other “not
qualified” immigrants ineligible for most state and
local public benefits, but allowed states to develop
their own policies concerning the eligibility of
“qualified” immigrants; and

B Allowed exceptions to these requirements only for
refugees, asylees, persons granted withholding of
removal during their first five years (subsequently
extended to seven vyears) in the United States,
immigrants who meet the 40-quarter work history
test, and current and former military personnel and
their spouses and dependents.

Current Provisions

Since 1996, Congress has restored eligibility for limited
categories of immigrants,'*® though most legal immi-
grants remain ineligible for food stamps and almost all
immigrants entering the country after enactment of the
1996 law are ineligible for a wide array of federal bene-
fits during their first five years in the United States.

TANF and Medicaid

Nearly every state opted to provide Medicaid and
TANF assistance to all preenactment qualified legal
immigrants.'% However, with limited exceptions, legal
immigrants entering the United States on or after the
date the law took effect are ineligible for federally fund-
ed TANF assistance and Medicaid for five years. States
can choose to make these new immigrants ineligible for
TANF and Medicaid beyond the first five years, but
most states have not elected to do so.

Food Stamps

Of the 1.4 million legal immigrants receiving food
stamps in 1996, an estimated 940,000 recipients lost
cligibility when the law was implemented. In 1998,
Congress enacted a limited restoration primarily ben-
efiting immigrant children, the elderly, and people
with disabilities.!¥” This restoration affected only
about 250,000 recipients. Thus, among immigrants
living in the United States when the law was enacted,
more than two-thirds of those who lost eligibility
remain ineligible. Among those entering the United
States after the law was enacted, nearly all are ineligi-
ble for food stamps until they attain citizenship.

SSI :
The 1996 law, as enacred, would have resulted in an est-
mated 580,000 elderly and disabled immigrants losing
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their eligibility for SSI in 1997. Before the terminations
were due to take effect, Congress acted to retain bene-
fits for most elderly and disabled immigrants who were
residing in the United States when the law was enact-
ed,'® reversing about half of the projected savings from
restriction of immigrant benefits.!* With limited excep-
tions, however, immigrants entering the United States
after the 1996 law was enacted are ineligible for SSI.

States’ Response

Some states havc.responded to federal restrictions on
immigrant benefits by establishing state-funded substi-
tute programs, but these programs have not filled the
gap left from the loss of federal assistance. An Urban
Insttute study found that, as of May 1999, more than
half (28) of all states had created at least one substitute
program for immigrants who lost their eligibility for
federal assistance under TANF, Medicaid, food stamps,
or SSI.1*® Many states with substitute programs did not
extend benefits to all legal immigrants who lost federal
eligibility, however, or to postenactment immigrants
during their five-year federal ineligibility period.'!
Moreover, participation rates in these substitute pro-
grams remain low.

The 1996 Welfare Law

Low Participation by Eligible Immigrant Children
The receipt of public benefits by immigrant children
was low even before welfare reform,'* and has fallen
even lower as a result of restrictions on benefits and
the decline in participation among immigrant fami-
lies. In fact, sincec 1994, participation rates among eli-
gible immigrants have ' declined across all benefit
programs.'*3 After the 1996 law was enacted, partici-
pation rates continued to drop, even though the need
among the children of immigrants is well document-
ed, and most of these children are themselves U.S.
citizens. For example, a recent study found that 37%
of children of immigrants live in familics that worry
about or have difficulty obtaining food, compared
with 27% of children of nonimmigrants, and that 22%
of children of immigrants do not have health insur-
ance, compared with 10% of children of nonimmi-
grants,'#

The evidence suggests that the decline in participa-
tion among eligible immigrants reflects a variety of
fears. For example, many eligible immigrants fear that
if they receive benefits, they may be considered a
“public charge,” which disqualifies them from spon-

Box 11

Potential iImmigrant-Related Reauthorization Issues

(1) Should legal immigrants have their eligibility for public ben-
efits restored? Efforts to restore immigrant eligibility for pub-
lic benefits have continued in each Congress since enactment
of the 1996 law, and no doubt further efforts toward this goal
will be made.

(2) Should special efforts be made to increase access for citi-
zen children in mixed-status households? There may be
greater attention paid to the areas of federal policy in which
ambiguity may be having an unintended chilling effect on
receipt of public benefits by eligible children who live with
ineligible parents and guardians.

(3) Are new policies needed to address language barriers for
immigrants and other limited-Engfish speaking families?
Concerns have been raised about the adequacy of programs to
improve the foreign language skills of service workers, and
depending on local progress, the issue may be revisited dur-
ing reauthorization. Also, within the TANF program, some
caseworkers have raised concerns about restrictions on
immigrants’ participation in English as a Second Language
(ESL) programs as a “countable” activity toward a state's
required work participation rate. Some argue that to help non-
English-speaking families move toward self-sufficiency,
greater efforts must be made to assess English literacy needs
and provide access to programs that address those needs.
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soring relatives who may want to immigrate, or that
they may be investigated by the Immigration and
Naturalization Service (INS).!*® In mid-1999, INS
clarified that getting Medicaid would not affect pub-
lic charge status under most circumstances,!*® but it is
not yet clear whether this clarification has improved
program participation.

Another key reason for low participation rates is that
many immigrant households have mixed status—that
is, they include members who are citizens and nonci-
tizens, “qualified” and “not qualified,” eligible and
ineligible.'*” As a result, a substantial number of chil-
dren who are citizens and fully eligible for federal and
state pliblic assistance may not be receiving needed
benefits because they live with a noncitizen parent or
grandparent who is ineligible for various assistance
programs under the 1996 law. According to the U.S.
Deparement of Agriculture, for example, participa-
tion in the food stamp program by citizen children in
families headed by a noncitizen dropped by 75%
between 1994 and 1998.14

Language barriers can make it even more difficult to
understand the complex rules of the welfare system,
further exacerbating immigrant families’ confusion

about eligibility.'*” Although an executive order

issued in August 2000 sought to address concerns
about linguistic barriers to programs for non-English
speakers,!® it remains to be scen whether the guid-
ance is implemented locally in ways that ensure mean-
ingful access to programs. A number of organizations
whose members would implement the guidance, such
as the American Medical Association, opposed the
order because of its purported cost, and a bill that
would prohibit its implementation was introduced in
Congress in March 2001 ,15!

In 2002, lawmakers will likely examine current policy
concerning public benefits for immigrants. Key ques-
tions that may be raised are summarized in Box 11.

Conclusion

The landscape of social policies and programs serving
low-income children has changed dramatically since
enactment of the 1996 law. The dominant themes in
1996 included reducing spending, promoting devo-

lution, discouraging receipt of cash assistance, pro-
moting work, discouraging out-of-wedlock births,
and restricting assistance to immigrants. Since 1996,
cash assistance spending has fallen, and states have
used their flexibility under the law to create a wide
variety of programs tailored to reflect state choices.
Caseloads have declined dramatically, and employ-
ment has increased among female-headed families.
Fewer children are being born to unmarried teen
mothers, and the share of children born out of wed-
lock appears to have leveled off. Meanwhile, immi-
grant participation in public benefits programs has
decreased markedly. Although not all of these
changes are directly or solely attributable to the 1996
law, notable progress has been achieved in addressing
many goals of the legislation.

At the same time, welfare participation has fallen
much more rapidly than has child poverty. Most fam-
ilies leaving welfare are either entering low-paying
jobs or are not working. For those entering low-wage
jobs, the need for support services remains high, but
significant concerns have been raised about the diffi-
culties in ensuring that low-earning families have
access to food stamps, Medicaid, and child care.
Often gains in income from employment are largely
or completely offset by losses in public benefits. Many
of the families remaining on the welfare rolls face dif-
ficult barriers to employment, similar to the problems
faced by many families in the child welfare system,
such as substance abuse, mental illness, and domestic
violence. Moreover, many of the families with the
most serious barriers to employment have become
ineligible for assistance or have left welfare without
work and have disappeared from public systems.

The 2002 congressional debates surrounding the
reauthorization of federal welfare reform are likely to
be an extraordinarily important time for discussions
of national poverty policy and family policy. It will be
a time to acknowledge where progress has and has
not been made, and to look for improvements for the
future. For each specific program, discussions will
center on cost, performance, effectiveness, and, incen-
tives for governments and individuals. Across pro-
grams, lawmakers will focus on how government can
better assist working poor familics; what the next
steps should be in the national dialogue about mar-
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riage, out-of-wedlock births, fathers, and family for-
mation; and how and where to strike the balance
between state discretion and federal responsibility. We
also hope that in 2002, child outcomes and well-
being will be given much more explicit consideration
in the discussion about what has and has not changed
since 1996, and about how best to structure the next
chapter in social policy affecting low-income families.
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Since their inception in the 1930s, U.S. wel-
fare and income support programs have
played an important role in providing bene-
fits to children. Unlike programs directly tar-
geted to children,
programs are designed to produce econom-

however, welfare
ic and employment impacts on adults, so
that any effects on children would be indi-
rect. This article explores the influence of
such programs on children’s well-being and
development, first by defining goals for chil-
dren’s healthy development, then by pro-
posing a framework for understanding the
impact of welfare policies on children. A
review of the literature within each compo-
nent of this framework reveals the following:

D Measures of children’s well-being should
encompass physical, intellectual; social,
and emotional development.

D The physical and material environment,
family environment, and social and com-
munity environment can all affect a child’s
healthy development.

D Policies designed to increase maternal
employment, reduce welfare use, and
strengthen families do not necessarily lead
to more positive environmental contexts
and increased child well-being.

The author concludes that to ensure positive
impacts on children, welfare and income
support policies must move beyond their
exclusive emphasis on adults and include
goals that focus on improving children’s
social and physical environments at home
and in the community.

Aletha C. Huston, Ph.D., is Priscilia Pond Flawn
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Huston

hen Aid to Dependent Children was

established in the 1930s, its principal

goal was to promote the welfare of

children. Under the assumptions of
the day, that meant assuring not only that basic physi-
cal needs were met (orphanages could do that), but
that children could be cared for by their mothers. Since
then, children have been major beneficiaries of U.S.
welfare programs for low-income families. In 1995, for
example, approximately two-thirds of recipients in the
Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC)
program were children—many under age three.! Chil-
dren’s health and development is still an implicit goal
of welfare programs, and policymakers often assert that
program changes will produce benefits for children.
For example, one common argument is that employed
parents provide positive models of productive, self-suf-
ficient citizenship.2 At the same time, critics have wor-
ried that policy changes made in the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act of 1996 will diminish families’ ability to provide
both material and personal resources to their children.

Current federal welfare policy embodied in the new
program, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families

(TANF), was designed to address the following three

major goals: (1) to increase paid employment among
parent recipients; (2) to reduce “welfare dependence”
—that is, to reduce the number of families receiving
welfare over a long period of time; and (3) to influence
family structure by encouraging marriage and two-par-
ent families, reducing the incidence of out-of-wedlock
childbearing, and requiring that both parents provide
for the child. The framers of welfare reform legislation
did not make poverty reduction a goal, but in recogni-
tion that merely trading welfare for work often does
not improve a family’s economic situation, states were
given the option to include various financial incentives
to encourage recipients to work.

The 1990s also brought major changes in policies
designed to help working poor families outside the
welfare system, contributing to increased employment
and other outcomes observed since welfare reform. For
example, the maximum earned income tax credit
(EITC) benefit for a family with two children increased
from $1,511 in 1993 to $3,888 in 2000. Similarly,

both child care assistance? and health insurance for
children* have been extended to more nonwelfare
working poor families. These changes are designed to
reward employment, but unlike TANF, they also are
explicitly intended to reduce poverty among working
families with children.’

This article begins by examining the goals of welfare
and income support policies aimed at the working poor
in the context of more general goals for enhancing
children’s well-being. A framework is proposed for
examining how policies for poor families may influence
children’s well-being and development, and the rele-
vant literature is briefly summarized within each com-
ponent of that framework. A final section discusses the
limits of current knowledge and poses questions for
future research.

Goals for Enhancing Children’s
Development

Economic and employment policies define their goals
for children somewhat differently than do policies
focused on early childhood education, which are
intended to improve children’s lot directly. Welfare and
income support policies are based in economic think-
ing, whereas many child policies are rooted in child
development, education, and related fields. The fol-
lowing analysis explores the issues, tensions, and com-
mon threads in these different approaches to defining
goals for children and suggests a more inclusive set of
goals that may be useful in considering existing
research and provoking new questions.

Because most welfare policies entail spending public
funds, economic considerations are understandably
important in evaluating all policies affecting children.
The economic perspective has led to the idea that pub-
lic spending on children is an investment in their future
economic productivity. For example, early interven-
tions are evaluated by their long-term effects on adult
educational attainment, employment, and income.
Although costs and benefits are legitimate issues, there
is a danger in requiring that all investments in children
be justified by demonstrable “profits” to society in the
form of later economic productivity. It puts an enor-
mous burden on any policy to require that it show eco-
nomic benefits 10 to 20 years later.
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Reforms and Child Development

Welfare and income support policies are based in economic
thinking, whereas many child policies are rooted in child

development, education, and related fields.

In contrast, those who specialize in child development
regard quality of life during childhood as a legitimate
goal in its own right, even though they also stress chil-
dren’s achievement of developmental aims as prepara-
tion for later life. In the United Kingdom and parts of
Europe, scholars are bringing a human rights perspec-
tive into policy discussions, framing the discourse
around children’s rights as embodied in the United
Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the Child.®

Several issues underlie these discussions about what
outcomes for children should be sought in welfare
policies. First, tension stems from the difference
between considering a child’s worth in the present and
a child’s worth as a future adult. To what extent should
a child’s well-being be valued for its own sake? To what
extent should policies for children be judged by their
contribution to the adult that child may become? One
way of crystallizing this issue is to ask: How much pub-
lic investment would be worthwhile to care for a ter-
minally ill child who would not live beyond age 12?

Second, debate continues about whether public spend-
ing on children should be justified on the basis of
moral or human rights, or on the basis of present and
future productivity. To what extent do children have
the right to certain types of protection or benefits from
society? To what extent should public resources be
concentrated on outcomes for children that are associ-
ated with short-term or long-term productivity?
Should assistance to poor families be justified, for
example, by demonstrating that it enhances children’s
well-being by reducing their exposure to violence or
low-quality schools? Or should it be justified as a
means of increasing the probability that children will
become economically productive citizens?

Third, differences exist among those who emphasize
prevention of harm and those who emphasize positive
development. The youth development movement, for
example, stresses the difference between programs
designed to enhance skills and those aimed at prevent-
ing problems, arguing that prevention is not sufficient.
Should welfare policies for parents make positive con-

tributions to children’s well-being? Or is it sufficient to
do no harm?

Finally, some maintain that child well-being should be
defined solely by the child’s characteristics, whereas
others believe the context in which the child lives
should also be considered. In models and research
investigating policy effects on children, the “child out-
comes” are the child’s behaviors and attributes, such as
school achievement, social skills, behavioral problems,
and hecalth status. Developmental psychologists and
policy researchers alike think of the child as the locus of
development. But others have begun to focus more on
the contexts provided to children. For example, among
the rights listed in the United Nations’ Convention on
the Rights of the Child is an obligation of the state to
provide assistance to parents, such as income supports,
child care services, children’s health care services, and
education.® A consortium of state policymakers recent-
ly brought together to select a common set of indica-
tors to evaluate welfare reform also focused on
contexts, nominating outcomes that included many
aspects of children’s environments, such as reduced
child poverty and adequate housing.” Such indicators
reflect the view that a policy’s effects on the home envi-
ronment, for example, are as relevant as effects on a
child’s school performance.

These contrasting perspectives illustrate the multiple
and sometimes contradictory criteria and objectives for
public policies affecting children. The most reasonable
approach to assessing the impact of welfare and income
support policies on children would keep various objec-
tives in balance: emphasizing a child’s present well-
being as well as his or her future as an adult;
considering a child’s well-being as well as his or her
productivity; expecting policies to promote positive
development as well as prevent harm; and defining
child outcomes to include healthy contexts as well as
skills and behaviors. Goals for healthy child develop-
ment that encompass all these dimensions are summa-
rized in Box 1.

The Future of Children .
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Box 1
Goals for Healthy Child Development

b Health and physical comfort, including shelter, nourishment,
freedom from pain and abuse, and medical care.

Indicators: housing stability versus homelessness; food suffi-
ciency and nutrition; freedom from child abuse, use of foster
care; health care and immunization; absence of physical dis-
ability.

D Family or adults who care, are reasonéhly constant and reli-
able, and who provide love and encouragement. Consistency
of caregivers and settings.

Indicators: child living out of home; parent—child relationship;
parenting warmth; social supports from other aduits.

D Development of intellectual and other capabilities to their
fullest, such as language skill; school achievement; and skill in
athletics, music, or art.

Indicators: language; cognitive ability; literacy; school achieve-
ment (short- and long-term); achievement in other domains.

b Emotional well-being and mental health, including self-worth,
sense of personal control, and freedom from depression and
anxiety.

Indicators: low internalizing problems and anxiety; high per-
ceived self-worth; low referrals for mental health problems.

D Skills in relating to others, both adults and peers, including, for
example, assertiveness without violence, sociability, coopera-
tion, understanding others’ perspectives, complying with adult
expectations, and leadership.

Indicators: positive social behavior; low externalizing or
behavior problems; social skills with peers; social skills with
adults; social cognitive skills.

D Responsibility and morality, including the ability to guide one's
own behavior and act in accord with societal standards of right
and wrong.

Indicators: absence of delinquency and antisocial behavior;
conformity to social expectations; sexual responsibility.

D In adulthood, ability to support self and family, be a good parent,
contribute to society, be mentally and physically healthy, and not
commit crimes or abuse substances.

Indicators: educational and occupational attainment; absence of
criminal activity or substance abuse; mental and physical health.

Source: For a review of indicators and measures, see Hauser, R.M., Brown, B.V.,
and Prosser, W.R., eds. Indicators of children’s well-being. New York, NY: Russell
Sage Press, 1997.

.How Welfare and Income Support Policies

Affect Children

Welfare reform and efforts to support working poor

-families are designed to change the economic and per-

sonal behavior of parents. Any effects on children
occur indirectly, most likely through an impact on par-
ents’ employment, family resources, use of early educa-
tion and child care, and other family circumstances.
Figure 1 displays a schematic of some of the major
pathways by which policies could affect children’s
development.? Welfare and income support policies are
designed to influence parents’ employment (especially

maternal employment), income and material resources,
and family structure. Changes in employment,
resources, and family structure are likely in turn to
influence children’s physical and material environment,
family environment, and child care, school, neighbor-
hood, and community environments.

The following sections summarize the literature about
how the factors in each of these “boxes” might affect
children.® Rather than beginning with the policies and
tracking their potential influence through adult activi-
ties and. behavior, the first section focuses on the two
right-hand columns of the schematic, summarizing
what is known about how environmental contexts
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relate to children’s healthy development. This approach
helps to locate domains of children’s development that
have been neglected in research and focuses directly on
the well-being of children, especially those in low-
income families. Working backward in the model, the
second section then summanzes what is known about
how parents’ employment, family material resources,
and family structure might affect children’s life experi-
ences and development.

The Links between Environmental Contexts and
Children’s Development

Environmental contexts and child characteristics are
both potentially important, albeit indirect, outcomes

Reforms and Child Development

of public policy directed at families. Environmental
contexts that support a decent quality of life can be jus-
tified on that basis alone, but they are also important
because they can affect children’s physical, intellectual,
and socioemotional development. Random-assign-
ment experiments, which randomly assign some partic-
ipants to the program and others to a control group
have established the causal influences in some
instances—that is, whether the context affects the
child, the child affects the context, or both are caused
by other factors. But it is also recognized that children
often play a role in both selecting and responding to
available contexts, and they in turn are influenced by
their experiences. Thus, most current child develop-

Figure 1

Conceptual Model for Policy Effects on Children
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For infants and preschool children, the cognitive and social
environment provided in the home predicts children’s language

development, intelligence, school readiness, and school achievement

in reading and math.

ment theories maintain that effects on children and
context are bidirectional—that is, they are mutual and

intertwined.

Physical and Material Environment

Three key elements contribute to a healthy physical
and material environment for children: (1) an adequate
standard of living (particularly sufficient food, cloth-
ing, and housing); (2) health care services, including
prevention and treatment (such as immunization); and
(3) safety from injury, violence, and environmental
hazards. In contrast, the physical and material environ-
ments that poor children experience are often charac-
terized by hardship, hunger, homelessness, exposure to
toxins and other dangerous substances, exposure to
violence and other hazards to physical safety, and inad-
equate preventive health care. When families and com-
munities do not have—or do not provide—the
necessary preventive resources, children are at greater
risk of injuries, failure to thrive, mortality, untreated
medical and dental conditions, and health problems
such as asthma.!o!

Policies that improve family income or provide assis-
tance with food, housing, and child care increase fam-
ilies’ material resources. Income is often used as a
proxy for material resources, but it is not a direct index
of the material goods and services available to chil-
dren.!? Although intensive qualitative interviews with
mothers living in poverty show that most families
budget money in ways that will benefit children,!? fam-
ilies vary in how much of their income they spend on
children. By middle childhood, and certainly in adoles-
cence, children’s perceptions of their family’s econom-
ic strain or material hardship can be an important
influence on their sense of well-being. !4

Family Environment

Parenting and the quality of the home environment
play an extremely important role in children’s lives. For
healthy development, children need adult family mem-
bers and other adults who are mentally healthy, respon-

sible, constant, and reliable to provide them with love
and encouragement. The parent—hild relationship
should be characterized by warmth, open communica-
tion, and firm (but not harsh) discipline. And children
benefit when both parents assume responsibility for
their emotional and financial support.

Welfare and income support policies that change par-
ents’ employment status, family resources, and family
structure could affect children’s home environments by
changing parents’ time at home, parents’ personal sense
of well-being, and the relationships among family mem-
bers. Experimental evidence has shown that the quality
of the home environment can be improved by inter-
ventions that teach mothers about child rearing, but no
evidence documents the effects of interventions less
directly focused on child rearing.!

In the very large amount of research relating parenting
and the home environment to children’s cognitive and
intellectual development, some consistent patterns have
emerged. First, although children who develop strong
intellectual skills also tend to demonstrate positive social
and emotional behavior, the home and family charac-
teristics associated with intellectual versus social devel-
opment are somewhat different. For infants and
preschool children, the cognitive and social environ-
ment provided in the home predicts children’s language
development, intelligence, school readiness, and school
achievement in reading and math, even when control-
ling for numerous other family and demographic char-
acteristics.'™'® Maternal intellectual ability also is a
strong predictor of children’s academic performance, a
finding that suggests both genetic and environmental
contributions to a child’s performance.

In comparison to cognitive and academic outcomes,
children’s social behavior and emotional well-being
are more strongly related to the quality of
parent—hild interactions, and less strongly to income
and cognitive environment.?’ Maternal depression is
associated with behavioral problems much more con-
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sistently than with problems in cognitive or intellectu-
al functioning,?! probably because of its effects on par-

enting practices. Children and youth who
demonstrate positive social behavior and low levels of
psychological distress perceive their relations with par-
ents positively, and they tend to have mothers who are
warm and who avoid harsh punishment.'® Young peo-
ple who engage in deviant and delinquent behavior
tend to have parents who provide low levels of super-

vision, monitoring, and control.??

Virtually all of this literature is subject to some method-
ological problems that should be of concern in evaluat-
ing policy effects. First, links between parent and child
characteristics are probably due, at least in part, to
genetic similarities.?? Second, children’s behavior elicits
and influences parenting and parent well-being as well
as responds to it, so the association of parent and child
behaviors probably indicates bidirectional causation.
For example, in one recent series of studies, better “out-
comes” were found among adolescents whose parents
monitor their whereabouts. Investigators argue persua-
sively that these outcomes are not due to parents’ vigi-
lant supervision, but instead are due largely to the fact
that better-adjusted adolescents volunteer such infor-
maton about their whereabouts.?* Finally, in many of
the studies evaluating welfare policies, children’s social
behavior is measured by maternal report only, so the
measure reflects the mother’s reaction to the child as
well as the child’s behavior. (For a more detailed dis-
cussion of this topic, see the article by Chase-Lansdale
and Pittman in this journal issue.)

b Stone/Lawrence Migdalé

Reforms and Child Development

Social and Community Environment :
Child care, schools, out-of-school activities, mass
media, social supports, and neighborhoods are sources
of formative experiences for children in general. Such
resources may be especially important for children with
a single, employed parent. Research suggests that
healthy development can be promoted by child care
that is reliable, safe, and of high quality; by education
and out-of-school activities appropriate to a child’s
ability and culture; and by neighborhoods and com-
munities that are safe and that have resources for serv-
ing children.

Child Care and After-School Programs

From the time children are infants through their
school-age and teen years, the environments they expe-
rience while their parents work can play an important
role in their development. Federal, state, and local pro-
grams provide child care assistance to low-income fam-
ilies, especially those moving from welfare to work, in
a variety of ways, including subsidies and resource and
referral services. Research suggests that the impact of
these policies depends on the age of the child, and the
quality, type, and stability of care.” (See the article by
Fuller and colleagues in this journal issue.)

Even very young children are now spending a large
amount of time in child care. Current welfare policy
permits states to require parents’ participation in work-
related activiies when children are infants, leading to
concerns that a mother’s time away from her infant will
interfere with early development of a positive
mother—hild relationship and a secure attachment.?
Some evidence suggests that mothers who return to
work very early in their infants’ lives (before about three
months of age) or whose infants have extensive early
child care are less sensitive to their children than are their
counterparts.”’” Maternal sensitivity is associated with the
development of secure attachments for infants, but there
is lirde evidence that time with a child per se affects the
development of secure attachment.282*

The quality of care is important, however. An abun-
dance of evidence shows that high-quality child care—
care that provides intellectual stimulation, social
involvement of adults with children, and language
interactions—can have a positive influence on chil-
dren’s intellectual development, particularly among
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children in low-income families.?® Longitudinal, corre-
lational studies consistently show a relationship
between high quality of care and small but significant
gains in children’s cognitive and language develop-
ment, even with controls for demographic characteris-
tics and parenting behavior.!”?3? Some have argued
that these results could be due to unobserved charac-
teristics that differentiate families who choose high-
and low-quality care,®! and that some of the results do
not endure into later childhood and adolescence.??
Nevertheless, experimental studies show that high-
quality programs for
preschoolers lead to short-term and, in some cases,
long-term improvements in-school performance.*

low-income infants and

The type of care is also important. Studies suggest that
preschool children who receive care in formal center-
based settings show better cognitive and language

development on average than do those cared for by rel-
atives or nonrelatives in home-based settings.!”-#+3% Sim-
ilarly, somewhat older children, especially those living in
low-income areas, who participate in formal after-
school programs have been shown to perform better in
school compared with those in other types of after-
school arrangements.*® Between about third and fifth
grade, many children phase out of formal child care
programs and spend less and less time under the direct
supervision of their parents.’” During this transition,
organized youth activities offer opportunities to build
skills and interact with peers with at least some adult
supervision. Youths who participate in structured activ-
ities approved by adults have better school performance
and less deviant behavior than do those who spend
after-school time in unsupervised activities with peers,
especially in low-income families and neighborhoods.*®
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Stability of care appears to be more consistently related
to social and emotional well-being than is quality or
type of care. Low-income children who experience
unstable child care—frequent changes and muldple
arrangements—tend to have more behavioral problems
than do those with more stable child care.* Changing
child care arrangements may be a sign of instability in
other facets of family life, including housing, parental
employment, and family composition—a pattern that
has been described as “turbulence.”® Also, mounting
evidence suggests that children who enter care early or
spend many hours in care throughout the preschool
years may have more behavioral problems than do
those who spend more time in the care of parents.*®

As children get older, they have increasing control over
where they spend their time, whom they associate with,
and what activities they experience. Thus, the links
between their out-of-school environments and any
positive development probably reflects bidirectional
influences—that is, youths who are more attached to
school and nondeviant peers select more positive activ-
ides, which in turn reinforce positive behavior. An
important developmental “outcome” may be the
choices that young people make about how and with
whom they spend their dme.*!

Neighborhoods, Schools, and Communities

Although most research shows that the effects of
neighborhoods and communities are considerably
smaller than family influences, children’s development
nevertheless is influenced by where they live. Young
children and adolescents who live in middle-class
neighborhoods perform better in school than do chil-
dren from comparable families living in less affluent
neighborhoods, even with controls for individual fam-
ily characteristics.*?

Safety and school quality are neighborhood features
with important potental consequences for children’s
development. Results from the Boston site of “Move to
Opportunity,” a random-assignment experiment in
which families were given vouchers to move from pub-
lic housing to low-poverty neighborhoods, suggest
benefits for children. Children and youths in the exper-
imental groups had lower levels of behavioral problems
(boys only), fewer asthma attacks and injuries, and were
less often the victims of violence than were the children

Retorms and Child Development

in the control group.*® Parents reported less gunfire and
less drug activity in the neighborhood. No measures of
cognitive or academic performance were reported, but
in an earlier quasi-experiment (the Gautreaux Project)
in which families moved from inner-city public housing
to suburban communities, positive effects on children’s
school performance were found.*

In sum, the evidence linking environmental contexts to
child development, especially among low-income fami-
lies, is quite strong. Children who are deprived of ade-
quate physical and material resources, who lack attention
from a warm and loving family, or who spend lengthy
hours in low-quality child care settings tend to show
negative intellectual and behavioral outcomes. Thus,
policies that work to ameliorate these conditions are like-
ly to have a positive impact on children’s development.

The Links between Effects on Parents and Effects
on Children '
The direct goals of welfare and income support policies—
affecting parents’ employment, income, and decisions
about family structure—are shown in Figure 1 as poten-
tial influences on children’s environmental contexts. This
section discusses briefly what is known about the effects
of parental employment, income, and family structure (in
conjunction with parents’ age) on children’s life experi-
ences and development in low-income families.

Parental Employment

Since 1996, federal welfare policy has been designed to
move welfare recipients quickly into employment and,
in the context of a strong economy and other income
support policies, it has succeeded. Major welfare policy
strategics includc work requirements, time limits on
welfare receipt, sanctions for failing to participate in
work-related activities, casework, financial incentives
such as increased income disregards, which allow recip-
ients to earn more before losing benefits, quotas and
incentives for states, and transitional Medicaid and child
care assistance. States can and do use federal dollars and
their own funds for a wide range of other strategies.
And, of course, the EITC, the largest federal antipover-
ty program, provides a strong work incentive for low-
income families. Because single mothers are much more
likely to be poor than are single fathers or married par-
ents, these policies are especially likely to increase
maternal employment in single-mother families.

The Future of Children
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Although there is little disagreement that families fare better
when the father is employed, researchers have long debated the

effects on children when a mother is employed.

Although there is little disagreement that families fare
better when the father is employed, researchers have
long debated the effects on children when a mother is
employed.!%%5 The effects of maternal employment on
children in low-income families probably depend on
whether overall family resources increase, characteristics
of the job(s) (bencfits, stimulation, schedule), character-
isdcs of the child (age, sex, temperament), characteristics
of the mother (health, mental health, attitudes and
beliefs), and available support (family, child care, com-
munity programs).

If maternal employment increases matenal resources, its
effects on children are likely to be positive.#6 Data indi-
cate, however, that trading welfare assistance for employ-
ment earnings does not always change family income,¥’
and resources may decline when the costs of employ-
ment, such as transportation, child care, payroll taxes,
and clothing, are considered. Mandatory employment in
conjunction with time limits could result in reduced dis-
posable income in some families. Some types of employ-
ment might increase parents’ skills (human capital) or
contacts with adults (social capital), which in turn could
have positve effects on the home environment.*3

Proponents of welfare reform emphasize the value of
parental modeling; children who see parents going to a
job regularly and bringing home a paycheck will accept
employment as the norm of adult life. Parents’ work lives
can serve as a model for their children,* but both posi-
tive and negative messages could be conveyed. Mothers
who have a positive attitude about combining work with
family are more satsfied and report less role strain than
those who believe they should be at home with their
children.® When parents’ jobs are routine and repet-
tious or have very low wages, their children may infer
that work is dull and boring.*35!

Parents’ employment reduces the time they have avail-
able for child care and activides with the child. Young
children are in someone else’s care when mothers are at
work, and the quality of that care is likely to mediate
effects of parental employment. But many school-age
children and youths are in “self-care” while their moth-

ers work. Although parents often monitor their children
by telephone and through neighbors,*” children without
direct supervision are vulnerable to antsocial peers or, if
they stay home, to many hours in front of the television
set.3® Self-care in late childhood and early adolescence
doces not appear to pose risks for middle-class children,
but, for those who live in poverty and in dangerous
neighborhoods, the odds of behavioral problems
increase when young adolescents are unsupervised.’? In
fact, parents appear to recognize the differendal risk;
middle-class and white children are more likely than
poor and minonty children to be in self-care.® (See Fig-
ure 2 in the article by Fuller and colleagues in this jour-
nal issue.)

The effects of maternal employment vary with a child’s
age, but potendal harmful effects do not necessarily
decline as children get older. In fact, researchers have
found that maternal employment during the adolescent
years is associated with adolescent delinquency,?? low-
ered educational attainment,?* and low adolescent well-
being.5> One reason may be that, unlike younger
children, adolescents with employed mothers are gener-
ally not in supervised alternative settings.

Maternal employment can also affect children’s respon-
sibilities and family routines.® Policymakers often assert
that employment will provide a structure for family
schedules of getting up, having meals, and going to bed.

- If a parent has a regular work schedule, this result might

occur, but many low-income jobs have irregular and
unconventional hours,” and many parents work more
than one job. In addidon, studies suggest that uncon-
ventional and extended work hours may result in chil-
dren assuming more responsibility for household tasks
or caring for siblings, rather than spending more time in
child care.® Such a shift in responsibility could lead to
either positive or negative consequences for children.

Perhaps it should not be surprising that available data
provide no simple answers about the effects of maternal
employment on children’s environments and develop-
ment. Most of the literature on low-income families sug-
gests that children’s cognitive and social development is
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Policies that require single mothers to seek and hold
employment are likely to vary in effect, depending on the

child’s age, the child’s experiences when the mother is employed, and
the mother’s individual beliefs and characteristics.

more positive in families with employed mothers than in
those with unemployed mothers.>® But it appears that
much if not all of this difference is a function of preex-
isting differences in demographic artributes, skills, per-
sonality, and child-rearing practices between employed
and unemployed mothers rather than being a product of
employment.!® In a large sample of mothers and infants,
employed mothers provided a higher-quality home envi-
ronment than unemployed mothers did, but these dif-
ferences were entirely accounted for by maternal
characteristics.%® Parents with more skills, and better psy-
chological and physical health, are probably more likely
to find and maintain paid employment. Parents with
those same qualities are also more likely to provide bet-
ter environments for their children. '

In short, policies that require single mothers to seck and
hold employment are likely to vary in effect, depending
on the child’s age, the child’s experiences when the
mother is employed, and the mother’s individual beliefs
and characteristics. Children might benefit if the job pays
decent wages and provides some opportunity for social or
cognitive stimuladon; if children are in good-quality child
care, youth programs, or neighborhoods that support
positive development; if the mother does not feel exces-
sive role strain, depression, or conflict about her dual
roles; and if family economic or social resources are
improved. Children might suffer, however, when these
conditions do not pertain. Moreover, the consequences
of a mother not being employed may be more negative
under welfare reform because the time limits on receiving
welfare threaten seriously reduced income and because
people may be discouraged by their failure to meet soci-
ety’s expectation that they support their families.

Income and Material Resources

Welfare policies that include wage supplements,
income disregards (which allow recipients to earn more
before losing benefits), and subsidies for necessary
expenses such as child care increase overall family
income and resources.*’ If income disregards or other
subsidies are part of states’ new welfare programs

under TANF, however, they end when a recipient
reaches a time limit or leaves welfare for any reason.
Programs outside the welfare system, such as the
EITC, improve family resources with no ume limit as
long as the parent is employed. Although there is con-
siderable debate about the influence of income per se
on children’s cognitive and social development,! to
the extent that increased resources improve a family’s
material circumstances, the quality of the home and
child care environments, opportunities for children to
participate in beneficial activities, and the neighbor-
hood in which a family lives, results for children are
positive. Family income during the preschool years
appears to be particularly important in predicting cog-
nitive and educational attainment,%? probably because
income affects the quality of the home and child care
environments. The home is an important source of
intellectual stimulation before children enter formal
schooling, and analyses show that the degree of cogni-
tive and social simulation at home varies with family
income.®® Higher-income families also are more likely
than low-income families to use center-based care or
higher-quality home-based care for preschoolers.®

b Stephen Shames/Matrix
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A series of income-maintenance experiments, conduct-
ed in the 1960s and 1970s, tested the effects of a guar-
anteed minimum income. Income guarantees led to
slightly better school achievement for elementary-
school-age children (but not for high school students)
and to better nutrition for a very disadvantaged rural
sample.®® Income supports also led to a higher proba-
bility of separation and divorce for couples experienc-
ing high levels of conflict, but not for those with low
levels of conflict.®® Environmental contexts were not
assessed, but families in the experiment did buy homes
or improve the quality of their rental units more often
than controls did, probably leading to better neigh-
borhood conditions for their families.®”

Poverty and income loss affect the socioemotional chi-
mate of the home, which in turn influences children’s
psychological well-being and behavior. Studies of poor
families and families that experienced large reductions
in income indicate that the effects on children are
mediated primarily by parents’ psychological distress,
which may be reflected in practices such as low warmth
and frequent use of harsh punishment.!%68

Policy researchers not only debate how much good
might come from raising poor families’ income, some
argue that welfare income has harmful effects. Com-
parisons of families receiving welfare with comparable
poor families not receiving welfare show that long-
term welfare recipients provide lower-quality home
environments than do other poor families.” Although
many studies show little or no relation of welfare
receipt to children’s cognitive and social development
when differences in demographic and family character-
istics are taken into account,?® some studies have
shown that welfare predicts higher rates of grade reten-
tion,”® lower academic achievement,”! and lower com-
pleted schooling among children.5* By contrast,
adolescents in welfare families placed more importance
on school than did those in poor, nonwelfare families.”?

It is clearly important for policymakers to understand
why and how families receiving welfare differ from
other poor families, and why welfare income may not
confer the same benefits as other income. But it is very
difficult to find samples with truly comparable materi-
al resources and parental characteristics. People receiv-
ing welfare by definition have almost no assets, whereas

other people with low incomes may have more
resources of various kinds. Also, unlike other income
supports (such as the EITC), welfare carries a stigma
that may affect the way others treat parents and chil-
dren, as well as the way they think about themselves.
The poor are not immune from the value placed on
work in U.S. society and from the strong implication of
failure for those who receive public assistance. Children
as young as second grade express negative stereotypes
about poor children’s behavior’? and motivations.”

In addition, entry into and out of welfare is often asso-
ciated with other transitions and changes, such as job
loss or entry, parents separating or acquiring new part-
ners, and changes in child care. Such changes affect par-
ents’ and children’s well-being, parenting, and the family
environment. Mothers report high levels of behavioral
problems among children in families who have made a
transition either into or out of welfare, compared with
families whose status has not changed. %7

To understand how policies that affect family material
resources also affect child development, studies are
needed to examine how a family’s overall resources are
perceived and deployed, and how these behaviors
affect the contexts experienced by children. Experi-
mental studies that randomly assign participants to dif-
ferent types of programs are extremely important;
otherwise it is difficult to isolate which differences are
a result of policies and which are due to personal char-
acteristics. (See the article by Zaslow and colleagues in

- this journal issue for a detailed review of experimental

studies.)

Family Structure

Some of the major goals of the federal welfare reform
law of 1996 were to discourage women, particularly
adolescents, from having children outside of marriage;
to encourage people with children to marry; and to
promote paternal financial responsibility for children.
The strategies intended to advance these goals include
incentives to states to reduce their out-of-wedlock
childbearing rates without increasing abortions; family
caps; a requirement that adolescent welfare recipients

" attend school and live with a parent or responsible

adult; and a requirement that applicants for cash assis-
tance identify the father of the child, and cooperate
with efforts to collect child support. (See the article by
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Greenberg and colleagues in this journal issue for an
overview of these policies.)

Both adolescent and single parenting are associated
with developmental risks for children and lowered edu-
cational and occupational attainment by mothers and
children. Young women who delay childbearing receive
more educadon and have fewer children than those
who give birth early, but poor school achicvement can
be a motivation for pregnancy as well as a consequence.
Although preexisting differences between unwed teen
mothers and other young women account for most of
the differences between them, some of the negative
effects on their children can be attributed to early child-
bearing and single parenthood.”

Young and single mothers provide home environments
that are, on average, less simulating and supportive
than do older and married mothers. In an investigation
of mothers ranging in age from their late teens to their
forties, older mothers spent more time with their
infants, were more sensitive and sumulating to them,
and provided higher-quality home environments than
did younger mothers, even after controlling for demo-
graphic and marnital status. Single mothers also were
less sensitive and provided lower-quality home envi-
ronments than did married mothers, but these differ-
ences were largely accounted for by differences in age,
ethnicity, and maternal education.”” In a sample of chil-
dren ages 4 to 16, those with single mothers spent
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more time watching television on weekends, but also
spent more time in school or preschool on weekdays
than did children of married mothers.”

Despite these variations in home environment, few dif-
ferences in young children’s cognitive or social behav-
ior are associated with single parenting per se. For
example, in one study of low-income familics, marital
status was not a significant predictor of school readi-
ness or behavioral problems.!® In another study, a large
sample of children of single mothers performed slight-
ly better than those from two-parent families, after
controlling for income and demographics.”? When
children reach adolescence, however, those with single
mothers are more likely than those living with both
biological parents to drop out of school and to have
low educational attainment.®0

Because single mothers are at high nisk of poverty,
many children in these families are subject to material
hardship. Numerous analyses have been designed to
separate the effects of poverty from those of family
structure on adolescent school completion, pregnancy,
and deviant behavior. One summary of the literature
concluded that about half of the difference between
children of single-mother and two-parent families was
explained by income.” In a later analysis of several lon-
gitudinal studies, poverty was relatively more impor-
tant than family structure in explaining differences in
intellectual performance, but family structure was rela-
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of links is needed.

tively more important than poverty in predicting
deviant social behavior.®!

Policies designed to promote paternal responsibility
for children, through cither marriage or child sup-
port, are motivated in part by the high risk of pover-
ty for single-mother families, but many observers also
consider father involvement important for children’s
socializadon and well-being. (See the article by
McLanahan and Carlson in this journal issue.) Child
support reform began in the mid-1970s, but by
1990, only 6 of every 10 cligible mothers had child
support awards, and the rate was much lower for
those with children born out of .wedlock than for
those who had been divorced.®? Of mothers with
awards, about 25% did not receive any payments.3® A
recent demonstration program, Parents’ Fair Share,
was designed to spur low-income fathers to provide
for their children. The program increased employ-
ment and formal child support payments, but in some
cases, informal supports to children were reduced.
Moreover, paternal involvement was found to be a
double-edged sword. Slight increases in fathers’
efforts to be active parents led to increased disagree-
ments with mothers.3

Although much is known about how family structure,
maternal age, and child support relate to children’s
development, some major questions remain about how
welfare and income support policies designed to
change fertility patterns, family formadon, and deci-
sions about marriage might affect children. First, do
policy variations have any effect on decisions about fer-
tility and marriage, particularly for adolescents? In the
United States, the availability of AFDC may have pro-
vided an incentive for adolescent childbearing. In con-
trast, Sweden’s family leave and other policies provide
incentives to begin work before having children, and
the teen birthrate is low compared with that of older
women. Sweden is one of the few countries where the
probability of having a child is higher for more-educat-
ed than for less-educated women, controlling for other
background variables.®

To connect welfare policies, children’s environmental contexts,
and healthy child development, ... a closer look at a complex set

Second, if adults were induced to ‘marry before having
children, would benefits accrue for their children? Chil-
dren in two-parent stable families generally show more
positive development than do those in never-married,
divorced, and remarried families, but these differences
may be due to preexisting differences in parents’ indi-
vidual characteristics or the degree of conflict between
adults who remain married and those who do not. Both
domestic violence and physical abuse of children occur
in a large number of low-income famiilies. For example,
in one large sample of welfare recipients, some 28% had
been abused by an intmate partner in the previous
year.3¢ Most research on divorce shows that family con-
flict, including domestic violence, before and after a
divorce is a major predictor of children’s emotional and
behavioral problems.3” Even for couples who do not
engage in high conflict, one cannot infer that inducing
parents to marry or to stay married would provide con-
ditions comparable to those in families where parents
choose marriage without inducement.

In addition, children do not appear to be better off
when their mother marries someone other than their
father, even though family income is, on average, sub-
stantially greater. In a longitudinal analysis of children
ages 5 to 10, those from blended families did not per-
form better on intellectual tests than did those in sin-
gle-mother families.?® Similarly, children in stepparent
and single-rriothcr families have similar rates of drop-
ping out of school and adolescent pregnancy.®®

In sum, the available literature offers provocative
hypotheses, but results are limited in several respects.
Virtually all of the findings are correlatonal, so selec-
tion effects and unobserved confounding variables
make it difficult to establish causal explanations. In
addition, much of the information predates 1996, so
parents’ decisions about employment and fertility were
made in a different policy context than the current
one.”® Policies that attempt to improve parents’
employment, resources, and family structure probably
affect children’s developiment, but the effects can be
either positive or negative.
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Conclusions and Questions for Future
Research

To ensure positive impacts for children, welfare and
income support policies must move beyond their
exclusive focus on adults and include goals that aim to
improve children’s social and physical environments at
home and in the community. To connect welfare poli-
cies, children’s environmental contexts, and healthy
child development, however, a closer look at a complex
set of links is needed. There is currently a “black box”
quality about some of the data relating economic and
family structure variables to child and adult behavior;
not much is known about the processes underlying
these connections. To gain a better understanding, it is
important to consider the array of policies for working
and nonworking people with low incomes instead of
focusing solely on welfare programs involving cash
assistance. It is also important to examine whether and
for whom policies have the intended effects. Who ben-
efits? Who is left out?

Relatively little is known about variations in policy
impacts across the many diverse ethnic groups affected.
Many legal as well as illegal immigrants are being
excluded from welfare benefits. Even for people who
are eligible for welfare or income support, important
ethnic and cultural variations may influence the rela-
tion of policies to children’s environments and, as a
result, to children’s development. For example, it is
widely believed that African-American parents are
more favorably disposed to putting their children in
child care centers, whereas Hispanic Americans prefer
to rely on family members for child care. If that is true,
then people in these ethnic groups might react differ-
ently to policies mandating employment or offering
child care assistance. (See the article by Fuller and col-
leagues in this journal issue for further discussion of
this topic.)

Individual differences in parents’ academic and intel-
lectual skills, psychological adjustment, and beliefs also
play a role in determining their responses to policies
and how these policies affect children’s environments.
Both low levels of literacy and high levels of depression
are implicated as barriers to achieving the goal of self-
sufficiency envisioned by welfare reformers.®’ Many
mothers have disabled children or family members for
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whom alternate care is not readily available. With a bet-
ter understanding of individual and group differences,
policies can be tailored to meet different needs and cir-
cumstances.

A more complete understanding of the impact of cer-
tain policies targeted to parents will require more rig-
orous research identifying and isolating the causal links
inside the “black box.” Much of the current research
suffers from problems inherent in naturalistic studies
and survey methods. When comparing people with dif-
ferent incomes, employment levels, or welfare histories,
it is always possible that differences are due to unmea-
sured differences in ability, personal qualities, health, or
other characteristics. In fact, the literature suggests that
such “selection” variables are very important. Ran-
dom-assignment expenments can ensure that differ-
ences are due to the policy “treatment” and not to
other factors. Similarly, surveys provide valuable infor-
mation about large, representative samples, but meas-
urement alone is necessarily a superficial way of looking
at important processes. Such data are much more use-
ful if complemented by direct observation, in-depth
testing and interviewing, and ethnographic techniques,
all of which help in understanding process as well as
outcome.

Most important, however, is the need to keep children
in the foreground. Although two-thirds of welfare
recipients were children in 1996, the consequences of
welfare reform for children get scant attention. The
1996 welfare law eliminated the word children from
the name of the new program, Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families, signaling a shift in emphasis from
children to adults. But children’s well-being should
not be an afterthought. Healthy development of happy
children should be a front-line goal, along with estab-
lishing whether policies have the intended conse-
quences for adult behavior. The welfare of children is
the truc barometer of our success as a society.
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Children and Welfare Reform

Experimental Studies of
Welfare Reform and Children

Martha J. Zaslow, Kristin A. Moore, Jennifer L. Brooks,

Pamela A. Morris, Kathryn Tout, Zakia A. Redd, and Carol A. Emig

SUMMARY

Even prior to passage of federal welfare reform,
many demonstration programs anticipated key fea-
tures of the 1996 law, such as “work-first” strate-
gies, time limits on welfare receipt, and financial
incentives to work. Over the past decade, 10
experimental evaluations of these programs have
extended their studies to examine the impacts on
children. This article provides a synthesis of find-
ings from the first seven of these studies to release
results concerning child impacts. Key observations
include the following:

D Across the different types of welfare-to-work pro-
grams examined, researchers found neither wide-
spread harm nor widespread benefit to young
children, but some significant impacts did occur.

D Favorable impacts tended to occur in programs
that improved family economic status or mater-
nal education, but these programs stll did not
bring children to the level of national norms for
positive child development.

D Unfavorable impacts tended to occur when fam-

 ilies did not show economic progress or when
their economic situation worsened, when the
children were adolescents, and—unexpectedly—
when the families were believed to be at lower
risk for long-term welfare receipt.

Thus, although impacts were not widespread,
these programs did have the potential to affect
children for both better and worse across a range
of developmental outcomes. The authors con-
clude that these findings underscore the impor-
tance of strengthening program approachcs to
enhance developmental outcomes for children in
families being served by the welfare system.
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n enduring irony of welfare policy in the
United States is that welfare programs
launched out of concern for children are
evaluated primarily on adult outcomes,
such as welfare receipt, employment, earnings, income,
and marriage.! Fortunately for those concerned with
child well-being, within the plethora of welfare studies
is a small group of rigorous experimental studies that
focus on how welfare programs and policies affect chil-
dren as well as adults.? Experimental studies randomly
agsign families to either an experimental group that can
participate in the program, or a control group that is

.not eligible to participate. Random assignment assures

that any differences that emerge between the experi-

mental and control groups are due to the program and

not to other differing characteristics of families and
children. Over the past decade, 10 experimental evalu-
ations of welfare programs have extended their studies
to examine the impacts on children.? Box 1 describes
the programs studied in these evaluations, grouped
into four categories based on the strength of their work
incentives, as well as their barriers or penalties for not
working or not leaving welfare.*

All the programs were implemented before the 1996
federal welfare reform law was passed, but had provi-
sions that anticipated' key features of the new law, such
as “work-first” strategies, time limits on welfare
receipt, and financial incentives to work. Similar to the
welfare-to-work programs being implemented today,
these programs generally focused on improving family
economic self-sufficiency, and did not include compo-
nents aimed directly at improving outcomes for chil-
dren such as screening for child health or
developmental problems, or providing high-quality
early childhood intervention programs. Nevertheless,
many in the field believe that impacts on children
should be considered alongside impacts on adults
when examining the success of these programs, first
because an underlying goal of welfare policies is to pro-
tect the well-being of children, and second because
changes in adult economic outcomes (or other aspects
of family life, such as parenting behavior or maternal
psychological well-being) could be important to chil-
dren’s development. (See the article by Huston in this
journal issue.) ‘

To this end, the expenimental studies of earlier welfare-
to-work programs can provide many useful insights
about how various types of welfare-to-work programs
affect children. Above all, the experimental design iden-
tifies impacts that are attributable to a welfare-to-work
program rather than other factors. At the same time,
because the evaluations tend to study “packages” of
program components, it is difficult to isolate exactly
which aspect of the program may be causing an impact.
Also, program impacts are affected by general econom-
ic conditions and the other benefits available to low-
income families (such as food stamps and child care
subsidies) at the time and place of the study. The evalu-
ations reveal little about how policies might affect fam-
ilies under different economic conditions or families not
directly examined, such as low-income families not
receiving welfare. Although these studies examine the
major welfare-to-work strategies, the full range of pro-
gram approaches that have been implemented more
recently are not included. Even so, these studies can be
very usetul in determining how impacts on children dif-
fer given different program goals and components and
whether programs changed adult factors, such as family
economic status, parenting behavior, and maternal psy-
chological well-being, that can in turn affect children.

To date, results are available from 7 of the 10 evalua-
tions. This article provides a synthesis of findings from
these seven studies, distilling and presenting the evi-
dence concerning welfare reform’s effects on chil-
dren.56 The first section summarizes the impacts on
adults and children by type of program. The second
section explores parterns related to the favorable and
unfavorable impacts for children, and the key factors
that appear to be associated with these patterns. Based
on these findings, the final section offers recommenda-
tons to guide federal, state, and local policymakers as
they consider ways to help children in families moving
from welfare to work.

Program Impacts on Adults and Children

Children are not the primary focus of welfare-to-work
programs, so understanding how these programs affect
aduits is important to understanding the impacts on
children. Although programs varied in their expecta-
tions regarding such adult outcomes as program par-
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ticipation, maternal education, and welfare receipt, all
the programs measured a common core of indicators
of economic progress: employment, earnings, overall
family income, and poverty. Findings related to these
measures reveal a broad range of impacts on adults:
some mothers achieved sustained economic improve-
ment, others experienced no economic progress or a
setback, and many fell somewhere in between.

With respect to impacts on children, findings are sum-
marized across three areas: academic progress and cog-
nitive development (academic/cognitive); behavioral
and emotional adjustment (behavioral /emotional);
and health and safety. These categorics help to identify
whether patterns are consistent across different aspects
of development. The following synthesis also explores
whether the programs aftected noneconomic aspects of
family life that were not explicitly targeted by the pro-
grams, but that may shape results for children, such as
parenting, fathers’ involvment, and mothers’ mental
health. As was the case with adult impacts, a broad
range of child impacts also emerged—some favorable,
some unfavorable, and often only weak or no impacts
were detected in these evaluations.

A detailed discussion of these findings follows, organized
by the four categories of programs outlined in Box 1.7
(The pattern of adult and child impacts from each study
is displayed in the appendix at the end of this article.)

Experimental Studies of Welfare Reform

Broadly Targeted Programs for Teenage Recipients
Both programs targeted to teenage welfare recipients—
New Chance? and the Teenage Parent Demonstraton
(TPD) program®—provided a broad array of services,
addressing personal development as well as economic
issues, in keeping with concerns about the range of dif-
ficulties faced by young parents.!® For example, both
programs included components focusing on life skills
and personal development (such as parenting behavior
and psychological well-being), in addition to education
and work preparation.

At the outset, teen mothers in these programs partici-
pated more in education and work preparation activi-
ties and received less welfare than control group
mothers did, but these initial gains often faded over
time. Program enrollment did not generally result in
sustained improvements in family cconomic status. As
noted by the researchers, these findings underscore the
special challenges of bringing about lasting change for
the particularly disadvantaged subgroup of welfare
recipients who are teen parents.

Meanwhile, many impacts on children in these pro-
grams were neutral—that is, no impacts or weak
impacts—and some were unfavorable. In the Newark
site of the TPD program, unfavorable impacts were
found on two direct assessments of children’s cognitive
development!! as well as a measure of the children’s
perception of their school.!? In addition, mothers in
this program rated their children less positively on
expressiveness, although their children’s overall social
behavior scores did not differ from those of control
group children.!3

It is particularly surprising that the New Chance pro- A

gram also had unfavorable impacts for children in
both academic/cognitive and behavioral develop-
ment. Of all the programs included in this synthesis,
New Chance had the most explicitly two-generational
focus, seeking to improve outcomes for children as
well as mothers by providing parenting education,
developmentally appropriate child care, and access to
health care. It was expected that the program would
lead to increases in maternal education and improve-
ments in family economic status, which would con-
tribute to improved outcomes for children. However,
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mothers in New Chance rated their children’s aca-
demic performance as significantly lower than did
mothers in the control group.'* In addition, mothers’
reports of children’s behavioral problems were higher
in the program group than in the control group,
whereas reports of their children’s positive behaviors
were significantly lower.

These findings caution that it may be particularly difficult
to achieve not only positive economic impacts, but also
positive impacts on children’s development, in families
headed by young mothers on welfare. Teen parents now
are subject to more stringent requirements than they
were under the previous welfare program, Aid to Fami-
lies with Dependent Children. With limited exceptions,

Box 1
Overview of Welfare Programs Studied

Broadly Targeted Programs for Teenage Welfare Recipients

D New Chance Demonstration: A mostly voluntary program for
teenage mothers on welfare who had dropped out of school.
The program provided comprehensive education, training, and
other services intended to increase the long-term self-suffi-
ciency and well-being of teenage mothers and their children.
This is the only program examined in this article that was
explicitly two-generational, articulating goals for improving
outcomes for children as well as their mothers. The program
operated in 16 sites across 10 states between 1989 and 1992.
Impacts for children ages 3.5 to 10 at the 3.5-year follow-up
are aggregated and reported across the 16 sites.

D Teenage Parent Demonstration (TPD): A mandatory program
for first-time teenage parents applying for welfare, with sanc-
tions for those who did not comply with requirements to par-
ticipate in education, job training, or employment-related
activities. The program provided case management, life skills
and personal development workshops, child care assistance,
and transportation assistance. The program operated in Chica-
go and in two sites in New Jersey, Newark and Camden,
between 1987 and 1991. impacts for first-born children ages 5
to 10 (with the majority of children between ages 6 and 8) at
the final follow-up (conducted, on average, 6.5 years after
intake) are reported separately for the three study sites.

Mandatory Education-First and Work-First Programs

D Job Opportunities and Basic Skills Training (JOBS): A wel-
) fare-to-work program established under the Family Support
Act of 1988. This program aimed to reduce welfare dependen-

cy through a combination of intensified case management and
participation in work or education activities. Failure to comply
could result in a reduction in welfare benefits. The program
was implemented nationwide between 1988 and 1996.
Impacts for children ages 5 to 7 at the 2-year follow-up are
reported from JOBS programs in three sites: Atlanta, Georgia;
Grand Rapids, Michigan; and Riverside, California. In each site,
two different program approaches were studied: a human cap-
ital development or “education-first” approach, and a labor
force attachment or “work-first” approach.

Strong Financial Work Incentive Programs

D Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP): This program
included generous financial incentives for work, streamlined
receipt of cash assistance and food stamps, and direct pay-
ments to child care providers. The program was implemented
under waivers to federal rules as a pilot in three urban coun-
ties and four rural counties {the study sites) between 1994 and
1998. A modified version of the program was implemented
statewide following passage of federal reform. Two MFIP vari-
ations were studied: a program with financial incentives only,
and a “full” program with both financial incentives and a work
mandate. Impacts for school-age children (ages 5 to 12) and
adolescents (ages 13 to 18) at the 3-year follow-ub are report-
ed separately for the children of long-term welfare recipients
and recent welfare applicants in each variant of the program.

D Mew Hope Project: This voluntary demonstration program
offered an earnings supplement to raise the income of full-time
workers to the poverty level; health insurance; child care sub-
sidies; and community service job opportunities for partici-
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the current welfare reform law prohibits states from using
federal welfare funds for unmarried teen parents who do
not go to school and do not live in an adult-supervised
setting. (See the article by Greenberg and colleagues in
this journal issue.) It will be critical to determine whether
these participation and residence requirements result in
more favorable impacts for both mothers and children.

Experimental Studies of Welfare Reform

Mandatory Education-First and

Work-First Programs

Various versions of the mandatory “education-first”
and “work-first” program, Job Opportunities and
Basic Skills Training (JOBS), were implemented
nationwide during the late 1980s and early 1990s.
Results reported here are from the Child Outcomes

Box 1

continued

pants who were not able to find work. The program operated in
two low-income areas in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, between
August 1994 and December 1998. Impacts for children ages 3
to 5 and ages 6 to 12 at the 2-year follow-up are reported sep-
arately by age and gender.

D Canada’s Self-Sufficiency Project (SSP): This demonstration
program offered substantial financial incentives to participants
who worked at least 30 hours per week and left welfare. Indi-
viduals could receive the financial supplement within a year of
random assignment to the program and could continue to
receive the supplement for up to 3 years if they worked full
time and did not receive welfare. The program operated in New
Brunswick and British Columbia between November 1992 and
March 1995. Impacts are reported for children ages 3 to 5, 6 to
11, and 12 to 18 at the 3-year follow-up.

Programs with a Time Limit or Benefit Termination Component

D Florida Family Transition Program (FTP): This program includ-
ed a time limit of 24 months of welfare receipt in any 60-month
period for most applicants (36 months in any 72-month period
for the least job-ready), along with a small financial work incen-
tive and parental responsibility mandates that included ensur-
ing child immunizations and school attendance. The program
operated under waivers to federal rules from 1994 to 1999, ini-
tially in Escambia County. Other counties were phased in grad-
ually, and the program then served as a model for the statewide
welfare program implemented following passage of federal
reform. Impacts are reported for schoo!-age children (ages 5 to
12) and adolescents (ages 13 to 17) at the 4-year follow-up.

D Connecticut's Jobs First Program: This program included a
21-month time limit on benefits; mandatory employment serv-
ices; earned income disregards; and a partial family cap (lim-
iting benefits for children born to families while on welfare),
among other provisions. The program was implemented
statewide in 1996 under waivers to federal rules, and with
modifications, remained the state’s welfare program following
passage of federal reform. The evaluation focuses on Man-
chester and New Haven. Child impact study results for this pro-
gram are still pending.

D Indiana Welfare Reform Evaluation: Provisions of this program
include a focus on “work first” and labor force attachment,
time limits on cash assistance, sanctions for not meeting
parental responsibilities (including child immunization and
school attendance), and a family cap. The program began to be
implemented statewide in 1995 under waivers to federal rules,
with additional modifications in 1997 in response to passage of
federal reform, Child impact study results for this program are
still pending.

D lowa’s Family Investment Program (FIP): This program
includes financial incentives for employment, as well as com-
ponents facilitating asset accumulation and family stability by
broadening eligibility rules for two-parent working families.
Parents must create and adhere to an agreement specifying
their steps to self-sufficiency, or their benefits can be reduced
or terminated. The program was implemented in October 1993
under waivers to federal rules, and many original FIP provi-
sions were retained following passage of federal reform. The
program is being evaluated in nine counties. Child impact
study results are still pending.

]

313

The Future of Children

83



Zaslow, Moore, Brooks, et al.

Study of the national evaluation of this program
(National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies, or
NEWWS).!5 Data gathering focused on mothers who
were age 19 or older who had a 3- to 5-year-old at the

time of enrollment, and who were participating in’

either the education-first or work-first components of
the JOBS programs in three sites: Atlanta, Georgia;
Grand Rapids, Michigan; and Riverside, California.'6

Like the programs targeted to teens, this set of pro-
grams increased adult participation in work preparation
activities, and also in a number of programs (primarily
the education-first programs), educational attainment.
Overall, these programs more consistently increased
employment than did the teen-targeted programs, at
least through the follow-up two years after mothers
were enrolled in the evaluation.!” The programs did
not affect income levels, however, and results were
mixed with regard to the proportion of families living
in poverty. In one of the six programs studied, the per-
centage of families living at or above the poverty line
increased, whereas it decreased in two other programs.

Moreover, evaluations of these programs detected most-
ly weak or no impacts on children ages five to seven.
When impacts did occur, they sometimes resulted in
Aimproved outcomes, and sometimes in worsened out-
comes. Positive impacts were found in academic/cogni-
tive development, based on improved scores in direct
assessments of children’s cognitive skills. Children in
Atlanta and Grand Rapids scored higher on these assess-
ments.'8 Interestingly, the favorable impacts on cognitive
development all occurred in programs in which mothers
showed increases in educational attainment, though one
program (the education-first program in Riverside, Cal-
ifornia) increased maternal education, and this did not
result in favorable cognitive impacts on children.

While impacts on cognitive development, when they
occurred, were all favorable, impacts on behavioral
outcomes were mixed. For example, mothers assigned
to Atlanta’s work-first program reported that “their
young children had more positive behavioral /emo-
tional outcomes in terms of less frequent externalizing
behavioral problems, on average, compared with the
control group. However, mothers in Grand Rapids’
work-first program reported that their children had
more behavioral problems of this kind, on average,

]

compared with the control group. Moreover, unfavor-
able impacts were found for children’s health outcomes
in two programs. In Riverside, mothcrs gave lower
overall health ratings to their children in both the edu-
cation-first and work-first programs, and were less like-
ly to rate their children’s health as very good or
excellent.

In the present policy context, welfare-to-work pro-
grams have more stringent employment requirements
and consequences for noncompliance than was the case
in most JOBS programs. Yet impacts on children in
JOBS programs, especially- programs requiring quick
entry into the labor force, may be particularly inform-
ative with respect to current programs that seek to
increase employment without attempting explicitly to
increase income. While some unfavorable impacts
occurred, at least some of the impacts among JOBS
programs were favorable, in contrast to the broadly tar-
geted programs for teenage recipients, which showed
no favorable patterns of impacts on children.

Strong Financial Work Incentive Programs

The three strong financial work incentive programs—
Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP),!” New
Hope Project,? and Canada’s Self-Sufficiency Project
(SSP)?!—all provided financial incentives and other
supports to “make work pay.” They all had an explicit
goal of reducing poverty by providing a generous cash
supplement tied to work, though the programs dif-
fered in the form and source of the supplement.??
These programs stand apart because they not only
increased employment, but they also improved income
and reduced poverty (albeit not for all subgroups). .
Furthermore, with only a few exceptions, these positive
impacts had not faded when follow-up assessments
were conducted two to three years later.?3

The patterns of impacts on children within these pro-
grams varied considerably by the age of the child.
Among children under age five at the time of the fol-
low-up, only weak or no impacts were found. Howev-
er, among children ages 5 to 12 at follow-up, clear .
patterns of favorable impacts emerged in the areas of
academic/cognitive development and, to a lesser
extent, behavioral/emotional adjustment. For exam-
ple, in SSP, school-age children in the program group
scored higher on a test of math achievement, and their
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" mothers rated their academic achievement higher,
compared with school-age children in the control
group. In New Hope, teachers gave school-age boys in
the program group higher ratings for academics,** as
well as for classroom behavior and independence. In
both versions of MFIP, long-term recipient mothers in
the program group rated their school-age children
higher for school performance and school engage-
ment, and reported fewer behavioral problems.?s Con-
fidence in the findings of favorable cognitive and
behavioral impacts for school-age children is bolstered
by the varied sources showing these impacts—from
achievement test scores and teacher ratings to child
self-report measures and maternal ratings.

However, impacts were not uniformly favorable across all
the strong financial work incentive programs studied. In
particular, unfavorable impacts were found for adolescent
children ages 13 to 18 in MFIP and ages 12 to 18 in SSP,
and in some instances, for school-age children of recent
MFIP applicants. For example, in MFIP, the proportion
of adolescents whose mothers rated their school per-
formance as above average was significantly lower among
both recent applicant families and long-term recipients
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compared with the control groups. Also, a higher per-
centage of recent applicant mothers reported having
been contacted by their teen’s school about a behavioral
problem. In SSP, mothers in the program group rated
their adolescent children’s academic achievement slightly
less favorably, and reported more school behavioral prob-
lems for their adolescents, compared with mothers in the
control group. Adolescents themselves reported more
frequent smoking, drinking once a week or more, and
drug use, compared with adolescents in the control
group, and older adolescents reported more delinquent
activity. SSP researchers caution that there was attrition in
the adolescent sample, and that overall sample size for, the
adolescent-reported impacts was small and perhaps
biased. Sull, these findings raise the possibility that unfa-
vorable impacts on adolescents may occur even when the
same programs have favorable behavioral impacts on
younger children.

With respect to health, very few significant impacts
were found in this set of programs, and the few that did
occur were in opposite directions. Among long-term
recipients in MFIP, an increased proportion of families
reported that a child had suffered an accident or injury
requiring a visit to an emergency room or clinic. This
might indicate either an increase in accidents or injuries
among these children or an increase in the use of emer-
gency rooms by program group families. By contrast,
in SSP, program group mothers gave their school-age
children higher overall health ratings and were less like-
ly to indicate that their children had long-term health
problems, compared with control group mothers.

In general, these studies help to identify the effects on
children when both employment and income increase
in the context of strong financial work incentive pro-
grams, and when such changes are fairly strong and
sustained. In the new policy context, numerous states
are using financial incentives to reward work.?® But
because current state welfare programs generally do
not provide incentives as generous as those offered in
the demonstration programs, the impacts on both
adults and children may be different. Nevertheless, the
findings emerging from these evaluations highlight the
potential of financial incentive programs to bring about
positive impacts for school-age children though per-
haps leading to negative impacts for adolescents.
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Across.the different welfare-to-work programs studied so far,
there was neither widespread harm nor benefit to young

children. Yet some significant impacts on children did occur.

Programs with a Time Limit

Florida’s Family Transition Program (FIP)*” was the sin-
gle program among those discussed here to include a time
limit on welfare receipt. Within this program, mothers
increased their employment, earnings, and overall income,
but the impact on income was modest, and by the time of
the final follow-up four years later, the impacts on employ-
ment, earnings, and income had all disappeared. There
was even some indication that the proporton of families
with extremely low income may have increased.

Findings regarding FIP impacts on children were few -

and mixed. For children ages 5 to 12 at the follow-up,
there were no impacts on academic/cognitive develop-
ment, a slight indicadon of unfavorable impacts on
behavioral/emotional adjustment, and favorable
impacts on health and safety, according to maternal
reports. Researchers hypothesized that the favorable
health impacts may be related to the program group’s
fewer reported housing problems, such as exposure to
dust or pollution that could trigger asthma.

As was the case for the programs with financial work
incentives, however, some unfavorable impacts
emerged for adolescents at the follow-up. Adolescent
children of mothers assigned to FTP were more likely
to have been suspended from school; however, they
were no more likely to have had contact with the
police, to have been arrested or convicted, or to have
had a baby. In addition, their mothers rated their
achievement slightly lower, although the adolescents
were not more likely to be below average in achieve-
ment or to be in special education.

Although no consistent or strong pattern of impacts
emerged among young children in families in FTD,
only about one-fifth of the families in the FTP study
had reached the ume limit when follow-up interviews
were conducted. Moreover, results come only from a
single study, so that the consistency of findings across
programs could not be assessed. In the future, results
from two additional studies of programs with time lim-
its will be available to help clarify the effects of this type
of program on children.

Nevertheless, this first look at child impacts in a program
with a time limit is particularly important when consid-
ering the effects of programs that combine enforcement
strategies with incentives and services. Such combina-
tions are increasingly prevalent under the current welfare
law, which requires that states mandate employment par-
ticipation and place tine limits on welfare reccipt. In
addition, this study sheds light on outcomes for children
when families experience a period of modest improve-
ment in economic status that is not sustained, a common
experience among families transitioning off welfare in
the current policy and economic environment. (See the
article by Zedlewski in this journal issue.)

In sum, many of the results in the evaluatons of these
different programs point only to weak impacts or an
absence of impacts for young children. Given the limit-
ed emphasis placed directly on services or program
components for children, perhaps this is not surprising.
Nevertheless, some impacts did occur that were both
favorable and unfavorable in each of the three aspects of
children’s development examined: academic/cognitive,
behavioral /emotional, and health and safety. Thus, the
programs did have the potential to affect children’s out-
comes for both better and worse. Moreover, the mag-
nitude of these impacts, when they did occur, fell within
the range of impacts for programs that target children
directly, but were not as strong as the largest impacts
found in some of the most successful early intervention
programs.?® As explored further below, various patterns
emerge from this synthesis of findings that help explain
the programs’ impacts on children.

Patterns Related to Favorable and
Unfavorable Impacts

Overall, this synthesis of findings suggests that across
the different welfare-to-work programs studied so far,
there was neither widespread harm nor benefit to
young children. Yet some significant impacts on chil-
dren did occur. The question of whether and how dif-
ferent types of programs and different patterns of
economic impacts correspond to different patterns of
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impacts on children is of critical importance to policy-
makers. Of central concern is whether impacts on chil-
dren correspond more closely to the type of program
(the program’s “blueprint™), or to the actual econom-
ic results in terms of mothers’ employment and
income, regardless of a program’s orientation or intent.

In the studies reviewed here, four sets of factors appear
to “tip” program impacts on children toward favorable
or unfavorable: (1)} program goals and components,
(2) the patterns of economic impacts, (3) family char-
acteristics, and (4) child age. Favorable impacts on chil-
dren tended to occur in programs that improved family
economic status or maternal education. Unfavorable
impacts on children tended to occur when families in
the program did not show economic progress or expe-
rienced a setback, when the children were adolescents,
and—unexpectedly—when the families were believed
to be at lower risk of long-term welfare receipt. (See

Experimental Studies of Welfare Reform

Box 2.) In addition, preliminary work suggests that
nontargeted family factors, such as parenting and
maternal mental health, also may play a role. These
influences differed across developmental areas, with
patterns generally similar for academic/cognitive and
behavioral outcomes, but not for health and safety.

Program Goals and Components

The findings show relatively few impacts for children in
three of the four program types. Programs targeted to
teenage mothers, mandatory work-first or education-
first programs, and the program with a time limit all had
limited impacts on child outcomes. Where patterns of
impacts did emerge, they were unfavorable in the teen
programs, but mixed in work-first and education-first
programs as well as in the time-limited program.

Favorable impacts were found much more consistenty
for young children in the programs involving strong
financial work incentives, but even in these programs,

Box 2

Favorable and Unfavorable Impacts on Children

Favorable impacts tended to occur:

D For school-age children in programs that resulted in improve-
ments in family economic status, not only in terms of employ-
ment and earnings, but also in terms of overall family income
and proportion of families in poverty. This pattern of economic
impacts occurred most consistently, though not only, in pro-
grams that had strong financial incentives and supports for
working.

b On cognitive and academic outcomes for school-age children
in programs that resulted in increased maternal educational
attainment. This pattern of impacts for adults usually occurred
in programs that included education and training components
as precursors to job search and employment.

Unfavorable impacts tended to occur:

D When families in the program did not show progress, on aver-
age, or experienced setbacks on any of the core economic out-
comes (employment and earnings, overall income, or
proportion of families in poverty), despite program supporis
and requirements.

D When children of the adults targeted by the programs were
adolescents. Unfavorable impacts for adolescent children of
welfare recipients occurred in programs taking very different
approaches (for example, programs emphasizing financial
incentives and supports for working, and programs focusing
more heavily on enforcement strategies such as sanctions and
time limits).

D For children in families that were at lower rather than higher
initial levels of disadvantage. This unexpected pattern cut
across different ways of defining the initial levei of disadvan-
tage, and also across different program approaches.
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The findings on economic patterns underscore the importance
of efforts to support sustained economic progress for families

in order to increase favorable impacts for children.

a consistent pattern did not emerge for all families. As
discussed further below, it is important to take into
account economic impacts and family and child char-
acteristics to understand the variation in findings with-
in and across program types.

Patterns of Economic Impacts

The correspondence between program type and pat-
tern of economic impacts was not perfect for the pro-
grams examined here. Even within a single program
type, economic impacts for specific sites or program
variants sometimes differed. Similarly, the correspon-
dence between patterns of economic impacts and child
outcomes also varied. The findings suggest that favor-
able impacts on income facilitate, but do not assure,
favorable child outcomes.

In general, young children in families making stronger
economic progress showed more favorable impacts on
- their academic/cognitive and behavioral /emotional
outcomes, whereas children in families making no eco-
nomic progress or experiencing a setback showed less
favorable impacts. However, for children in families
whose economic progress was somewhere in between—
that is, with improvements that faded over time, or
increases in employment without increased income—
the impacts on children tended to be weak. At the same
time, an unfavorable pattern of economic impacts did
not always correspond to unfavorable child impacts,
and similarly, a favorable pattern of economic impacts
did not always correspond to favorable child impacts.
For example, unfavorable impacts for adolescents cut
across different patterns of economic outcomes.

In addition, when mothers made progress in educa-
tional attainment, favorable child academic/cognitive
impacts were sometimes found even in the absence of
positive economic outcomes. For example, favorable
academic/cognitive impacts occurred in- three of the
four JOBS programs in which mothers achieved higher
levels of education. One of the TPD programs in which
there were impacts on mothers’ educaton, TPD Chica-
g0, also showed a weak pattern of favorable impacts for
child academic/cognitive outcomes. Not all programs

in which mothers made educational progress resulted in
favorable impacts on child academic/cognitive out-
comes; for example, no impacts were found in the
JOBS education-first program in Riverside and the
TPD program in Camden. Nevertheless, these findings
suggest that improving the educational levels of moth-
ers receiving welfare may have positive implications for
their children’s academic/cognitive development.?®

For the most part, however, the findings on economic
patterns underscore the importance of efforts to support
sustained economic progress for families in order to
increase favorable impacts for children. The results also
show that in some instances, welfare-to-work programs
have had no or unfavorable economic impacts for fami-
lies (especially families headed by teenage recipients), and
that such programs sometimes have had unfavorable
impacts for children. It is equally important to under-
stand when and why these less-favorable economic
impact patterns occur and to seck alternative approaches.

Family Characteristics

Results taking into account family characteristics revealed
a pattern contrary to expectations. Findings suggest that
unfavorable impacts on children are more likely in fami-
lies traditionally considered at lower risk for long-term
welfare receipt, such as families new to welfare, or those
who had received welfare for less than two years. In con-
trast, findings for children in families traditionally viewed
as higher risk, such as those who had received welfare
longer, show more favorable impacts for academic/cog-
nitive and behavioral /emotional outcomes.®

Various explanations have been suggested as to why
lower family risk might be associated with unfavorable
child impacts. One hypothesis is that families tradition-
ally viewed as lower risk are, in fact, experiencing acute
as opposed to chronic stress. For example, families new
to welfare may be applying because of a fairly recent
crisis, such as loss of a job, separation or divorce, or
domestic violence, or because of a major life change,
such as a baby’s birth. If such families are then encour-
aged or pushed toward work, this may add further
transitions to the lives of children already adapting to
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major changes, leading to unfavorable impacts. Anoth-
er hypothesis is that applying for welfare may be asso-
ciated with greater stigma for lower-risk families.3! As a
result, these families may have a greater sense of obli-
gation and anxiety about needing to fulfill program
requirements, or a greater sense of shame about any
difficulty in meeting requirements. Such responses
could affect children, resulting in unfavorable impacts.

Child Age

Unexpected findings were revealed at both ends of the
age range, for the youngest and the oldest children in
these studies. Other research suggests that changes in
family economic well-being, especially movement into
and out of poverty, as well as length of time in deep
poverty, appear to have the strongest effects on children
in the first years of life, particularly in the area of cogni-
tive development.3? Thus, favorable impacts for children,
especially in the studies involving favorable economic
impacts, might be expected to be particularly evident for
very young children. Similarly, some evidence suggests
that maternal employment during infancy may some-
times have negative effects on children.3® However,
results pertaining to the youngest children in these stud-
ies do not support this hypothesis. In general, whereas
school-age children tended to show either favorable or
unfavorable impacts, the younger children in these stud-
ies showed little indication of significant impacts.

At the other end of the age continuum, some
researchers expected that adolescents would be the
least affected by their mothers’ involvement in a wel-
fare-to-work program. Yet this set of evaluations points
fairly consistently to unfavorable patterns of impacts for
adolescents across program types and economic impact
patterns.*® Possible explanations for these impacts
range from an erosion in parenting quality and moni-
toring to a substantial increase in adolescent responsi-
bilities within the household.3® Each of these
possibilides has different implications for programs
aimed at helping adolescents; therefore, careful consid-
eration of the processes at play is warranted to mount
the most effective programs to address these issues.

At the same time, data are limited with respect to both
age groups. The very limited evidence of impacts on
the youngest children in these studies reflects a lack of
detailed and direct assessments of the children in this

© 2001 Stephen Shames/Matrix
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age range, and the greater difficulty of obtaining reli-

able measures of their development. Similarly, the
impacts on adolescents were examined in only a minor-
ity of the studies. Still, these findings suggest that the
child’s age is an important consideration across a range
of program approaches. Further investigation is need-
ed of the impacts on infants and toddlers, as well as
adolescents, of differing welfare-to-work approaches.

Nontargeted Family Factors

Although these programs directly attempted to
improve adult economic outcomes such as employ-
ment, earnings, and income, an important question is
whether nontargeted aspects of family life, such as par-
enting behavior or maternal psychological well-being,
also were affected by the programs. Overall, nontar-
geted aspects of family life appear to have been affect-
ed less frequently than targeted economic outcomes,
yet such impacts did occur in these studies. Further,
some of the impacts occurred on outcomes that could
be very important for the quality of children’s experi-
ences in the home, such as harsh parenting, maternal
depressive symptoms, residence of mother apart from
the child, and domestic violence.

Researchers are exploring whether and how impacts on
these nontargeted aspects of family life help to shape
program impacts on children. Preliminary work sug-
gests that such impacts may play a role in determining
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outcomes for children.?” Different programs appear to
actvate different pathways of influence, however, and
results do not point to a single pathway across all stud-
ies. Indeed, it appears that child impacts for any one
program may reflect the simultancous influences of
impacts on multiple targeted and nontargeted family
outcomes, sometimes functioning in opposing direc-
tions. (See the article by Huston in this journal issue.)

Differences across Developmental Areas

The patterns of influence relating to program type, eco-
nomic impacts, family characteristics, and child age dif-
fered across developmental areas. In general, patterns
were similar for academic/cognitive and behavioral/
emotional outcomes, but not for health and safety.

Impacts on child academic/cognitive outcomes were the
most pervasive. Previous research suggests that children’s
academic/cognitive development may be particularly
affected by the cumulative influence over tme of family
economic status. Thus, the greater impacts for academ-
ic/cognitive outcomes may reflect the fact that children’s
academic and achievement outcomes were influenced by
economic change over the follow-up period.

Impacts on child behavioral/emotional outcomes were
somewhat less consistent. Some evidence indicates that
behavioral outcomes in children are sensitive to transidons
and can change more rapidly.® This sensitivity to change
may help explain the generally less pervasive patterns of
behavioral /emotional outcomes in this set of studies.

Impacts on child health and safety outcomes, such as
overall health ratings and incidence of accidents and
injuries, were rare for this set of evaluation studies.
When impacts did occur, they showed a very different
pattern from the other developmental areas, both in
terms of their frequency and their relationship to adult
cconomic impacts, suggesting different factors may be
at play. For instance, a significant factor that may influ-
ence health and safety measures may be whether par-
ents have access to health care either through
employment or public assistance. Thus, the economic
patterns that help to explain the pattern of impacts for

. academic/cognitive and behavioral/emotional func-

tioning may be less important in explaining health and
safety outcomes; instead, health coverage, which was
not examined in detail here, may be key.

Different methods of measurement may also contribute
to the different patterns across areas of development.
Measures of academic/cognitive development, for
example, included standardized assessments and reports
from teachers and children, as well as from mothcrs. In
contrast, behavioral /emotional development was most
often measured only through maternal report. More or
different impacts might have been detected in the
behavioral /emotional arca if informaton had been
obtained through other means, such as teachers’
reports, or direct observation of children’s behavior.¥
Similarly, it would also be helpful to go beyond mater-
nal report measures of hcalth and safety to include, for
example, a physician’s assessment of the child’s overall
health and of any limiting conditions.

Policy Implications

As reauthorization of welfare reform approaches, sev-
eral implications from this synthesis of findings may be
of interest to policymakers at the federal, state, and
local levels who look to welfare policy as a means to
benefit children. In particular, the research suggests
that it may be useful to:

D Focus on welfare programs that lead to sustained
financial gains for families. This analysis, along
with others, suggests that programs leading to sus-
tained financial gains have the potental to improve
young children’s well-being, whereas programs that
fail to increase employment and income over the
long term are more likely to have neurtral or negative
implications for children.

D Take steps to identify and implement programs to
help families that have only recently begun receiv-
ing welfare or are considered to be at lower risk
of long-term welfare dependency. Somewhar sur-
prisingly, children in these families seem to benefit
least, and indeed sometimes show unfavorable
impacts, when their mothers participate in welfare-
to-work programs. It is therefore important to con-
sider ways to minimize these unintended negative
consequences for the families traditionally considered
at lower risk, and to reexamine the concept of risk
among families applying for welfare.

D Explore the underlying causes of the initial indi-
cations of negative impacts of welfare-to-work
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programs on adolescent children and use this
information to implement better programs or
policies to help this age group. Few data are avail-
able to explain why adolescents score lower on vari-
ous academic/cognitive and behavioral /emotional
measures, including their own self-reports of delin-
quent activities, when their mothers participate in a
welfare-to-work program. Before steps can be taken
to help, it is important to understand what is leading
to these negative effects.

D Focus on how the new residence and education
requirements for teen parent recipients are affect-
ing these families. Very little is known about how
these provisions are affecting teen parent families.
This is an important area for future experimental and
nonexperimental research.

D Obtain more data on the effects on infants and
toddlers. Very little is known about how the
youngest children are affected when their mothers
are required to fulfill work requirements as a condi-
tion of welfare receipt. It would be extremely inform-
ative to systematically examine any variation in
impacts on infants and toddlers based on varying
policies concerning the age of the child when par-
ents’ work requirements commence (for example,
varying the timing when recipients are required to
work to earlier versus later in an infant’s first year)
and the number of hours of work required for recip-
ients with infants and toddlers.

D Explore further the possibility that programs that
increase mothers’ education may benefit children.
Some programs studied in this analysis did not
increase family income during the time frame exam-
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For example, MFIP generally provided earnings supplements
within the welfare system so that both income and welfare receipt
incrcascd. In contrast, New Hope and SSP provided earnings
supplements outside the welfare system so that income increased
while welfare receipt decreased.

Only the recent applicant group within MFIP (who did not expe-
rience income gains or poverty reduction) and the participants in
the New Hope Project (who showed fade-out of the income
impact over time) depart from this pattern.

These ratings were from the Academic Subscale of the Social
Skills Rating System. Boys in the New Hope Project group were
also more likely to indicate that they expected to attend college,
and were more likely to have higher occupational expectations.
For girls in the program group, however, little impact on meas-
ures of cognitive development was found.

However, researchers found no favorable behavioral impacts for
school-age children of recent welfare recipients in the MFID vari-
ant involving incentives only. See note 5, Zaslow, et al.

The most common financial incentive to reward work is the
carned income disregard, whereby a portion of earned income is
not counted when determining eligibility for benefits or calculat-
ing a family’s welfare benefit. (See the article by Zedlewski in this
journal issue.)

Bloom, D., Kemple, J.J., Morris, P, et al. The Eamily Transition
Program: Final report on Florida’s initial time-limsted welfare pro-
gram. New York: Manpower Demonstration Research Corp.,
2000.

See Cohen, |. Statistical power analysis for the behavioral sciences.
2nd ed. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1988.
Cohen offers statistical guidelines for estimating the practical sig-
nificance of a relationship based on its effect size (here, the differ-
ence between the program and control group divided hy the
standard deviation of the control group). He recommended that,
when comparing two groups, an effect size of .20 might be con-
sidered “small,” an effect size of .50 might be considered “medi-
um,” and an effect size of .80 might be considered “large.”
Under these guidelines, when welfare programs do have impacts
on children, the impacts generally are in the small to medium
range, the same range as found for impacts in two-generational
programs and some child-focused programs.

This hypothesis is being explored further in work taking into
account factors that influence which mothers obtain further edu-
cation in the context of the JOBS welfare-to-work programs.
Findings to date support the hypothesis that increasing mothers’
educational attainment may be another means of improving out-
comes for children in welfare-receiving families, specifically in the
area of academic/cognitive development. See Magnuson, K., and
McGroder, S.M. From ABEs to 1, 2, 3s: The effects of maternal
education on young children’s school readiness. Poster presented at
the annual meeting of the Population Association of America.
Washington, DC. March 29-31, 2001.

Further findings from the Child Outcomes Study (within
NEWWS) and from FTP, not included in the synthesis, point to
similar conclusions.

. This hypothesis was suggested by Kate Marsland, Laura Sosinsky,

and Sean Moundas of the Department of Psychology, Yale Uni-
versity, in response to a presentation by Martha Zaslow at the
Bush Center in Child Development and Social Policy, Yale Uni-
versity, March 2, 2001.

See, for example, Duncan, G.]., and Brooks-Gunn, J., eds. Conse-
quences of growing up poor. New York: Russell Sage Foundation,

33.

34,

35.

36.

38.

39.
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1997. However, few studies have investigated this point, and
those that exist are not all in agreement. For instance, another
study suggests that, whercas cognitive skills are most affected-by
poverty in early childhood, academic achievement is more sensi-
tive to poverty in adolescence. See Guo, G. The timing of the
influences of cumulative poverty on children’s cognitive ability
and achievement. Social Forces (1998) 77:257-88. Yet another
study suggested that the relationship between early poverty and
children’s outcomes is an artifact of the relationship berween the
timing and duration of poverty, with those experiencing poverty
at younger ages more likely to experience it for longer periods of
time. See Brooks, J.L., and Shanahan, M.]. The impact of family
economic history on pre-adolcscent achievement. Unpublished
manuscript, 2000.

Baydar, N, and Brooks-Gunn, J. Effects of maternal employment
and child-care arrangements on preschoolers’ cognitive and
behavioral outcomes: Evidence from the children of the National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth. Developmental Psychalagy (1991)
27:932-45. See also Belsky, J., and Eggeheen, D. Early and
extensive maternal employment and young children’s socioemo-
tional development: Children of the National Longitudinal Sur-
vey of Youth. Journal of Marriage and the Family (1991)
53:1083-1110.

In two of the three programs with negative impacts on adoles-
cents, MFIP and FTP, data were not available to indicate whether
the pattern of economic impacts diftered for families with adoles-
cents than for families with younger children. However, the SSP
findings suggest that cconomic and employment impacts arc
identical in direction (though perhaps somewhat smaller) in fami-
lies with older children and in families with vounger children.
Hence, in the absence of data specific to familics with adoles-
cents, the pattern of economic impacts for familics with younger
children is used here.

Brooks, J., Hair, E., and Zaslow, M. Welfare reform’s impact on
adolescents: Early warning signs. Rescarch brief. Washington, DC:
Child Trends, July 2001. :

See, for example, Shonkoff, J.P., and Phillips, D.A, eds. From
neurons 1o neighborhoods: The science of early ehildhood develop-
ment. Washingron, DC: National Academy Press, 2000; and
Larner, M., Behrman, R., Young, M., and Reich, K. Caring for
infants and toddlers: Analysis and recommendations. The Furire
of Children (Spring/Summer 2001) 11(1):7-19.

. McGroder, S M., Zaslow, M.]., Moore, K A, et al. The role of

parenting in shaping the impacts of welfare-to-work programs on
children. In Parenting and the child’s world: Influences on aca-
demic, intellectnual, and social-cmotional development. ] .G.
Borkowski, S.L. Ramey, and M. Bristol-Powers, eds. Mahwah,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. In press.

Hofferth, S.L., Smith, J., McLoyd, V.C., and Finkelstein, J.
Achievement and behavior among children of welfare recipients,
welfare leavers, and low-income single mothers. Journal of Social
Issues (2000) 56(4):747-74. Sce also Moore, K., Glei, D.,
Driscoll, A., et al. Welfare and poverty pasterns: Implications for
children. Washington, DC: Child Trends, 2000.

Teachers’ reports for behavioral and emotional outcomes were
collected in two of the studies included in this synthesis of find-
ings (New Hope and New Chance). However, the majority of
studies included in this synthesis relied solely on mothers’ reports
of children’s behavioral and emotional outcomcs

D
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CPPENDRS

Profile of Welfare Studies’ Favorable and Unfavorable Impacts on Children

The following table displays the net proportion of statistically significant favorable and unfavorable impacts on children’s academic/cognitive,
behavioral/emotional, and health and safety outcomes, by patterns of impacts on family economic resources and parental education. Propor-
tions are based on the number of favorable impacts, minus the number of unfavorable impacts, divided by the total number of child outcome
measures examined within the domain of development. An impact refers to the difference in the average level of functioning of children in the
program and control groups. (Ages of children at the time of the follow-up study in parentheses.)

Adult Outcomes Child Outcomes
Economic Educational Academic/ Behavioral/  Healthand
resources? attainmentt cognitive emotional safety
Programs for Teenage Welfare Recipients
New Chance (ages 3.5-10)¢ No improvement/setback  No differenced -0.2 -0.39 -01
TPD (Camden} (ages 5-10) Sustained improvement More 0 0 0
TPD (Chicago) (ages 5-10) Employment only More 0.06 0 0
TPD (Newark) (ages 5-10) No improvement/setback  Less -0.19 -0.11 0
Mandatory Education-First and
Work-First Programs
JOBS/education-first (Atlanta) (ages 5-7) Employment only More 0.25 0 0
JOBS/education-first (Grand Rapids) (ages 5-7) No improvement/setback  More 0.25 0 0
JOBS/education-first (Riverside) (ages 5-7) Employment only More 0 0 -0.67
JOBS/work-first (Atlanta) (ages 5-7) Employment only More 0.75 0.09 0
JOBS/work-first (Grand Rapids) (ages 5-7) Employment only Less 0 -0.18 0
JOBS/work-first (Riverside) (ages 5-7) Employment only No difference 0 0 -0.67
Strong Financial Work Incentive Programs
MFIP/LT/F (ages 5-12)¢ Sustained improvement No difference 0.6 0.3 —0.5
MFIP/LT/ (ages 5-12) Sustained improvement More 0.4 0.5 05
MFIP/LT/F (ages 13-18) Sustained improvement No difference -0.25 0 f
MFIP/R/F (ages 5-12) Employment only No difference 0 -0.25 0
MFIP/R/I (ages 5-12) No improvement/setback  No difference 0.4 0 0
MFIP/R/F (ages 13-18) Employment only No difference -0.75 -1
New Hope/boys (ages 3-5) Sustained improvement No difference f 0 f
New Hope/boys (ages 6-12) Sustained improvement No difference 0.53 0.27 f
New Hope/girls (ages 3-5) Sustained improvement No difference f 0 f
New Hope/girls (ages 6-12) Sustained improvement No difference -0.06 -0.03 f
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Adult Qutcomes Child Outcomes
Economic Educational Academic/ Behavioral/  Health and
resources? attainment? cognitive emotional safety
Strong Financial Work Incentive Programs (continued)
SSP (ages 3-5) Sustained improvement f 0 0 0
SSP (ages 6-11) Sustained improvement f 029 0 05
SSP (ages 12-18) Sustained improvement f -0.33 -0.63 0
Programs with a Time Limit Component
FTP (ages 5-12) Fade-out t 0 013 0.67
FTP (ages 13-17) Fade-out f. -0.33 -0.2 f

8 Economic resources refers to the pattern of impacts on average parental employ-
ment and average family income.

No improvement/setback: The program group did not have a higher average level
of employment or income, or had a lower level of employment or income, than
the control group.

Employment only: The program group had a higher average level of employment,
but not income, than the control group.

Fade-out The program group had a higher average level of both employment and
income than the control group, but at least one of these effects faded out by
the end of the follow-up.

Sustained improvement: The program group had a higher average level of both
employment and income through the end of the follow-up period.

b Educational attainment refers to the pattern of impacts on average parentat edu-

cational advancement.

More: The program group had a higher average level of educational attainment
than the contro! group.

Less: The program group had a lower average level of educational attainment
than the control group.

No difference: No statistically significant difference was found between the aver-
age level of educational attainment in the program and control groups.

¢ Includes results from all program sites: 16 locations across 10 states.

4 New Chance had a positive impact on General Educational Development (GED)

completion, but a negative impact on high school completion. These mixed
results are summarized here as no impact.

€ MFIP data are reported separately for mothers who had been receiving welfare
for 24 of the 36 months immediately prior to random assignment (long-term
recipients/LT) versus those who did not meet this criterion (recent applicants/R);
also, data are reported separately for mothers who received financial incentives
only (incentives/l) versus those who were enrolled in the full program with both
financial incentives and a work mandate (full/F). For long-term recipients, the
work mandates in the full program went into effect inmediately upon assign-
ment to the program. For recent applicants, however, the work requirement did
not go into effect until the recipient had been receiving welfare for 24 months.
The MFIP results are presented for single-parent recipients in urban counties
only.

fNo assessment of this indicator in this study

Acronyms: FTP = Florida's Family Transition Program
JOBS = Job Opportunities and Basic Skills Training
MFIP = Minnesota Family Investment Program
SSP = Canada's Self Sufficiency Project
TPD = Teenage Parent Demonstration

For a more detailed discussion of these findings, see the Child Trends Web site at
http://www.childtrends.org.
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Children and Welfare Reform

Welftare Reform and Child Care
Options for Low-Income Families

Bruce Fuller, Sharon L. Kagan, Gretchen L. Caspary, and Christiane A. Gauthier

SUMNAGY

For the changes under welfare reform to posi-
avely affect children, the gains that mothers
make from employment must lead to improve-
ments in children’s daily settings at home, in
child care, at school, or in the community. This
article focuses on the role child care can play in
promoting the development of, and life oppor-
tunities for, low-income children. Key observa-
tons include:

D Total federal and state funding for child care
for welfare and working poor families has in-
creased dramatically since welfare reform,
from $2.8 billion in 1995 to $8.0 billion in
2000.

D The majority of welfare mothers tend to rely
on informal child care arrangements when
first participating in welfare-to-work pro-
grams, but as they move off welfare and into
more stable jobs, they are more likely to
choose a center or a family child care home.

D Although children from poor households
- stand to benefit the most from high-quality
care, they are less likely to be enrolled in high-
quality programs than are children from afflu-
ent families, partly due to uneven access to
high-quality options in their neighborhoods.

D Less than one-quarter of all eligible families
use child care subsidies, and usage varies wide-
ly across states and local areas reflecting vani-
ous barriers to access and scarcity of quality
center-based care.

The authors conclude that to achieve welfare
reform’s ultimate goal of breaking the cycle
of intergenerational poverty and dependence
on government benefits, welfare-to-work
programs should promote learning and
development among children in welfare and
working poor families by increasing access to
high-quality child care in low-income neigh-
borhoods.

Bruce Fuller, Ph.D., is professor of education and pub-
lic policy, and director of Policy Analysis for Califor-
nia Education (PACE) at the University of
California, Berkeley.

Sharon L. Kagan, Ed.D., is professor of early child-
hood and family policy, and codivector of The Center,
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Columbia University.
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central goal of the welfare reforms under-

taken in the 1990s was to increase parents’

self-sufficiency and end dependence on

government benefits.! For this goal to be
realized, not just for the current generation but also for
the next, attention must be paid to the early develop-
ment and long-term advancement of children in wel-
fare and working poor families. Mothers” employment
gains are of little consequence to children’s develop-
ment unless such gains lead to improvements in chil-
dren’s daily environments at home, in child care, at
school, or in the community.

This article focuses on the effects of welfare reform on
how and where low-income children spend their days,
and on the role child care can play in improving their
lives. The first section reviews the history of public
interest and support for child care. The second section
examines patterns of child care use among low-income
families, changes in family life spurred by welfare
reform, and factors affecting parents’ choice of care.
The third section summarizes what is known about the
quality of care in various settings and how the quality
of care affects children’s development. The fourth sec-
tion discusses strategies for crafting more effective poli-
cies to advance child care options for low-income
families. Finally, the article concludes with some
thoughts about steps needed to help achieve the poli-
cy aim of ending the inheritance of family poverty.

The Public Interest in Child Care

Society has a stake in families’ child care choices, both
because child care enables parcnts to work and because
it can influcnce children’s development. Separate
strategies and funding streams have evolved over the
past century in response to cach of these concerns.

The settlement house movement, which began in the
late 1800s, included a push to expand child care cen-
ters for single mothers who had to work. Congress
redoubled this effort during World War II, rapidly
expanding center-based programs for female factory
workers when the labor power of young mothers was
sorely needed.? A parallel effort focused on providing a
wholesome environment for children in poverty. This
movement first emerged in the 1930s, when federally
funded nursery schools were established to create jobs

v

for unemployed teachers, nurses, and others.? State-
funded preschools emphasizing early education and
school readiness evolved out of this tradition, most
notably Head Start, a child development program cre-
ated in 1965 to serve low-income children and their
families. Then in 1988, Congress enacted three wel-
fare-related child care programs to subsidize care as a
support for parents who were engaged in work prepa-
ration activities or work itself, and who were on wel-
fare, leaving welfare, or at risk of becoming dependent
on welfare. In 1990, Congress also created the Child
Care and Development Block Grant to subsidize child
care for a wider range of low-income working parents.

The welfare reform law of 1996 enacted further
changes to federal child care programs. Growing out of
an interest in enabling work, but touching on concerns

[ ]

Box 1

Mew Goals in the 1926 Law for
Federal Support of Child Care

D To allow maximum flexibility for states to develop child
care programs and policies that best suit the needs of chil-
dren and parents in each state.

D To promote parental choice and empower working parents
to make their own decisions about the child care that best
suits their family’s needs.

D To encourage states to provide consumer education infor-
mation to help parents make informed choices about child
care.

D To assist states to provide child care to parents trying to
achieve independence from public assistance.

D To assist states in implementing the health, safety, licens-
ing, and registration standards established in the states’
child care regulations.

Source: Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of
1996. Public Law 104-193, section 602, 110 Stat, 2279, August 22, 1996.
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for children’s development, the Child Care and Devel-
opment Block Grant was expanded and consolidated
with the other welfare-related funding streams
described above. (See the article by Greenberg and col-
leagues in this journal issue.) The new goals established
for the expanded block grant, referred to in federal reg-
ulations as the Child Care and Development Fund
(CCDEF), are summarized in Box 1. In addition to
increasing funds for child care, the law also allows
states to spend funds allocated to the new welfare pro-
gram, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF), directly for child care, and to transfer up to
30% of their TANF funds into the CCDF.

Meanwhile, spending on preschools and early educa-
ton programs also increased. Federal spending on
Head Start preschools, for example, grew from $1.2

Child Care Options for Low-Income Families

billion in 1990 to $5.3 billion in 2000 ($3.8 billion in
constant 1990 dollars).* The Early Head Start program
was established in 1994, and preschool support from
Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
began to grow rapidly in the mid-1990s as well.

Figure 1 summarizes the growth in federal appropria-
dons for major child care and early childhood pro-
grams over the past decade. Only the federal
Dependent Care Tax Credit, a nonrefundable tax cred-
it for taxpayers who pay out-of-pocket for child care,
declined during this period.’ The use and significance
of this tax credit are likely to increase, however, as the
Bush administration has agreed to make the credit
refundable beginning in 2002.

In addition, with their added flexibility under TANF,
some states have aggressively reallocated welfare dollars

Figure 1

. L

Head Start |~ LR T N R R VS N T I S |
Rising Federal
Commitment to Early Head Start and Even Start -
Child Care and Child Care and Development ] L - .
Early Education Block Grant ‘ — —
ESEA®-Title | early education }
Child care food program |.. ...

KEY: TANF transfers to child care® ——= TR
L1 Fy 1991 Dependent Care Tax Credit |- a -~
1 Fy 2000 ; T T
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Billions of 1990 dollars, adjusted for infiation

?Fiscal year 1991 funding for the Child Care and Development Fund refiects the sum of the amounts provided for various programs that were con-
solidated into the fund in 1996, including AFDC-related child care and the Child Care and Development Block Grant.

PESEA = Elementary and Secondary Education Act

TANF transfers to child care includes direct spending on child care as well as transfers to state Child Care and Development Funds.

Sources: U.S. General Accounting Office. Education and care: Early childhood programs and services for low-income famiiies. HEHS-00-11. Washington, DC: GAO, 1999; Office
of Management and Budget. The U.S. budget, fiscal year 1992. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1991; Hayes, C., Palmer, J,, and Zaslow, M. Who cares for America’s
children? Washington, DC: National Academy Press, 1991; U.S. General Accounting Office. Preschool education: Federal investment for low-income children significant but
effectiveness unclear. GAO/T-HEHS-00-88. Washington, DC: GAO, 2000; and personal communication with Sandy Brown, U.S. Department of Education, and Nazanin Samari,
American Enterprise Institute (who shared historical data assembled by Douglas J. Besharov).
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to child care and after-school programs. Total federal
and state expenditures for child care under the CCDF
and welfare-related programs grew from $2.8 billion in
1995 to $8.0 billion in 2000, including $2 billion in
funds transferred from TANE.®

States have also stepped up their funding for early edu-
cation. At least 43 states now support preschool pro-
grams for low-income families, enrolling more -than
750,000 children. State funding for early education

programs for children ages 3 to 6 grew from just $180
million in 1987 to over $2 billion in 1999. Georgia is
the only state to provide universal access for all four-
year-olds whose parents seek preschool programs, but

* state-funded programs serve sizeable shares of low-

income children in California, Maryland, Massachu-
setts, New York, and North Carolina.” According to a
recent report from the National Center for Children in
Poverty, total state funding for early childhood initia-
tives, including infant and toddler programs and an

Figure 2

Types of Child Care Use by Poverty Status, Fall 1935

Data include children from all families, regardless of parents’ employment status.
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Total includes care by designated parents, other parents, grandparents, siblings, and other relatives.

] ®Total includes care in an organized facility or by other nonrelatives.

4

*Enrichment activities consist of organized sports, lessons {such as music, art, dance, language, and computer), clubs, and before- or after-

school programs.

Source: Based on Census Bureau data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation, 1993 panel wave 9, as summarized in Smith, K. Who's minding the kids? Child
care arrangements: Fall 1995, Current Population Reports, Household Economic Studies, P70-70. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau, October 2000, tables 4 and 11. Because

of multiple arangements, total percentages may exceed the total number of children.
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Figure 3

Child Care Options for Low-Income Families

.Child Care Settings by Poverty Level in Four States (1997)
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Families, Urban Institute, 1997.
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array of child development and family support efforts,
exceeded $3.7 billion in 2000.%

Child care funding at both the state and federal level
has risen significantly, and children are spending
increasing amounts of time in care, but the role child
care plays in the lives of children and parents is not well
understood. The remaining sections of this article
examine the implications of welfare reform’s changes
to child care as an increasing number of low-income
mothers move into jobs.

Patterns of Child Care Use among
Low-Income Families

At the dawn of welfare reform in the mid-1990s, a fair
amount of research had examined the type of child care
relied upon by low-income families. As illustrated in
Figure 2, national data indicate that families living
below the poverty level relied heavily on relatves to
care for both their preschoolers and school-age chil-
dren in 1995, as did families living above poverty.
However, families who were better off used nonrelative

care almost as frequently as relative care for their
preschoolers, interspersing different types of care.®
Research shows, for example, that more than 70% of
four-year-olds from affluent families were enrolled in a
center or preschool in 1995, compared with 45% of
those from low-income households.'® Affluent families
were also much more likely to provide multiple types
of enrichment activities for their children in grade
school. School-age children in households earning
more than $55,000 a year were almost threc times as
likely to participate in sports, and more than twice as
likely to take lessons after school, than were children
from families earning under $18,000 annually."

Studies show that the types of care families select also
vary widely across states. To illustrate these between-
state differences, Figure 3 shows the share of preschool
children who attended a center-based program or fam-
ily child care home in 1997 among families with a work-
ing mother in four different states, by poverty level. The
share of children from households earning less than
twice the poverty line who attended centers ranged
from 17% in California to 38% in Massachusetts.'?

The Future of Children
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Changes in Child Care Spurred by Welfare Reform
Before welfare reform, a significant number of mothers
living in poverty cared for their children themselves, as
they could usually rely on welfare without working.
Caseload data from 1995 indicate that only about 20%
of families receiving welfare were cither engaged in
work activities or employed, and 4.9 million families
(monthly average) were on the rolls.”® But the 1996
federal welfare law required for the first time almost all
parents, including those with preschool-age children
and younger, to participate in work activities.'* By
1998, the percentage of families engaged in work activ-
ities or employed had grown to 35%, and only 3.2 mil-
lion families were on the rolls.!® As welfare mothers
moved into jobs, their children—especially preschool-
age children—moved into nonmaternal child care
arrangements. Many welfare mothers did not have a
child care provider prior to the welfare-to-work
requirements, and even for mothers who did, the num-
ber of hours their children spent in nonmaternal care
likely increased.'®

A Berkeley—Yale research team estimated that at least
one million preschool-age children moved into new
child care settings between 1996 and 1998, following
changes under welfare reform.!® This estimate may be
conservative, as it includes only families who were
enrolled in work activities and those employed about a
year after leaving welfare. Also, the estimate did not
include the increasing number of older children who
began spending time at home alone after school while
their mothers were still at work.

Data on the types of child care selected by welfare par-
ents are emerging from a number of studies in several
states and cities across the country. The majority of
welfare families rely on informal arrangements when
they begin to participate in work activities. For exam-
ple, in Vermont, most of the growth in use of nonma-
ternal child care following welfare reform involved
relatives and informal providers, up 26% in the early
years of the state’s welfare-to-work demonstration pro-
gram, whereas use of licensed centers and family child
care homes increased by only 5%.!7 But in some cities

]

Box 2
The Growing Up in Poverty Project

The Growing Up in Poverty (GUP) Project is a five-year longitudinal
study, launched in 1997, to learn how children’s upbringing and
development may be affected by the push to move mothers from
welfare into the workforce in the wake of welfare reform.
Researchers are tracking 948 single women who have preschool-
age children and who participate in welfare-to-work programs.
The project’s major goals are to measure the effects of welfare
reform on children and their mothers; to assess the type and qual-
ity of child care used by families receiving TANF; to determine how
differences in neighborhoods affect young children; and to make
recommendations for the next generation of welfare reforms.

Participants were recruited from welfare-to-work programs in
five cities across three states: San Francisco and San Jose, Cali-
fornia; Tampa, Florida; and New Haven and Manchester, Con-
necticut. Each mother provided responses in a detailed interview
covering issues such as parenting, home environment, sources of

income, living costs, and stress. After mothers became employed
or began job training, information was gathered on the child care
settings chosen for their children, and the child care providers
were visited while the child was present to observe the setting
and interview the primary provider. The second year of data col-
lection, completed in 2000, focused in greater depth on the chil-
dren’s home environment, mothers’ experiences in the job
market, and the effect of those experiences on mother—child
relationships.

The GUP Project is run jointly by the University of California at
Berkeley, Yale University, and Teachers College, Columbia Univer-
sity, in collaboration with Mathematica Policy Research, Inc., and
the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation. The project
receives support from nine foundations and government re-
search agencies. For more details, see the GUP Web site at
http://pace.berkeley.edu.

102

Volume 12, Number 1



Child Care Options for Low-Income Families

Data from early welfare-to-work programs show that when
participation in such programs is complemented by strong child

care and after-school support for families, use of center-based care rises.

and counties across the country, more than 40% of wel-
fare families with preschool-age children select center-
based care as they move into work activities. '

The Growing Up in Poverty (GUP) Project is detailing the
wide variability in child care histories of young children in
California, Connecticut, and Flonda. (See Box 2.) The first
wave of maternal interviews and child care observations,
collected in 1998, revealed that 70% of participating Florni-
da mothers selected center-based care after entering welfare-
to-work programs, compared with the 29% and 13% of
mothers who selected centers in California and Connecti-
cut, respectively.! This suggests that local implementation
and center supply conditions may be important factors
affecting mothers’ child care selections.

Moreover, data from early welfare-to-work pro-
grams show that when participation in such pro-
grams i1s complemented by strong child care and
after-school support for families, use of center-based
care rises. For instance, in Minnesota, the selection
of centers or family child care homes was signifi-
cantly higher for families participating in the wel-
fare-to-work program (the experimental group)
than for nonparticipating families (the control
group): 53% versus 42%, respectively.2’ The majori-
ty of welfare parents not in the experimental group
continued to rely on parental care, relatives, or
other informal child care arrangements.

Data from the National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work
Strategies (NEWWS) identified several maternal and
family attributes that helped to predict which welfare
mothers would select centers rather than home-based
arrangements for their three- to five-year-olds. Most
important were higher levels of maternal education and
employment, a higher level of cognitive stimulation
provided in the home, and residence not in public
housing.!® These findings are similar to results from the
GUP Project that showed that welfare mothers with
stronger labor force experience were more likely to
select center-based care, after taking into account child
age and a variety of other factors.

Furthermore, working poor families have been found to
choose center-based care more often than welfare fam-
ilies do. As parents move off welfare and into more sta-
ble, full-time employment, they are more likely to
choose centers over lcss formal types of care. For exam-
ple, among welfare recipients in Los Angeles with chil-
dren ages 2 to 4, 27% sclected center-based care in
1999; 51% relied on informal care, and the remaining
22% used a family child care home.?! In contrast, work-
ing poor parents in Los Angeles with similar access to
subsidies tended to select centers more often. About
59% selected center-based care, just 15% used informal
care, and the remaining 26% selected a family child care
home. For school-age children, 42% of parents in the
county welfare system relied on informal care; among
working poor parents, just 16% used informal providers.

Factors Affecting Choice of Care

Even as Head Start, state-funded centers, and pre-
school initiatives are expanding in many neighbor-
hoods, many low-income parents continue to rely on
informal arrangements with relatives, neighbors, or
babysitters (often referred to as “kith and kin”) for
child care. Some analysts argue that low-income par-
ents hold an a priori preference for informal child care
arrangements. Evidence suggests, however, that other
factors also play a role.

Over the past decade, much has been learned about the
factors that influence parents’ propensity to use child
care and the type of care they select. Mostly this work
has drawn from national samples of parents; only a por-
tion has centered on low-income families. Findings
from these studies suggest that the age of the child,
trust and flexibility, cost, and accessibility figure promi-
nently in parents’ decision making about their chil-
dren’s care.

Age of the Child

Studies show that parents’ likelihood of selecting formal
care varies dramatically by the child’s age. According to
1995 natonwide data, only 19% of families used formal
care for their children less than age 1 during the hours
a parent was engaged in school or work, but 50% use
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such care for their children ages 3 to 4. For school-age
children, while only 3% of families used a formal child
care facility, 35% used some type of enrichment activi-
ty—including sports, lessons, clubs, or before- and
after-school programs—to help cover these hours, and
over 20% left their children in self-care at times.??

Similar patterns are reflected in studies of parents par-
ticipating in welfare-to-work programs. For example,
among the subgroup of welfare families who partici-

. pated in California’s GAIN program (a precursor to

contemporary welfare-to-work programs), most relied
on kith and kin to care for their infants and toddlers.??

~ Only 23% of those with children ages 0 to 2 selected

center-based care, compared with 47% of those with
children ages 3 to 5. Those with school-age children
also relied more heavily on centers or after-school pro-
grams than on kith and kin.

Trust and Flexibility

Many welfare-to-work programs require quick entry
into orientation sessions, job clubs, or job search activ-
ities, so mothers entering these programs must rapidly
find a trusted organization or individual to provide

child care. Interviews with these mothers suggest that
they often trust kin members or friends more than cen-
ter-based caregivers because kith and kin offer familiar
child-rearing practices and speak their language, both
figuratively and literally. In addition, kith and kin often
have more flexibility than other providers to care for
children early in the morning or later in the evening,
which is important for many low-income mothers who
work odd-hour shifts.

In the GUP study, for instance, mothers entering new
welfare programs in 1998 were asked to rank the flex-
ibility, trustworthinéss, and interpersonal openness of
their child care provider, as well as the extent to which
their child received individual attention. Mothers
scored kith and kin higher than centers on all four
dimensions.?* Other studies including interviews with
women on welfare confirm this trust in and flexibility
of kith and kin, especially when it comes to care for
infants and young, toddlers.*

Language concerns, in particular, may affect mothers’
trust in informal arrangements. The GUP study found
that members of language minority groups (Latinas and
Vietnamese Americans) are less likely to select center-
based care.? Also, it appears that welfare mothers are
less apt to use centers when they can rely upon more
supportive kin or coresident adults for their children’s
care. At the same time, while Latina mothers in the Los
Angeles welfare system were less likely to select centers
(33%) than were Anglo clients (45%), such ethnic dift
ferences were not found among the working poor.?!

Cost

The cost of child care is a significant consideration for

all families, but especially for low-income families. A
survey of welfare parents in Illinois, conducted in
1990, revealed that 81% worried about the cost of
child care and just over half said they had serious diffi-
culty finding a caregiver.?’ Formal care is generally
more costly than informal care, which is often unpaid.
Thus, many low-income families require a subsidy to
gain access to center-based care or a family child care
home. Data from the GUP Project corroborate this
point. Researchers examined the flow of subsidies to
single mothers who selected a child care provider after
entering welfare-to-work programs in California and
Florida, and found that subsidy use was heaviest
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Child Care Options for Low-income Families

Unless the full range of child care options is truly available and
affordable, low-income parents’ continued reliance on kith and

kin cannot necessarily be interpreted as their true preference.

among mothers who selected center-based care. Near-
ly 90% of mothers using centers received a full subsidy,
whereas only 39% of mothers selecting a home-based
setting received a subsidy.?

When welfare or working poor parents do not receive
a subsidy or cannot find publicly supported child care,
they must pay out-of-pocket for whatever type of care
they use, and these costs can be substantial. Results
from the Urban Institute’s “National Survey of Amer-
ica’s Families” found that a third of all working parents
who had children under age 13 paid for child care.
Among those who paid, parents spent, on average,
$190 per month (or 23% of earnings annually) on care
in 1997.% For low-income families with a working
mother, the percentage of family income spent on child
care is even higher. According to 1995 survey data
from the U.S. Census Bureau, among families who had
an employed mother and paid for child care, those
earning less than $18,000 a year spent an average of
30% of their annual income on care. In contrast, afflu-
ent families (those with annual incomes of approxi-
mately $54,000 or more) spent only 5% of their
income, on average, for child care.30

Given that the costs of child care can quickly become
substantial, it is not surprising that many low-income
parents put their names on waiting lists for subsidies
and vouchers, For example, in a random survey of par-
ents on such lists in Santa Clara County, California,
researchers found hundreds of working poor mothers
waiting for a subsidized child care slot or voucher.®
Two in five expressed concerns about the quality of
their current child care provider and were eager to
obtain support in order to afford another caregiver.
Similar findings emerged from a study of families on
waiting lists in Minnesota.??

Accessibility

Neighborhood conditions and basic access to particu-
lar child care options also shape parents’ choice of child
care. When centers are available in poor neighbor-
hoods, parents choose this form of care more fre-
quently, especially as their children reach age three or

four. When the supply of centers or family child care
homes is scarce, working mothers must rely on kith or
kin for child care or forgo their jobs.

The stock of child care organizations that has sprouted
within states and neighborhoods varies remarkably. For
example, the GUP Project studied provider markets
across five counties in California, Connecticut, and
Florida. The data suggest that the differences in child
care selection patterns by welfare mothers could be
explained, in part, by the differences in per capita supply
of slots in centers and family child care homes in neigh-
borhoods where the mothers resided. For example, the
low use of center-based care in Connecticut is due, in
part, to the low supply of centers in the research sites of
New Haven and Manchester.?

An analysis of California zip code data also found a
close association between the share of welfare parents
who selected a center or family child care home and the
per capita supply of these organizations in the sur-
rounding communities.?! And both the use and supply
of formal care settings were found to be closely associ-
ated with average levels of maternal education, as illus-
trated in Figure 4. Other data corroborate that
mothers with higher education levels are more likely to
choose centers and preschools over kith or kin.** At the
same time, maternal education is highly correlated with
maternal employment rates and income levels. These
may be the underlying factors driving both the
increased demand for center-based care and the greater
supply of centers in neighborhoods with higher mater-
nal education levels.

In sum, many factors help to explain welfare parents’
selection of care for their children, including the age
of the child and the mother’s level of trust and edu-
cation. But as welfare parents enter the workforce and
their incomes rise, so does the likelihood that they
will choose a more formal child care arrangement—
cither a center or a licensed family child care home.
Still, parents’ choices concerning child care are influ-
enced by the cost and accessibility of various options
within their neighborhoods. Unless the full range of
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child care options is truly available arnd affordable,
low-income parents’ frequent reliance on kith and kin
cannot necessarily be interpreted as their true prefer-
ence.

The Effects of Child Care Quality on
Development

As children, especially younger children, spend increas-
ing amounts of time in child care, concerns have been
raised about the effects of child care on children’s well-
being. Studies show that total hours of care, stability of
care, and the type of care all can have effects on chil-
dren’s development, but the quality of care has by far
the greatest influence.

Elements of Quality

Over the past two decades, researchers have explored
the quality of various child care settings and its effects
on children. Key indicators of quality include the rela-
tionship between the child and the caregiver (referred
to as “process quality”) and the structural characteris-

tics of the child care setting, such as the child-to-adult
ratio, the size of each group of children, and the formal
education and training of caregivers. These two aspects
of quality are often interrelated—that is, high process
quality tends to be associated with high-quality struc-
tural characteristics.*

Of all the quality indicators, the nature of the daily
interaction between the child and the caregiver has
been found to be very important.®® High-quality inter-
actions are characterized by sensitivity and responsive-
ness, generous amounts of attention and support, and
high levels of verbal and cognitive stimulation. Com-
pared to children in settings with less engaged care-
givers, children with high-quality daily interactions
tend to display stronger cognitive and language devel-
opment, school readiness, and early school achieve-
ment. High-quality care has been found to be
especially effective in improving academic outcomes
for children growing up in poverty or facing other risks
at home. Effects on children’s social development have
proven more elusive to discern, however.

L

Figure 4

Neighborhood Supply of Center-Based Care in California by iaternal Education Levels
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The Quality of Different Types of Care

All types of child care span the range from high to
poor quality. Both center-based and home-based care
settings can at times be unstimulating, disorganized,
and even unclean or unsafe. Few studies have exam-
ined the quality and character of kith and kin
arrangements, but a consistent finding across the
small number of multicity studies that have been con-
ducted indicates that home-based settings typically
lack the breadth of learning and play materials offered
in centers, and caregivers typically are less well edu-
cated. Researchers in one study rated about half of
the home-based settings they observed as displaying
fair quality or worse.3¢

Other studies have found home-based care to be bet-
ter than center-based care in some situations. For
example, a study by the National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development (NICHD) has
tracked more than 1,000 children, mostly from middie
class and affluent families, to analyze their develop-
mental progress and their care arrangements from
birth to age three. The study team reported that in-
home caregivers for these infants and toddlers provid-
ed the most positive caregiving, whereas center-based
care with higher ratios of children to adults provided
the least positive care.¥’

At the same time, various studies—including the
NICHD study—have demonstrated that if the center-
based care is of high quality, it can benefit low-income
preschoolers, especially in terms of cognitive develop-
ment and engagement in lcarning-related tasks.®® The
high-quality settings that the study referred to includ-
ed well-known intervention programs such as Hecad
Start, the High/Scope Perry Preschool Project, and
other early childhood education centers—not the
types of child care settings generally supported by sub-
sidy programs for welfare families moving into work,
or for working poor families more broadly. And the
effects were modest when compared to the stronger
influence of the home environment.?® Nevertheless,
findings from the NEWWS ecvaluation reveal that
among children ages three to five growing up in wel-
fare families, those who participated in center-based
care scored better on school readiness assessments
than those in home-based settings.*® In addition, a

Child Care Options for Low-Income Families

new research paper from the GUP Project shows that
among families receiving welfare, children who spend
more time in centers display higher rates of cognitive
and language growth than children in home-based
settings, after taking into account a variety of maternal
and home attributes.*

Access to High-Quality Programs

Poor children stand to benefit most from high-quality
child care. But according to studies from before the
1996 expansion of child care funding, poor children
are less likely to be cnrolled in high-quality centers
than are children from wealthier households. Such
were the findings from the Cost, Quality, and Out-
comes Study, which observed centers in four states in
1995, and two earlier studies that examined center-
based care in particular cities.*> However, one of these
studies also discovered that, based on structural char-
acteristics, the quality of centers attended by middle-
class children was worse, on average, than the quality
of centers attended by poor children.** The presence of
many moderate or high quality centers in low-income
neighborhoods no doubt reflects the 35 years of tar-
geted federal and state child care spending on centers
in poor communities.

Other studies have confirmed that the quality of center-
based care is not uniformly low across poor communi-
ties, but that quality levels are associated with the
richness of stare financing and the intensity of quality
regulation. Drawing on a 1990 national survey of child
care organizations, a Harvard research team examined
quality levels for centers in 36 states and found thar
some quality indicators were relatively high among sub-
sidized centers in low-income communities compared

" to centers in middle-income communities supported

through parental fees.** More heavily subsidized centers
and those subject to more intense regulation tended to
pay higher staff salaries and more frequently offered a
structured set of learning activities, two factors associat-
ed with positive child development.

In contrast, home-based arrangements in low-income
neighborhoods were found to be less well equipped
and less stimulating for children relative to middle-class
settings, a finding confirmed by the NICHD study
group.*® The GUP study, which focused on mothers’
child care selections after entering new welfare pro-
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grams, also found that the quality of typical home-
based care was generally low. Whether the home-based
setting was a licensed family child care home or with
kith and kin, often it did not have materials such as art
supplies and play items. Home-based providers did talk
more with individual children and displayed similar lev-
els of warmth and positive social interaction compared
with teachers in center classrooms. Although such pos-
itive social interactions, when they occurred, helped to
explain gains in development among children in ‘cen-
ters, they did not boost children’s development in
home-based settings.

Efforts to Improve Quality

Head Start plays an important role as a national labo-
ratory for improving the quality of early childhood
education programs.*® The Head Start program is ded-
icated to addressing weaknesses in quality, meeting
new quality standards, and ensuring adequate num-
bers, training, and compensation of staff. By contrast,
the primary focus of child care supported by the Child
Care and Development Fund is to enable parents to

©EyeWire Collection

work.¥” Even so, the 1996 law did require states to
spend at least 4% of their total CCDF expenditures
each year on activities to improve the quality and avail-
ability of child care. In addition, Congress specifically
earmarked more than $240 million in discretionary
funds in 1998 and 1999 for quality-building efforts.

To date, many states have focused CCDF quality
funds on efforts to support child care resource and
referral agencies that help parents locate care; to pro-
vide technical assistance and training to caregivers; and
to help providers meet child care standards set by state
licensing agencies.*® States report, however, that more
funding is needed to provide higher wages for care-
givers to reduce turnover and promote the stability of
care—important to parents’ long-term employability
and to children’s development—and to provide ade-
quate capacity for infant care and care during non-
standard work hours. In a recent study of child care
for low-income families, the amount of CCDF dollars
spent on quality averaged just $11.42 per child of
employed parents across the 16 states reporting.* (See
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Appendix 1 at the end of this article for three exam-
ples of state inidatives to improve access to high-qual-
ity child care.)

In sum, the most important element of quality, regard-
less of setting, is the relationship berween the child and
the caregiver. Moreover, children growing up in pover-
ty or facing other family-based risks appear to benefit
most from high-quality child care. Low-income chil-
dren ages three to five who are placed in high-quality
centers show the strongest gains in cognitive develop-
ment and early learning, but access to quality programs
in poor communities is uneven. Increased investment
for quality inidatives under CCDF and state funding
streams could lead to significant improvements in chil-
dren’s learning and development.

Crafting More Effective Policies to
Advance Child Care Options

Welfare reform has sparked stronger political support for
child care and early education, primarily to enable moth-
ers to work.>® For the more than two million parents
currently on the welfare rolls to find and hold down
jobs, new child care providers must be found or current
caregivers must become available for more hours each
week. Over half the children in welfare families were
under age six, and another third were in elementary
school in 1999. To meet the rising demand for care,
federal and state governments have attempted to
expand access to various child care options in low-
income communities by increasing the availability of
vouchers or by making direct institutional efforts to
strengthen center supply. Although significant progress
has been made in expanding subsidies, take-up rates
remain low and the supply of quality options uneven.

Since enactment of the child care block grant in 1990,
federal policymakers have banked heavily on a demand-
side strategy, based on the idea that use of child care
vouchers will effectively raise low-income families’ pur-
chasing power and spur the market to strengthen the
child care infrastructure in poor neighborhoods. As a
result of increased funding and expanded eligibility
rules, the number of children receiving child care sub-
sidies under the CCDF and predecessor programs has
grown by about 28%, from approximately 1.4 million
in 1995 to nearly 1.8 million by 1999.5! Sdll, subsidy
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utilization rates remain under one-quarter of all eligi-
ble parents, and are highly variable across states and
local areas.’? For example, although subsidy utilizatdon
rates are under one-quarter in many large urban coun-
des such as Los Angeles, other coundes have moved
aggressively to raise rates: in San Francisco County,
subsidy use now exceeds two-thirds of all eligible fam-
ilies.*® (See Appendix 2 at the end of this article for a
listing of CCDF utilization rates, by state, in 1999.)

In devising strategies to bolster subsidy take-up rates, it
is important to remember that the child care market is
affected by both demand-side and supply-side factors.
Parents respond to policy rules and incentives in
expressing their demand for particujar child care
providers. At the same time, parents live or work in
neighborhoods with variable populations of organiza-
tions and individuals who provide care. In contrast to
the demand-side strategy of bolstering parents’ pur-
chasing power, there is also the older, alternative strat-
egy involving direct public financing of new or
expanded child care centers and preschools—a supply-
side approach. Supply-side financing.was how federal
policymakers originally supported child care programs
during World War II. Other examples of this institu-
tion-building approach include Head Start and state-
funded preschools.

Both demand- and supply-side strategies, if effectively
implemented, can help to expand the range of child
care options in low-income communities and improve
the quality of care. Key factors to consider in improv-
ing these strategies include states’ eligibility criteria,
copayment policies, reimbursement rates, links to cen-
ter-based care, and local neighborhood contexts, as
discussed below.

- Income Eligibility and Copayments

The 1996 law increased states’ authority to establish eli-
gibility criteria for child carc subsidies, and raised the
allowable family income limit to qualify for a subsidy
from 75% to 85% of the state median income. As a
result, states’ income limits vary widely. By 1999, nine
states had raised eligibility to the new federal maximum
of 85% of the state median income. On the other hand,
Missouri and Wyoming decided that families with
incomes up to only 42% of the state median should be
eligible. Urban Institute researchers found that states
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raised their monthly income eligibility standard by
$130, on average, after passage of the 1996 reforms.>

At the same time, eligibility does not guarantee utiliza-
tion. States require most subsidized families to pay a
portion of the monthly costs of child care, or copay-
ment, ranging from $10 to $100 or more. From a
state’s perspective, copayments can stretch available
child care funding so that more families can receive
subsidies. But from a family’s perspective, the copay-
ment may discourage both subsidy use and employ-
ment.% In addition, the administrative process for
getting and retaining subsidies, involving in-person vis-
its and extensive paperwork, can be discouraging for
working poor families who may risk losing their jobs if
they take time off to meet these bureaucratic
demands.%¢

Reimbursement Rates

Under the federal welfare reform law, states may now
reimburse child care providers (organizations and indi-
viduals) above the 75th percentile of local market rates,
previously the cap for welfare-related child care subsi-
dies. About 30 states are continuing to use the 75th
percentle to set their rates, whereas others are using
their discretion to either raise or lower rates. For exam-
ple, most California counties reimburse providers at
about the 90th percentile of local market rates. In con-
trast, Massachusetts now sets its rate at the 55th per-
centile. Reimbursements are constrained both by
setting rates at lower percentiles and by basing pay-
ments on old market rate surveys.5

Lower reimbursement rates allow states to provide sub-
sidies to more families, but can make it difficult for fam-
ilies to find care, as fewer providers can afford to accept
the lower rates. Moreover, if a provider accepts the
lower rate, the quality of care offered may be undercut,
as providers rely on lower paid, less well-educated staff,
or skimp on learning-related supplies. Lower reim-
bursement rates also discourage both individuals and
organizations from entering the provider market. As an
incentive to improve both quality and access to care, an
increasing number of states are experimenting with
tiered reimbursements rates, paying higher rates to cen-
ters that are accredited, or to providers who address
special needs (such as infant or odd-hour care) or attend
training or scek certification.”

Links between Subsidy Use and Center-Based Care
A high correlation between use of subsidies and enroll-
ment in center-based care has persisted since long
before the 1996 reforms. The inverse also is true: Fam-
ilies who rely on informal arrangements have been far
less likely to draw financial aid for this care. Because
center care often is more costly, it is understandable
that families wishing to use centers would be most like-
ly to seek out a subsidy, but institutional factors may be
contributing to this pattern. The high use of subsidies
for center care in some states and local areas is rooted
in longstanding contracting policies that secure a set
number of center-based slots for children. The subsidy-
center linkage also may be partly due to the way infor-
mation about subsidies is communicated and how
center slots continue to be allocated.

Following, the 1996 reforms, federal regulations
required that parents eligible for assistance under the
CCDF be given a choice of receiving a voucher or
enrolling their child in a state-funded facility. Nation-
wide, use of vouchers is certainly the most widely used
option. In 1999, 83% of children subsidized by the
CCDF were provided vouchers. Only 11% were using
a state-funded center or family child care home, and
the remaining 6% received a direct cash subsidy.®!
However, use of state-funded facilities is much higher
in some states. For example, among the 23 states using
CCDF grants and contracts to fund facilities, the per-
centage of children using these facilities ranged from
only 1% in states such as Colorado, Indiana, New Mex-
ico, and Vermont to a high of 73% in Florida.

By using subsidy dollars for grants and contracts with
selected centers and securing a stable number of slots,
welfare agencies can support the basic infrastructure at
these sites, exert greater influence to promote quality
caregiving, and encourage these centers to expand. But
tying substantial portions of subsidy funds to centers
may deter the use of subsidies by families who prefer
different types of care, and may deprive other providers
of monetary incentives necessary to remain in the field.

Even with respect to vouchers, in many welfare offices
throughout the country, it has been a tacit belief
among clients and caseworkers alike that child care aid
goes only for center-based programs. Researchers have
found that when a caseworker asks, “Do you need day
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care?”, many welfare mothers take this to mean, “Do
you want to place your child in a center or preschool?”
The conversation sometimes ends there, without the
caseworker explaining that a voucher could reimburse
kith or kin members for child care services.”® Since
reform, however, use of vouchers for kith and kin
providers has been growing.

Local Neighborhood Conditions

Before the mid-1990s, child care researchers rarely
focused on neighborhood contexts, particularly the
many small-scale child care organizations created over
the past 40 years. Now, as government agencies esca-
late efforts to help parents move from welfare to work,
state and federal officials are discovering a territory
densely populated by privately funded centers and non-
profit programs run by community-based organiza-
tions and local schools.

Recent data from the Census Bureau reveals the steady
growth in the number of formal centers and family child
care homes since 1982, as depicted in Figure 5. Howev-
er, natonwide data from a recent study by the Chil-
dren’s Foundation suggests that licensed centers’
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capacity grew only between 2% and 3% per year during
the late 1990s, not enough to keep pace with child pop-
ulation growth in major urban areas.’® Moreover, nei-
ther study focused on organizational growth in
low-income neighborhoods.

To begin taking stock of child care provider markets at
the local level—the contexts in which welfare and
working poor parents must make decisions—local child
care agencies in many states now conduct a census of
centers and family child care homes, tracking how
many are in operation and how many children they are
licensed to serve. A few states collect data on actual
child enrollments. These organization-level data allow
researchers to identify different levels of access to child
care options across diverse zip codes or census tracts. A
recent analysis of such data in California, for example,
revealed some progress between 1996 and 2000:
Capacity growth was higher overall in zip codes that
had a relatively low supply at the beginning of the four-
year period, indicating that these communities are
slowly catching up with high-supply communities.
Although center capacity was relatively high in the
poorest zip codes, it declined in working poor and
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Stronger efforts to expand high-quality child care options will
be needed to achieve the tandem goals of child care: enabling

mothers to work and enhancing the development of children.

lower middle-class communities and areas with higher
concentrations of Latino families, before rising sharply
again in affluent zip codes.5

In California, licensing data from the state welfare
agency show that centers’ enrollment capacity grew by
2.5% annually in the three years following passage of
the state’s welfare reform bill in 1997, nearly one full
percentage poiht behind the 3.4% annual growth rate
in the state’s child population.?! Similar slow rates of
center growth have been found in Illinois and Mary-
land.®' In addition, the number of new centers grant-
ed licenses grew at about two-thirds of the
center-growth rate, indicating that much of the expan-
sion was through new slots within existing centers
rather than entry of new organizations. Adding slots
to existing centers does little to expand capacity for
many working-class communities and new immigrant
communities because the number of existing centers is
acutely low in those communities.

Moreover, the quality of center-based programs also
depends on state and local conditions. In some low-
income communides, public investment targeted on
carefully regulated centers and preschools has effectively
sustained programs of reasonably strong quality, at least
with respect to structural factors. In other neighborhoods
where infrastructure is weak, financial incentives have
been insufficient to sustain higher quality centers. The
mix of centers and preschools run by school districts,
nongovernment organizations, and for-profit irms also
affects average quality levels, especially when centers
operate under weak state regulation. The GUP Project,
for instance, has detailed the ample supply of low-quality

. centers in Florida. Beyond efforts to increase subsidy

take-up rates, states may need to address the political and
economic forces that surround neighborhood popula-
tons of child care organizations to simultaneously bolster
supply and improve the quality of care. '

In sum, federal and state governments have significant-
ly increased spending on child care and preschools for
low-income families since 1996. Use of vouchers for
kith and kin providers has grown rapidly, and the sup-

" ply of centers and family child care homes in major

urban states is struggling to keep pace with child pop-
ulation growth. The constraints on center supply may
be limiting parental choice and pushing families toward
kith and kin caregivers. The supply of quality care
options is uneven, especially in poor and middle-
income communities, and the number of providers
entering the child care market may be tapering off due
to flagging subsidy take-up rates and the low reim-
bursement rates set by some states. Stronger efforts to
expand high-quality child care options for low-income
families will be needed to achieve the tandem goals of
child care: enabling mothers to work and enhancing
the development of children.

Conclusions

Although policymakers and private benefactors have
long argued that public agencies can effectively
strengthen the child care infrastructure and regulate
quality, progress has been slow. Meanwhile, affluent
families have built and enriched their own child care
infrastructure, privately financing expansion and quali-
ty, often through hefty fees. Ensuring that children in
welfare and working poor families have equal access to
high-quality care is a crucial challenge facing society
and all levels of government.

Important empirical lessons are emerging about the
extent to which welfare reforms have or have not
widened child care options for low-income parents
making new decisions about who cares for their chil-
dren. But much remains to be learned in two crucial

areas. First, little is known about the relative benefits of

maternal versus the different types of nonmatrernal care
for low-income children of different ages. It is unclear
whether the increasing use of nonmaternal care by wel-
fare families helps or hinders early development
because information is just now beginning to emerge
about the quality of children’s home settings versus the .
quality of care in settings outside the home. More
focused analyses should explore the comparative quali-
ty of different types of care and the underlying reasons
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parents select particular arrangements for their chil-
dren. Second, too little is known about the effects on
both families and providers of alternative policies
regarding eligibility for child care aid, out-of-pocket
costs, reimbursement rates, the links berween subsidies
and centers, and the effects of neighborhood supply on
subsidy take-up rates.

Successful policies need to be identified, both to support
stronger gains in mothers’ employability and to promote
children’s development. To begin, the following policy
adjustments could help ensure that welfare and working
poor parents are truly able to choose from a range of
quality child care options in their neighborhoods:

D Welfare and working poor parents need clear, com-
prehensive information about their child care options
to gain purchasing power through the use of child
care vouchers and bolster growth of quality choices.

D CCDF funding should be increased and states should
expand the capacity of center-based programs and
licensed family child care homes so that welfare and
working poor families have a full array of stable,
affordable options.

D In support of federal, state, and local efforts to bolster
subsidy use and ensure that parents’ and children’s
needs are being met, better information should be
gathered on the types of child care low-income parents
prefer, the stability and quality of the care they select,
and the ways parents are paying for the arrangements.

A huge amount of political capital has been invested in
the proposition that single mothers should work to

ENDNOTES!

1. Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act
of 1996. Public Law 104-193, section 103, 110 Stat. 2113,
August 22, 1996.

2. Michel, S. Chsldren’s interests, mothers’ rights: The shaping of
America’s child care policy. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
1999.

3. U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Ways and Means.
2000 green book: Background material and data on programs with-
in the gurisdiction of the Committee on Ways and Means. Washing-

Child Care Options for Low-Income Families

build a better future for themselves and their children.
But maternal employment alone cannot benefit chil-
dren unless it leads to improvements in children’s daily
environments. It is not enough for welfare reform sim-
ply to cause no harm. Welfare-to-work programs must
focus on policies that help promote children’s develop-
ment by widening access to high-quality child care and
after-school options. Children need opportunities for
brighter futures if welfare programs are to achieve the
ultimate goal of breaking the intergenerational cycle of
poverty. Delivering on the promise of affordable, high-
quality child care would be an important step toward
realizing this goal.

The anthors wish to warmly thank Doug Besharov,
Hilva Chan, Mark Greenbery, Lee Kreader, Joan
Lombardi, Ivelisse Martinez-Beck, Kristin Moore,
Rachel Schumacher, Margie Shields, and Karen Tvedt
for their thoughtful comments on earlier drafts; and
Naomi Karp for commissioning three independent
reviewers as well. Much of the vesearch reviewed in this
avticle stems from the Child Care Research Partner-
ship, supported by the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services. Work on this avticle was supported
by the Growing Up in Poverty Project, with funding
Sor dissemination and policy engagement activities
provided by the MacAvthur, Mailman, and Graustein
foundations, and the Walter and Elise Haas Fund, in
cooperation with the National Conference of State
Legislarures.

ton, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 2001, p. 597.

4. See the fact sheets available on the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services Head Start Bureau Web site at
htep: / /www2 .acf.dhhs.gov/programs/hsb/.

5. Reductions in the Dependent Care Tax Credit sremmed largely
from changes enacted in the Family Support Act of 1988. See
note 3, U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Ways and
Means, pp. 813-15.

6. See note 3, U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Ways

The Future of Children

116

113



Fuller, Kagan, Caspary, and Gauthier

o

10.

11.

12.

13.

14,

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

and Means, pp. 625-27, and data charts available on the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services Child Care Bureau
Web site at http: //www.acf.dhhs.gov/programs/ccb /research.

. Blank, H., and Poersch, N. State developments in child care and

early education, 1999. Washington, DC: Children’s Defense
Fund, 2000.

. Cauthen, N.K, Khnitzer, J., and Ripple, C.H. Map and track: State

initiatives for young children and families, 2000 edition. Highlights
Sfrom findings. New York: Columbia University, National Center
for Children in Poverty, 2001, p. 5. Available online at
http://cpmcnet.columbia.edu/dept/ncep.

. Smith, K. Who’s minding the kids? Child care arrangements: Fall

1995. Current Population Reports, P70-70. Washington, DC:
U.S. Census Bureau, 2000.

Hofferth, S., Shauman, K., Henke, R., and West, J. Characteris-
tics of children’s early care and education programs: Dara from the
1995 National Housebold Education Survey. National Center for

Education Statistics, no. 98-128. Washington, DC: NCES, 1998.

Brimhall, D, Reaney, L., and West, J. Participation of kinder-
garteners through third-graders in before- and after-school care.

National Center for Education Statistics, no. 1999-013. Wash-
ington, DC: NCES, 1999. See also note 9, Smith.

Capizzano, J., Adams, G., and Sonenstein, F. Child care arrange-
ments for children under five: Variation across states. Washington,
DC: Urban Institute, 2000.

See note 3, U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Ways
and Means, p. 376, table 7-4, and p. 431, table 7-25.

Under the Family Support Act of 1988, the Jobs Opportunities
and Basic Skills Training (JOBS) program exempted families from
work requirements if they had children under age three, or under
age one by state option. But only a small share of welfare clients
with young children actually were required to work until state
waiver programs began in 1993. See Friedlander, D., and Burt-
less, G. Five years after: The long-term effects of welfare-to-work
programs. New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1995; and
O’Neill, D., and O’Neill, J. Lessons from welfare reform. Kalama-
z00, MI: Upjohn Institute for Employment Research, 1997.

For example, in Connecticut, some 14% more families participat-
ing in the state’s welfare-to-work program were using a child care
provider for at least 10 hours per week in 1998, about 18 months
after entering the new program, compared with those not partici-
pating (that is, families in the control group). This higher use of
care was linked to the higher rate of employment among partici-
pants with at least one preschool-age child. See Growing Up in
Poverty Project. Remember the children: Mothers balance work
and child care under welfare reform. Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia, Policy Analysis for California Education, 2000.

For details of this estimate, see note 15, Growing Up in Poverty
Project, technical supplement.

Sce Raikes, H. Investigating child care subsidy: What are we buy-
ing? Social Policy Report (1998) 7(2).

Zaslow, M.]., Oldham, E., Moore, K.A., and Magenheim, E.
Welfare families® use of early childhood care and education pro-
grams, and the implications for their children’s development.
Enrly Childhood Research Quarterly (1998) 13(4):535-63.

See note 15, Growing Up in Poverty Project. Caution is warrant-
ed in making comparisons to Connecticut, because wave 1 data
for this state were collected 18 months after participating families
were randomly assigned to an experimental or control group,

20.

21.

22.
23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.
31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

whereas in California and Florida, the child care data were col-
tected 6 months after entry.

Knox, V., Miller, C., and Gennetian, L. Reforming welfare and
rewarding work: Summary of the final veport on the Minnesota
Family Investment Program. New York: Manpowcr Demonstra-
tion Research Corp., 2000. See also Berlin, G. Encouraging work,
reducing poverty: The impact of work incentive programs. New
York: Manpower Demonstration Research Corp., 2000, p. 17.

Hirshberg, D., and Fuller, B. Child care for low-income Califor-
nia families. Berkeley: University of California, Policy Analysis for
California Education. In press.

See note 9, Smith, pp. 10 and 17 (table 9).

Meyers, M., and Heintze, T. The performance of the child-care
subsidy system. Social Service Review (March 1999) 73(1):37-64.

Fuller, B., Kagan, S.L., Suzuki, S., and Chang, Y. Child care
quality and affordability: Uneven oppormnity for poor families in
California. Working paper 01-2. Berkeley: University of California
and New Haven, CT: Yale University: Growing Up in Poverty
Project, 2001.

Holloway, S., Fuller, B., Rambaud, M., and Eggers-Piérola, C.
Through my own eyes: Single mothers and the cultures of poverty.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998. See also
Brown-Lyons, M., Robertson, A., and Layzer, J. Kith and kin—
informal care: Highlights from recent research. New York: National
Center for Children in Poverty, 2001.

Liang, X., Fuller, B., and Singer, J. Ethnic differences in child
care selection: The influence of family structure, parental prac-
tices, and home language. Early Childhood Research Quarterly
(2000) 15:357-84.

Siegel, G., and Loman, L. Child care and AFDC recipients in Ili-
nots: Patterns, problems, and needs. St. Louis: Institute of Applied
Research, 1991.

Fuller, B., Kagan, S.L., Gascue, L., et al. Explaining family
demand for early education: Household factors and neighbor-
hood organizations. Working paper. Berkeley, CA: University of
California and New Haven, CT: Yale University, 2001.

Giannarelli, L., and Barsimantov, J. Child care expenses of Ameri-
ca’s families. Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2000.

See note 9, Smith, pp. 26-27.

Coonerty, C., and Levy, T. Wasting for child cave: How do parents
adjust to scarce options in Santa Clara County? Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California, Policy Analysis for California Education, 1998.

Shlick, D., Daly, M., and Bradford, L. Faces on the waiting list:
Waiting for child care assistance in Ramsey County. Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota and Ramsey County Human Services,
1999.

Fuller, B., Holloway, S., and Liang, X. Family selection of child
care centers: The influence of household support, ethnicity, and
parental practices. Chéld Development (1996) 67:3320-37. See

also note 18, Zaslow, et al.

Vandell, D.L., and Wolfe, B. Child care quality: Does it matter
and does it need to be improved? Washington, DC: U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Sec-
retary for Planning and Evaluation, May 2000, p. 1.

Shonkoff, J.P., and Phillips, D.A., eds. From neurons to neighbor-
hoods: The science of early childhood development. Washington, DC:
National Academy Press, 2000, pp. 307-20.

114

1

b

7 Volume 12, Number 1



36. Galinsky, E., Howes, C., Kontos, S., and Shinn, M. The study of
children in family child care and relative care. New York: Families
and Work Institute, 1994.

37. National Institute of Child Health and Human Development
Early Child Care Research Network. Characteristics and quality
of child care for toddlers and preschoolers. Applied Developmen-
tal Science (2000) 4(3):116-35. For further details on the
NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development, sce
the Web site at http://public.rti.org/secc /summary.cfm.

38. Recent reviews include Barnetr, W.S. Long-term effects of early
chitdhood programs on cognitive and school outcomes. The
Fuzure of Children (Winter 1995) 5(3):25-50. Burchinal, M.
Child care experiences and developmental outcomes. Annals of
the American Academy of Political and Social Science (1999)
563:73-97. National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development Early Child Care Research Network. Relations
between family predictors and child outcomes: Are they weaker
for children in child care? Developmental Psychology (1998)
34:1119-28. Campbell, F., and Ramey, C. Effects of carly inter-
vention on intellectual and academic achievement: A follow-up
study of children from low-income families. Child Developmens
(1994) 65:684-98.

39. National Institute of Child Health and Human Development
Early Child Care Research Network. The relation of child care to
cognitive and language development. Child Development (2000)
71(4):958-78.

40. Zaslow, M., McGroder, S., Moore, K., and LeMenestrel, S.
Behavior problems and cognitive school readiness among chil-
dren in families with a history of welfare receipt. Paper presented
at the Biennial Meeting of the Society for Research in Child
Development, Albuquerque, NM. April 15-18, 1999. See also
notc 18, Zaslow, et al.

41. Loeb, S., Fuller, B., Strath, A., and Carrol, B. Active states con-
struct the early education sector: Economic and institutional
determinants of child care distribution. Working paper. Stanford,
CA: Stanford University, 2001.

42. Helburn, S., ed. Cost, quality, and child outcomes in child care
cenrers: Technical report. Denver: University of Colorado,
Department of Economics and Social Policy, 1995.

43, Phillips, D., Voran, M., Kisker, E., et al. Child care for children
in poverty: Opportunity or inequity? Child Developmene (1994)
65(2):472-92.

44. Fuller, B, Raudenbush, S., Wei, L., and Holloway, S. Can gov-
ernment raise child care quality? The influence of family demand,
poverty, and policy. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis
(1993) 15:255-78.

45. The NICHD study, however, included only a small subsample of
children in lower-income families. See note 36, Galinsky, et al.
See also NICHD Early Child Care Research Network. Poverty
and patterns of child care. In Consequences of growing up poor. G.
Duncan and J. Brooks-Gunn, eds. New York: Russell Sage Foun-
dation, 1997.

46. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Administration
for Children and Families: Head Start. Fact sheet. Washington,
DC: DHHS, January 2001 update. Available online at
http://www.acf.dhhs.gov/programs/opa/facts/headst.htm.

47. See the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Admin-
istration for Children and Families Child Care Bureau Web site at
hup://www.acl.dhhs.gov/programs/ccb/geninfo/ccdfdesc.htm.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.
53.

54.

55.

56.

57.
58.

59.

60.

6

—

Child Gare Options for Low-Income Families

U.S. General Accounting Office. Child care: States increased
spending on low-income families. GAO-01-293.. Washington, DC:
GAO, February 2001, pp. 8, 22-23.

Collins, A., Layzer, J., Kreader, ], et al. National study of child
care for low-income families: State and community substudy inter-
im report. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, Administration for Children and Families,
November 2000, p. 32.

Numerous studies indicate that child care support holds implica-
tions for parents’ employability. See Berger, M., and Black, D.
Child care subsidies, quality of care and the labor supply of low-
income single mothers. Review of Economics and Statistics (1992)
74:635-42. See also Gordon, R., and Chase-Lansdale, P.L.
Women’s participation in market work and the availability of
child care in the United States. Working paper 9905. Chicago:
University of Chicago, Sloan Center, 1999; and Lemke, R,
Witte, A., Queralt, M, and Witt, R. Child care and the welfare
to work transition. Working paper 7583. Cambridge, MA:
National Bureau of Economic Research, 2000.

See the data charts available on the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services Child Care Bureau Web site at
http://www.acf.dhhs.gov/programs/ccb.

See note 49, Collins, et al,, p. 36.

Carroll, J. How to pay for child care? Local innovations help work-
ing families. Policy brief 01-1. Berkeley: University of California,
Policy Analysis for California Education, Spring, 2001 .

Loprest, P, Schmidt, S., and Witte, A. Welfare reform under
PRWORA: Aid to children with working families? Tax Policy and
the Economy (2001) 14:157—203.

U.S. General Accounting Office. Welfare reform: States’ efforts to
expand child care programs. GAO /JHEHS-98-27. Washington,
DC: GAO, January 1998, pp. 12-13. See also Besharov, D., and
Samari, N. Child care after welfare reform. In The New World of
Welfare. R. Blank and R. Haskins, eds. Washington, DC: Brook-
ings Institution Press, 2001, pp. 461-76.

Adams, G. Preliminary findings on the adequacy of child care
funding from the Assessing the New Federalism (ANF) child care
case studies. Paper presented at a Brookings Forum, “Child care
funding: How much is needed and is there enough?” Washing-
ton, DC. June 13,2001,

See note 49, Collins, et al., pp. 81-86, 94.

Mensing, J.F., French, D., Fuller, B., and Kagan, S.L. Child care
selection under welfare reform: How mothers balance work
requirements and parenting. Early Education and Development
(2000) 11(5):573-95.

See the Children’s Foundation annual reports, available online at
http://www.childrensfoundation.org.

Such zip code-level data also allow researchers to statistically
model neighborhood-level factors that help to explain differing
growth rates in centers and family child care homes. The Califor-
nia data are collected by and detailed in the California Child
Care Resource and Referral Network. The California Child Care
Portfolio, 1999. San Francisco: CCCRRN, 1999.

. Kreader, J.L., Piecyk, J.B., and Collins, A. Scant increases after

welfare reform.: Regulated child cave supply in Hiinois and Mary-
land, 1996-1998. New York: Columbia University, National Cen-
ter for Children in Poverty, 2000.

The Future of Children

115



- Fuller, Kagan, Caspary, and Gauthier

CPPENDIEES

Appendix 1

Innovative Uses of TANF Funds to Improve
Access to High-Quality Ghild Care

These program profiles were prepared by Kate Boyer, Ph.D., senior
researcher, and Catherine Lawrence, C.S.W;, research associate, of
the Rockefeller Institute of Government as part of the Institute’s
project, “Beyond Symbolic Politics.”

Program name: Kansas Early Head Start

State: Kansas

Coverage: 13 local programs throughout the state

Program goals: Promote healthy prenatal outcomes for preg-
nant women, enhance the development of
very young children, and promote healthy

family functioning

Service population: Families with children ages 0 to 4 whose
household incomes are at or below 100% of
the federal poverty guidelines at enrollment;
one-tenth of enroliment slots are reserved for
children with disabilities

TANF funds transferred into the state’s Child
Care and Development Fund, and funds from
the federal Head Start program

Funding sources:

Description: Launched in 1998, this Kansas program constitutes the
nation’s first effort to provide enriched child care environments and
other services to families by merging TANF-funded child care with
the federal Head Start program. By partnering with existing child
care providers in the community, the program provides full-day, full-
year child care while parents are at school, job training, or work. The
program also provides comprehensive services including nutrition,
-health and social services, parent and community involvement, and
self-sufficiency training for parents. In 2001, Kansas Early Head
Start served 825 children in 32 counties statewide.

Results: Each of the 13 local programs must adhere to performance
standards as laid out by the National Head Start program, monitored
every three years through on-site visits. Since 1998, 11 sites have
received site visits; all have met the federal performance standards.
Selected Early Head Start programs in Kansas were also included in
a national evaluation conducted by Mathematica Policy Research.
The study found that children enrolled in Early Head Start enrich-
ment programs have significantly better cognitive, linguistic, and
social skills than children who do not participate in the program.

For further information: See the Kansas Department of Social and
Rehabilitation Services Web site at http://www.srskansas.org/
kidsnet/kehskhs.htm; and the Mathematica Web site at
http://www.mathematica-mpr.com/3rdlevel/ehstoc.htm.
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Los Angeles County After-School Enrichment
. Program

Program name:

State: California
Coverage: 153 public schools in Los Angeles County

Provide after-school care that enhances
academic achievement

Program goals:

Service population: Children receiving TANF

Funding sources:  TANF

Description: For the past three years, Los Angeles County has
offered TANF funds to expand the capacity of local schools to meet
the needs of low-income families and children by operating an
after-school program in those schools with the highest percent of
TANF-eligible children. The program provides care for school-aged
children at times when parents often have difficulty finding care,
such as weekends, vacations, and holidays. In addition, the pro-
gram works to improve students’ academic achievement by man-
dating a high level of teacher involvement. Some schools use the
funds to improve teacher—student ratios, a key indicator of quality
programming. Others use the funds to resume lost activities such
as drama, art, and music. In each case, academic and enrichment
activities are required. As of April 2001, nearly 6,000 TANF children
had been enrolled in the program. The county is also working with
other cities that want to replicate the program throughout the
country.

Results: An evaluation of 30 sites is under way, and initial respons-
es to the program are positive. Parents say the individualized atten-
tion has improved their children’s reading and writing, teachers say
they have seen some children blossom into real leaders, and prin-
cipals feel the program has built more solid bridges between the
school and parents.

For further information: See the Los Angeles County child care direc-
tory Web site at http://childcare.co.la.ca.us/afterschool_enrichment
_prog.htm.

Child Care Options for Low-Income Families

Program name; Building Capacity Project

State: Washington

Coverage: Statewide

Program goals: Increase the supply of child care that meets

special needs

Service population: Families earning below 225% of the federal
poverty guidelines

Funding sources: TANF

Description: The Building Capacity Project seeks to expand access
to certain hard-to-find forms of child care, including infant care,
middie-school child care, before- and after-school care, evening and
weekend care, and care for children with disabilities. To accomplish
this goal, the program provides training so that first-time care
providers may gain licensing, and existing child care centers may
expand their capacity. Program administration is subcontracted to
community groups. These groups must justify their choice of neigh-
borhoods for increasing the supply of care and then must submit
monthly progress reports toward achieving their goals. In addition
to expanding child care options for low-income families, the pro-
gram also seeks to provide an economic boost to small business
owners in economically-depressed areas by aiding the expansion of
child care centers.

Results: This program began in October 2000, thus implementation
is still in its early stages. Site-monitoring was planned for 2001, and
an on-site assessment is scheduled for 2002.

For further information: See the Washington State Department of
Social & Health Services Web site at http://www.wa.gov/dshs/
occp/cedfinal.doc.
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Appendix 2 ‘ Number of children

CCDF Utilization Rates, by State, 1999 State Served? Eligible® ~ Percent

These rates include only those children funded under the Alabama 24,500 233,300 - 1%

Child Care and Development Fund. They do not include children Alaska 6,260 46,700 13%

participating in Head Start or other state-funded preschools or Arizona 36,590 283,800 13%

child care programs.
Arkansas 11,250 . 180,600 6%
California 226,750 1,732,500 13%
Colorado 23,790 226,300 11%
Connecticut 9,790 187,700 5%
Delaware 5,920 50,700 * = 12%
District of Columbia 1,040 31,500 3%
Florida 58,630 705,300 8%
Georgia 38,170 485,200 ‘ 8%
Hawaii 7,110 81,200 9%
Idaho 7,560 68,200 11%
iflinois 92,030 676,000 14%
Indiana 20,230 299,800 7%
lowa 15,720 199,200 8%
Kansas . 11,570 172,800 %
Kentucky 26,220 170,200 15%
Louisiana 38,980 219,700 18%
Maine ' 8,890 60,900 ' 15%
Maryland - 22,070 259,900 8%
Massachusetts . 40,200 301,700 13%
Michigan 101,890 545,100 19%
Minnesota 17,200 297,400 6%
Mississippi 17,870 185,500 10%
Missouri 58,390 305,600 19%
i21
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Number of children

State Serveda Eligible®  Percent
Montana 6,430 60,800 11%
Nebraska 12,140 115,000 1%
Nevada 5,900 97,000 6%
New Hampshire 6,790 71,600 9%
New Jérsey 34,000 350,500 10%
New Mexico 16,610 126,900 13%
New York 164,200 880,900 19%
North Carolina 67,100 411,400 16%
North Dakota 4,450 37,700 12%
Ohio 58,440 577,300 10%
Okiahoma 30,820 191,100 16%
Oregon © 20,490 188,500 1%
Pennsylvania 82,750 533,900 15%
Rhode Island : 6,390 42,500 15%
South Carolina 17,840 231,000 8%
South Dakota 3,680 46,200 8%
Tennessee 63,090 346,000 18%
Texas 96,640 1,161,700 8%
Utah 13,260 " 130,400 10%
Vermont 4,980 33,400 15%
Virginia 27,120 348,100 8%
Washington 46,130 310,500 15%
West Virginia 13,310 52,700 25%
Wisconsin 24,940 365,800 %
Wyoming 3,330 31,600 11%
U.S. Total 1,760,260 14,749,500 12%

a Average monthly number of children served in fiscal year 1999.

b Number of children eligible under the maximum limit allowed
under federal law, set at 85% of the state median income.

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Chil-
dren and Families. Based on numbers from the 1999 Access to Child Care for Low-
Income Working Families Report. New statistics show only small percentage of
eligible families receive child care heip. Press release. Washington, DC: USDHHS,
December 6, 2000.
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Children and Welfare Reform

Family Economic Resources
in the Post-Reform Era

Sheila Rafferly Zedlewski

SUMMARY]

Aided by the longest economic expansion in
U.S. history and other policy changes
designed to make work pay, federal welfare
reform legislation has spurred mothers to
leave welfare at an unprecedented rate. The
majority of mothers who left welfare are
working, but most have jobs with low pay
and limited benefits. This article discusses
the relationship between
resources and child well-being, and how
family economic resources have changed
under welfare reform. A survey of the
rescarch conducted since reform indicates
the following;:

economic

D Families’ economic resources clearly mat-
ter to child well-being, but the connec-
tions are complex and vary by the age of
the child.

D Without the benefit of supports designed
to “make work pay,” many families work-
ing full time at the minimum wage have
resources beneath the poverty line, and the

poverty line itself falls substantially short of
the needs of most working families.

D Although poverty overall has declined
under welfare reform, a significant seg-
ment of families are worse off—in part
because after leaving welfare, many families
do not receive other government supports
designed to help them.

Most states are still struggling to design
more effective systems for delivering sup-
ports to help low-income working families
move out of poverty. The author cautions
that the evolving story of welfare reform will
need to be monitored carefully to achieve
long-term positive impacts on family eco-
nomic resources and child well-being.

Sheila Rafferty Zedlewski, M.P.A., is director of the
Income and Benefits Policy Center at The Urban
Institute, a private nonprofit vesearch institution in
Washington, D.C.
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ederal welfare reform legislation, passed in
August 1996, ushered in a new era in U.S. his-
tory of providing support for vulnerable fami-
lies with children. The law replaced
entitlements to cash assistance with fixed block grants to
states under a new program titled Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families (TANF). (Sce the artcle by Green-
berg and colleagues in this journal issue.) Aided by the
longest economic expansion in U.S. history and other
policy changes designed to make work pay, the new leg-
islation hastened an already rapid decline in welfare case-
loads and left states with considerable federal funds to
use in new ways to help low-income working families.

It is not yet clear how federal welfare reform ultimately

© will affect family and child well-being. The majority of

mothers who left welfare are working, but most have
jobs with low pay and limited benefits. Proponents of
reform argue that mothers who rely on work rather than
welfare provide better role models for their children,
achieve greater self-esteem, and, in time, are likely to
move up the economic ladder. Opponcnt’s caution that
children will fare worse unless working mothers can eafn

© Janet Brown McCracken
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enough to support their families. Most families will need
help paying for child care, transportation, housing, and
health expenses.

Welfare reform is still evolving as families adjust to new
expectations and new support packages, and as states
adjust to their new responsibilities in settng the basic
safety net for low-income families with children. This
article examines the relatonship between economic
resources and child well-being, and how family eco-
nomic resources are changing as a result of reform. A
description of federal and state policies that help to make
work pay is provided, followed by a summary of the
research describing former welfare recipients’ earnings,
incomes, and government supports. A final section
reviews state initiatives that provide new types of non-
cash assistance for working poor families to help close
the gap between the apparent benefits offered to these
families and what they actually receive.

Economic Resources and Child Weli-
Being: What Is the Connection?

The preamble to the federal welfare reform bill focuses
on the goals of marriage and responsible fatherhood
and motherhood as integral to “successful child rearing
and the well-being of children.” Noticeably absent is
a goal of reducing poverty or increasing the economic
resources available to children. Part of the political
debate surrounding how much and how long govern-
ment assistance should be available to low-income fam-
ilies with children still focuses on whether the amount
of economic resources available to families really makes
a difference to child well-being. The rescarch on this
topic suggests that families’ economic resources clearly
matter to child well-being, but the connections are
complex and vary by the age of the child.

Greater Income Related to Better Outcomes

It is well documented that children in families with
greater incomes do better across a wide range of indi-
cators. Economically secure children tend to be health-
icr and do better in school; they are less likely to be
involved in criminal behavior and are more likely to
graduate from high school-and to earn higher incomes
as adults. In contrast, poorer children tend to have
fewer opportunities for success.?
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Economic Resources Post-Reform

Economically secure children tend to be healthier and do better
in school; they are less likely to be involved in criminal behavior

and are more likely to graduate from high school and to earn higher

incomes as adults.

Various studies have attempted to document the
importance of income relative to other factors believed
to affect child well-being. For example, one study com-
paring outcomes of children in single-parent versus
two-parent families found that differences in income
account for as much as half of the difference between
these two groups of children in school achievement
and early childbearing, and for a substantial portuon of
the difference in risk of dropping out of high school.?
Another study followed a cohort of children born in
the late 1960s and found that, among several factors
analyzed, income had the most significant effect on
child well-being and achievement.* Children in families
with low income were less likely to graduate from high
school and more likely to have children before age 25
when compared with children of the same demograph-
ic backgrounds with higher incomes.

Although greater income is clearly associated with bet-
ter outcomes for children, the extent to which money
matters and the pathways through which a family’s
economic resources affect child well-being remuain
unclear. Some researchers argue that income matters
because it leads to richer learning environments—
through better neighborhoods, better schools, and
extracurricular activides—and because children who
are exposed to a richer educational environment are
less likely to repeat the barriers that lead to dependence
on federal aid, such as low educational attainment,
drug use, or teen pregnancy. Also, children may be
more highly motivated to succeed when they know
their parents can help pay for college.

Other researchers have questioned whether it is the
lack of resources that poverty entails or something
more integral to the structure or culture of poor fami-
lies that affects outcomes for poor children. Critics of
the conclusion that income matters argue that it is not
money per se, but the values intrinsic in employment
that are important to combating poverty. Thus,
income derived from work is believed to have a greater
beneficial effect on children than income derived from

welfare.® By watching their parents struggle to provide
for the family rather than simply taking money from
the government, children learn important lessons
about self-sufficiency and hard work.® One critic has
asserted that “attempting to raise the family income
artificially through welfare is very unlikely to do much
to benefit the child, but it is likely to destroy the very
values that are key to the child’s success.””

The evidence suggests that programs designed to
increase family employment and economic resources
can benefit children, but the effects vary by the age of
the child. For example, a summary of findings from
five large-scale demonstration projects concluded that
programs that provided earnings supplements along
with increased parental employment led to higher
school achievement, fewer behavioral problems,
increased positive social behavior, and sometimes
improved health among preschool.and school-age chil-
dren.® The higher incomes apparently helped purchase
enriching experiences for these children at a time when
it mattered most to their development.® In contrast,
the summary revealed some negative effects on adoles-
cents’ behavior!® and identified no effects on the very
young.!! (See the article by Zaslow and colleagues in
this journal issue.) Because policies that affect families’
economic resources do not influence children’s behav-
ior and development directly, any effects—either posi-
tive or negative—most likely occur indirectly through
changes in parents’ employment and availability, the
use and quality of child care and early education, and
other family circumstances.

In sum, greater income clearly is linked to better out-
comes for children, but the pathways connecting
income to child well-being are unclear, and demon-
stration projects designed to increase families’ eco-
nomic resources have had varying effects on children.
As a first step to promoting more effective programs, it
would be helpful to know the minimally adequate level
of resources sufficient to support positive outcomes.
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or couple with children.

Measuring Poverty and Families’ Needs

Several benchmarks, including the poverty line, alter-
native measures of expenditure needs, and relative eco-
nomic well-being measures, have been developed to
assess income adequacy. Although none of these meas-
ures directly relate to child well-being, the data suggest
that the traditional poverty line measure falls substan-
dally short of meeting the needs of a working mother
or couple with children.

Since the 1960s, the United States has used a measure
of poverty to indicate the minimum level of cash
income families need to obtain food and other goods
and services. The poverty “line” was set at three times
the cost of a healthy but minimal budget for food,

based on the observation that the average family spent -

one-third of its budget on food in the mid-1950s.12
This poverty measure, updated each year to reflect the
change in the consumer price index, is often used as a
benchmark of income adequacy, child well-being, and
the need for assistance from various government pro-
grams. However, a major study by the National
Research Council of the National Academy of Sciences
in 1995 concluded that this measure no longer pro-
vides an accurate picture of the differences in the extent
of economic poverty in the United States nor of trends
over time. The measure does not include in-kind eco-
nomic resources available to families through the
earned income tax credit (EITC) and food stamps, nor

- does it exclude taxes and out-of-pocket child care and

health expenses. The panel proposed a new measure
that would more accurately identify family resources
and budget needs, and some research organizadons,
including the U.S. Census Bureau, have begun using
this measure in surveys and other studies.

An alternative method proposed for assessing family
needs is based on how much welfare recipients would
need to earn to leave welfare for work.!3 To develop
this “self-reliant” measure, researchers examined low-
income families’ expenditure patterns and the cost of
their basic needs. The data showed that, in 1991,
households consisting of mothers with two children in

The data suggest that the traditional poverty line measure falls
substantially short of meeting the needs of a working mother

which the mother was paying for housing needed
$1,000 per month, on average, to cover basic expendi-
tures while on welfare, and $1,330 per month to main-
tain the same standard of living while working. The
researchers estimated that a working mother needed to
earn at least $8 per hour at a full-time job to reach this
level of income. Mothers earning less per hour or
working less than full time would need other income
sources (such as a partial welfare check, housing or
child care subsidies, and the EITC) to make up the dif-
ference. In 1999, these estimates translated into a wage
of $10 per hour for a full-time worker (or lower wages
or hours supplemented by other in-kind or cash
resources) to reach a monthly income of about $1,630.

Because TANF enforces suict work requirements for
most single mothers, alternatdve measures of income
adequacy have been proposed for working families. For
example, one proposal recommends a basic needs or
self-sufficiency budget based on estimates of the mini-
mum income level required for a family to afford the
necessities (food, housing, transportation, health care,
child care, and taxes) without government aid.'* Others
have suggested using one-half the median income as a
benchmark to measure the adequacy of a working fami-
ly’s income.s This approach measures adequacy relative
to the general population’s income. But by this measure;
regardless of the country’s economic situation, one-
fourth of the population will always be considered poor.

These measures of income adequacy roughly bracket
an adequate level of resources for a family. (See Figure
1.) At the high end, the basic needs budget estimates’
that the average cost for the “basic necessides” for a
working family of three is about two times the low-end
federal poverty standard. The one-half median income
approach also places a family’s needs significantly above
the poverty line, but below the basic needs budget, as
does the self-reliant measure.

Although the research does not point to a specific level
of economic resources sufficient to support positve
outcomes for children, data from experimental studies
suggest that even fairly modest increases in income can
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Figure 1

Alternative Measures of Income
Adequacy for a Family of Three

Sources: Poverty threshold from U.S. Census Bureau. Poverty in
the United States, 1999. Series P60~210. Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office, September 2000. Self-reliant meas-
ure from Edin, K., and Lein, L. Making ends meet. New York:
Russell Sage Foundation, 1997. One-half median income meas-
ure from U.S. Census Bureau. Money income in the United States:
99. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, September
1999, p. 1, table 1. Basic needs budget based on the average
cost of the “basic necessities” for a family living in Baltimore,
Maryland, from Bernstein, J., Broeht, S., and Spade-Aquilar, M.
How much is enough? Basic family budgets for working famiiles.
Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute, 2000, p. 61.
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have positive effects. For example, some programs that
increased families’ economic resources by $1,200 to
$4,000 per year over the level of resources previously
received on welfare had positive effects on children in
the preschool and elementary school years. If families’
resources were raised to the levels suggested by the
poverty line alternatives depicted in Figure 1, the addi-
tional resources would be much greater—an addition-
al $6,200 to $15,000 for a family of three—and could
have dramatic effects on the well-being of children.

New Policies Designed fto
“Make Work Pay”

A major goal of welfare reform is to move families from
welfare to work. Even when working, however, many
low-income families have difficulty earning enough
money to provide for their familics’ needs. As a result,
federal and state governments have developed several
incentives and supports to increase the payoff from
work, including minimum wage standards, tax credits,
and policies that allow welfare recipients to earn more
without losing benefits. Figure 2 summarizes the
changes in policies that complement welfare reform’s
goal of increasing work among TANTF recipients.

Minimum Wage

Federal and state governments set minimum wage lev-
els that employers must pay workers in jobs covered by
the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA), which included

72% of wage and salary workers in 1999.1¢ The federal
minimum wage was last increased from $4.25 per hour
to $4.75 in 1996 and to $5.15 per hour in 1997, the
first real increases in five years. The current level pro-
vides a full-ime, full-year worker an income equal to
$10,712 a year, about 80% of the poverty line for a fam-
ily of three in 2000. Eleven states (including the District
of Columbia) mandate higher wage floors, ranging
from $5.25 per hour in Hawaii to $6.75 in Massachu-
seres.!” A full-ume, full-year worker paid the minimum
wage in Massachusetts would earn an income just
around the federal poverty linefor a family of three.

Wage rates are central to concerns about a low-skilled
welfare population that is expected to move into paid
cmployment. Because the minimum wage is not
indexed to inflation, its real value and protection for
low-wage workers erodes over ime. During the con-
tinual debates over further increases to the minimum
wage, objections focus on concerns that a higher min-
imum wage would primarily benefit teenagers not liv-
ing in poor families, and that it could result in job cuts
and increased unemployment. Although a dispropor-
tionate share of minimum wage workers are teenagers,
poor parents make up a sizable share as well. In 1998,
for example, over two million minimum wage workers
were parents over age 25 living with minor children.'®
In addition, although many minimum wage studies
have focused on costs to employers and possible unem-
ployment effects as employers reduce the number of
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Figure 2

Changes in Policies to Help Make Worl Pay
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Sources: Minimum wage data based on figures from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.
U.S. Department of Labor, Value of the federal minimum wage, 1938-1997. Available
online at http://www.dol.gov/dol/esa/public.ninwage/main.htm. EITC data from internal
Revenue Service tax forms. Available online at http://www.irs.gov/forms_pubs/index.html.
Income disregards (amounts allowed after 13 months of earnings) and benefit lavels
from Zedlewski, S., and Giannarelli, L. Diversity among state welfare programs: Implica-
tions for reform. Assessing the New Federalism, Policy Brief A-1. Washington, OC: Urban
Institute, January 1997; and Rowe, G. State TANF policies as of July 1999. Assessing the
New Federalism: Welfare Rules Databook. Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2000. (For a
state-by-state listing of income disregards and benefit levels in 1999, see Appendix 1 at
the end of this article.)

average nationwide amount expressed as a percentage relative to the poverty line.

jobs to hold down costs, most of the studies find only
slight, if any, negative employment effects resultng
from an increase in the minimum wage. Thus, raising
the minimum wage is an important tool available to
the government for helping make work pay.

Tax Policy

The refundable federal EITC is currently the largest pro-
gram supporting low-income families. The federal EITC
increased substantially in 1993 as a major initiative by
the Clinton administration to make work pay for lower-

income families. The tax credit provided $30 billion in
support to low-income families with children in 1997.
The maximum federal EITC for a family with two chil-
dren in 2000 was $3,888, available to families with earn-
ings between $9,700 and $12,700 (92% of poverty).??
The credit is completely phased out when earned
income reaches $31,152 (225% of poverty). The EITC
helps more families escape poverty than any other feder-
al program. Some 4.8 million people, including the fam-
ilies of 2.6 million children, are able to raise their income
above the poverty line as a result of the federal EITC 2
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State EITCs, a more recent phenomenon, have been

increasing in number and generosity since 1997. Fifteen
states, including the District of Columbia, now offer
EITCs. All but one are based on the federal credit, and
most are refundable.?! TANF regulations issued in April
1999 specifically allow states to finance the refundable
portion of their EITCs from federal TANF monies and
to count credits for low-income families toward
required levels of state expenditures under TANF.?2
This ruling may increase the number of states to follow
Wisconsin’s lead in using TANF funds to' support
refundable EITCs as part of a strategy to increase the
net income of low-income families with children.

The high marginal tax rates created by EITCs have
been getting increasing attention because the net pay-
off from increased work falls precipitously once earn-
ings reach the level at which the EITC is phased out.
Although more generous EITCs obviously provide
greater assistance to low-income working families, they
also create an unavoidable tradeoff: With a more gen-
erous credit, more has to be taken away as income
climbs. The common “piggybacking” of state EITCs
onto the federal EITC means that state EITCs exacer-
bate the high marginal tax rates already generated by
the federal credit.

© Stephen Shames/Marix
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In addition to the EITC, other federal and state tax
credits also have been targeted to low-income families.
For example, in 1998 the federal government imple-
mented both a nonrefundable “child tax credit” and a
refundable “additional child tax credit,” for a com-
bined total of not more than $500 for each child.
These credits were available to people with incomes
higher than those qualifying for the EITC, but were
refundable only for families with three or more chil-
dren. More recently, the Tax Reform Act of 2001
increased the child credit to $600 (escalating up to
$1,000 by 2010) and included a refundable compo-
nent that will benefit all working families who have
children and earn more than $10,000 per year??

TANF Policies

State TANF policies also have helped create incentives to
work. For example, states typically disregard some
amount of earnings before it affects a family’s benefit
level. Benefits are reduced by an increasing percentage of
earnings above the disregard undl the benefit goes to
zero. Under welfare reform, many states have expanded
these earned income disregards to allow TANF recipi-
ents to keep more of what they earn in the paid labor
market without losing benefits. As illustrated in Figure
2, between 1995 and 1999 the maximum income a fam-
ily could earn without losing cash benefits increased
from 57% to 70% of poverty level on average nation-
wide. By 1999 the earned income disregards in 32 states
were more generous than those used under the Aid to
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program,
and 15 states allowed families to receive combined cash
welfare and employment earnings that exceeded the
poverty line.2* (For a state-by-state listing of these provi-
sions, see Appendix 1 at the end of this article.)

At the same time, most states have held their TANF
benefit levels constant since federal welfare reform leg-
islation passed in 1996.2% On average, benefit levels
natonwide actually decreased slightly (see Figure 2).
When benefits do not increase to keep pace with infla-
tion, the decline in real value makes welfare less attrac-
tive relative to work. But lower benefit levels also erode
the value of income disregards: Given the same earned
income disregards, TANF recipients can earn more in
states with high benefit levels. In addition, in most
states, families who receive reduced benefits along with
employment earnings use up months that count
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€economic resources.

against their lifetime limit for benefit receipt. To ensure
that these months will not count against the federal
five-year time limit on assistance, four states ( Delaware,
Illinois, Maryland, and Rhode Island) move at least
some families with employment earnings into state-

funded TANF programs that are not subject to the

same federal requirements.2%

Many states have also increased allowable assets limits
for TANF families, thereby increasing incentives for
recipients to work. For example, the federal AFDC
program placed a $1,500 limit on the value of an auto-
mobile that recipients could own, limiting job options
for recipients without access to reliable public trans-
portation. Under TANF, most states increased the
vehicle exemption to more than $4,650, far exceeding
the vehicle exempton under the food stamp program
(see Appendix 1). Some 24 states now allow at least
one car of any value per family.?” The AFDC program
also placed significant limits on recipients’ financial
assets, reducing incentives to set aside money for emer-
gencies and unexpected expenses. Under TANF, 39
states have increased allowable unrestricted assets (that
is, savings that recipients can use for any purpose) from

“$1,000 to $2,000 or more; and 23 states substantially

increased allowable restricted assets (that is, assets that
recipients can set aside for particular purposes, such as
home ownership, education, and business capitaliza-
tion).” For a state-by-state listing of these provisions,
see Appendix 1 at the end of this article.

Other Support Policies

Other policies that provide significant support to low-
income working families include the federal food
stamp program, health insurance, child care subsidies,
and child support enforcement.?® For example, the
food stamp program offers assistance to all families
with incomes below 130% of poverty and can be very
valuable to working poor families. A single parent with
two children and earnings at one-half the poverty level
(about $590 per month) could receive $335 per
month in food stamps in 2000, assuming no income
beyond earnings.3°

Policies designed to make work pay can play an important
role in augmenting gains in low-income working families’

Government programs that provide health insurance
coverage also are important to low-income families
who often work in low-paying jobs with no employer-
provided benefits. Some 31 states now cover children
in families with incomes up to 200% of the federal
poverty line (or higher) either through Medicaid or the
State Children’s Health Insurance Program
(SCHIP).** Medicaid is generally available to families
on TANF, and to families leaving TANF for work, for
up to a year if they are earning below 185% of the fed-
eral poverty line.*> SCHIP is available to children in
families with income below 200% of the federal pover-
ty line, at a minimum, and may be available to families
with higher incomes, depending on the state’s Medic-
aid income threshold. In New Jersey, for example,
SCHIP is available to children in families with income
up to 350% of poverty.*?

Child care is an important element in the budget of
most low-income working families, but the value of
child care subsidies is less certain. Child care is not an
entitlement, and benefits vary considerably across
states, depending on whether a family is on welfare,
leaving welfare, or not in the welfare system.

Similarly, states are required to implement programs to
help all families receiving welfare and Medicaid assis-
tance to secure child support payments from noncusto-
dial parents and to help other families not on assistance
who pay a small fee.3* But the amount of payments
received, if any, varies widely by state and by individual
family. States have adopted various guidelines for deter-
mining award amounts, resulting in wide differences
across states in awards for families in similar circum-
stances, particularly at the lower income levels.® In
addition, many families never collect on their awards, or
never have awards established in the first place.

Policies’ Combined Impacts

The cumulative effect of policies designed to make work
pay can play an important role in augmentng gains in
low-income working families’ economic resources. Fig-
ure 3 shows the gains achievable as work and wages
increase for low-income families in Texas and California,
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Figure 3

Gains Achievable
for Single-Parent
Working Families in
Texas and Galifornia

KEY:
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Source: Based on calculations from the
Urban Institute’s State Income Calcula-
tor (STIC), an update of data used in
Acs, G., Coe, N., Watson, K., and Ler-
man, R. Does work pay? An analysis of
the work incentives under TANF
Assessing the New Federalism, Occa-
sional Paper No. 9. Washington, DC:
Urban Institute, July 1998.
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two states with distinctly different policies. In 1999, a
mother with two children working full ime at the min-
imum wage could exceed the poverty line in both states
if she received the full package of benefits available to
her. These figures also demonstrate how extra supports
from food stamps and the EITC diminish as families
move into higher-paying jobs. In California, for exam-

ple, net family income actually decreases as families move
from carning $7 to $10 per hour. The food stamp ben-
efit is phased out, and the EITC becomes negligible. To
soften the transition, some policymakers have suggested
increasing the federal EITC to implement a slower
phaseout,3 or using different phaseout schedules for
states’ EITCs as a counterbalance.¥’

The Future of Children

132

129



Zedlewski

Thus, it appears that a family can be boosted over the
poverty line if the full range of benefits are received.
However, even with all available supports, families
working full time at a minimum wage job do not come
close to reaching the alternative measures of the
resources required to meet their needs, as discussed
carlier. And families often do not receive the full range
of benefits available.

Families’ Economic Resources
since Reform

Policies that increase work incentives and make work pay
clearly have been enhanced since welfare reform, butthe
data suggest that not all low-income families have bene-
fited from these changes. Two somewhat different pic-
tures of family income in the TANF era have emerged so
far. Studies that base their assessment solely on cash
income conclude that poverty has declined as a result of
welfare reform. Other studies, which base their assess-
ment on total family income, including noncash bene-
fits, conclude that a significant segment of families are

worse off as a result of welfare reform. The potendal of
government supports to augment carnings and pull
many working families out of poverty is not yet a reality.

An analysis of data from the Census Bureau’s Current
Population Survey (CPS) found that between 1995 and
1997, disposable income increased for most single-moth-
er families but not for those among the poorest income
groups.3® (See Figure 4). Total resources declined by
$814 annually for the lowest income group and by $319
for the second-lowest group. As Figure 4 shows, this
decline occurred primarily because of a drop in the num-
ber of families receiving TANF and food stamps.

Other analyses of CPS data from 1976 to 1998 point in
the same direction.® They show that overall, recent
welfare reforms increased family earnings and decreased
poverty, but that the lowest-income families are worse
off since welfare reform. For example, researchers found
that, following the passage of the 1996 legislation,
“poverty among female high school dropouts appears
to have declined by 2 percentage points more than it
would have in the absence of policy changes....”*

1
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However, such analyses also revealed that income gains
did not occur in the post-TANF era among less skilled
mothers in the bottom fifth of the income distribution.
The data showed a substandal decline in income for
women in this group, although the effects were not pre-
ciscly estimated. One study found an increase in deep
poverty (below 50% of the federal poverty line) among
children between 1995 and 1997 4

In short, the picture of actual incomes in the TANF era
is mixed: Some families have gained as a result of wel-
fare reform and other policies designed to make work
pay, whereas others at the bottom of the income distri-
buton seem to be worse off. These findings highlight
the importance of increasing wages and resources for
working poor families and making it easier for them to

Economic Resources Post-Reform

participate in government support programs. Strate-
gies may also focus on increasing the number of hours
of work among single-parent families by ensuring the
availability of low-cost, high-quality child care.*

Work Increasing, but at Low Wages

Mouvated by a strong economy and policies that help
make work pay, many more single mothers are working
now compared to earlier periods.** Between 1995 and
1999, the labor force participation rate for single moth-
ers with children under age 6 increased from 53% to
over 68%, and rates for single mothers with older chil-
dren rose from 67% to 83% (see Figure 5).** Among
welfare recipients, participation in the paid labor force
increased from about 9% to 28% over the same peri-
0d.#6 Studies show that the proportion of families

[

Figure 5
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who are employed after leaving welfare has also
increased. A nationally representative Urban Institute
study found that 75% of families who left welfare
between 1995 and 1997 included at least one employed
adult, as did 79% of those who left between 1997 and
1999.# In studies from eight states, employment rates
among single-parent welfare leavers ranged from 50%
to 64% in the first three months after leaving welfare *3

Studies to date indicate that earnings for families leav-
ing welfare are generally low, barely reaching the
poverty line. The Urban Institute study of welfare
leavers found that median monthly wages were $1,093
in 1999, just under the federal poverty level for a fam-
ily of three.* According to studies in eight states, aver-
age monthly carnings of former welfare recipients
during the first three months after leaving welfare were
even lower, generally ranging from $733 to $900.%° It
is clear that many low-income working families do not
earn enough to support a family of three.

In addition, few studies compare postwelfare income
with the income families would have received if they had
remained on aid. Based on individuals’ assessments of

their family income, some studies suggest that one-half
to two-thirds of families who leave welfare have higher
incomes after leaving the rolls. A study in Wisconsin,
however, estimated that more than half the families leav-
ing welfare in thar state have lower incomes than they
would have if they had stayed on welfare.s! No studies
have been able to provide information about changes in
income for those who have never become welfare recip-
ients because of new policies adopted since reform.

Work Supports Often Not Received

For families earning low wages, government supports
such as the EITC, food stamps, health insurance, and
subsidized child care are essential to maintaining suffi-
cient economic resources. Studies show that participa-
tion in the EITC is generally strong. At least 85% of
eligible families receive the EITC, according to rough
estimates.52%* But the same is not true of other pro-
grams intended to help make work pay. Studies show
that a substantial number of families leaving welfare do
not avail themselves of other, nontax supports to aug-
ment their earnings.
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Figure 7

Economic Resources Post-Reform

Health Insurance Coverage after Leaving Welfare (1997)
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D Food Stamps
For example, many families do not contnue to
receive food stamps once they leave welfare. One
study found that 57% of families leaving welfare were
not receiving food stamps, even though they were
eligible.> (See Figure 6.) More surprising, even half
the families with incomes below 50% of poverty were
not receiving food stamps. State studies that examine
participation across government programs also con-
firm this result. Only about half the families leaving
welfare used food stamps in the first three months
after exit, and receipt was significantly lower in most
states after familics had been off the rolls for a year.>®

D Medicaid
Recent studies indicate similar trends in Medicaid
coverage. Although Medicaid offers a transitional

benefit of 12 months’ coverage to adults who leave
welfare for work, states report that continued cover-
age among this group varied from about 30% to
60% in the first three months after exit, and declined
significantly after leavers were off welfare for a year.
Data from the Urban Institute’s National Survey of
America’s Families show that although more than
half of welfare leavers had Medicaid coverage in the
first six months of leaving the rolls, this rate of cov-
erage dropped quickly.®?” About half the mothers
were uninsured one year after leaving welfare. (See
Figure 7.)

D Child Care
Child care is a critcal issue for families’ economic
resources; the cost of child care can be a significant
strain on low-income families, consuming as much as
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The 1996 law gives states the flexibility to use federal and state
TANF funds to design new supports for working poor families,

including those who have left—or who have never received—welfare.

20% of their income.?® At the same time, information
about low-income families’ receipt of child care assis-
tance is relatively scant, although it seems that help
in paying for child care is infrequent. For example, in
the Urban Institute study of families leaving welfare

between 1995 and 1997, only 19% reported receiv- .

ing government help in paying for child care after
three months.3® This figure rose to 22% for families
leaving welfare between 1997 and 1999.% The
recent expansion of child care funding through both
TANF and the Child Care and Development Fund
should help to expand assistance to low-income fam-
ilies, but many policy analysts argue that funding is
not adequate. Rough estimates suggest that about 2
million children are served through current funding
streams, although as many as 15 million children live
in families that meet the federal eligibility stan-
dards.®! (For further discussion of child care and wel-
fare reform, see the article by Fuller and colleagues
in this journal issue.)

D Child Support Enforcement
Stronger child support enforcement was a goal of
welfare reform, as child support can be an important
supplement to single-parent families’ income and
help them move off welfare. One study found that
among poor, nonwelfare families who received child
support, it provided 35% of their income.®* Unfor-
tunately, most poor children eligible for child sup-
port do not receive it.%® The Urban Institute study
of families leaving welfare between 1995 and 1997
found that of those who stayed off welfare, only
34% received child support.’® Moreover, state stud-
ies report that only 13% to 36% of families leaving
welfare receive child support.® Although federal
and state government policies devoted to strength-
ening child support enforcement over the last two
decades have increased child support receipt signifi-
cantly among both never-married and previously
married single mothers,* the poorest children have
received only modest increases.% It is difficult to
expand child support for poor children because
absent parents who do not pay support are, on aver-

age, more disadvantaged than absent parents who
do pay.®’ (See the article by McLanahan and Carlson
in this journal issue.) :

In sum, low participation rates are found across many
government programs designed to support the work-
ing poor. Researchers conducting field studies attrib-
ute families’ lack of participation to a number of
factors. Some blame states’ failure to develop effective
administrative systems to deliver assistance to the
working poor.%® State and local offices seldom get the
word out about benefit eligibility to low-income fam-
ilies; administrative hurdles can be formidable, espe-
cially for working families, and many caseworkers do
not understand the complex eligibility rules that vary
across different benefit programs. Some critics argue
that the low participation rates, especially the drop
over time in Medicaid coverage, may be due to
administrative complexities.% Eligibility for the full
12 months of Medicaid bencfits rcquires submitting
information on earnings and child care costs in the
4th, 7th, and 10th months after leaving welfare. Stig-
ma can also play a role; for most benefits, the point of
entry is still the local welfare office. To ensure that
stigma does not present a barrier to obtaining non-
welfare assistance among working poor families, some
states are developing alternative entry points, such as
local health clinics and child care referral programs.

Meanwhile, the continuing demand for emergency food
and shelter assistance, even among working families,
emphasizes the critical need for income support pro-
grams. In a survey of city officials conducted in Decem-
ber 2000, it was estimated that 32% of adults requesting
food, and 26% of those requesting shelter, were
employed.” Moreover, officials estimated that about 62%
of those requesting emergency food and 36% of those
requesting emergency shelter were families with children.
Between 1995 and 2000, the proportion of families with
children seeking such emergency assistance remained fair-
ly constant, but a growing number of cities reported
increased demand from families for these services.
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New Types of Support Emerging
under TANF

The 1996 law gives states the flexibility to use federal
and state TANF funds to design new supports for
working poor families, including those who have left—
or who have never received—welfare. In addition, the
final TANF regulations, effective in October 1999,
clarified the types of assistance that were subject to the
federal time limit and work requirements. Many sup-
ports were specifically excluded from these require-
including child
earmarked savings accounts (referred to as Individual
Development Accounts, or IDAs); refunded portions
of state-earned income tax credits; nonrecurrent,
short-term benefits designed to deal with crisis situa-
tions; and case management. These regulations con-
firmed and increased states’ spending flexibility,
providing an incentive to broaden benefits for low-
income families with children and to experiment with

ments,”! care; transportation;

innovative services. Two broad types of innovations in
the use of TANF monies for working poor families—
including families both on and off welfare—are high-
lighted below: extended case management, and direct
supports such as transportation and housing subsidies.

Case Management, Information, and

Referral Services

Families leaving welfare typically are employed in
low-wage jobs that lack benefits and are often short-
lived. Extended case management can provide such
families with a network of services to help them stay
employed and move ahead in their careers by address-
ing personal and work-related barriers, and to ensure
they stay connected to benefits after leaving welfare.”2
For example:

D Vermont has established a statewide network of 16
centers that provide early childhood and family sup-
ports, including home visiting, early childhood serv-
ices, parent education, peer support for parents, and
information and referral on resources for families.

D Maryland has established a network of 27 centers
across the state to improve education, training, and
job retention through intensive case management
and service coordination.

Economic Resources Post-Reform

D The Vocational Foundation, Inc. (VFI) in New York
City provides follow-up services to help parents
retain jobs and move ahead in their careers by
addressing personal barriers; ensuring receipt of key

work supports, including food stamps, Medicaid,
child care subsidies, and the EITC; and offering
career counseling. Case managers also assist in resolv-
ing conflicts ar the workplace or in providing imme-
diate reemployment services.

D The Workforce Information System of Texas
(TWIST) has consolidated job training and employ-
ment services into one-stop centers to create a single
intake for all clients, including welfare recipients.
Case managers review all services clients have
received and assist them in finding employment.

D In Rhode Island, caseworkers in employment reten-
tion services units work with TANF recipients and

Associated Press, AP
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A significant minority of families at the bottom of the income
distribution seem to be worse off ... [due to] ... low wages and

failure to benefit from various support programs.

employers. Case managers build relationships with
recipients, including detailed assessments of barriers
and supports needed to prevent potential problems
on the job.

b Washington’s Work First program was designed to
give all low-wage workers, not just those leaving wel-
fare, the supports they need to find a job, learn new
skills, and move up the career ladder so they will be

self-supporting for life.”? The state has mounted -

media campaigns to publicize the availability of child
care and to encourage workers to take advantage of
the EITC, and has set up a network of call centers to

provide low-wage workers with information about -

benefit programs.

Direct Supports

All states use TANF monies to fund direct supports for
low-income families, but more recently, states have
begun to expand the types of supports offered and the
populations served. For example, all states use at least
some TANF funds to finance child care subsidies,”* and
many use TANF funds for initiatives to enhance child
care quality. But some states now have begun using
TANF resources to increase child care capacity in a
variety of ways.”® Iowa has used TANF funds to
strengthen local child care capacity as part of a com-
prehensive approach to supporting child development.
Florida has also used TANF funds to increase child care
supply, and Washington has used TANF to provide
incentives to improve pay at centers that accept subsi-
dized child care payments.

Because transportation can be a significant barrer to
employment, some states have begun to use TANF
funds to expand transportation aid for low-income
workers. Poor working families often do not live near
job centers, have no easy public transportation, and
cannot afford the cost of a car. To address these needs,
New Mexico now allows families with incomes below
poverty level to qualify for transportation aid funded
by TANF.”? In Kansas, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and
Virginia, car ownership is facilitated either by providing
a down payment on the purchase of a car or, as in

Kansas, by providing up to $5,000 toward the cost of
purchasing a car. Tennessee uses TANF funds to offer
low-income families no-interest, no-down-payment
loans on high-quality used vehicles, as highlighted in
Appendix 2 at the end of this article.

Some states also have begun to use TANF monies to
expand housing assistance for low-income families.
Most poor families do not receive federal housing assis-
tance and have to pay the full cost of housing in the
private market. They typically pay as much as half their
income on housing or live in severely substandard
structures.”® To help meet this essential need, several
states have begun using TANF monies (alone or in
combination with other funds) to establish programs
providing housing assistance. New programs imple-
mented in California, Connecticut, Kentucky, Mary-
land, Minnesota, New Jersey, and North Carolina vary
in nature and in the populations targeted, and are gen-
erally modest in size, but they show how some states
are reaching beyond the provision of cash assistance to
help low-income families.”” Some programs provide
rental assistance, whereas others focus on encouraging
home ownership. Most pay housing costs in excess of
some percentage of family income, ranging from 30%
in Minnesota to 45% in New Jersey. (See Appendix 2
for highlights of the New Jersey program.)

Summary and CGonclusions

Increasing families’ economic resources and child well-
being were not the primary goals of welfare reform. The
reform movement initially focused on the unprecedent-
ed declines in caseloads and the relative employment
success of mothers who left welfare, and paid little
attention to how families were getting by. The impor-
rance of families’ economic resources to child well-
being is just beginning to be understood. Although the
connections are complex and vary by the child’s age,
research provides compelling evidence that higher
incomes can help parents purchase enriching experi-
ences for their preschool and school-age children, lead-
ing to positive impacts on their development.
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More recently, attention has begun to focus on the
ability of single mothers and other working poor fami-
lies to support their families on wages alone. Federal
and state policies designed to increase families’
resources by making work pay—including increasing
the minimum wage, expanding the EITC, changing
welfare rules to allow recipients to collect both a pay-
check and some cash assistance, and maintaining food
stamps for all low-income families—could effectively
lift full-time workers earning the minimum wage out of
poverty. However, many studies confirm that families
who leave welfare also leave behind government assis-
tance for food, health insurance, and child care.

Many families have gained economic resources as a result
of welfare reform and other policies implemented by
federal and state governments to make work pay, but a
significant minornity of families at the bottom of the
income distribution seem to be worse off. Key factors
contributing to the plight of this group are low wages
and failure to benefit from vanious support programs.
Many working families subsist on incomes below the
poverty line. Moreover, even an income just above
poverty is not sufficient to provide an adequate standard
of living for families with children. Child care and hous-
ing costs can absorb large shares of their incomes, leav-
ing little to cover other necessities. Many families need
supports to help meet these needs as they transition to
self-sufficiency. Families also need the support of both
parents. Increased child support payments from noncus-
todial parents can play an important role in helping bol-
ster the resources of single-parent working poor families.

But this is still an early picture of how families are far-
ing in the post-reform period. Survey data showing
changes in family resources lag behind policy changes
by a year or two. Many states have begun to spend larg-
er shares of their TANF block grants on new types of
supports for low-income families. Some are stressing
case management and outreach to low-income fami-
lies, hoping to increase their knowledge of benefit eli-
gibility and to maintain essential supports for them
when they leave welfare. Others are providing direct
assistance to families leaving welfare, such as housing
and transportation. Such noncash assistance can make
a big difference in families’ economic resources. Also,
how states are coping with federal benefit ime limits is
only beginning to be revealed.

Economic Resources Post-Reform

States’ TANF programs continue to evolve as it
becomes clearer how the federal block grant monies
can be spent, and states become more aware that many
families who leave welfare do not receive other servic-
es. Most states are still struggling to design effective
delivery systems that allow families outside the cash
assistance system to navigate eligibility for supports
more efficiently. Effective policies to inform low-
income families of their benefit eligibility, systems that
make it casier to retain eligibility, and broader support
services in all states could change the post-TANF pic-
ture that has emerged thus far.

Newer data reflecting the post-reform period will be
required to better understand how families’ economic
resources have changed since TANF and how these
changes are affecting children. The evolving story of
welfare reform will need to be monitored carefully to
achieve not only smaller caseloads, but also long-term
positive impacts on family economic resources and
child well-being.
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month time limit. See Sard, B., and Lubell, J. The increasing use
of TANF and state marching funds to provide housing assistance to
Sfamilies moving from welfare to work. Washington, DC: Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities, February 2000.
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Appendix 1

State TANF Policies Affecting Family Economic Resources (as of 1999)

Combined
Maximum Maximum disregards
income benefit and benefit
disregards levels levels Unrestricted Restricted Vehicle
relative to relative to relative to asset asset exemption
State poverty2 poverty® poverty¢ levels? levels® limits
Alabama 18.3% 14.7% 33.0% $2,000 — One vehicle per driver
Alaska 143.6% 825%  179.4% $1,000 - One vehicle per driver |
Arizona 52.4% 31.0% 52.4% $2,000 $9,000 One vehicle per household
'g\rkansas 39.3% 18.2% 58.1% $3,000 —_ One vehicle per househ@
California 129.4% 54.6% 155.4% $2,000 $5,000 $4,650
E:olorado 45.7% 31.9% 60.0% $2,000 Determined by county One vehicle per household }
Connecticut 103.4% 48.5% 152.0% $3,000 No limit $9,500
District of Columbia__ 42.8% 33.9% 59.8% $2,000 — s1.50 |
Delaware 80.5% 30.2% 110.8% $1,000 $5,000 $4,650
Florida 72.0% 21.1% 90.5% $2,000 $5,000 $8,500 ]
Georgia 46.0% 25.0% 60.3% $1,000 $5,000 $4,650
[ﬂawaii 146.7% 63.7% 146.7% $5,000 — One vehicle per household }
Idaho 56.9% 24.7% 56.9% $2,000 — $4,650
IiliTois 101.2% 33.7% 121.0% $2,000 No fimit Qne vehicle per household ‘
Indiana 33.8% 25.7% 42.3% $1,000 - $5,000
lowa 76.2% 38.1% 76.2% $2,000 Al deposits and interest $3916 |
Kansas 72.0% 38.4% 87.3% $2,000 - One vehicle per household
mcky 55.1% 23.4% 55.1% $2,000 $5,000 One vehicle per household T\
Louisiana 27.7% 17.0% 44.7% $2,000 $6,000 $10,000
Maine 91.5% a1.2% 103.3% $2,000 $10,000 One vehicle per household |
Maryland 54.9% 35.7% 61.6% $2,000 — One vehicle per household
Massachusetts  93.4% 505%  120.1% $2,500 — 85000 |
Michigan 69.2% 41.0% 69.2% $3,000 — One vehicle per household
@esota 112.9% 47.6% 130.0% $2,000 —_— $7,500 1
Mississippi 40.9% 15.2% 49.0% $2,000 - $4,650
Missouri 34.2% 26.1% 34.2% $1,000 No fimit One vehicle per household |
Montana 71.3% 41.9% 73.1% $3,000 — One vehicle per household
rN:ebraska 59.7% 47.8% 59.8% $4,000 - One vehicle per household ‘
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Combined
Maximum Maximum disregards (
income benefit and benefit

disregards levels levels Unrestricted Restricted Vehicle

relative to relative to relative to asset asset exemption
State poverty? poverty? poverty¢ levelsd levels® limits
Nevada 38.9% 31.1% 38.9% $2,000 — One vehicle per household
New Hampshire 98.3% 49.2% 116.8% $1,000 No limit ~ One vehicle per driver |
New Jersey 75.8% 37.9% 85.3% $2,000 — $9,500
'IL\Aew Mexico 34.8% 43.7% 67.9% $3,500 No limit One vehicle per household ]
New York 95.4% 51.6% 118.6% $2,000 No limit $4,650
North Garolina 56.7% 24.3% 56.7% $3,000 — One vehicle per adult j
North Dakota 80.6% 66.2% 93.0% $5,000 —_ One vehicle per household
Ohio © 86.9% 32.4% 102.3% No limit — Unlimited ]
Oklahoma 62.9% 26.1% 62.9% $1,000 $2,000 $5,000
Oregon 49.2% 41.1% 64.6% $2,500 No limit $10,000 |
Pennsylvania 72.1% 36.0% 77.8% $1,000 — One vehicle per household
Rhode Island 114.3% 49.5% 114.3% $100 = — $4,650 }
I e “ — O
South Carolina 58.6% 18.0% 76.5% $2,500 $10,000 One vehicle per household
South Dakota 56.0% 38.4% 56.1%  $2,000 —  s4e50 |
Tennessee 84.8% 16.5% 84.8% $2,000 $5,000 $4,600
;T exas 24.8% 16.8% 24.9% $2,000 No limit $4,650 —J
| NN — —
Utah 59.7% 40.3% 59.8% $2,000 — $8,000
l\I?mont 87.5% 59.1% 87.5% $1,000 90% of earnings One vehicle per household-1
Virginia 103.4% 26.0% 129.4% $1,000 $5,000 $7,500
Washington 48.8% 48.8% 73.2% $1,000 No limit $5,000 }
West Virginia 45.0% 271% 45.1% $2,000 —_ One vehicie per household
Wisconsin O 119.0% 56.1% 175.1% $2,500 — $10,000 T
Wyoming 48.3% 30.4% 48.3% $2,500 — $12,000

Sources: Based on data from the Welfare Rules Database, the Urban Institute, July
2000. See also Rowe, G. State TANF policies as of July 1999. Assessing the New
Federalism: Welfare Rules Databook. Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2000,

a Figures based on policies for earned income disregards after one year on welfare
to reflect the longer-run work incentive. {In many states the earned income dis-
regards are more generous in the first through the fourth months on cash assis-

tance.) Amount of disregard expressed as a percentage relative to the poverty
line.

b Amount of benefit expressed as a percentage relative to the poverty line.

€ Maximum earnings pius benefits that could be received in 1999,

d Unrestricted assets may be used for any purpose.

€ Restricted assets may be set aside for particular purposes, such as home owner-
ship, education, and business capitalization.

A
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Appendix 2

Innovative Uses of TANF Funds for Programs
to Support Working Families

These program profiles were prepared by Kate Boyer, Ph.D., senior
researcher, and Catherine Lawrence, C.S.W., research associate, of
the Rockefeller Institute of Government as part of the Institute’s
project, “Beyond Symbolic Politics.”

Program name: First Wheels Program
State: Tennessee
Coverage: Statewide

Program goals: Enable low-income parents to get to work

Service population: Participants in Families First, Tennessee’s
TANF program '

Funding sources:  TANF

Description: This program addresses the mismatch between where
most low-income people live and where most jobs are located. In
addition to offering grants of up to $6 a day to participants in Fam-
ilies First for their transportation needs, the state established First
Wheels, a program that offers low-income families no-interest
loans to purchase cars. Participants repay the loans based on their
income level, and repaid funds are re-loaned to others. The program
shields participants from damage to their credit history. Also, the
cars are inspected and approved before purchase. Both the one-
time grants and the First Wheels program were designed and imple-
mented through the combined efforts of a coalition of low-income
and welfare recipient advocates working with the Tennessee
Department of Human Services.

Results: Since the First Wheels program began in 1999, 168 loans
have been made, and the payback rate has been over 98%. No eval-
uation has been conducted for this program.

For further information: See the Tennessee Department of Human
Services Web site at http://www.state.tn.us/humanserv/.
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Program name: Work First Housing Assistance Program
State: New Jersey
Coverage: Asbury Park, Camden, Elizabeth,

New Brunswick, and Trenton

Program goals: Increase residential stability for low-

income families

Service population: Families leaving TANF for paid
employment

Funding sources:  TANF

Description: This program offers rent subsidies to families for three
years after leaving TANF. In the first year, 55% of the rent amount is
subsidized; in the second year, 45%; and in the third year, 35%. The
amount of money by which rent subsidies decrease from one year
to the next is used to create an interest-bearing savings account for
participating families. The program also offers services to enable
low-income families to purchase a home by providing counseling to
potential homeowners and mortgages with no down payments.

Results: Since 1998, the program has provided secure housing for
350 families transitioning from welfare to work. As of October
2001, about half of the families had left the program, moving either
into a home-ownership program sponsored by the Department of
Housing and Urban Development or into market-rate housing.

For further information: See the New Jersey Department of Human
Services Web site at hitp://www.state.nj.us/humanservices/
dfd/post-tanf.html.

Economic Resources Post-Reform

Program name: School Clothing Allowance

State: West Virginia

Coverage: Statewide

Program goals: Allow poor parents to purchase new clothing

for their children

Service population: Families at or below the federal poverty
guidelines and with less than $2,000 in
assets

Funding sources:  TANF

Description: West Virginia's clothing allowance program provides
poor families with vouchers of $150 per child for the purchase of new
clothes each fall, The program has been in operation since the 1970s,
but prior to 1998 it was limited to families receiving cash assistance.
Beginning in 1998, however, TANF funds were used to greatly expand
the program so that it now reaches a much larger number of poor
families. Because the School Clothing Allowance does not count as
TANF assistance, these benefits are not time-limited.

Results: In 2000, the School Clothing Allowance program helped
nearly 55,000 poor children, mostly from working poor families.
About 75% of those served were not receiving TANF cash assistance.

For further information: See the West Virginia Department of Health
and Human Resources Web site at http://www.wvdhhr.org/ofs/.
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Children and Weifare Reform

Welfare Reform, Fertility,
and Father Involvement

Sara S. McLanahan
Marcia J. Carison

SUMMARY]

Recognizing that most poor families are single-
parent families, the federal welfare reform law of
1996 emphasized the responsibility of both par-
ents to support their children. In additon to
strengthening the child support enforcement
system, the law included several provisions
designed to decrease childbearing outside of
marriage and to promote two-parent families.
This article focuses on the important role that
fathers play in children’s lives and how public
policies have affected childbearing and father
involvement. Key observations are:

D Compared with children living with both bio-
logical parents, children in father-absent families
often have fewer economic and socioemotional
resources from their parents, and do not fare as
well on many outcome measures.

D Efforts to reduce the rising number of father-
absent families by focusing on preventing
unwanted pregnancy among unmarried
women, especially teen girls, have met with
some success; those programs seeking to alter
adolescents’ life opportunities in addition to
providing education or family planning servic-
es appear to hold the most promise.

D Efforts to encourage greater father involve-

ment by focusing almost exclusively on
increasing absent parents’ child support pay-
ments reap only minimal benefits for poor
children because their absent parents often
have few resources and little incentive to make
support payments. '

D To date, efforts to increase the emotional
involvement of unmarried fathers with their
children have produced disappointing results,
but new research suggests that such programs
can make a difference when targeting fathers
at the time of a child’s birth.

Many children spend some time living away from
their fathers, deprived of the financial and emo-
donal resources they can provide. Because of the
importance of fathers to child well-being, the
authors conclude that new directions in research
and public policies are needed to encourage
greater father involvement across the wide diver-
sity of family arrangements in society today.

Sara S. McLanahan, Ph.D., s professor of sociology
and public affairs and divector of the Bendheim-
Thoman Center for Research on Child Wellbeing at
Princeton University in Princeton, NJ.

Marcia ] Carlson, Ph.D., is an assistant professor of
social work at Columbia University in New York, NY.

www.futureofchildren.org
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he Personal Responsibility and Work

Opportunity Reconciliaton Act of 1996

represented a historic shift in U.S. policy

toward poor families and children.! In addi-
ton to requiring that low-income parents assume
greater responsibility for their own economic well-
being through increased work, the reform legislation
included provisions to discourage births outside of
marriage, to promote and strengthen two-parent fam-
ilies, and to encourage father involvement (at least with
respect to financial support). These provisions reflect—
and contribute to—a growing awareness of the impor-
tance of fathers for children.

Until recentdy, discussions about welfare policy have -

largely excluded fathers, except with respect to their
frequent failure to pay child support. Despite rising
concerns since the 1980s about the negative conse-
quences of out-of-wedlock childbearing and single-
parcnthood (particularly for children, but also for
society), most policy and rescarch about families on
welfare have focused only on single mothers. Howev-
er, recent research on fatherhood has pointed to the

range of contributions that fathers can make in their

children’s lives, as well as to the barriers that some
fathers face in providing economic and emotional sup-
port for their children.

This article draws on recent research to examine the
role of fathers in children’s lives and how welfare poli-
cy may affect father involvement. The first section
reviews demographic trends affecting low-income fam-
ilies and outlines the evidence concerning the effects of
father involvement on fertility and child well-being.
Policies aimed at decreasing nonmarital fertility and
increasing father involvement are described, along with
suggestions for ways that programs can better address
the needs of disadvantaged fathers and families to pro-
mote child well-being,.

Recent Trends and Effects on Children

Several major demographic trends in the latter half of
the twenteth century have affected the composition of
families in the United States, especially low-income
families. In particular, declining marriage rates, increas-
ing divorce rates, and increasing rates of births to
unmarried women (see Figure 1) have combined to

increase the likelihood that children will spend time liv-
ing away from their fathers. Although many unmarried
parents work together to raise their children by cohab-
iting or maintaining frequent contact, father involve-
ment for most low-income families in this situation is
not necessarily stable.

Rising Number of Nontraditional Families

Fewer children today spend their entire childhood in
homes with two married parents than children did in
the middle of the twentieth century. A major trend con-
tributing to changes in family composition is the over-
all decline in marriage rates. This decline is driven by a
combination of factors: people waiting longer to get
married the first time; not marrying at all; or not remar-
rying after divorce. Between 1960 and 1998, the medi-
an age at marriage for women rose from 20.3 to 25.0
years, and for men, from 22.8 to 26.7 years.? Mean-
while, the ratc of marriage among unmarried women
declined from 73.5 per 1,000 in 1960 to 49.7 in 1996.*

At the same dme, the decline in the marriage rate has
been largely offset by a dramatic rise in nonmarital cohab-
itation that has blurred the boundaries of “marrage.”
Although the mean age at marriage has risen, when
cohabitation is considered along with marriage, the aver-
age age at union formation (either marriage or cohabita-
ton) has remained relatively constant.’ In 1995, 49% of
women ages 30 to 34 had cohabited at some time in their
lives, and the proportion of persons entering first mar-
niages who had previously cohabited was 53%.¢ For some
couples, cohabitation may serve as a precursor to mar-
niage, whereas for others—particularly for those with low
educational attainment and earnings, who are at greatest
risk of receiving welfare—cohabitation is more likely to
serve as a substitute for marriage.”*

The second major trend affecting American families is
the increase in marital instability. Divorce rates more
than doubled during the last half of the twentieth cen-
tury, increasing from 9.2 to 22.8 divorces per 1,000
married women (age 15 years and older) between
1960 and 1979.% Over half of all marriages begun in
the 1980s were projected to end in divorce.® Since
1980, the divorce rate has leveled off, but at a level
much higher than during (and before) the 1960s (see
Figure 1). As of 1996, the divorce rate was stll 19.5
divorces per 1,000 married women.
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Figure T

Marriage, Divorce, and Nonmarital Birth Rates
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The third trend is the increased proportion of births
occurring outside of marriage. Between 1960 and
1999, nonmarital births as a proportion of all births
rose from 5% to 33%.!° This trend is driven by the delay
in marriage, the decline in births among married cou-
ples relative to births among unmarried couples, and
the increase in childbearing among unmarried women.
The birth rate among unmarried women rose from
21.6 to 46.9 per 1,000 between 1960 and 1994, and
has since declined slightly. Although nonmarital birth
rates for young women ages 15 to 19 also have risen
steadily since 1940, as a proportion of all nonmarital
births, teen births have actually declined. They
accounted for 50% of all unmarried births in 1970, but
only 31% in 1997 (due in part to the rising average age
of the never-married population).!!

Taken together, these demographic trends have
increased the likelihood that, before reaching adult-

hood, children will live apart from at least one of their
biological parents (usually the father). This could occur
within multiple family contexts: The child could live
alone with the mother, with the mother and her new
cohabiting partner, or with the mother and a stepfa-
ther.!? Single-parent families (defined as unmarried
mothers or fathers and their children living alone or
with the parent’s cohabiting partner) represented 9% of
all families with children in 1960, and 27% in 1998.13
Of children born in the 1980s, it is estimated that
about half will spend some time in a single-parent fam-
ily before they reach age 18.1*

The overall rise in the number of single-parent families
concerns researchers and policymakers alike, particular-
ly because of the lower parental and economic
resources generally found in such families. Yet recent
research has highlighted the fact that single-parent
families represent neither a homogenous nor a static
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group. “Traditional” family formation typically fol-
lowed a linear course: dating followed by marriage,
sexual acavity, and then childbearing. But today,
cohabitation, intercourse, and parenthood all occur
rather frequently outside of marriage, yielding a range
of complex and diverse family arrangements.

The composition of single-parent families has changed
dramatically in the past two decades. In 1976, only 17%
of single mothers were never married, but by 1997, the
proportion of never-married single mothers had grown
to 46%.!° In addition, rising cohabitation rates portend
that living arrangements may serve as a more important
criterion than marital status for determining family
structure.!'* According to one estimate, 15% of families
classified as “single-mother” families by marital status in
1987 included a cohabiting male.'® Also, 41% of all
nonmarital births in the early 1990s occurred to cohab-
iting couples.® Such statstics imply that many “single”
mothers are not rearing their children alone and that
the family history and current circumstances of unmar-
ried mothers and their children vary greatly, calling into
question the extent to which such families can be
appropriately characterized as “father-absent.”

In combination, these trends suggest the emergence of
a new family type—the “fragile family,” comprised of
unmarried parents who are working together to raise
their children either by cohabiting or maintaining fre-
quent contact.)” Such families are deemed fragile
because of the multiple risks associated with nonmari-
tal childbearing, including poverty, and to signify the
vulnerability of the parents’ relationship. Union disso-
lution rates are much higher among cohabiting couples
than among married couples; this is true particularly in
the United States, but also in Western European coun-
tries, where cohabitation is even more prevalent.'®

Family Structure and Child Well-Being

Growing family diversity has raised concerns about
child well-being because not all family experiences are
equally beneficial for children. A multitude of studies
have documented that children in single-parent fami-
lies do not fare as well on a range of outcome measures
as children living with both biological parents.!
Although the mechanisms by which family structure
affects children’s well-being have not been fully deter-
mined, it is clear that children in female-headed fami-
lies are often deprived of two types of resources that a

Box 1

The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study

The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study was designed by
researchers at Princeton University and Columbia University using
an innovative, integrated framework to provide information about
three areas of great interest to policymakers and community lead-
ers: nonmarital childbearing, welfare reform, and the role of
fathers. The study follows a birth cohort of approximately 3,700
children born to unmarried parents in 20 U.S. cities with popula-
tions over 200,000. New mothers are interviewed in person at the
hospital within 48 hours of giving birth, and fathers are inter-
viewed in person either at the hospital or as soon as possible
thereafter. Follow-up interviews will be conducted when the child

For more information, see the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study
Web site at http://crew.princeton.edu/fragilefamilies.

is 12, 30, and 48 months old. The study is representative of non-
marital births within each city, and the full sample is representa-
tive of all nonmarital births to parents residing in large cities
nationwide. Also, married parents (a total of about 1,200 couples)
are being interviewed in each of the cities for comparison. All
income groups are included, but many unmarried parents are low-
income. Baseline interviews in all 20 cities were completed in the
fall of 2000 and show that 41% of the unmarried mothers in the
study had incomes below poverty level, and 39% were receiving
welfare. The 12-month follow-up survey was expected to be com-
pleted by the end of 2001.
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and socioemotional.

father might provide—economic and socioemotional.
The economic consequences can be quantified most
casily: Families with no male present are much more
likely to be poor, with adverse effects on child devel-
opment and well-being.?® In 1998, for example, the
poverty rate for female-headed families with children
was 39.2%, compared with 7.8% for male-present fam-
ilies with children.?! Children in female-headed families
are also disadvantaged because they are less likely to
have highly involved fathers who provide attention and
emotional support. Nonresident fathers see their chil-
dren less often than residential fathers do, and lack of
interaction makes it less likely that a father and child
will develop a close relationship.?2?? As described fur-
ther in the next section, a father’s participation in his
child’s life—both financially and emotionally—offers
important benefits.

Academic publications and the popular press have both
focused significant attention on the causes and conse-
quences of the rse in single-parent families and the
need to collect child support from noncustodial
fathers. Spurred by a growing awareness of single-par-
enthood, in the 1970s and 1980s scholars began to
estimate the income and capabilities of noncustodial
fathers to pay child support. These analyses highlight-
ed the dearth of firsthand information about low-
income men and their families, and showed that
national survey data—the resource social scientists use
most frequently to study individuals and families—seri-
ously underrepresented fathers who do not live with
their children.?* As a result, information on the charac-
teristics of “fragile families” is relatively new and just
beginning to be described in the research literature.
Building on the early studies of noncustodial fathers’
carnings and reladonships, the Fragile Families and
Child Wellbeing Study was launched in January 1997
to investigate the conditions and capabilities of new
unmarried parents and the consequences for their chil-
dren (see Box 1).

Data from the baseline interviews in the Fragile Fami-
lies Study reveal two key findings about unmarried par-

Reform, Fertility, and Father Involvement

Children in female-headed families are often deprived of two
types of resources that a father might provide—economic

ents with a newborn child. First, most unmarried cou-
ples are closely connected to each other—and invested
in their new baby—around the time of the child’s
birth. More than 80% of mothers reported that they
were romantically involved with the baby’s father at the
time the baby was born (see Figure 2). Most fathers

_ were involved during the pregnancy and around the

time of birth: More than three-fourths helped the
mother during the pregnancy, and/or visited the
mother in the hospital. Also, ncarly all (99%) of the
fathers in the study expressed a desire to be involved in
raising their child(ren), and 93% of mothers said that
they want the father to be involved. Even among the
mothers who are not romantically involved with the
father at the time of birth, fully two-thirds indicated
that they want the father involved in raising their child.

I _ ]

Figure 2

Romantic Involvement of Unmarried Parents

Little or no contact (9.2%)
Cohabiting (49.7%)

Friends (7.8%)})

Visiting (33.3%)

Source: Data tabulated from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, based
on a sample of 3,712 unmarried mothers at the time of a new child’s birth.
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Although new parents may have positive expectations
for their future, another major finding from the Frag-
ile Families Study is that many parents lack the skills
and capabilities necessary for a stable family life. Some
37% of mothers and 34% of fathers in the study lacked
a high school degree, and only 4% of mothers and
fathers had a college degree. During the week before
the child’s birth, 19% of fathers were “idle” (neither
working nor in school), and 39% of mothers had
received income from welfare at some time in the past
year. These figures underscore the precarious socioeco-
nomic circumstances and the barriers to long-term
family stability that many of these unmarried parents
face. Thus, though the birth of a child may represent a
“magic moment” of high attachment and expectations
for unmarried couples, many grapple with an uncertain
future. The fathers’ involvement may attenuate over
time, depriving their children of an important and irre-
placeable resource. Information about fathers’ long-
term involvement is not yet available from the Fragile
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Families Study, but other research has shown that
fathers who do not live with their children and who
never married the child’s mother have lower involve-
ment than divorced fathers, and that father—child con-
tact typically diminishes with time after unmarried
parents separate.? For these reasons, children in fragile
families whose parents separate are likely to be at high-
er risk of growing apart from their fathers over time.

Fathers as Resources for Children

The consequences of not having a father have been a
source of long-standing concern to society, but the
focus of research on fathers has evolved as the larger
cultural meaning of fatherhood has changed over time.
Only in the last several decades have scholars begun to
examine father involvement more broadly. Early stud-
ies focused on the effects of father absence, defined as
the father not living with the child. In this “deficit
model,” children in mother-only (or “father-absent”)
families were compared to children in two-parent
(“father-present”) families without directly measuring
what fathers—whether living with their children or
not—were actually contributing to their children’s
lives. As noted earlier, research shows that children in
single-parent families experience greater adverse out-
comes compared with their counterparts who live with
both biological parents; however, most of these studies
focus on children of divorced fathers only.'

In the 1980s, with the emergence of a “new” father-
hood model (particularly among the middle class) in
which there were greater expectations for fathers’ emo-
tional investment and active participation in parenting,
studies began to investigate the potential positive
effects of father involvement. The first studies in this
area focused on fathers’ financial support and found
that the payment of child support is positively associat-
ed with children’s well-being.”® For example, one
Urban Institute study found that $1,000 in child sup-
port was associated with higher grades and fewer
school problems among children, and that child sup-
port income had a larger effect on children’s well-
being than an identical amount of ordinary income.?

A growing literature in sociology and child develop-
ment has investigated the effects of fathers’ nonmone-
tary involvement as well, such as participating in shared
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A recent meta-analysis ... found evidence that increased father
involvement produced significant gains in children’s academic

achievement and reductions in behavioral problems.

activities with the child and developing a close, high-
quality relationship with the child. Positive father
involvement, particularly by fathers who live with their
children, has been linked to less-frequent child and
adolescent behavioral problems, including delinquen-
cy, substance use, anxiety, and depression.?” However,
these effects vary in size and significance and are not
always large relative to other important influences on
children’s well-being.

The benefits for children of involvement by fathers
who are not living in the same household are even less
apparent, perhaps because the quality of father involve-
ment has not been accurately measured.?® Most studies
of nonresident father involvement have focused on the
quantity (frequency) of father—hild contact, and fre-
quent interaction with fathers has been found to have
little if any beneficial effect for children.?® Yet the qual-
ity of the relationship inherently reflects the strength of
the affective bond between father and child, and feel-
ing loved and cared for by parents increases children’s
emotional security, sense of worth, and self-confidence,
which facilitate positive development.?® Given the evi-
dence in psychological research that fathers can posi-
dvely affect child development,® the lack of clear
findings in other social science literature underscores
the fact that the quantity of father involvement may be
far less important for a child’s well-being than the qual-
ity of involvement.3! A recent meta-analysis that used
more nuanced measures of nonresidential father
involvement—such as father—child closeness and
father’s authoritative parenting—found evidence that
increased father involvement produced significant
gains in children’s academic achievement and reduc-
tions in behavioral problems.?® Future research using
more refined measures of high-quality father involve-
ment is likely to corroborate these results.

Not surprisingly, fathers who do not live with their
children see them less often, which decreases the likeli-
hood that the father and child will develop a close rela-
tionship.2332 Also, fathers who do not share the child’s
household are less likely to contribute financial

resources to support their child, as they have less abili-
ty than a father living with the child has to monitor the
allocation of resources by the mother.® Particularly fol-
lowing divorce, absent fathers may become less altruis-
tic toward their children over time.?* Divorced parents
also may be less able to reinforce one another in child
rearing, further diminishing the father’s role.%
Although these findings refer to formerly married cou-
ples, the consequences are likely similar for unmarried
couples following a separation.

Despite the potental financial and emotional benefits of
father involvement in general, father involvement may,
in fact, be detrimental for children and their mothers in
those instances when the father is prone to violence or
has mental health or substance abuse problems.3¢
Recent research shows that approximately 15% of
women on welfare in one city reported being severely
physically abused by a husband or partner in the last
year,”” a rate that is comparable to rates reported in
other studies of welfare recipients.®® About 4% of new
mothers in the Fragile Families Study reported that the
father “sometimes” or “often” hit or slapped them
within the last month (or the last month they were
together, for couples no longer romantically involved).
This percentage is somewhat lower than those reported
in other studies of welfare mothers, but violence is like-
ly lower in the month preceding a child’s birth. Also,
the mothers in the Fragile Families sample are some-
what more economically advantaged than a sample of
mothers on welfare, and the risk of violence toward
women is lower among families with more income.®

Domestic violence is a very serious problem for the
children and mothers affected by it, and violent behav-
ior may be underreported in surveys. Nevertheless,
most fathers are not violent or potentially dangerous,
and for most children, greater father involvement like-
ly offers important benefits. The challenge is to devise
programs that encourage positive father involvement,
but that include adequate safeguards for the minority
of children and mothers who may be at risk.
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Though pregnancy prevention programs have met with some
success, they have not fundamentally abated the high levels of

nonmarital fertility and the formation of father-absent families.

Policies Designed to Promote Father
Involvement

As family demographics and the social environment
have changed, public policy also has evolved in an
attempt to mitigate the consequences of family insta-
bility and, in some cases, to reshape the demographic
trends themselves. Most recently, the 1996 federal wel-
fare reform law gave new emphasis to two primary cat-
egories of programmatic interventions intended to
promote father involvement: 1) programs designed to
discourage nonmarital fertility and thus decrease the
formation of “father-absent” families; and 2) programs
intended to increase nonresident fathers’ support for
and involvement with their children.

Programs to Discourage the Formation of Father-
Absent Families

Efforts to reduce the rising number of father-absent
families have focused primarily on preventing unwant-
ed pregnancy among unmarried women, especially

teenage girls. This approach is guided by the awareness -

that when a pregnancy is unintended, the father is less
likely to live with the child and provide “positive par-
enting.”® In contrast, when a pregnancy is intended
and births are spaced appropriately, better maternal
and child health outcomes are likely, and assurance is
greater that the child will be loved and nurtured by
both the mother and the father. Most births to unmar-
ned couples, however, are unintended. Of births
among never-married women in 1994, 58% were the
result of unintended pregnancies.*! Therefore, reduc-
ing the incidence of unintended pregnancy among
unmarried couples represents a promising strategy to
reduce the likelihood that a child will grow up without
a father’s involvement in his or her life. Pregnancy pre-
vention cfforts fall into three main categories: family
planning, teen programs, and family caps.

Family Planning

Federal family-planning funding (particularly through
Tide X of the Public Health Services Act) has been
used to provide contraceptives to low-income women

in hospitals, community-based clinics and health cen-
ters, and private organizations such as Planned Parent-
hood. The impact of federal family-planning programs
has not been unambiguously documented, in part
because most studies are complicated by methodolog-
ical problems such as failure to control for levels of sex-
ual activity or to account for the increasing availability
of contraception (such as condoms) outside of family-
planning clinics.*® Yet there is some evidence that fam-
ily-planning programs have reduced nonmarital
pregnancies and /or birth rates, and that they are cost-
cffective because they reduce medical expenses.*?

Teen Programs

Many efforts to reduce nonmarital childbearing have
focused on teenagers, even though births to women
under age 20 account for less than one-third of all
births outside of marriage.** However, 35% of births to
unmarried women over age 20 were preceded by a
teenage birth, and teen births account for 49% of all
first births outside of marriage.** Further, teen child-
bearing is associated with a high probability of receiv-
ing welfare, and the majority of mothers on welfare had
their first child as a teenager.*® Therefore, delaying ado-
lescent pregnancy is an important strategy for improv-
ing outcomes for children.

Pregnancy prevention programs for teens have dis-
parate goals—some aim to reduce sexual activity alto-
gether by promoting abstinence, whereas others
encourage “safe” sex by increasing sex education and
availability of contraceptives. In addition, a growing
number of programs are targeting males with messages
about abstinence and statutory rape. Although rigor-
ous research has not yet proven the effectiveness of
either abstinence or education programs,* teen preg-
nancy and birth rates declined in the 1990s (see Figure
3), and both abstinence and contraception appear to
have contributed to the declines.*’” Interestingly, pro-
grams that seek to alter adolescents’ life opportunities,
such as early childhood education and youth develop-
ment programs, appear to hold greater promise than
education or service programs alone.*®
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Figure 3
Teen Pregnancy and Birth Rates 1976-1897
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Family Caps

The family cap {(or “child exclusion) policy limits the
monthly welfare benefit a mother can receive regard-
less of whether she has additional children, based on
the theory that more generous welfare benefits are like-
ly to increase “illegitimacy” and reduce incentives for
marriage.**3* In the 1970s and 1980s, researchers
began to examine whether welfare benefits were, in
fact, largely responsible for the rise in births outside of
marriage. Charles Murray’s Losing Ground, published
in 1984, was the most notable treatise in support of
this theory.* However, cmpirical rescarch suggests that
welfare’s effects on marriage and fertility are relatively
small compared with other factors affecting nonmarital
childbearing.>® Nonetheless, those who believe welfare
provides incentives for nonmarital childbearing expect-
ed that family caps would decrease childbearing among
welfare mothers, and hence reduce the number of chil-
dren with absent fathers.

Family caps were first implemented through waivers
granted to states in the early 1990s, and the federal

welfare reform law of 1996 permitted all states to
impose a family cap without federal approval. New Jer-
sey was the first state to adopt a family cap, in 1992,
and as of 1999, 23 states had established some sort of
family cap policy.®! An evaluation of the New Jersey
program in 1998 used an experimental design—the
most rigorous test of program effects—and showed
that births outside of marriage were significantly lower
among the experimental group compared to the con-
trol group, but only among new welfare recipients.
The decline in birth rate was accompanied by an initial
risc in abortions that subsequently dissipated.’? How-
ever, in Arkansas—the only other state to evaluate its
family cap program using an experimental design—no
statistically significant impact of the family cap was
noted for nonmarital births.>?

Overall, though pregnancy prevention programs have
met with some success, they have not fundamentally
abated the high levels of nonmarital fertility and the
formation of father-absent families. This is because
nonmarital fertility has risen for reasons that reflect
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Rising paternity establishment rates, child support orders,
and collections signal that the system is increasingly successful

... but for children on welfare, the benefits of an effective CSE

system are minimal.

larger cultural shifts in attitudes, values, and practices—
not simply because couples lack information about sex
or access to contraceptive technology. As described in
the section on demographic trends, consensual unions
other than marriage have become more accepted and
prevalent, increasing the likelihood that children will
be born outside of marriage.

Programs to Encourage Greater Father Involvement
Because “father absence” is the defining characteristic
of most single-parent families, public policy has
attempted to compensate for the resources that chil-
dren lose when the father is not in the household. The
most obvious resource deficit is economic—without
fathers’ income, female-headed families are much more
likely to be poor. Initially, policies were designed to
compensate for the loss of the father’s income directly
with cash assistance and in-kind benefits such as food
stamps and Medicaid. Then, as single mothers increas-
ingly were women who were separated and divorced
from their partners, as opposed to being widowed, pol-
icymakers began to consider seeking resources from
fathers. Programs were initiated to collect child sup-
port from unmarried fathers and, more recently, to
increase their earnings so that they can pay child sup-
port. Only recently has policy attention to fathers
broadened beyond financial support to incorporate
nonmonetary investments in children as well.

Child Support Enforcement

The first program that could be considered a father-
hood program is the federal Child Support Enforce-
ment (CSE) system. Beginning in 1975, federal
matching funds were provided to states to establish
paternity and support awards and to collect child sup-
port payments on behalf of single-parent families. The
program was initially designed to recoup money from
noncustodial fathers to offset expenditures in the Aid
to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) pro-
gram, but in 1980, CSE was broadened to serve all
children eligible for support regardless of family
income or welfare status. From its inception, the CSE

program was charged solely with enforcing fathers’
financial support of their children, while other aspects
of fathers’ involvement, including visitation and cus-
tody, were (and remain) governed by state laws.

Also from the beginning, the CSE system focused on
never-married fathers because these men are the most
likely to have children on welfare.5* Legislative reforms
in the last two decades, and most recently the federal
welfare reform law of 1996, have strengthened CSE’s
overall effectiveness (see Figure 4). During the past
two decades, paternity establishment—a prerequisite
to the formal establishment of child support—has
increased dramatically from 19% of nonmarital births
in 1979 to 52% in 1996. In addition, the use of
increasingly aggressive enforcement tools, such as uni-
versal wage withholding, revocation of driver’s, recre-
ational, and professional licenses, and interception of
tax refunds, has increased payments dramatically. Child
support collections facilitated by CSE more than dou-
bled (in nominal dollars) berween 1990 and 1998,
from $6.0 billion to $14.3 billion.55 Still, it should be
noted that child support is collected for only a relative-
ly small percentage of families served by the CSE sys-
tem. Collections were made on behalf of only 14% of
families on welfare (now Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families, or TANF) and 28% of nonwelfare
families during 1998 .5¢

Policymakers have largely assumed that fathers fail to
pay child support because they do not want to pay (so-
called “deadbeat dads”), not because they are unable
to pay.®’ But research indicates that, although most
noncustodial fathers can afford to pay more child sup-
port, a sizeable number of fathers are poor and unable
to support their children.® These are typically the
fathers of children on welfare, and little is known about
these men beyond the fact that they are often unem-
ployed or underemployed and have few resources.*®
Clearly, the situations of fathers living apart from their
children vary widely. Recent analyses have found that
as a group, however, nonresident fathers are more like-
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Figure 4
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Increased Child Support Enforcement Efforts (1980—1998)
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ly than resident fathers to be young, to have less than
a high school education, to be in poor health, to have
had some involvement with the criminal justice system,
and to have lower hourly wages and fewer work hours
per week.®

Rising paternity establishment rates, child support
orders, and collections signal that the CSE system is
increasingly successful at its primary objective—ensur-
ing that noncustodial fathers provide economic sup-
port to their children. But for children on welfare, the
benefits of an effective CSE system arc minimal, for
several reasons. First, for the most part, child support
collected on behalf of welfare families goes to repay
welfare expenditures and not to increase family
income.' (See the article by Greenberg and colleagues
in this journal issue.) Because of this, fathers have litde
incentive to pay their obligations, as their children are
not economically better off as a result.>* In addition, to
receive welfare benefits, mothers must provide infor-
mation to help locate the father, which can lead to con-
flict and tension between parents. Further, many states

set minimum baseline amounts for child support
orders on the assumption that fathers work full time,
regardless of actual employment status. As a result,
low-income fathers may be forced to pay a much high-
er proportion of their income in child support than
middle-income fathers pay.®? Finally, child support
orders are not routinely adjusted for changes in the
father’s income, which can lead to fathers accumulat-
ing large arrearages that, according to federal law, can-
not be forgiven or adjusted in most cases.®®

In addition to increasing fathers’ financial contribu-
tons, child support enforcement policy may affect fam-
ily formation and how fathers relate to their children.
By increasing the costs of living apart from their chil-
dren, strong child support enforcement may encourage
fathers to avoid having children outside of marriage.
Studies suggest that strong child support enforcement
may be linked to reduced nonmarital childbearing®
and reduced likelihood of marital dissolution.% Also,
some evidence indicates that requiring fathers to pay
child support increases their involvement with their
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children.® At the same time, if CSE programs are “suc-
cessful” in stimulating fathers’ support and involve-
ment to an extent that offsets the detriments of single
parenthood, the incentives increase for mothers to stay
single rather than marry.

Noncustodial Parent Work Programs

In view of the fact that some low-income fathers are
not able to meet their child support obligations, sever-
al demonstration projects were undertaken in the
1980s and 1990s to improve fathers’ labor market out-
comes. The primary demonstration in this area was
Parents’ Fair Share (PES), a program administered in
seven sites around the country to increase low-income
noncustodial parents’ employment, earnings, and abil-
ity to pay child support.®® The PES program enrolled
fathers who were unemployed or in a’low-wage job
and had fallen behind in their child support payments.
Most fathers in the program had been divorced and
were disconnected from their children.

An evaluation of the PES program revealed the diffi-
culty and complexity of improving labor market out-
comes for low-income men, and the fact that child

support and welfare programs are not equipped to
meet the needs of poor fathers. The program relied on
judges to order fathers to enroll in PES or go to jail;
thus, these men were not necessarily motivated to par-
ticipate because of their desire to be better fathers.
Nonetheless, although their relationships with their
children varied dramatically, most fathers expressed a
deep desire to be involved in their children’s lives.®”
Although PFS did not, on average, increase the fre-
quency of noncustodial fathers’ visits with their chil-
dren, some increases were noted in sites with
particularly low initial levels of father—child contact.

Similarly, the frequency of contact between fathers and
the custodial mothers varied widely, with nearly three-
quarters of mothers reporting that the father had no
involvement in decisions about the child. Again, the
PFS program was found to have no effect on the fre-
quency of parents’ interactions; a slight increase was
noted, however, in the proportion of parents who
reported frequent conflict. Although these findings are
discouraging, the implementation and evaluation of the
Parents’ Fair Share program have highlighted the mul-

éEyeWire Collecﬁon

Volume 12, Number 1

158 o lGI



Reform, Fertility, and Father Involvement

Fatherhood programs that begin early—in the hospital, if
possible—are more likely to be successful than programs that

target fathers after the relationship with the mother has ended.

tiple challenges of supporting low-income fathers and
families, and the need to develop new program models.

In 1997, Congress created the “Welfare-to-Work” pro-
gram to support state and community efforts to help
welfare recipients and noncustodial parents move into
unsubsidized jobs.%® Nearly $2 billion in grant funds
were awarded in 1998 and 1999 under this program to
assist hard-to-employ welfare recipients and noncusto-
dial fathers who are unemployed, underemployed, or
having difficulty making child support payments.®® An
interim report from the contracted evaluator for this
new federal program noted that Welfare-to-Work ini-
tiatives are seriously attempting to reach and serve
noncustodial parents, and that the state and local staff
working on these projects say the grants have encour-
aged a more serious focus on fathers.”

New Fatherhood Programs

Until very recently, poor noncustodial fathers of chil-
dren on welfare were largely ignored by social policy-
makers and disconnected from resources that might
help them become more involved in their children’s
lives.®® The child support system has operated solely as
an enforcement agency collecting money from fathers
(and punishing those who fail to pay) rather than as a
social service organization attempting to balance
responsibility with appropriate services and supports
{(and providing incentives to pay). This is changing as
the confluence of three factors—demographic changes
that have increased the number of fragile families;
growing awareness of the difficulties faced by low-
income fathers and families; and greater understanding
of the benefits to children of father involvement—has
led to the development of programs that more effec-
tively promote fathers’ financial and emotional involve-
ment with their children.

Representing an important first step toward develop-
ing such programs, in March 2000 the U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services approved 10 state
demonstration projects to “improve the opportunities
of young, unmarned fathers to support their children
both financially and emotionally.””! These new pro-

grams serve both divorced fathers and new fathers in
fragile families. They have varied emphases, but they
generally are designed to improve fathers’ parenting
skills and employment capabilities, and to ensure that
fathers have access to their children. Initial assessments
of these new programs have found that enrolling
fathers and sustaining their participation over time
present particular challenges. More ngorous evalua-
tions have yet to determinc the nature and magnitude
of the impacts across various program types.

Meanwhile, data from the Fragile Families Study sup-
port the current direction of public policy, but high-
light the importance of careful program design and
implementation. Fatherhood programs are more likely
to make a difference if they are targeted to the right
men and if they are timed correctly. Practitioners who
run employment programs for disadvantaged men say
that participants’ motivation has an important effect on
whether the program will “work” or not. Fathers are
most likely to be highly motivated and to take advan-
tage of the services offered by fatherhood programs
around the time of a new child’s birth, when the father
is likely to be romantically involved with the baby’s
mother. Thus, fatherhood programs that begin early—
in the hospital, if possible—are more likely to be suc-
cessful than programs that target fathers after the
relationship with the mother has ended. Also, pro-
grams that treat fathers not only as individuals (recog-
nizing their personal strengths, limitations, and needs)
but also as part of families (recognizing their familial
commitments, responsibilities, and supports) have a
greater chance at success. Finally, programs that
address the multiple needs of both mothers and fathers
across multiple family circumstances (married or
unmarried, living together or living apart) hold the
greatest promise. Such needs might include expanding
labor marker skills and capabilities, developing parent-
ing and relationship skills, and overcoming violence,
substance abuse, or mental health problems. (See the
appendix following this article for three examples of
programs using TANF funds to focus on teen males
and fathers.)

The Future of Children

162

159



McLanahan and Carison

Conclusion

This article has highlighted the changing composition
of families in the United States, particularly the fact
that many children will spend some time living away
from their father during childhood. Because fathers
offer important financial and emotional resources to
children, it is important to encourage greater father
involvement, especially among fathers who do not live
with their children. Recent trends and concern for such
children have stimulated a variety of new public policies
and programs to promotc fathers’ involvement with
their children, both financially and emotionally.

Public policy, supported by sound research, can
improve the likelihood that fathers will be involved with
their children, both by discouraging the formation of
father-absent families in the first place, and by increas-
ing incentives and supports for positive father involve-
ment. For example, programs designed to reduce the
rsing number of father-absent families by focusing on
preventing unwanted pregnancies, especially among
teens, appear to be most successful when they seek to
alter adolescents’ life opportunities in addition to pro-
viding family planning education or services. Also,
although early efforts to encourage father involvement
yielded disappointing results, newer programs that are
better targeted and timed to the birth of a child appear
to hold greater promise for improving the circum-
stances of low-income fathers and families.
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In addition, failure to examine a wide diversity of fam-
ily arrangements undermines the capacity of research
to contribute to public policy. Despite a burgeoning
literature on the effects of father involvement for chil-
dren generally, the fathers of children born outside of
marriage (particularly coresident but unmarried
fathers) have been largely unstudied. Most of the
research on fathers living apart from their children has
focused on divorced fathers (who are often middle
class) and whether or how they remain involved in
their children’s lives after the divorce. Given the grow-
ing diversity of family composition, this represents a
striking shortcoming in the literature. New directions
in research and public policies are needed to encourage
greater father involvement across the wide diversity of
family arrangements in society today.
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U.S. Department of Health and Hurmman Services. HHS awards child
support waivers to help promote responsible fatherhood. Press release.
Hyattsville, MD: DHHS, March 29, 2000.
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McLanahan and Carlson

ARRENDIX

Innovative Uses of TANF Funds for Programs
for Teen Males and Fathers

These program profiles were prepared by Kate Boyer, Ph.D., senior
researcher, and Catherine Lawrence, C.S.W., research associate, of
the Rockefeller Institute of Government as part of the Institute's
project, “Beyond Symbolic Politics.”

Program name: Adolescent Health and Youth Development

State: Georgia

Coverage: 34 counties

Program goals: Improve teen health and skills;

reduce teen pregnancy
Service population: Teens age 19 and under

Funding sources:  TANF and other state funds

Description: Georgia is spending TANF funds on the Adolescent
Health and Youth Development (AHYD) initiative, a comprehensive
pregnancy prevention program based on youth development princi-
ples. AHYD offers three types of grants to counties: 1) teen center
grants, for localities to provide comprehensive health services,
including contraception, as well as abstinence-based programs and
youth development services; 2) male involvement program grants,
to reduce pregnancy, promote abstinence, and increase young
fathers’ involvement with their children; and 3) community involve-
ment grants, to foster partnerships between organizations and fill
gaps in service. For example, the program located at Teen Head-
quarters, a community center in Bibb County, not only provides a
male-only health clinic, it also offers holistic programming related
to the many pressures specifically confronting young men, such as
gang involvement, drug abuse, and the emotional and physical risks
of sexual involvement. Young men in the community have a place to
go where they feel they belong, can participate in structured and
unstructured recreational time, and find adult and peer support.

Results: AHYD services are reaching thousands of young people. In
1998, AHYD male involvement programs served a little more than
2,000 youths. By fiscal year 2000, that number had climbed to
8,664 adolescents in 13 programs.

For further information: See the program’s Web site at
http://www.ph.dhr.state.ga.us/programs/adolescent/index.shtml.
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Program name: Step-Up Young Father Program

State: Arizona

Coverage: Phoenix

Program goals: Help young, low-income fathers meet their

parental responsibilities
Service population: Low-income fathers, age 22 and under

Funding sources:  TANF and other state funds

Description: While many new programs are focusing on the impor-
tance of fathers in children’s lives, the Step-Up program is particu-
larly comprehensive. Counseling and case management services
provide the foundation of services for young fathers, but the scope
of program activities is much more diverse. This collaborative pro-
gram works with volunteer mentors, Gateway Community Coliege,
and the Phoenix Job Training Partnership, to offer educational serv-
ices and job training. Other services offered include legal assistance
in paternity establishment and services to meet basic needs, such as
housing and clothing. Additionally, the city’s Parks and Recreation
Department sponsors an annual Family Camp event for the young
men and their families.

Results: Evaluation results showed improvements in the men's
employment at full-time jobs, increases in hourly wages, and
greater educational attainments. Other promising results include
improved relationships with spouses and children, lower levels of
gang involvement, and lower levels of substance abuse.

For further information: See the program’s Web site at
http://www.ci.phoenix.az.us/YOUTH/stepup.htmi.

Reform, Fertility, and Father Involvement

Program name: Wisconsin Works Child Support

Demonstration
State: Wisconsin
Coverage: Statewide

Program goals: Increase child support collections from

fathers
Service population: TANF families with a nonresident parent

Funding sources:  TANF and other state funds

Description: In the fall of 1997, as Wisconsin’s new welfare sys-
tem was taking hold, the state began testing the idea that fathers
would be more likely to pay child support if they knew their chil-
dren would receive all the money. Generally speaking, only about
30% of single mothers nationwide ever receive child support. In an
effort to improve that rate, Wisconsin “passes through” every dol-
lar of child support paid by the father directly to the mother receiv-
ing welfare. The family not only keeps 100% of the child support
but also retains their monthly cash grant at the same level, so there
is no “penalty” for these families. Wisconsin is unique among
states; many states keep all of the chitd support fathers pay if their
children are receiving cash assistance, or pass through a small
amount such as $50, the amount of the required pass-through
under the earlier AFDC program.

Results: The program has achieved some success in encouraging
fathers to pay child support. When compared to a control group of
families still under old AFDC rules, families in the new program
received more child support, as much as 50% more, which trans-
lates into an additional $1,500 a year. Fathers of children under the
new program are more likely to pay support and, on average, are
likely to pay more than fathers of children in the control group.

For further information: See Meyer, D.R., and Cancian, M. W-2 Child
Support Demonstration evaluation. Phase 1: Final report. Madison, Wi:
University of Wisconsin Institute for Research on Poverty, April 2001.
Available online at http://www.ssc.wisc.edw/irp/csde/phase-tocs.him.
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Children and Welfare Reform

Welfare Reform and Parenting:
Reasonable Expectations

P. Lindsay Chase-Lansdale
Laura D. Pittman

SUMMARY]

Although the primary goals of federal welfare
reform legislation were to move welfare moth-
ers into the workforce and reduce births outside
of marriage, promotion of responsible parent-
ing was also an important underlying theme.
Parenting is a complex, multifaceted phenome-
non, however, encompassing a wide range of
functions related to nurturing, discipline, stim-
ulation, values, actvities, and routines. This
article provides a framework for assessing the
impact of welfare reform on various dimensions
of parenting, with the following key findings:

D Many aspects of life affect parenting and child
development, such as parent characteristics,
child characteristics, family economic
resources, family structure, parental mental
health, marital or partner relationships, and
the quality of parents’ kin and social networks.

D About two-thirds of states are using federal
welfare funds to promote better parenting
through programs such as home visits to new
parents and parenting classes, but virtually no
state parenting programs have been evaluated.

D Welfare reform appears to have limited effects
on parenting. The only dimension of parent-
ing significantly affected by some welfare

demonstration programs was parents’ choice
of child care settings and extracurricular activ-
ities for their children.

DThe programs with the greatest positive
impact on parenting were those with more
generous work supports and more flexible
work requirements. Not only did these pro-
grams lead to different choices concerning
child care and activities for preschool and
school-age children, but they also resulted in
more stable marriages and less violence
between partners, which also could lead to
improved parenting.

The authors conclude that many important
aspects of the connection between welfare
reform and parenting have yet to be examined,
and that further research is needed to identify
the ways states’ welfare programs can promote
better parenting.

P. Lindsay Chase-Lansdale, Ph.D., is professor of develop-
mental psychology at the School of Education and Social
Policy Program in Human Development and Social
Policy, and facuity fellow at the Institute for Policy
Research at Northwestern University in Evanston, IL.
Laura D. Pittman, Ph.D., is a vesearch scientist at the
Institute for Policy Research at Northwestern Univer-
sity in Evanston, IL.
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¢lfare reform in the 1990s—beginning

with state waivers and culminating in

the federal welfare reform law enacted

in 1996—represents the most wide-
ranging change in policies for low-income families since
the first federal welfare program began in 1935. (See
the article by Greenberg and colleagues in this journal
issue.) Although the primary goals of reform were to
move welfare mothers into the workforce and reduce
births outside of marriage, promotion of responsible
parenting is an underlying theme in many of the law’s
provisions.!

The law does not specify what constitutes responsible
parenthood, but about two-thirds of states are using
federal welfare funds to promote better parenting prac-
tices as part of their new welfare programs.? In addition,
policymakers argue that parental employment, family
income, and family structure all have significant impli-
cations for parenting. For example, proponents of wel-
fare reform believe that if mothers leave welfare for
employment, they will be better parents because they
will provide better routines and serve as better role
models for their children. Similarly, those who view wel-
fare reform as a pathway out of poverty argue that
increased economic resources will lead to better parent-
ing. Finally, those who champion welfare reform as a
way to promote marriage believe that married parents
are more effective than single parents.

In policy debates over welfare reform, parenting tends
to be discussed simplistically. A more thoughtful discus-
sion requires a better understanding of what shapes par-
enting. In reality, parenting is a complex, multifaceted
phenomenon that ignites controversy in scientific and
policy circles but is also a very personal, private experi-
ence. This article provides a framework for assessing the
impact of welfare reform on parenting. The first section

reviews the scientific literature describing the multiple

dimensions of parenting and discusses how each dimen-
sion is linked to child development. The second section
presents a model that synthesizes research evidence
about key factors believed to influence parenting. The
third section summarizes what has been learned to date
about the direct and indirect effects of welfare reform
on parenting. A final section discusses the limitations of
current studies, and the areas where further research

would be most helpful in understanding how states’
welfare reform programs could more effectively support
positive parenting practices.

Dimensions of Parenting and Links to
Child Qutcomes.

Extensive research supports the widespread belief that
parenting does, in fact, have an important influence on
developmental outcomes for children and adolescents.?
Box 1 displays six key dimensions of parenting that are
interrelated yet distinct. Each dimension affects parent-
ing styles, and therefore child outcomes, in unique ways.

‘Box 1
Dimensions of Parenting

D Warmth and responsiveness: Parents express love and
affection and are responsive to their child’s needs and
requests.

D Control and discipline: Parents outline specific rules and
expectations and enforce them consistently. As a child
grows and matureé', parents continue to set limits, but allow
for more autonomy in the child’s world.

D Cognitive stimulation: Parents ensure that their child has
materials that are stimulating; parents are verbally engag-
ing and actively teach their children key concepts.

D Modeling of attitudes, values, and behaviors: Parents dis-
cuss their values, convey their attitudes, and act toward
their child and others in the way they want their child to act.

D Gatekeeping: Parents serve as links to the environment,
influencing which family and friends their child interacts
with and what outside activities and programs they become
involved in. Parents become involved in school and other
community activities to maintain connection with the child
and outside influences.

D Family routines and traditions: Parents create a daily rou-
tine as well as family traditions that help structure a child’s
expectations for the day as well as promote knowledge of
cultural and family heritage.

L ]
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Welfare Reform and Parenting

Although the primary goals of reform were to move welfare
mothers into the workforce and reduce births outside of

marriage, promotion of responsible parenting is an underlying theme in

many of the law’s provisions.

Warmth and Responsiveness

Infants and toddlers whose parents are consistently
warm and responsive develop “secure attachments” to
their parents and rely on parents or “attachment fig-
urcs” as a “secure base” from which to explore the
environment.* These secure attachments at a young
age provide an important emotonal foundation for
later development and help promote healthy peer rela-
dons and fewer problem behaviors in childhood and
adolescence.® Children and adolescents whose parents
are warm and supportive also have higher levels of self-
esteem and social competence as well as lower levels of
depression, anxiety, and problem behaviors.%7

Control and Discipline

Parents’ discipline style and level of supervision are key
to children’s healthy development. Parents need to take
children’s age and developmental level into account
when deciding how to approach discipline and supervi-
sion. Younger children need more structure and
boundaries to keep them safe, whereas older children
should be granted more autonomy as they mature and
transition into adulthood. Parents who provide firm,
consistent limits and rules teach children what type of
behavior is socially acceptable and how to regulate their
own behavior. These children fare better in school and
with their peers.®® Parents who know where their
teenagers are and set limits such as curfews, but who
also grant some autonomy, have adolescents with fewer
behavior problems, including lower levels of drug and
alcohol use, school suspensions and expulsions, and
police involvement.!®!! “Authoritative parents”—those
who are warm but firm—have children who do better
on virtually all developmental outcomes compared with
children whose parents are low on either warmth or
control.!®!? These links have been found across differ-
ent countries and socioeconomic and cultural groups.'*

Cognitive Stimulation

The stimulation provided by parents is cspecially
important for infants, toddlers, and young children.
Children show higher levels of cognitive functioning

and school achievement in early and middle childhood
when parents are more verbally engaging and provide
more cognitively stimulating toys, activities, and inter-
actions.”™! During the school years, parents’ active
involvement with their children’s homework and
schools is related to better academic achievement.!”

Modeling

Whether consciously or unconsciously, parents model
behavior for their children every day. Modeling encom-
passes a broad array of experiences, and children can learn
both positive and negative behaviors through witnessing
adults’ responses to a variety of situations.'® For example,
when a child witnesses domestic violence or excessively
harsh punishment of a sibling, that child is more likely to
act aggressively toward others. In contrast, when children
see their parents displaying considerate, empathic, or
moral behavior, they learn to consider what is nght and
wrong and how others will respond to their actions.!?

Gatekeeping

Parents serve as gatckeepers to the world for their chil-
dren. They decide what neighborhood the family will
live in, and they provide access to community organiza-
tons, such as child care settings, parks, and playgrounds,
as well as opportunities to interact with neighbors, peers,
and kin.?® As children grow up, parents continue to
influence who their children’s friends are,?! as well as
whether children will be involved in extracurricular activ-
ities and after-school programs.?> These gatckeeping
activities are related to children’s social and academic
competence, as participation in activities outside the
home promotes more positive peer interactions, greater
feelings of self-worth, and advances in learning.?*** Ado-
lescents are more likely to take initiative outside the fam-
ily than are young children, but many adolescent
decisions are still influenced by family life.

Family Routines and Traditions

Parents also influence their children by providing
structure in their daily lives. Children who come from
families who have a regular, predictable routine and
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time together are believed to do better than those
whose family life is less organized,?2?¢ although
research on this dimension is limited. Parents also
affect their children by initiating and maintaining
familial, religious, and cultural traditions. When par-
ents engender an understanding of the family’s cultur-
al and ethnic heritage, children develop a stronger
sense of ethnic identity,”” which is associated with both
cognitive and social competence.?$*°

Determinants of Parenting

To understand how welfare reform might affect par-
enting, an overview of the key factors that influence
parenting is essential. Figure 1 presents a model of
these factors, illustrating the complexity of the connec-
tons between these factors and parenting, and the rela-
tonships among the factors themselves. The model
shows that parenting is affected by many aspects of life:
parent characteristics (such as personality, cognitive
abilities, and level of education); child characteristics
and the shared genes between parents and children;
family economic resources (including income from
work and/or welfare); and family structure and size.
These four determinants are seen as influencing the

three others—parental mental health, marital or part-
ner relationships, and the quality of parents’ kin and
social networks—which in turn influence parenting
and child development.

Parent Characteristics

The first determinant in the model is the parent’s per-
sonal characteristics, which potentially influence every
other determinant as well as parenting. Parents’ char-
acteristics encompass a wide variety of attributes,
including the parent’s own experience of being parent-
ed, age and education level, cognitive ability, personal-
ity, and other traits. Parents tend to model their own
parents’ child-rearing practices, including both sup-
portive or more harsh parenting.3!32 Parenting pat-
terns also are influenced by parents’ mental frameworks
or “internal working models,” which are based on and
adapted from experiences with their own parents.’ In
addition, parents with higher intellectual ability and
levels of education, and those with positive personali-
ties, tend to display more effective parenting.3*3* For
example, such parents tend to be more responsive to
children’s emotional needs, engage their children
more, provide a more cognitively stimulating environ-
ment, and explain their punishments.

—

Figure 1
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Welfare Reform and Parenting

Single mothers tend to have less positive interactions with their
children and provide less firm and consistent discipline as

compared with mothers in two-parent households ... primarily
because single mothers have more stressors in their lives.

Child Characteristics

Children influence their parents through their personal-
ities, temperaments, and special needs.3>3 If a child has
a difficult temperament or personality—crying or com-
plaining much of the time—the parent is more likely to
respond negatively, providing harsher punishment and
fewer. positive interactions than if a child is more easy-
going.** This pattern could cause developmental
problems. The child’s innate characteristics, however,
do not ser in stone how the child will develop.
Although the debate over “nature versus nurture” has
been an intense focus of scientific research for most of
the past century, current research shows that children’s
development is shaped by a complex interaction of
genetic and environmental influences.®® Thus, although
a child with a difficult temperament presents a challenge
and a risk, effecdve parenting can shape such children to
become more socially competent and pleasant.® In
other words, children do indeed influence how parents
respond to them, but parents also have a role in shap-
ing children’s behavior and development.

Economic Resources

Family economic resources, including income from
employment as well as other sources, such as welfare,
influence parenting both directly and indirectly. Like
many parents who are single, those facing economic
hardships tend to be less effective because they have
more stressors in their lives and thus are likely to have
greater psychological distress.***! Low-income parents
have been found to use less effective parenting strate-
gies, including less warmth, harsher discipline, and less
stimulating home environments. 4343

Family Structure and Size

Family structure and economic resources have interrelat-
ed effects on parenting, as households with one parent,
rather than two, have fewer economic and emotional
resources. Single mothers tend to have less positive inter-
acdons with their children and provide less firm and con-
sistent discipline as compared with mothers in two-parent
households.*# This is primarily because single mothers

have more stressors in their lives, poorer mental heaith,
and no spousal or partner support. In addition, children
with more siblings have fewer financial resources available
to them as well as less dme with and attendon from par-
ents.* Depending on their ages, however, older siblings
may help care for younger siblings.*”

Parents’ Mental and Physical Health

Research evidence is very strong regarding the link
between parental mental health and the ability to par-
ent effectively. Parents who are experiencing psycho-
logical distress, whether diagnosed as a mental disorder
or not, are less likely to be warm and supporuve of
their children and are less effective in monitoring their
children or providing consistent discipline.*®*® The
association between parental physical health and par-
enting is less well established, with some indication that
disability or poor physical health may lcad to more
family stress and parental depression, which in turn
may lead to less effective parenting.>

Quality of Marital /Partner Relationships

Similarly, the quality of the parent’s reladonship with a
spouse or partner as well as the size and supportiveness of
kin networks have direct links to parenting effecriveness.
The marital relationship is often considered the corner-
stone of good family functioning, and a positive marital
relationship is associated with more positive parenting.
Conversely, chronic parental conflict is considered to
have serious adverse effects on child development, caus-
ing more negative parent—hild reladonships and less
consistent and effective discipline and monitoring of chil-
dren.5-53 The most extreme form of parental conflict is
domestic violence, a phenomenon associated with poor
mental health and compromised parenting.>*

Kin and Social Networks

Mothers with strong networks of positive social sup-
port from friends and extended family are more effec-
tive parents.>>*® However, if interactions with kin
generate conflict, or if kin are excessively demanding of
parents’ time and energy, such negative relationships

The Future of Children

i74

m



Chase-Lansdale and Pittman

can lead to higher levels of stress and depressed
mood,?”**® both of which are linked to more disruptive
parenting. Determinants of parental mental health,
quality of marital/partner relationships, and kin and
social networks are interrelated and influence one
another as well as affect parenting.®

Although this model of the determinants of parenting is
based on the most current developmental literature, it has
limitations. Much of the research reflects findings from
samples that were not randomly selected and, in many
instances, includéd primarily white, middle-class families.
In addition, no definitive statement can be made that
these determinants cause the differences in parenting. For
example, it is not possible to hold everything constant in
a family to evaluate whether one factor influences parent-
ing independent of other factors, or to randomly assign
children to parents. Moreover, while this model may be
relevant to most families, further research is needed to
determine the extent to which the model applies to eth-
nically and culturally diverse, low-income families.5%6!
Finally, some areas of research rely heavily on maternal
self-report, which may be biased by the mother’s view of
the world or her own psychological health. Nevertheless,
the model provides a useful framework for analyzing how
welfare reform may affect parenting,
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Parenting and Welfare Reform

The federal welfare reform law of 1996 was couched in
broad language: “The promotion of responsible father-
hood and motherhood is integral to successful child
rearing and the well-being of children.”! As a result,
the scope of programs implemented under welfare
reform is wide-ranging, and nearly every factor illus-
trated in the Determinants of Parenting Model (Figure
1) could be affected. The challenge is to specify how
the changes under welfare reform are affecting parent-
ing, either directly or indirectly, based on findings from
relevant research.

Direct Effects on Parenting

Many states are using welfare funds to implement initia-
tives designed to improve parenting directly, such as pro-
viding home visits to new parents or requiring certain
welfare recipients to attend parenting classes.? (See the
appendix at the end of this artcle for three examples of
welfare-supported programs that are intended to help
improve parenting.) Assessments of these inidatives are
quite limited. In the scientific fields, however, several
theoretically based programs to improve parenting have
been developed and evaluated. Studies have shown that
these interventions are most successful when children
are having socioemotional or developmental problems. 3
In such situadons, parents arc motivated to change their
parenting practices to help their children. Furthermore,
the interventions tend to be provided in small groups led
by professionals with extensive training in child develop-
ment and experdse in parenting and family issues. Such
interventions can result in long-lasting improvements in
parents’ knowledge and attitudes, use of appropriate dis-
cipline, and parent—child interactions.%

In contrast, parenting programs that target low-income
families tend to be broad in scope and have multple goals,
such as promoting job readiness and increasing access to
social services. These programs generally have only mod-
est effects on parenting that lessen with time.®*%* Several
factors influence the effectiveness of such programs. Bet-
ter outcomes are more likely when professionals, rather
than paraprofessionals, meet with the participants, when
families can expect more frequent contact, and when par-
ents participate more fully in the intervention (for exam-
ple, they miss fewer meetings and follow through on tasks
expected to be done outside of meetings).®5 Effects are
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Welfare Reform and Parenting

If maternal employment decreases psychological distress, this
could result in increased parental warmth, responsiveness, and

appropriate control ... [but] if maternal employment increases mental
health problems, then parenting would be more harsh, less

responsive, and less consistent.

lessened when the parenting intervention is secondary to
other areas of focus in a program, such as parental educa-
don or employment.® Thus, to improve the effectiveness
of welfare-funded parenting programs, such programs
need to be more intensive and Jed by professionals with a
thorough understanding of developmental and family
issues, and involve parents who have chosen to participate
and are actively engaged in the intervention.

Indirect Effects on Parenting

Programs designed to achieve the primary goals of wel-
fare reform—to move welfare mothers into the work-
force and reduce births outside of marriage—are likely
to influence parenting indirectly, as they affect several of
the key determinants of parenting such as family eco-
nomic resources, parents’ mental health, and partner
relationship quality (see Figure 1). In fact, many policy-
makers expected that by promoting employment, earn-
ings, and marriage, parenting practices would improve.

Most studies focusing on welfare reform’s broader goals
have not collected data on the potental impacts on par-
enting, either positive or negative. However, several
large-scale studies currently under way in various states
include components specifically designed to illuminate
how the welfare reform law has affected families and par-
enting, and preliminary findings from these studies are
emerging.¥’ For example, the Three-City Study will pro-
vide detailed information about any changes that occur
in parentng practices as families transition on and off the
welfare rolls. (See Box 2.) Some clues are also provided
by the findings from several experiments or demonstra-
tions begun in the early to mid-1990s that implemented
vanious programs with features similar to current welfare
reform policies.® (For a detaled description of these
studies, see the article by Zaslow and colleagues in this
journal issue.) What can been gleaned from existing
research about how changes in employment, earnings,
and marriage under welfare reform may affect the vari-
ous dimensions of parenting is summarized below.

The Connection between Employment

and Parenting

Welfare reform has been galvanized by the opinion that
employed mothers are better parents than mothers on
welfare. ®® The positve scenario is that mothers who
move from welfare to work will have better mental
health, leading to improved parentng. The underlying
hypothesis in this scenario is that when mothers find
employment challenging and rewarding, they will pro-
vide more cognitive sdimulation to their children.”® Poli-
cymakers have also contributed considerable rhetoric to
the notion that employed mothers will be better role
models for their children, and that employment per se
will lead to more predictable, organized daily routines at
home. If maternal employment decreases psychological
distress, this could result in increased parental warmth,
responsiveness, and appropriate control.

The counterhypothesis is that mothers who leave welfare
for employment will feel more suessed and have worse
mental health. Mothers in poverty, most of whom are
single, may find it difficult to balance employment, espe-
dially full-time work, and child rearing, The tedium and
low levels of complexity in low-wage jobs may be linked
to lower levels of cognitive stimulation at home.” Time
spent at work, combined with changing, off-hour, and
inflexible work schedules, may mean less supervision and
monitoring of children, the inability to respond to the
erratic demands of parenting (such as teacher meetings
and doctor appointments), and a lower likelihood of
establishing and maintaining predictable family routines.
If maternal employment increases mental health prob-
lems, then parenting would be more harsh, less respon-
sive, and less consistent.

Psychological and sociological studies show that
employed mothers have better mental health than stay-
at-home mothers, but this literature focuses primarily
on the middle class.”> Moreover, it is just as likely that
mothers with good mental health are better able to
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Box 2

Welfare, Children, and Families: A Three-City Study

The Three-City Study is an ongoing research project in Boston,
Chicago, and San Antonio designed to monitor the impact of wel-
fare reform on the well-being of children and families. Parenting
is a key focus across all three components of the study.

The main component consists of an in-person survey of approxi-
mately 2,400 families with children ages 0 to 4, or ages 10 to 14, in
low-income neighborhoods. (About 40% of the families were receiv-
ing cash welfare payments when they were interviewed initially.) In
this survey, mothers report on their parenting practices and discipline
style, their family routines, and the cognitive stimulation provided
within the home. For families with young adolescents, the teenager
reports on closeness and conflict within the mother—child and
father—child relationship as well as the level of parental monitoring.

The second component consists of an embedded developmental
study (EDS) of families from the main survey with children ages 2
to 4. Supplemental data are gathered about these families
through videotaped assessments of children’s behavior and moth-
er—child interactions, which are then coded for maternal respon-
siveness and emotional expression, and through observations of
child care settings. More in-depth interviews with the mothers
provide: further reports of activities they do with the children as
well as the type of punishment used. In addition, biological fathers
are asked about their parenting styles and the activities they have
shared with their children.

The third component is an ethnographic study of about 215 fami-
lies residing in the same neighborhoods as the survey families,

using in-depth interviewing and participant observation. Within
the ethnography, interviewers take a broad perspective on par-
enting, inquiring into a range of processes that affect the trans-
mission of values and expectations from parents to children.
Through loosely structured conversations with the mothers, the
ethnography focuses primarily on the parenting domains key to
understanding the ways in which economically disadvantaged
children from various ethnic and racial groups navigate multiple
contexts such as home, school, and neighborhood. Issues of racial
socialization, parental monitoring strategies, and socialization for
achievement and social mobility are also explored.

The main survey was conducted in 1999. Follow-up interviews
with these families and those in the EDS sample were conducted
approximately 18 months after the initial survey, and will be con-
ducted again at the 5-year mark. Also at the 5-year mark, a sec-
ond sample of about 1,250 families, including young parents who
are encountering the welfare system for the first time under the
new rules, will be selected and interviewed. Families in the ethno-
graphic study are followed for 12 to 18 months and periodically
thereafter. As of October 2001, six reports had been released sum-
marizing the findings across the various components of the study,
and more were planned. '

For more details, see Winston, P. with Angel, R.J., Burton, L.M., Chase-Lansdale,
PL., et al. Welfare, Children, and Families: A Three-City Study—Overview and
design. Baltimore: John Hopkins University, 1999. See also the project Web site
at hitp://www.jhu.edu/~welfare/.

]

seek, find, and keep jobs outside the home as it is that
employment promotes mental health.”? These studies
indicate that the quality of parenting is similar for
employed and nonemployed mothers, but again, this
conclusion is biased toward the middle class and is not
really relevant to mothers who are required by welfare
policies to be employed in low-level jobs that offer lit-
tle flexibility. Within the limited available literature,
there is some indication that employed single mothers
may provide a more cohesive, stimulating, and organ-

ized family environment, and place more emphasis on
the value of education when compared with unem-
ploved single mothers.”*”> However, parenting by
mothers on welfare, compared with parenting by
mothers who are poor but not on welfare, has not been
a central focus of research.

Results from the experimental studies of seven welfare-
to-work demonstrations show only limited effects of
employment on a mother’s mental health and parent-
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harms parenting.

ing.”¢ In two studies (New Chance and Canada’s Self-
Sufficiency Project), mothers who were required to par-
ticipate experienced higher levels of depression and stress
than those who were not required to participate.”””% In
another study (New Hope), parents in the experimental
group reported modest increases in time pressure, but
less stress and greater optimism about achieving life
goals than did parents in the control group, perhaps due
in part to the intensive case management provided.” But
a synthesis of findings across all seven programs found
that mothers who participated in work preparation activ-
ities or who were employed showed no differences in
depression, self-esteem, mastery, and financial strain,
compared with mothers in the control groups.

These experimental studies also found minimal effects
of employment on all dimensions of parenting except
gatckeeping. Across all seven programs, there were
very few differences between mothers in the program
groups and those in the control groups with respect to
warmth, control, cognitive stimulation, family rou-
tines, or harsh parenting.”® In an embedded observa-
tional study of parenting and child outcomes in the
New Chance demonstration, mothers in the experi-
mental group showed slightly lower levels of harsh
treatment, and slightly higher levels of emotional sup-
port, with mixed effects on cognitive stimulation.
These improvements in parenting did not translate into
better child outcomes, however.®' In the New Hope
study, mothers in the experimental group showed
slightly increased supervision and control, but the
effect was modest.®? Although more in-depth measure-
ment of parenting practices might have found greater
differences, and not all dimensions of parenting were
assessed, these studies indicate that employment or
employment preparation did not lead to major
improvements or problems in most dimensions of par-
enting in these families.

Gatekeeping is the one important exception to this
pattern. Superior gatekeeping was found in four of the
seven demonstrations (New Hope, the Minnesota
Family Investment Program, Florida’s Family Transi-

Welfare Reform and Parenting

For the most part, research on welfare-to-work programs
suggests that requiring employment neither benefits nor

ton Program, and Canada’s Self-Sufficiency Project).®
Mothers in the experimental groups were more likely
to enroll their preschool and elementary-school-age
children in formal child care programs than were
mothers in the control groups. In two of these demon-
strations, program mothers were also more likely to
enroll their children in after-school programs and
extracurricular activities.® It makes sense that mothers
who are required to work 20 to 30 hours per week
would increase their use of child care, especially if child
care assistance is provided. But in these demonstra-
tions, the mothers in the experimental groups enrolled
their children in formal child care, which is likely to be
more structured than informal scttings and provide
better preparation for success in school. (For further
discussion of this topic, see the article by Fuller and
colleagues in this journal issue.)

For the most part, research on welfare-to-work pro-
grams suggests that requiring employment neither
benefits nor harms parenting. The major exception is
that mothers who are required to work in some pro-
grams scem to be better gatekeepers and are able to
find potentially enriching opportunities for their pre-
school and elementary-school-age children. However,
this improved gatekeeping may be related as much to
increased income as to maternal employment, as dis-
cussed below.

The Connection between Increased

Economic Resources and Parenting

A second theme in welfare reform policy is the view
that when parents are employed full time, family
incomes should be higher than when the parents are
on welfare, and that higher incomes will lead to better
parenting. Recent analyses show that poverty has
indeed decreased since the federal welfare reform law
was passed, although the booming economy in the
1990s was also a factor, along with many federal and
state initiatives to “make work pay.”85%7 (See the arti-
cle by Zedlewski in this journal issue.) The connection
between a family’s economic resources and parenting,
however, is complex.
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In the Minnesota demonstration, many mothers in the optional
employment and financial incentives subgroup decided to work

part time or reduce their work hours, and most of the positive effects
on child outcomes occurred within this subgroup.

Considerable psychological and sociological research
shows that poverty is linked to a higher likelihood of
problematic parenting and negative outcomes for chil-
dren (such as lower levels of cognitive achievement and
increased levels of behavioral problems and delinquen-
cy). But few studies have examined whether parenting
improves as families manage to increase their income to
just above the poverty line. Also, families’ level of
income (especially at or just above the poverty line) and
source of income (welfare versus employment) have
rarely been disentangled in nonexperimental studies.

However, three recent experimental programs that
increased work supports for poor, employed families
shed light on this question.® In all three demonstra-
tions (New Hope, the Minnesota Family Investment
Program, and Canada’s Self-Sufficiency Project),
mothers in the program groups successfully increased
earnings compared with mothers in the control
groups, although many stull had incomes below the
poverty line 8899 Because gatekeeping (that is, use of
child care and after-school programs) was the only
dimension of parenting that improved among the pro-
gram groups, evaluators concluded that increased
resources, not the experience of employment itself,
caused this result.

Moreover, preschool and elementary-school-age chil-
dren of the mothers in the demonstration program
groups generally fared better developmentally than
children of the mothers in the control groups. The lack
of improvement in other dimensions of parenting
{(such as warmth, control, cognitive stimulation, rou-
tines) indicates that children’s experiences in child care
and after-school programs likely accounted for the pos-
itive outcomes. 5

Additional insights are provided in the Minnesota
demonstration that included a subgroup of mothers
with optional, primarily part-time, employment, plus
financial work incentives.®! Although the effects were
modest overall, this subgroup of mothers had signifi-

cantly lower levels of depression and harsh parenting
than did mothers in the control group. Many mothers
in the optional employment and financial incentives
subgroup decided to work part time or reduce their
work hours, and most of the positive effects on child
outcomes occurred within this subgroup, as opposed
to the subgroup required to work 30 hours per week
with the same financial incentives.”? Thus, the positive
pathway between increased income and better parent-
ing seems to occur when mothers can choose the num-
ber of hours they work.

With respect to adolescents, however, evidence sug-
gests that those in families with increased economic
resources may, in fact, do worse. Because of fairly low
response rates in this age group, these findings should
be viewed with caution. Nevertheless, in the two eval-
uations that included data about adolescents (Canada’s
Self-Sufficiency Project and Florida’s Family Transition
Program), adolescents in the program groups had
lower levels of school achievement; in one study, they
also had higher levels of problem behavior.%*%* The
evaluators speculate that the mothers’ employment
requirement in these demonstrations may be linked to
worse parenting of adolescents (that is, lower levels of
supervision and monitoring, and less engagement in
school and homework activities), despite the increase
in income. (For other possible explanations, sec the
article by Zaslow and colleagues in this journal issue.)

In sum, the research suggests that the effects of
employment and work support programs on income in
poor families can have a positive impact on several
domains of parenting and child outcomes. In addition,
evidence from some experimental demonstrations sug-
gests that increased income and employment are both
required for positive impacts on parenting and child
outcomes to occur. Thus, if families’ economic
resources do not increase in the move from welfare to
work, parenting and child outcomes are not likely to
improve. Furthermore, emerging evidence indicates
that positive impacts are maximized when parents
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expenence increased resources but are not required to
work full dme. This finding comes from only one
study, and further research along these lines is needed.

The Connection between Family Structure
and Parenting
Finally, the third theme of welfare reform relevant to

parenting is that married parents are more effective

than single parents. The preamble of the 1996 welfare
reform law states that marriage is “an essential institu-
tion of a successful society which promotes the inter-
ests of children” and that “the prevention of
out-of-wedlock pregnancy and the reduction of out-
of-wedlock births are very important government
interests.”® As discussed in the articles by Greenberg
and colleagues and by McLanahan and Carlson in this
journal issue, states were given great latitude under the
law to design programs to meet goals involving family
structure, such as promoting marnage and reducing
nonmarital births. Whether such programs lead to
improved parenting, however, is unclear.

Most of the psychological and sociological research finds
that children show more competent and healthy devel-

opment in married families with two biological parents
than in single-mother families or stepfamilies.** This is
largely due to higher economic and parentng resources
in married families.®> However, the research literature
primarily uses nadonal samples representing the full
range of incomes, or samples of convenience that favor
the middle class. Research is needed that examines the
role of marriage in parenting within low-income fami-
lies. For example, the Fragile Families and Child Wellbe-
ing Study examines the links among cohabitation,
diverse forms of father involvement, and parendng.®”
(Scc the article by McLanahan and Carlson in this jour-
nal issue.) To date, few nonexperimental studies have
examined whether efforts to promote marriage lead to
better parenting in the low-income population.

Moreover, the experimental demonstrations did not
focus on the reladonship between family structure and
parenting, and so have little data to offer on this sub-
ject. Findings from the Minnesota study indicate that
program participants with increased income from
employment and work supports are more likely to
marry if single, more likely to stay married if already
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through better work supports.

married, and less likely to expenience domestic vio-
lence.®® But no data were collected on parenting or
child outcomes in the two-parent, married families;
thus, no links can be established between marital sta-
bility, marital quality, and parenting. This is an impor-

tant direction for future research.

Only recently, a few states have decided to promote
marriage using federal welfare funds.®® Some evidence
from model intervention programs indicates that such
endeavors facilitate positive marriages and lead to bet-
ter parenting.!°%!%! But these studies were generally
small, and focused on more affluent rather than low-
income families.'® This is another important area for
future research, possibly finding some common
ground between liberals and conservatives in forging
policies to promote healthy marriages that lead to bet-
ter parenting.!93104

Similarly, to help reduce out-of-wedlock births, some
states have implemented family cap provisions that pro-
hibit increases in welfare benefits when an additional
child is born. One research study tested the effects of
the family cap provision on nonmarital birth ratios, and
suggested that the caps may be related to a 5% to 9%
decrease in nonmarital birth ratios.!® However, to
date, no research has examined this aspect of welfare
reform on parenting. Family structure, family size, and
adult relationships and their effects on parenting are
important topics for future research.

Summary and Future Directions

Overall, studies of welfare reform show few dramatic
impacts on parenting. Given the complexity of the
Determinants of Parenting Model, this is not surpris-
ing. Parenting practices arc not easy to change. It may

.be unreasonable to expect major changes in parenting

as a result of welfare reform when the primary goal of
reform is to move mothers into the workforce, not to
provide parenting services.

At the same time, many possible connections between
welfare reform and parenting have yet to be examined.

The existing research suggests that an important way states’
welfare reform programs can promote better parenting is

Although many states have funded initiatives to
improve parenting through home visits and parenting
classes, such efforts are largely unstudied. But previous
research on similar programs for low-income families
showed few, if any, long-term effects on parenting.
Similarly, research indicates that welfare reform has had
little indirect impact on parentng. One exception is
gatckeeping—that is, employed mothers enroll their
children in more formal child care and after-school care
programs, which may provide better preparation for
success in school.

The indirect effects of welfare reform are difficult to
analyze, however, and there arec many gaps in the
rescarch. In terms of dimensions of parenting, welfare
reform research has targeted warmth, control, cogni-
tive stimulation, and, most recently, aspects of gate-
keeping. Modeling and family routines are
understudied, and no research has addressed cultural,
religious, and ethnic identity formation. In terms of
determinants of parenting, most welfare reform
rescarch focuses on economic resources (parental
employment, welfare status, and income) and parents’
mental health. Very few studies have addressed family
structure, family size, or the quality of the parent’s rela-
tionships with a spouse or partner and other adults and
kin. Ethnic and cultural influences on parenting
deserve a stronger focus in the literature as well.

More research also is needed on the effectiveness of
activities within the welfare office that could have pos-
itive effects on parenting. For example, as suggested by
findings from the New Hope study, case management
can serve as an important form of social and function-
al support for parents by providing useful information,
practical advice, and contacts. The role of intensive case
management as a strategy for improving parenting
deserves greater attention. (See the article by Zedlews-
ki in this journal issue.) In addition, many families
remaining on the welfare rolls face significant barriers
to employment, such as physical disability, substance
dependence, domestic violence, lower cognitive ability,
and serious mental health conditions.!*!1%” These bar-
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riers to employment also could result in problematic
parenting. Implementing procedures to screen for such
barriers and assist families in accessing specialized serv-
ices is likely to result in improvements in parenting and
child outcomes.'®® To date, no evaluations have been
conducted to determine the effectiveness of states’ pro-
cedures for identifying these barriers or helping such
families access needed services, but these efforts also
deserve attention in research on welfare reform and
parenting.

Meanwhile, it is important to note the limitations of
the available research. Many studies predate the 1996
federal welfare reform law, so the findings may not fully
apply to current welfare policy environment. For exam-
ple, the demonstration projects reviewed in this article
provided more generous work supports than are typi-
cally provided by today’s state policies. Also, the
research generally did not examine such policies as
sanctions and time limits. A small embedded study
within one demonstration examined the impact of
sanctions on parenting and found no negative
effects,'® but initial reports about sanctioning since the
1996 law was enacted suggest that sanctioned families
are among the most disadvantaged and face numerous
barriers.'®112 Similarly, only one demonstration proj-
ect has evaluated the impact of time limits on families.
In this study, families who hit the time limit and had to
leave the welfare system did not seem to fare worse
than families who left for other reasons.®* Clearly, more
research on the effects of sanctions and time limits on
parenting is needed.

Finally, the measures of parenting in most welfare stud-
les are unavoidably lean. In large part, this is due to the
wide scope of the studies, with sample sizes ranging
from approximately 600 to 3,000 families. Within
these design constraints, most studies relied on par-
ents’ reports of their parenting styles or practices,
rather than more in-depth or observational assess-
ments, which, though more valid, are time-consuming,
difficult to administer, and expensive.!!?

Welfare Reform and Parenting

Nevertheless, the existing research suggests that an
important way states’ welfare reform programs can
promote better parenting is through better work sup-
ports. Findings from the demonstration programs indi-
cate that more generous work supports appear to result
in improved gatekeeping for preschool and school-age
children (though not for adolescents). That is, parents
who accrue more economic resources due to program
financial supports tend to involve their preschool and
school-age children in extracurricular activities and
more formal child care settings. Further, evidence sug-
gests that the most positive outcomes for children
occur when mothers work a reduced number of hours,
made possible by financial incentives. The demonstra-
tions that provided stronger work supports also result-
ed in more stable marriages and less violent marital and
partner relationships, which are likely to have a positive
influence on parenting.

Welfare reform by no means assures that a family will
live above the poverty line. In fact, many families par-
ticipating in demonstration projects with generous
supports have not escaped poverty. Moreover,
although work supports may continue to help families
leave welfare, this does not guarantee an improvement
in parenting. The fact that children living in poverty,
especially pervasive poverty, are more likely to experi-
ence developmental problems remains an important
issue facing the nation.
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ARRENDDX

Innovative Uses of TANF Funds to Provide
Parenting Supports

These program profiles were prepared by Kate Boyer, Ph.D., senior
researcher, and Catherine Lawrence, C.S.W., research associate, of
the Rockefeller Institute of Government as part of the Institute’s
project, “Beyond Symbolic Politics.”

Program name: Teen Living Program

State: Massachusetts

Coverage: Statewide

Program goals: Provide shelter and services for young

mothers and their children
Service population: Pregnant or parenting teens who receive TANF

Funding sources:  TANF and other state funds

Description: The 1996 federal welfare reform law requires teen
mothers under age 18 to live with their parents (or in another adult-
supervised setting) to receive TANF cash assistance. Teen mothers
who cannot live with their parents in Massachusetts have an alter-
native—a “second chance” home. Twenty-one homes across the
state offer shelter and intensive support programs to 120 teen fam-
ilies. Each home has its own unique atmosphere, but all provide
two-generational programs for teen mothers and their children.
These programs not only assist with child care, education, and job
training, but also help the young women develop concrete parent-
ing skills and the ability to advocate for their own and their chil-
dren’s needs. The homes are popular with young mothers: There is
a list of teens waiting to enter the homes, and some teens stay vol-
untarily beyond age 18.

Results: The program has shown some positive results. According
to a report from the Social Policy Action Network, the young moth-
ers in a similar program in New Mexico had a 2% rate of repeat
pregnancy. In contrast, teen mothers have a repeat pregnancy rate
of 50% within two years in the general population. Also, according
to a report from the Massachusetts Department of Social Services,
teen mothers participating in the program showed significant
improvement in parenting skills, especially in displaying positive,
nurturing interactions with their children, and in managing their
children’s health needs, such as keeping immunizations current.
The mathers also fared better than average in continuing education
and training, even after leaving the homes.

For further information: See the Massachusetts Department of
Social Services Web site at http://www.state.ma.us/dss/Teens/
AS_Assited_Living.htm; and the Social Policy Action Network Web
site at http.//www.span-online.org/outcomes.html.
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Program name: Nurse-Family Partnership

State: New York

First begun in Elmira, New York, this program
has been replicated in 23 states

Coverage:

Decrease the percentage of children in low-
income families that experience physical, psy-
chological, or emotional abuse

Program goals:

Service population: Low-income, first-time mothers

Funding sources: Initially funded from research grants, this pro-
gram is beginning to utilize funds from TANF,
Medicaid, and child abuse prevention funds.
TANF funds have been used to support the

program in six states.2

Description: Under the Nurse-Family Partnership program, regis-
tered nurses work intensively with first-time mothers during preg-
nancy and afterward until the child reaches age two. The program
builds confidence and skills in areas ranging from maternal and
child physical health to care giving, building and maintaining sup-
port networks, and achieving economic self-sufficiency. Because
the program relies on the establishment of a trusting relationship
between nurse and family, efforts are made to hire nurses who
share the same racial and/or ethnic background as the families they
serve. Qver the past 20 years this program has been rigorously test-
ed and refined. Those wishing to replicate the Nurse-Family Part-
nership program are required to follow a specific protocol that
preserves the original program design, and program implementers
are provided with specialized training and visit-by-visit guidelines.

Results: The Elmira, New York, program has been the subject of a
long-term clinical trial. Results show that children who participated
in the Nurse-Family Partnership program had 56% fewer visits to
the emergency department during their second year of life com-
pared to children in a control group. In the third and fourth years of
life, participants had 40% fewer physician visits than the control
group. Over their first 15 years of life, children in the nurse-visita-
tion program also had 54% fewer verified reports of child abuse
and/or neglect than did children in the control group.

For further information: See the National Center for Children, Fam-
ilies, and Communities Web site at http://www.nccfc.org.

aThe six states where local agencies have used TANF funds to support the program
are: California, Colorado, Kentucky, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and South Dakota.

Welfare Reform and Parenting

Program name: Kinship and Family Empowerment Services

State: Colorado

Coverage: El Paso County

Program goals: Prevent foster care placements

Service population: Child-only TANF cases
Funding sources: TANF

Description: In Ei Paso County, approximately 30% of TANF cases are
“child-only” cases. These children often live with a relative, general-
ly a grandparent, who does not receive TANF cash assistance. A spe-
cial unit funded by TANF supports these caregivers so children do not
have to enter the foster care system. This integrated unit, called the
Family Support Team, provides short-term family preservation serv-
ices to families receiving TANF or other forms of public assistance as
part of an overall effort to better serve families with both child wel-
fare and financial assistance needs. For many caregivers, this sup-
port is financial; some receive supplemental payments or one-time
emergency grants. Others receive help with services they may not
have been aware of, such as child care or health care. Still others
seek emotional support. A key element of kinship support is a bi-
monthly “Grandparents raising Grandchildren” group. Many of the
grandparent caregivers have lost their social network due to the
arrival of a toddler or a teen in their lives and are parenting in isola-
tion. The support groups not only combat that isolation, but also help
prevent crisis situations by educating grandparents about the devel-
opmental and emotional needs of the children in their care. Many of
these grandparents want to “parent differently” the second time
around. As they grieve the loss of their idyllic grandparent role, they
also learn concrete skills for helping their grandchildren heal from
past parental neglect or abuse. In addition to the support groups, the
program also sponsors biannual community events attended by hun-
dreds of caregivers. These events honor the role caregivers play, and
offer workshops on topics such as age-specific parenting skills, legal
issues for caregivers, and dealing with media violence and safety
issues around the home.

Results: The department is just beginning an evaluation of these
new services, launched in July 1997, but thus far, the program
appears to be achieving its goal. Of the 450 kinship families identi-
fied, only two have had a child placed in foster care.

For further information: See the El Paso County Department of
Human Services Web site at http://www.co.el-paso.co.us/humansve/
keepingfamiliestogether.asp. )
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Children and Welfare Reform

Five Commentaries:
Looking to the Future

To provide an array of perspectives about policy changes to benefit children
that might be considered during reauthorization of the federal welfare reform
law in 2002, we asked five experts across various disciplines and backgrounds
to respond to this question: “How can supports and services for low-income
families be improved under welfare reform to help ensure positive outcomes for

children?” Their responses follow.

COMMENTARYE

Wendell E. Primus

ince welfare reform was enacted, caseloads have
fallen dramatically, single mothers’ earnings
and employment have increased, and the child
poverty rate has fallen. These statistics do not
tell the whole story, however.. As the reauthorization
debates unfold in 2002 around child care and the wel-
fare block grant (Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families, or TANF), one of the key criteria for measur-

Wendell E. Prisnus, Ph.D., is director of income secu-

" ity at the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, a
nonpartisan vesearch organization and policy institute
conducting vesearch and analysis on a range of gov-
ernment policies affecting low- and moderate-income

people.

ing the success of the changes implemented under wel-
fare reform should be whether the well-being of chil-
dren and families has improved.

Welfare reform has coincided with the longest-running
economic expansion in our nation’s history. Between

1993 and 2000, average annual unemployment fell

from 7% to 4%.! At the same time, hourly wage rates
for the lowest-paid workers rose, and the incentive to
take a low-wage job increased substantially with expan-
sion of the earned income tax credit (EITC). One
would expect earnings to increase and child poverty to
decline under these conditions. In 1999, according to
a measure of poverty that includes noncash benefits
and taxes, the child poverty rate fell to 13%, the lowest
level since this more comprehensive poverty measure
became available in 19792

These positive trends come with a few caveats, howev-
er. First, although the number of poor children has fall-
en markedly in recent years, U.S. Census Bureau data
show that those who remain poor have, on average,
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Primus

grown poorer when the effects of tax and benefit pro-
grams are taken into account.? The poverty gap for all
families with children has improved only slightly,
despite the significant increase in earnings. Second, the
disposable income of the poorest fifth of single moth-
ers living just with their children (and no other adults)
fell 8% between 1995 and 1999, despite increased

carnings, largely because of the loss of cash welfare

assistance.3 Furthermore, approximately 725,000 inde-
pendent single-mother families were worse off in 1999
than were such families in 1995. In the past, welfare
programs played a pivotal role in reducing the poverty
gap. Now, most rescarchers agree that some families,
especially those who left welfare without entering the
labor force, are floundering.*

Finally, how well the new welfare programs will per-
form in a faltering economy remains an open question.
Will states allow their caseloads to increase as more par-
ents find themselves unemployed? Or will states insti-
tute policies that make it difficult for families to come
onto the rolls? Will the federal government ensure that
states have adequate resources to meet the increased
need? With the economy now in recession, both the
federal government and the states will need to take
steps to ensure that a safety net is in place when par-
ents—many of whom have only recently begun to
work—Ilose their jobs.

Thus, though welfare reform clearly has resulted in
positive changes for some current and former recipi-
ents, more work remains to shore up the safety net. I
propose the following action items to improve TANF
and related programs during reauthorization in 2002.

D Increase funding substantially and ensure that
states do not supplant state funds

There are several reasons for increasing the size of the
TANF block grant. At a minimum, the fedcral TANF
and state maintenance-of-effort funds should be
adjusted for inflation. Addidonal funds will also be
necessary to increase parity in the resources available to
states. Currently, wealthier states have significantly
more TANF dollars per poor child than poorer states
have. TANEF established supplemental grants to poorer
states to move toward parity; more funds should be
made available to continue to move toward this goal.
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Many policymakers point to reduced caseloads as a rea-
son to cut TANF funding. But TANF funds have a
much broader purpose than providing cash assistance for
very poor families. In fact, in fiscal year 2000, less than
40% of all TANF expenditures were for basic assistance.
TANF funds are used to assist parents in preparing, for,
finding, and retaining jobs; to fund child care and trans-
portation services for working families and families par-
ticipating in welfare-to-work programs; to support teen
pregnancy prevention efforts; to operate subsidized job
programs for parents who cannot find regular employ-
ment; and much more. The demand for these important
services is not ted to the size of a state’s cash assistance
caseload. In addition, a broader range of TANF services
should be targeted to two-parent families and noncusto-
dial parents, as discussed further below.

Welfare reform has achieved a number of successes;
states should not be “rewarded” for these successes by
having their funds cut, in either real or inflation-adjust-
ed terms. At a minimum, the TANF grant should not
be decreased until child poverty is significantly reduced
and low-income parents are working to their maximum
ability. With increased funding, however, states must
be more accountable for how they use their TANF
block grant funds. Steps should be taken to ensure that
TANTF funds are used as intended and do not supplant
existing state funds for programs benefiting low-
income families.

188

Volume 12, Number 1

191



D Change the law’s central focus from caseload
reduction to poverty reduction

Reducing child and family poverty should be a princi-
pal purpose of welfare. Increases in family income are
key to positive child outcomes.® States should be
required to explain how they will use block grant funds
to address this goal, and their success in doing so
should be measured. '

D Maintain focus on TANF adults with multiple and
significant employment barriers

According to an Urban Institute study, 44% of welfare
recipients reported at least two significant obstacles to
work, such as limited education, no recent work experi-
ence, language barriers, mental or physical health prob-
lems and disabilities, or lack of transportation or child
care, and 17% revealed three or more obstacles. The per-
centage of recipients reporting no work activity increased
steadily with the number of significant obstacles.

Generally, if appropriate services and accommodations
are available, then many parents with multiple or sig-
nificant barriers to employment should be able to suc-
ceed in the workplace. For parents to accomplish this
goal, however, states must consider modifying their
TANTF programs to address the reality that parents with
muldple or significant employment barriers may need
additional services and contnued assistance for longer
periods of time.

D Revisit the federal time limit on cash assistance

Two aspects of the federal time limit need to be reex-
amined. First, a disconnect exists between the federal
time limit and policies that encourage welfare recipi-
ents to work, including work participation require-
ments and policies that make work pay (such as
provisions that allow welfare recipients to keep more
of what they earn without changing their eligibility or
benefit levels, referred to as “earnings disregards”).
But recipients who work while receiving cash assis-
tance risk triggering the time limit and becoming
ineligible for benefits they may need in the future.
The time limit clock should be stopped while families
are working part time but not earning enough to sup-
port themselves.

Looking to the Future

Second, the number of families that can be exempted
from time limits should be increased. The 1996 welfare
law allows states to exempt 20% of their caseloads from
the time limit. When the law was created, this equaled
about 1 million families. Because caseloads have fallen
so dramatically, however, states may now exempt only
half as many people. More generous exemption poli-
cies should also be considered during periods of rising
unemployment and for nonparent caretakers.

D Provide or restore cash and other benefits to
legal immigrants on the same basis as citizens

The 1996 welfare law placed far-reaching restrictions
on legal immigrants’ eligibility for TANF, Medicaid,
food stamps, and Social Security Income (SSI). There
is now strong evidence that these restrictions have had
an adverse impact on many legal immigrants and their
citizen children. Research shows that food insecurity
increased significantly between 1994 and 1998 among
the immigrant-headed households most likely to be
affected by the restrictions.” Food stamp participation
among citizen children living with immigrant parents
fell by 74% between 1994 and 1998, compared with a
24% decline among other families with children.?

As taxpayers, immigrants contribute not only to the
funding of education, roads, and national defense, but
also to safety net benefits for low-income families. They
should not be excluded from these programs when
temporary hardship interrupts their employment. Food
stamp and SSI benefits should be restored for legal
immigrants. The restrictions on states’ flexibility to pro-
vide federally funded TANF and Medicaid benefits to
recently arrived immigrants should be lifted.

D Provide services and benefits to strengthen
two-parent families and help fragile families
stay together

Recent research indicates that about half of children
born to single parents actually live with both of their
biological parents at birth; however, as time goes on,
these “fragile families” tend to separate. (See the art-
cle by McLanahan and Carlson in this journal issue.)
These families need additional support to help the par-
ents stay together and escape poverty. One concrete
way to do this is to ensure that two-parent families are
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accessing the benefits they are eligible to receive. Cur-
rently, two-parent families participate in food stamps,
Medicaid, and cash welfare assistance at a much lower
rate than do single-parent families, even when their
incomes are similar. According to data compiled by the
Urban Institute, 40% of single-parent families with
incomes below the federal poverty line receive TANF,
compared with only 10% of two-parent families with
incomes below the poverty line.”> Among families with
incomes below 50% of the poverty line, almost half of

‘single-parent families receive TANF, compared with

only 13% of two-parent families. States should elimi-

"nate any barriers or eligibility restrictions that cause

two-parent families to be served at much lower rates
than are single-parent families. States should also take
steps to reach out and serve a much larger proportion
of eligible two-parent families.

D Assist noncustodial parents in providing for their
children both financially and emotionally

Child support can constitute a large part of families’
budgets. For poor families that receive child support, it
makes up more than one-quarter of their annual
income, on average.!® Unfortunately, many eligible
families do not receive child support, and most families
do not get the full amount due to them. Noncustodi-
al parents are a heterogeneous group; there are many
reasons why they may not pay child support. Many
low-income noncustodial parents do not pay child sup-
port regularly because they are unemployed or under-
employed, and have limited incomes.

Many low-income families also are frustrated because
when noncustodial parents pay child support while the
custodial parent is receiving welfare, the government
retains nearly all of the support as reimbursement for
welfare costs. Litde, if any, reaches the children for

whom it was intended. (See the article by Greenberg -

and colleagues in this journal issue.) These rules need
to change. When a noncustodial parent pays child sup-
port, the children should get that support, and the cus-
todial family should benefit financially.

Earnings subsidies (like the EITC) and welfare reform
encouraged more low-income mothers to enter the
workplace so they could better support their children.
The next step should be to help poor fathers become

employed, and to address their difficulties with the child
support system (including child support orders that are
high relative to low-income fathers’ earnings, large
child support debts, and economic disincentives to pay
child support). Policymakers should also consider pro-
viding government-subsidized matching payments {(an
carnings-like subsidy) when the child support paid by
low-income dads is inadequate. Fathers need these sup-
ports so that they, too, can take more financial and
emotional responsibility for their children. At the same
time, the services provided to noncustodial parents
should not be more generous than, or come at the
expense of, programs for low-income custodial parents.

D Increase participation in work support programs
among low-income families

In addition to improving the safety net for the poorest
families, policymakers must consider the many working
families that continue to have incomes at or below the
poverty line. Many of these families do not receive the
benefits for which they are eligible, such as food stamps
and Medicaid. Shrinking caseloads in these programs
would not be so troublesome if they were the result of
decreasing numbers of low-income families. Unfortu-
nately, this is not the case—the declines in food stamp
receipt, for example, have significantly exceeded
declines in poverty. (See the article by Zedlewski in this
journal issue.)

Research indicates that the decline in welfare caseloads
may be driving down participation in other benefit
programs—that is, when families are not receiving cash
assistance, they may be unaware of their eligibility for
food stamps, Medicaid, child care assistance, and other
supports. For example, as discussed in the article by
Fuller and colleagues in this journal issue, the applica-
tion process for child care subsidies must be made eas-
ier, and the availability of subsidies more widely
publicized. Additional housing vouchers for low-
income working families should be provided, and
health insurance programs for children should be
expanded to provide coverage for parents, which has
been shown to be key in efforts to increase the number
of low-income children protected.!! Reforms in these
programs should be judged by their ability to increase
participation among the working poor.
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D Improve the EITC phaseout to support low-wage
work more effectively

A higher benefit level for families with three or more
children should also be added to the EITC. Currently
there are two tiers, or maximum benefit levels, in the
EITC: one level for families with one child, and a high-
er level for families with two children. Families with
three or more children have higher poverty rates than
do smaller families, and they have experienced more
difficulty moving from welfare to work. Adding a third
tier to the EITC would help address these problems.

In addition, the recently enacted tax cut made the child
tax credit partially refundable. Families receive a partial
credit (10% now, but increasing to 15% in 2005) on
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their earnings over $10,000. However, for families
with full-time, year-round work at low wages, this pro-
vides little assistance. The $10,000 threshold should be
lowered to 0, or at least to $5,000.

In conclusion, TANF reauthorization provides an
opportunity to refocus attention on the well-being of
children and families. Building on the successes already
achieved, we can now focus on efforts to strengthen
supports for families that have left welfare for work and
help them climb the economic ladder, and on efforts to
provide additional resources and opportunites for fam-
ilies whose well-being has not improved under the first
round of welfare reform.
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Ron Haskins

n the spring of 2002, congressional attention will

focus on reauthorization of the landmark welfare

reform legislaton of 1996. Logically enough,

many scholars, policymakers, and foundation
executives interested in child development hope to
focus attention on children during the reauthorization
debate. More specifically, as some of the articles in this
volume show, these child advocates hope Congress will
fund projects that improve child care and initiate more
and better programs for children.

I question this course of action. Among both scholars
and policy analysts, there is a divide between those who
think the nation can improve child development by
expanding federal programs and spending more on
federal programs for children, and those who want to
leave issues of child development primarily to families
and state and local governments. I am in the latter
group. In this brief commentary, I outline what I
believe will and should be the major issues in the reau-
thorization debate—and none focus specifically on
children. Yet in the long run, sadsfactory resolution of
these issues will have positive consequences for the
health and development of the nation’s children.

As in the welfare reform debate of 1995-96, work will
be the central issue of reauthorization. Promoting
work has been an ostensible goal of welfare reform
since at least the 1960s. However, a look beyond the
rhetoric to the text of the actual laws passed to fight the
war on poverty reveals that welfare programs, especial-
ly Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC),
were based primarily on entitlement to benefits. The
foremost goal of U.S. social policy was not to promote

Ron Haskins, Ph.D., is senior fellow at the Brookings
Institution in Washington, D.C.; senior consultant at
the Annie E. Casey Foundation in Baltimore, Mary-
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on Human Resources, Committee on Ways and
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work and self-reliance, but to provide guaranteed ben-
efits. On the eve of the great welfare debate of
1995-96, the statutes guarantced eligible individuals
cash, food stamps, child nutrition, school lunch, and
Medicaid, among other benefits.! The package of enn-
tlement bencfits alone was worth more than $13,000
in the typical state, and total benefits worth $16,000 or
$17,000 for a single family were not unusual.?

The heart of the debate that culminated in the 1996
reforms was whether the entitlement to benefits could
be put at risk to enforce the duty to work. Above all
else, nonwork was the problem that Republicans aimed
to fix with the 1996 reforms.? The fix, in their view,
required ending entitlement to AFDC cash payments,
and mandating states to place a rising percentage of
welfare recipients in jobs or job programs. These
changes were at the core of the new block grant to
states, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF), which replaced AFDC.

What has happened since? Welfare programs across the
nation have been transformed. Programs that had been
committed almost exclusively to determining eligibility
and getting the benefit checks right are now almost
equally committed to transitioning families from wel-
fare to work. Now when clients appear in the welfare
office, they are told that they need to work, and that
the welfare program is just the right place to find help
in preparing for and finding a job. The results have
been remarkable. About 2.5 million fewer families are
getting cash welfare, a magnitude of decline that no
welfare program has ever achieved before. The level of
work among single mothers, and especially never-mar-
ried single mothers, is at an all-time high.* They now
receive more income from work and less from welfare,’
and their total income has increased substantially since
1993. In addition, child poverty has dropped quickly,
reaching its lowest level in 20 years. In short, welfare
reform has been a rousing success, arguably achieving
its goals to a greater extent than any other federal social
policy of recent decades.

Now on the eve of the reauthorization debate, the
question arises: What should Congress do next? The
answer is succinct: reenact the original legislation with
only a few modest changes. As outlined in the article
by Greenberg and colleagues in this journal issue,
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many issues will receive attention during the reautho-
rization debate, but most of these issues can—and I
predict will—be left to states and will not result in
statutory changes at the federal level. Sdll, four issues
are of such great importance that they should be major
topics of the reauthorization debate: the TANF fund-
ing level, innovative work programs, work programs

for poor fathers, and programs to reduce nonmarital
births and promote marriage.

D The TANF Funding Level

Unfortunately, cutting the $16.5 billion TANF block
grant may well be the biggest issue in the reauthoriza-
tion debate. Powerful members of Congress on the
budget and appropriadon committees will argue that
since the welfare rolls have declined by half, states need
less money to maintain benefits. This argument is deeply
flawed, however, and betrays a basic misunderstanding
of the nature of welfare reform. If the welfare program
still simply distributed cash benefits, the argument for
funding cuts would be sound. But welfare is no longer
wholly—or even primarily—a program of cash benefits.
Rather, it is now the most successful employment pro-
gram the federal government has ever mounted. And as
long as a substantial number of poor, largely female-

Loaoking to the Future

_headed families continue to apply for welfare, there is the

potendal for widespread welfare dependency. Unless
Congress wants to return to the days when public poli-
cy permitted, even encouraged, the increase of depend-
ency (and perhaps of nonmarital births), the current
level of TANF funding is needed to ensure that states
can maintain and expand their work programs.

D Innovative Work Programs

Beyond helping mothers on welfare find jobs, states
also are investing in new types of innovative work pro-
grams to help low-income mothers win the battle for
self-support. Many of the mothers who have left wel-
fare are struggling along with annual incomes in the
$12,000 to $15,000 range, based on earnings and
income supplements like the earned income tax credit.
This income level is better than welfare, but doubtless
many, if not most, of these mothers could do better.

One of the biggest problems is that most mothers at
the bottom of the income distribution may take jobs
but then quickly lose them.® If they do not work very

much during the year, their earnings rise less than their

welfare benefits fall, and they are worse off. Thus,
states are beginning to develop innovative programs to
help mothers retain jobs longer and /or quickly find
new jobs. If Congress reduces the TANF block grant,
states will be forced to cut back on these programs,
with direct consequences for mothers and children and
an inevitable increase in welfare dependency.

Also, many mothers now working for around $7 per
hour are in all likelihood capable of earning much more,
but they need additional education and training. The
education and training programs implemented before
welfare reform focused primariy on high school
dropouts, and did little to move welfare mothers into

" jobs.” Now a new approach is taking hold: First help

these young mothers get jobs to show them the impor-
tance of education and training, then provide them with
opportunities to advance their skills, often while they
continue working. States are beginning to develop pre-
cisely this type of program, but again, if Congress
reduces TANF funding, states will not be able to both
maintain benefits and simultaneously continue to devel-
op and run these job advancement programs.
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D Work Programs for Poor Fathers

In addition to helping mothers, states need to create
job programs for fathers of children on welfare. For
males with a high school education or less, recent
decades have been disastrous. Not only have their aver-
age wages declined, but the amount of time they spend
working or searching for work has dropped as well.®
Even as the economy added a net of 20 million jobs
during the spectacular boom of the 1990s, work effort
by minority men declined. By 1999, the employment
rate of black women ages 20 to 24 actually exceeded
the rate for their male counterparts, a first for any age
or ethnic group in the nation’s history. Although our
knowledge about how to help males improve their
employment is modest, the problem is so great that, at
a minimum, states should be encouraged or required
to launch programs that help poor fathers prepare for,
find, and retain cmployment.

D Programs to Reduce Nonmarital Births and Pro-
mote Marriage

The 1996 welfare reform legislation contained more
than a dozen provisions designed to reduce births out-
side of marriage, a clear indication that Congress and
the President were greatly concerned about nonmarital
births as a major cause of many of the nation’s social
problems, poverty chief among them. Indeed, the
nation appears to be making modest progress in reduc-
ing births outside of marriage. The most hopeful sign is
that the teen birth rate has declined every year since
1991, and is now almost identical to its all-ime low
recorded in 1986.° Data on the overall percentage of
births outside of marriage are less impressive, but hope-
ful nonetheless. After rising relentlessly for several
decades, the nonmarital birth rate seems to have leveled
off at just under 33%, where it has remained for five
years.!? As discussed in the article by McLanahan and
Carlson in this journal issue, one of the major reasons
for the explosion of nonmarital births in recent decades
is the decline of marriage. Berween 1950 and 1998, the
percentage of women over age 14 who are married
dropped from 66% to 55%, and among black women,
the percentage plummeted from 62% to only 36%."!

Although Congress placed great emphasis on reducing
nonmarital births in the 1996 reforms, little informa-

tion is available about the impacts of these provisions.
A major evaluation is in place for the abstinence edu-
cation program, but it will be several years beforc
results are available.!? One of the most important and
expensive provisions of the 1996 legislation was the
$25 million per year allocated for bonuses to states that
reduced out-of-wedlock births. So far, 10 states have
won these bonuses, but it is unclear whether state
action, or simply demographics, was driving the
declines in nonmarital births.!* For example, the Dis-
trict of Columbia has won the bonus twice, but the
most significant factor contributing to this success
appears to be that the nonmarital birth rate has been
declining faster among blacks than any other group,
and Washington, D.C., has the highest percentage of
blacks nationwide.

The upcoming debate over nonmarital births and mar-
riage will not be enlightened much by results from eval-
uation studies. Nevertheless, the magnitude of these
problems requires some response. Every state already
has some programs aimed at reducing nonmarital
births, but few have programs that promote marriage.
Programs in both these areas need to be expanded.

The Federal Role

The most important item on the welfare reform reau-
thorization agenda should be for Congress to keep full
funding for TANF so -that states can maintain and
expand the work programs put in place since reform.
Over the past five years, these programs have enabled
our nation to achieve perhaps its greatest policy success
ever for programs targeted to low-income families,
helping about two million poor mothers join the labor
force and, in many cases, bring themselves and their
children above the poverty line.

Beyond the call for full funding, however, 1 propose
only three modest changes to federal statutory provi-
sions to address the issues outlined above. Specifically,
Congress should encourage or require states to:

(1) Develop and conduct both job retention and job
advancement programs;

(2) Create job programs for fathers of children on wel-
fare; and

(3) Design and fund programs to reduce nonmarital
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births and promote marriage among families with
children on welfare or at risk of going on welfare.
In addition to the bonuses for reducing out-of-
wedlock births, the TANF performance bonuses
should reward states that increase marriage among
low-income families.

The next steps for welfare reform should be to create
programs to help mothers stay employed on a more
regular basis, and to help them get the experience, edu-
cation, and training they need to secure better jobs. The
major source of action in designing and implementing

such programs is no longer at the federal level, howev- .

er. Rather, the proper role of the federal government is
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Femando A. Guermra

efore defining needed supports and services

for low-income families under welfare

reform, it is important to remind ourselves of

the complex circumstances that affect the
daily lives of many poor children and their families.
Many struggle with low income, financial insecurity,
limited job opportunities, marginal living conditions,
lack of transportation, and social inequality. The sup-
ports and services provided by programs such as Tem-
porary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and
Medicaid can be extremely important to these families,
yet may not be enough to lessen the impact of poverty
and promote positive outcomes for children. The
inability of programs to adapt to families’ special cir-
cumstances or to respond when families are in crisis sit-
uations seriously limits their effectiveness. In addition,
the barriers restricting access for poor immigrant fami-
lies limit the effectiveness of these programs even fur-
ther. Stories from the lives of some of our nation’s
poorest families can help to inform the debate con-
cerning reauthorization of the federal welfare reform
law in 2002, and encourage policymakers to look
beyond the numbers of families leaving the welfare
rolls and improve the way supports and services are
provided to our nation’s poor.

The Precariousness of

Poor Families’ Lives

For many poor children and their families, there is a
precariousness to their daily lives beyond what may be
apparent on the surface. My observations over the past
few years have convinced me that welfare reform is not
working in the best interests of these families. More-
over, some of the negative impacts appear to be cumu-
lative and far-reaching across groups in a community,
region, or population. Brief descriptions of the circum-

Fernando A. Guerva, M.D., M.P.H., is divector of
health at the San Antonio Metropolitan Health Dis-
trict and clinical professor in the department of pedi-
atrics at the University of Texas, San Antonio.

stances of several poor families receiving medical serv-
ices in a primary care clinic where I work call attention
to the difficulties these families encounter as they
struggle to cope with the current welfare system.!

D A young mother on welfare, with a high school
equivalency cerdficate, has recently completed a job
training program and is transitioning to work as a
receiving clerk in a laundry. She has two young chil-
dren, 6 months and 17 months of age. The child care
center staff tell her not to bring her children back to
the center until she gets clearance from a physician
because the younger of the two had a “loose stool”
on one occasion during the day. The mother has
already missed work three times this month because
of her children’s illnesses, and her employer has told
her that if she misses work again, she may lose her
job. This young mother is overwhelmed with the
warning from work, the demands of child care, and
the need to miss work for what is, at most, nothing
more than a minor illness.

D While still in the hospital, a 17-year-old mother of a
newborn infant pleads desperately with a social work-
er for assistance with housing. The teen mother and
her baby cannot stay with relatives because the fami-
ly’s home is already overcrowded. The infant and
mother are scheduled for early discharge from the
hospital, which only adds to the mother’s difficulties.

D An immigrant family from Mexico has a U.S.-born
son with irreversible neurological problems resulting
from trauma at birth. The child requires constant
attention and home-based services. The family is fac-
ing loss of Medicaid benefits, as well as food stamps
and utility assistance, because the father’s annual
earnings from his produce business are $2,000 above
the maximum income allowed.

D A functionally illiterate single father with a third-
grade education has two young school-age sons. The
boys are disruptive and unable to settle into a class-
room. The family lives in an unsafe, drug-infested
public housing unit, which contributes to the chil-
dren’s behavioral problems. The father would like to
participate in a job training program to help him earn
more than he receives from TANF, but he cannot
find a suitable program because he lacks the ability to
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read and other basic skills. Without access to public
transportation, the father transports his children and
himself on a bicycle.

D A stressed, worried, depressed grandmother in her
sixties has taken her three adolescent grandchildren
into her home because their mother is mentally ill.
The grandmother’s diabetes and high blood pressure
are out of control, making it almost impossible for
her to cope with the daily needs of young, energetic
adolescents, much less help her daughter.

D A 22-year-old mother has just given birth to her
fourth child. She had limited prenatal care and a his-
tory of tobacco use, and has admitted to using
cocaine regularly during pregnancy. She recently test-
ed positve for hepatitis C. She would like to get into
a treatment program for drug-dependent mothers
because she worries about losing her children to fos-
ter care, but no treatment program vacancies are
available.

Since welfare reform was enacted in 1996, many for-
mer welfare families have been able to transiton to
steady work with the help of a strong economy and
interim supports such as Medicaid, food stamps, subsi-
dized housing, and child care assistance.>* However,
many other families, like those described above, have
not been able to make this transition. Perhaps there
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always have been some families experiencing such
problems, especially in large urban centers, but their
numbers and the complexity of their problems seem to
have increased. Targeted supports over longer periods
of time may be required to offset the profound cumu-
lative impacts on these children and their families. For
some, the inability to cope may be so serious that it is
easier to continue providing welfare than to try helping
them overcome their problems.>¢ For others, such as
those in smaller or more rural communities, a lack of
opportunities for jobs, education, literacy, child care,
and access to basic physical and mental health services
presents an even greater challenge.”® Finally, poor fam-
ilies of color, families with different cultures or lan-
guages, and those with disabilities quite often are

unable to access even the smallest of “safety nets.”®

The Limitations of the Current

Welfare System :
The family stories shared above illustrate the limita-
dons of the current welfare system. All of these families
are just barely getting by. All are struggling to provide
the basics for their children: food, housing, utilities,
transportation, child care, after-school and summer
programs, periodic medical exams, dental exams, and
immunizations. In addition to dealing with these chal-

lenges, all of the families must complete voluminous

forms and meet rigorous eligibility requirements to
access benefits. And some benefits—such as TANF—
come with sanctions or penalties for lack of compliance
with work and other requirements.

Because the procedures to obtain benefits often add to
the daily demands on these families, it should come as
no surprise that, for many, welfare reform has not
worked, and it may even have contributed to adverse
outcomes. When an unanticipated crisis occurs, there is
litde opportunity for immediate assistance, and a
downward spiral can sometimes follow with grave con-
sequences, including child abuse, domestic violence,
suicide, or abandonment. There is a compelling need
to assure access to resources and services beyond those
currently being provided.

Throughout the welfare system, workers make deci-
sions based on regulations that cannot be readily adapt-
ed to the special circumstances of individual families.
For example, the plight of the young mother about to
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lose her job because her infant was perhaps mildly ill
could be avoided if the child care worker understood
that an occasional “loose stool” is not associated with
much risk for spreading disease. The family from Mex-
ico with the neurologically impaired child would not
have to face giving up a portion of income to protect
their child’s medical benefits if more flexible income
guidelines took into account the variability in income
from agriculture-based businesses. And perhaps the
grandmother would not have had to take in her three
adolescent grandchildren if her daughter had received
more counseling from the mental health system.

In addidon, when considering welfare reform and its
consequences, whether positive or negative, it is
important to recognize the influence of contemporary
values, expectations, and political forces in determining
who is considered “deserving” versus “undeserving” of
assistance. In particular, as discussed in the article by
Greenberg and colleagues in this journal issue, society
has decided to make it considerably more difficult for
poor immigrant families to qualify for benefits, espe-
cially TANF and Medicaid. For the most part, immi-
grant families can access benefits only if they lived in
the United States prior to 1996 or if they become cit-
izens.” The benefits available through various immi-
grant and refugee programs are generally not enough
to help immigrant families overcome the consequences
of poverty and other language and cultural barriers.

Recommended Changes to Improve

Supports for Poor Families

As we prepare for the discussion and debate that will
undoubtedly accompany the legislative process for
reauthorization, it is important to consider the many
challenges faced by poor children and their families.
With their complex and difficult lives in mind, I offer
the following six recommendations:

(1) Ensure that the interpretation of research findings
from studies on the impact of welfare reform take
into account the interrelationships of conditions
that are closely tied to social class and income
inequalities. Many factors other than poverty con-
uibute to poor health, domestic violence, poor
pregnancy outcomes, low levels of educational
attainment, and hopelessness. These factors must
be better understood to keep families that have

been negatively affected by welfare reform from
falling further behind.!?

(2) Revisit past programs and projects that incorporat-
ed components to help low-income families devel-
op coping and problem-solving skills for lessons
about how best to improve these families’ health
and social well-being. Examples of such programs
might include the longitudinal Ypsitanti Michigan
Study; the California Wellness Project; and com-
munity mental health and substance abuse treat-

_ ment programs.*%7

(3) Encourage a greater mix of public and private
resources to help poor families whose daily lives are
so precarious. Such families cannot be the sole
responsibility of government. Responsibility must
be shared with every community, urban or rural,
and with the families themselves. Leaders from the
private sector and the community can offer men-
toring, networking, and promotion of social and
interactive skills that can help families sccure
greater financial sccurity.

(4) Clarify which immigrants are qualified to receive
which benefits, and provide guidance to states,
especially those with large immigrant populations.
Eligibility workers and Immigration and Natural-
ization Service representatives must be more sensi-
tive and willing to assist immigrant families
through the maze of bureaucracies in a way that
recognizes their cultural and language needs.

(5) Assure families that when they are no longer eligi-
ble for TANF, they may sill be eligible for other
benefits as they transition to work, such as food
stamps, Medicaid, and subsidized housing.

(6) Establish a “job safety net” of publicly funded,
low-wage service jobs that allows for a sense of pur-
pose and future opportunity for individuals who
are willing to work but unable to find employment.

What is most apparent in my work with poor families is
that many barely get by, and they are struggling with
the complex circumstances in their lives. Some families
do just fine under welfare reform, but they are the
exception.!! Many others will continue to need support
from government and society. Helping these families is
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a shared responsibility. For communities with large
numbers of families in transition, the burden of social
and economic costs can be excessive and must be dis-
tributed across public and private sectors. When possi-
ble, individuals who benefit should assume personal
responsibility. But as policymakers debate and craft the
reauthorization’ legislation, they must also recognize
and support the critical dimensions of human need of
those struggling under the system. To do otherwise is
unconscionable.
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Eloise Anderson

elfare reform has reduced the number

of families receiving assistance, but has

not necessarily addressed the underly-

ing problems that detract from positive
outcomes for children. A greater emphasis on family
issues could be key to promoting positive child out-
comes in families receiving welfare. Shifting the focus
of welfare reform from job development to family
development could have the added benefit of strength-
ening many community support systems that provide
ongoing and renewing supports for families on welfare
as well as other poor families.

In 1996, when Congress created the new welfare pro-
gram, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF), it established four goals for the program and
allowed TANF monies to be used to address any of these
purposes. (See Box 1.) Although states have used their
TANF funds for a wide range of services, including
transportation, child care, housing assistance, substance
abuse treatment, and domestic violence programs,’
these services tend to support only one TANF goal: to
end dependence on government benefits.

Some policy analysts argue that, because of the reduc-
tion in the number of families receiving cash aid,
TANF resources should now be redirected to low-
income working families that are not,receiving assis-
tance. This idea seems to stem from a belief that the
goals of TANF have been addressed successfully. In
most states, however, a number of families are still
receiving TANF assistance—families that are having
difficulty getting and keeping jobs, and that may need
special services to achieve self-sufficiency.

Eloise Anderson is divector of the Program for the
American Family at the Claremont Institute, a non-
profit educational organization in Sacramento, Cali-
fornia, and former divector of the California
Department of Social Services.

Therefore, I disagree with those who would redirect
TANF funds away from TANF families to other low-
income families. There are still a few things that need
to be accomplished with the families receiving assis-
tance. Moreover, I believe that the focus should be on
child well-being and efforts to address the other goals
of TANF—specifically, keeping families together,
reducing out-of-wedlock births, and encouraging two-
parent families. Although many post-TANF studies
suggest that efforts should focus on moving these fam-
ilies off assistance and into work,? efforts that focus first
on these other goals may, in the end, prove more use-
ful both for promoting child well-being and for ending
dependence on government benefits.

When restructuring TANF-funded programs and serv-
ices to focus more on creating positive outcomes for
children, three important factors need to be consid-
ered: first, that underlying conditions may contribute
to a family’s precarious economic situation; second,
that strengthening families requires attention to fathers
as well as mothers; and third, that a child’s neighbor-
hood and community also play an important role in
supporting child rearing.

Underlying Causes of Families’ Barriers to
Self-Sufficiency

To help families on welfare provide positive outcomes
for their children, it is necessary to understand the
issues they sometimes face. In my many years of work-
ing with poor families, I have observed that many
advocates, policy analysts, and legislators seem to
believe that poverty causes these families’ problems.
But I would argue that the problems some TANF fam-
ilies face are the main cause of their poverty, not the
other way around. Many problems stem from condi-
tions that occurred in the mother’s early childhood:
health issues (including sexual and physical abuse),
father absence, parental separation, and divorce. Many
cognitive disabilities are also the result of early experi-
ences.® Such conditions can place familics in fragile
economic situations, which in turn can jeopardize chil-
dren’s well-being.

As a result, the barriers to employment that many
recipients experience can best be addressed by focusing
more on family issues. In a recent study from the Uni-
versity of Michigan, the authors indicate that mental
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Box 1
The Four Goals of TANF

(1) To provide assistance to needy families so that children
may be cared for in their own home or in the home of
relatives;

(2) To end the dependence of needy parents on government
benefits by promoting job preparation, work, and marriage;

(3) To prevent and reduce the incidence of out-of-wedlock
pregnancies and establish annual numerical goals for pre-
venting and reducing the incidence of these pregnancies;
and

(8) To encourage the formation and maintenance of two-par-
ent families.

Source: The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act of 1996. Public Law 104-193, title |, section 103, 110 stat. 2113,
August 22, 1996.

and physical health problems are often issues for these
families.* Moreover, children’s health problems and
severe physical abuse are found in the welfare popula-
tion in numbers disproportionate to the general popu-
lation. Finally, many recipients experience multiple
barriers that make work and parenting more difficult.
According to the report, the most difficult barriers to
overcome are perceived discrimination, few work skills,
and drug dependence. By shifting the focus and struc-
ture of services to family issues, more effective supports
can be provided to assist these families in overcoming
their barriers.

Consider, for example, children in the child protective
services system (CPS), most of whom are also in
TANF-funded programs.5 I believe that many children
are in CPS because of family problems involving sub-
stance abuse, family violence, and mental health
issues—family and personal issues that can best be dealt
with through the mental health system. Therefore,
TANF funds should be used to provide these families

Looking to the Future

with mental health services. Moreover, the work
requirements for these families should be seen as part
of their treatment program, monitored and supervised
by the mental health system, similar to how the mental
health system works with people who have chronic
mental illness.

In addition, some of the difficulties TANF parents
face in maintaining work may be related to cognitive
disabilities. Recipients with this kind of condition
may take longer to learn a work task or skill than the
employer is willing or able to accept. They may be
unable to cope with the demands of child rearing and
work, or unable to organize and regulate behaviors.
To help families address such problems, TANF funds
should be used to support the developmental disabil-
ities (DD) system. The DD system has a long history
of addressing life skills issues, as well as placing peo-
ple with cognitive disabilities into jobs, including
people who have more severe disabilitics than TANF
recipients are likely to have. The DD work programs,
both sheltered and supportive, may be appropriate for
some TANTF recipients who are unable to keep a job.
Iri addition, the DD system could provide parenting
support for TANF recipients with cognitive difficul-
ties, as well as provide a network of resources to sup-
port familics long term: supports that will be needed
when the children in these families become adoles-
cents and their cognitive capacity exceeds that of their
parents.

Strengthening Families with Services for Fathers
and Partners

Most families on welfare are single-parent families, and
it is clear from a variety of studies that children living
in singlé-parent families are more likely to be poor and
at higher risk for negative outcomes than are children
living in two-parent families.>” But when children in
single-parent families receive financial support from the
noncustodial, nonresident parent, and the custodial
parent works, they are less likely to live in poverty.
These findings suggest that focusing on family issues,
especially the TANF goals of reducing out-of-wedlock
births and promoting marriage, could lead to better
outcomes for children.

Two points are important here. First, the design of
many programs seems to assume that single parents
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function in isolation, without relationships, especially
a relationship with an intimate partner, but this flies
in the face of reality. Such relationships generally do
exist. They can be supportive, or they can be a barri-
er to recipients’ employment success and their chil-
dren’s well-being. Either way, relationships are an
important influence in these families’ lives. Second,
fathers—whether they live with the child or not—are
often an extremely important influence on children.
Thus, if children’s well-being is a serious policy con-
cern, then the needs and aspirations of fathers also
must be served.

The term “family” should be redefined to mean the
family of the child, which would automatically include
the noncustodial, nonresident parent. A change in def-
inition would give noncustodial parents access to
TANF employment services and other supports. Fur-
thermore, a focus on child well-being in developing
and providing services to TANF families requires con-
sideration of men in their roles as fathers, husbands,
and boyfriends. Such services should include job pro-
grams for fathers, efforts to reduce family violence, and
new strategies for promoting marriage.

Many of the fathers of children in families remaining
on welfare need jobs and job skills, and many also need
to overcome personal barriers to employment such as
substance abuse, physical or mental health problems,
or violent behavior. Although TANF fathers have issues
and needs similar to those of TANF mothers, fathers
have been neglected by social service policy and pro-
grams, and may distrust those programs. As a result, it
may be difficult for these programs to serve fathers as
well as mothers. For many fathers, a more user-friend-
ly way to deliver services might be the substance abuse
system coupled with a mental health component, as
opposed to the welfare system with its traditional focus
on mothers.

- In addition, studies show that children are seriously

affected when there is violence in the family.® Programs
for dealing with violent behavior and domestic violence
are important because fathers and other men in moth-
ers’ lives often serve as role models for children and
could cause children harm. TANF funds should be
used to support the mental health system to assist these
men and their families in overcoming violent behavior.

N
14
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Finally, marriage is important for children’s well-being,
but poor couples often do not have access to premari-

tal, marriage, or divorce counseling. Additionally,
because many unmarried parents did not themselves
have parents who married or remained married, they
lack models of successful marriage. TANF funds should
be used to provide families with information and coun-
seling regarding marriage as soon as they apply for aid.
As discussed in the article by McLanahan and Carlson
in this journal issue, studies of unwed fathers indicate
that both parents are hopeful about marriage during
pregnancy and soon after the birth of a child. Thus, if
a child’s birth leads a family to seck TANF assistance,
this would be an opportune time to introduce marital
services to both parents, with an emphasis on what is
good for the child. Moreover, TANF funds could be
used to make marriage counseling more available in
community programs and churches. My experience has
convinced me that faith- and community-based organ-
izations are the best resource to provide these services
because they can utilize couples who have been mar-
ried for many vears to mentor younger couples.
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The Role of Communities and

Neighborhoods o

Strong communities and neighborhoods play an
important role in supporting families in their child-
rearing function. Local residents and neighbors of wel-
fare recipients—the people who know them and live
around them—should become the providers of servic-
¢s for TANF families. Having programs provided by
the community helps ensure mutual trust and long-
term support. Many of these programs already exist in
communities and neighborhoods where TANF recipi-
ents live, but they need to be expanded and developed
to accomplish the remaining goals of TANF.

Community-based programs could strengthen and
revitalize not only TANF families, but also whole
neighborhoods and communities. Although - the
emphasis would remain.on TANF families, a commu-
nity development approach to programming could
benefit other low-income families as well, since welfare
and low-income families live together in the same
neighborhoods.
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In sum, TANF-funded programs should continue to
focus on families receiving welfare and not be redirect-
ed to the working poor, as much stll needs to be done
to help families remaining on welfare overcome their
barricrs to employment. Importantly, however, a
restructuring of programs and services is needed. The
current cmphasis on job development and moving fam-
ilies off welfare and into work is designed to meet the
TANTF goal of ending dependence on government ben-
cfits, but is not well suited to meet the needs of low-
income families. Instead, a greater emphasis on child
well-being and family development, designed to meet
the other goals of TANF, is much more likely to help
these families address their barriers to employment, as
well as promote positive outcomes for children.
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CONMENTARY 8

Barbara B. Blum

s reauthorization of the Personal Responsi-
bility and Work Opportunity Reconcilia-
tion Act approaches, a review of prereform
experience may help to inform the debate.
This commentary provides a historical perspective on
the impact of welfare policy on children’s lives, based
on my personal experiences working with and studying
low-income families for more than 30 years.

My first exposure to the welfare system and foster care
services came in 1969, when I was asked to administer
the child welfare system in New York City. Almost all
of the 28,000 children then in public care came from
families that were eligible for Aid to Families with
Dependent Children (the public assistance program in
place before Temporary Assistance for Needy Families,
or TANF). This child welfare assignment was extraor-
dinarily instructive. Despite the availability of assis-
tance, children frequently were removed from their
homes because their parents lacked sufficient resources
to purchase shelter and sustenance. Clearly, public
assistance allowances were inadequate to pay for hous-
ing and food in New York City. Moreover, once par-
ents were deemed fit to have their children returned to
them, the major barrier to reunification was the avail-
ability of affordable housing. To respond to this need,
New York City’s child welfare agency began in the
1970s to test whether an advance payment to parents
could support reunification. Families used the one-
time payments of about $600 for rent deposits and, a
bit surprisingly, for washing machines. Basic needs
were being addressed.

Following my stint in child welfare services, in the late
1970s and early 1980s I served as commissioner for

Barbara B. Blum is direcror of the Research Forum
on Childrven, Families, and the New Federalism at
the school of public health ar Columbia University in
New York.

New York State’s Department of Social Services, which
administered ‘wclfare, Medicaid, food stamps, and the
entire range of social service programs. In that role, I
learned from county commissioners about the diversi-
ty of problems faced by families on our New York case-
loads and the complex requirements for accessing
benefits across various programs. Most of all, I remem-
ber the incomprehensible funding streams for child
care and the challenges of establishing eligibility levels
and fees for families using day care.

Subsequently, I became president of the Manpower
Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC), a
nonprofit, nonpartisan social policy research organiza-
ton. At MDRC, I saw the promise of work experience
begin to emerge as findings from the welfare-to-work
experiments of the 1980s consistently demonstrated
modest improvements in income and employment,
and modest reductions in the receipt of public assis-
tance. Stemming from these findings, my later work at
the Foundation for Child Development examined
whether “two-generation effects”—that is, benefits to
both mothers and their children—might be achieved if
intervention programs were designed to address the
needs of adults and children simultaneously.

These past experiences lead me to three key observa-
tions that deserve emphasis in the current debate over
reauthorization. First, income security is extraordinari-
ly important for all families. Second, nutrition and
health care are also extraordinarily important for chil-
dren’s healthy development. And third, child care, and
particularly early childhood education, should receive
special attention, as these programs can provide a pow-
erful intervention for young children and their parents.

Income Security

The reauthorization process needs to encourage states
to provide sufficient support to working families, as
well as to vulnerable families, to ensure that stable and
decent housing, proper nourishment, and adequate
clothing are available to children. Without such sup-
port, optimum child development is impeded. Strate-
gies states can use to increase family incomes include
financial incentives to help make work pay for families
currently receiving assistance, and improved child sup-
port collections from noncustodial parents.
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As described in the articles by Zedlewski and by Zaslow
and colleagues in this journal issue, several studies have
demonstrated the value of financial incentives to
increase family income and help make work pay as fam-
ilies transition from welfare to work.! In addition, by
using state dollars to fund a separate assistance pro-
gram for working families, Illinois has shown that
financial incentives can encourage families to work
while they are still receiving assistance, without using
time from the federal five-year clock.? (Five years is the
maximum length of time that families are allowed to
receive federal assistance under the TANF block grant.)
Less has been done to examine how adequate income
can be provided for vulnerable families that are not
working. In fact, research findings are beginning to
highlight how susceptible these families are to sanc-
tions and termination of benefits.* Much more atten-
tion to children in these vulnerable families is needed.

Child support is another important source of income.

As described in the article by McLanahan and Carlson
in this journal issue, recent improvements in the Child
Support Enforcement program have increased pay-
ments from noncustodial parents.* We should expand
efforts to assist noncustodial parents by improving
their employment opportunities, and whenever feasi-
ble, encouraging beneficial relationships between par-
ents and children. '

Nutrition and Health Care Programs

-Several different programs help to ensure that low-
income families have adequate food and health care
coverage, which is so critical to children’s healthy
development. The food stamps program and TANF are
the major sources of support for ensuring that children

. receive adequate nourishment. Medicaid and the more -

recent program, the State Children’s Health Insurance
Plan (SCHIP), are the major funding streams for chil-
dren’s health care. All these programs, however, have
problems with eligibility determination, access, financ-
ing, and quality.

For example, differences in income, assets, citizenship,
and recertification standards create confusion and
- errors i determining eligibility for children and their
parents who seek benefits from TANF, food stamps,
Medicaid, and SCHIP.? Reauthorization of the federal
welfare reform law provides an opportunity for Con-

Looking to the Future

gress to reconsider and reconcile these differences with
a focus on child well-being.

Moreover, eligibility for nutrition and health programs
does not ensure access to the benefits. Frequently, serv-
ices are provided at times and in locations that make
access difficult for low-income working families.® In
addition, although children’s health insurance regula-
tons require extensive outreach, some states and local-
ities have been less than vigorous in their efforts to
establish Medicaid eligibility, because federal reim-
bursement rates for Medicaid are less than for SCHIP.
Without extensive outreach and advocacy, many eligi-
ble families may never receive available benefits. States
and localities, with federal encouragement, have an
opportunity during reauthorization to amend and
improve practices related to access.

In addition, the financing and quality of these pro-
grams, especially the health programs, have long raised
concerns. With Medicaid and SCHIP, fees for preven-
tive services in most states have been very low for many
years, impeding the expansion of services for children.?
Furthermore, financing issues are frequenty linked to
quality. Again, both federal and state governments
need to reexamine reimbursement practices and the
allocation of existing resources to ensure that reim-
bursement is adequate to support a reasonable quality
of care for low-income children.
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Child Gare and Early Childhood Education

Child care, and early childhood education in particular,
should receive special attenton during the reauthoriza-
ton of federal welfare reform. High-quality, stable
child care can be a powerful intervention for young
children and their parents.” It can stimulate children’s
healthy development and strengthen parents’ child-
rearing skills. It is an essenual service for parents in the
workforce. But problems related to eligibility, access,
and financing also hinder current child care programs.

As the TANF block grants were implemented, many
states made generous investments in child care. How-
ever, too few jurisdictions addressed issues concerning
the link between eligibility for child care and the par-
ents’ employment status. To ensure continuity of care
for young and often vulnerable children, eligibility
should be connected to children’s needs rather than to
the categorical standards of various funding streams.
Access is also an issue, as the supply of child care, par-
ticularly for infants, is not sufficient to ensure that chil-
dren in families receiving TANF funds and other
low-income working families will receive quality care.
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List of Acronyms

AFDC

 CBPP

CCDF
CLASP
CSE
DHHS
EITC
ESL
FIP
FTP
GUP
IDA

INS

JOBS
MDRC
MFIP
MOE

NEWWS
NICHD
PES
PRWORA
SCHIP
SES
SPDP
SSA

SSI

SSp
TANF
TPD

Aid to Families with Dependent Children
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities

Child Care and Development Fund

Center for Law and Social Policy

Child Support Enforcement

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
earned income tax credit

English as a second language

- Jowa’s Family Investment Program

Florida’s Family Transition Program
Growing Up in Poverty Project

Individual Development Accounts
Immigration and Naturalization Service
Job Opportunities and Basic Skills Training

Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation

. Minnesota Family Investment Program

maintenance-of-effort (required level of state spending based on previous years’
spending levels)

National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies

National Institute of Child Health and Human Development

Parents’ Fair Share

Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996
State Children’s Health Insurance Plan

sOocloeconomic status

State Policy Documentation Project

Social Security Administration

Supplemental Security Income

Canada’s Self-Sufficiency Project

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families

Teenage Parent Demonstration
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