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P R O C E E D I N G S


MS. RUGGLES:  Hello.  Thank you all for coming here to learn about the results of the various studies that we're doing both at GAO and through HHS‑sponsored studies to look at what's happening to people coming off of welfare.



First, Gail Harris will tell us about the work that's going on in GAO.  Then I'll give a short presentation on what's happening with the HHS group of studies.  We're hoping for a fair amount of audience participation and so we're leaving some time for questions after our presentations.



There are handouts for both presentations, which I think are back there.  Is that right, Julie?



MS. ISAACS:  Yes.  On the chair and up front.



MS. RUGGLES:  Okay.  And so if you don't have a set, you should go get one.  Also the Welfare Information Network has just put out this extremely helpful bulletin, which I believe there are some copies of back there, where they're compiling the current list of leaver studies, that are available right now.



All right.  I'll turn things over to Gail.



MS. HARRIS:  Thanks, Pat.  Well, glad to be here this afternoon.  I'll just take a few minutes and talk about telling a story about welfare reform with leavers studies, challenges, and opportunities.



I'm with the U.S. General Accounting Office.  For those of you that don't know, we're a Congressional agency.  We do financial audits.  That's not what I do.  I do program effectiveness and efficiency reviews, either work that's directly requested by the Congress or that we start up on our own initiative.



I'm here today because we were asked by the Congress to do some work on welfare reform.



Really, soon after welfare reform legislation was passed, the Senate Finance Committee and the House Ways and Means Human Resources Subcommittee requested information on a lot of things.



One key area they were interested in is how states were changing their programs to meet welfare reform goals.  We -- a little advertisement -- excuse me -- did issue a report on that in June of '98.



Another thing they asked us was, How were families faring after leaving welfare?  And that's what I'm talking about today.



Actually, the report has a publication date of April 28th.  The requesters have asked us to withhold issuance to the public until a hearing on welfare reform, May 27th.  So that report will be issued May 27th, and GAO is testifying on that topic.



There is a sign-up sheet going around.  If you put your name and address down, I'll make sure you get both the leavers study report and the testimony.



Just to tell you what my bottom line is, this is about challenges and opportunities.



Most useful to administrators and policy makers, those conducting leavers studies are challenged to locate enough families for results to be representative of those studies, challenged to collect comprehensive data in key areas, and challenged to be comparable in key ways to other studies.



Those are the challenges.  The opportunities, if done well, state-level studies of families who have left welfare really present an exciting opportunity to provide essential information for administrators, policy makers, even at the national level.  Congress always wants to know about all 50 states.



Let me tell you more specifically about our study.  And if you're not hearing a lot of specifics today, two things.  I know the afternoon sessions really seemed to be geared toward methodology.  Another thing is, since our report is embargoed -- I spoke to the requesters; I have permission to talk with you today, but, you know, I can't issue the report.  And I'm not going to talk a lot about the specific findings.



I'll give you a general sense, but I can make sure you get it as soon as it's issued.



So to respond to our request, we found that information from state-sponsored studies was the most readily available data.  At this point in time, GAO did not decide to do original data collection.  We might have that option in the future, but that's not what we decided to do with this first look.



We looked for any state-sponsored studies of families who left AFDC/TANF during or after 1995, that had published reports by September 1998.



We started this project a while ago when there weren't that many studies out there.  So we felt we really had to go back before the '96 legislation.  As we all know, welfare reform has been occurring through waivers for quite a while.  I don't know if Jack Tweedie is here.  But we did build a lot on his work in identifying the studies.



Through that search, we identified 18 studies covering 17 states, and two studies are in one state.  So if sometimes I flip back and forth, a little bit confusing, 18 studies covering 17 states.



On to the challenges.



We have a set of studies to look at.  Congress wants to know what's happening to families.  And just, you know, we were only after condition here.  We weren't trying to figure out necessarily changes before and after.  We were really reporting on what's known about the condition of families who've left welfare.



In attempting to tell a story about welfare reform based on these state studies, we were really constrained by data that were the same theme, not representative of the population studied, not comprehensive in key areas of interest, and not comparable across states.  So I'm just going to talk a little bit about each of those three themes.



First on the representativeness.  Of the 18 studies, most did not locate enough families for us to conclude that the sample represented the population from which it was taken.  The percentage of families located -- I use "located," because some of these were done through surveys, some done through administrative data.  So rather than say "response rate," we talked about the number of families located.  These rates ranged from 12 to 99 percent.



You see the frame below.  There's a little cluster there of less than 20 percent of the families that you have information about.  There's several clustered in the midpoint.  There's some clustered in the middle, a few at the 60 to 80 percent, and then a few at the 80 to 100 percent.



I thought you might ask what about those three?  What magic did they work?  Well, two of the three were done with administrative data.  And administrative data can be very useful.  It's an efficient way to get information on a large number of people.  So the location rates for those two were 82 and 92 percent.



A third one was a study of sanctioned families.  They had an 85 percent rate.  And I mention that in the report we talk a little bit about, depending on the purpose of the study, that can affect what kind of response rate you go after.  We've heard some program administrators say, "The reason we're doing the study is to see if particular sets of families are at risk."



If that's what your concern is, then you really might want to make every effort to locate a hundred percent of families.



For our purposes, we decided to summarize -- look more carefully at the results for those studies that had a 70 percent response rate.  That was our cutoff point.



We also considered some studies that had conducted a nonresponse analysis and showed that there really weren't too many key differences between those who were located and those who were missing.



That cutoff resulted in eight studies, covering seven states.



Now, we have a set of studies that we're going to look at the results.  Then we switch to the second issue, comprehensiveness.  Generally, of the eight studies we summarized, all had at least some data on employment, but they measured employment differently.  I'll talk more about that in a second.



Data were incomplete -- this is across the studies.  Data were incomplete on earnings, wages, hours worked.  Data were incomplete on household income as you -- of course, you can have income from sources other than earnings.  There can be other household members with earnings.  Data were incomplete on receipt of public assistance.



Let me share some general information on the results.  A partial picture did emerge.  And a caution.



The eight studies differed in key ways.  I'll mention those a bit more later.  Different time periods, different study populations.  Even so, most families ‑‑ and you probably have heard this before, a New York Times front-page story a while ago -- most families remaining off welfare had an adult employed at some point after leaving welfare.  I think we had a range from 61 to 87 percent.  And again, employment was measured different ways.



Significant numbers had returned to welfare.  Those numbers ranged from like almost 20 percent return to welfare within three months to 30 percent had returned to welfare by 15 months.



Many who -- many of the families appeared to be working at wage levels that did not raise the family out of poverty.  Many still relied on Medicaid and Food Stamps.  The numbers were all over the place.  Some received child care.  Those numbers were all over the place, but generally a little lower than Medicaid and Food Stamps.  We could not determine from these studies to what extent families who are eligible for these benefits receive them.  We know that's a big concern and of great interest right now.



Generally, we did not have a complete story on household income from earnings, other sources, and reliance on government aid.



One of the goals of welfare reform is to reduce government employment -- excuse me -- reduce families' dependence on government aid.



(Laughter.)



MS. HARRIS:  What did I say this time?



MS. RUGGLES:  Government employment, you know.  And that worried me.



(Laughter.)



MS. HARRIS:  One of the major goals is to reduce families' dependence on government aid.  So we would like to see to what extent families can be self-reliant.  You can't get a good sense of that from these studies.



Another thing.  Tough enough getting a story about like economic status, but, of course, we're interested in other things too.  There really was limited information on other areas of interest, such as changes in family composition, (are we forming two‑parent families?), and well-being of families and children.  There was really no information on family formation or breakup.



A few studies suggested that there was little evidence of increases in children entering fostering care.  There was some evidence of increased deprivation in areas such as ability to pay rent and utilities.  I'm thinking most specifically now of South Carolina and Wisconsin -- I named names South Carolina had a survey instrument.  Wisconsin more recently adapted that, and they had such questions as -- while you were on welfare compared to after welfare.  "How often were you not able to buy all the food you need?"  "What was your ability to pay rent?"  Things like that.



There was a little bit of information about that.  There were some increases in some areas of deprivation.  They didn't seem to be big.



Still on comprehensiveness, you know, the study information is limited, given the range of issues that administrators and policy makers are interested in.  And just a couple things specifically.  Our original request letter from the Senate Finance and Human Resources Subcommittee said, "Tell us what is happening to families who leave welfare on a range of outcomes."  Of course, there were employment, earnings. Then also, "Can you tell us about school achievement, criminal involvement, pregnancy rate of children on families that leave welfare?"



Well, we don't even really have a complete story in the areas I've talked about.



Another, I was briefing a senator on something the other day, and he said, "So what do we know about what's happening in welfare reform?"



I told him we had a study coming out.



And he says, "Well, is the study going to tell us what's happening to all the children in the families where the mom has gone back to work?"



"No."



So we've got a long way to go to meet everybody's needs, if we ever can.



To switch to the third topic, the challenge to be comparable.  From where I sit, we have Congressional requesters, researchers, advocates, and the media asking -- wanting a national picture of how families are faring.



Actually, The Washington Post calls every couple months.  "Got any new information on families who've been sanctioned?"



We started with 17 state studies.  Only seven studies met our criteria for representativeness.  We did a ballpark estimate.  These seven states accounted for about eight percent of the families who left welfare between late '93 and about mid 1997.



You know we don't have New York.  We don't have California.  We didn't have Texas, although I know Texas has something out now.  We don't have Florida.  We're not talking about large numbers of families.



And even with the studies that met our adequate response criteria we really found key differences.  I'm not talking about wanting the studies to be comparable so we can assess states' performance. We're just talking about trying to measure apples and apples, not apples and oranges.



I just want to mention key differences in three areas.  There are more.



First, they were different in the ways of defining and measuring items, often due to different study methodologies.



They were different in how they defined the populations they were going to study.



And there were differences in the timing and frequency of follow-up.



In the frame below, I pulled a table, and blanked out the names to protect the innocent here, State "A," State "B," State "C."  The data are real.  This is a concrete example of how difficult it is to present findings from the studies where you don't have apples and oranges.



The number one there, the two columns, "Employed at time of follow-up, ever employed since leaving welfare," well state aid that was based on administrative data.  They can't ask people where "Are you employed now?"  They can only report that there were some earnings in the state employment insurance data, so we know there was employment.



The same thing with trying to get a sense of earnings.  The study based on administrative data has earnings per quarter.  The State "B" and "C" that were based on surveys -- in some of them you had information on the hourly wage rate.  Sometimes you had information on hours worked.  We tried to estimate, where we had information on hours and wages, what the quarterly earnings might be.



There is a table in the report.  The table is four inches.  The footnotes are eight inches.  They tried to keep getting us to take out the footnotes, and we fought for the footnotes.



The second issue, the population studied, just where you see the little number two, here we do have a number for each study on the rate ever employed since leaving welfare.  Well, the first rate is 63 percent.  The others are in the eighties.  The 63 percent is the employment rate of all those who left welfare, including those who returned to welfare.



The others just included those who remained off welfare.



So you always have to know how folks have defined the study population.



Just the last one here, if you look at the number three, the State "B" and "C" both measure employed at time of follow-up.  You see there's a range of time at which the follow-up occurred.  The rates are the same, but they might have been done at very different points in time.  So, 62 percent after five months is one thing; 62 percent after 14 months is quite a different thing.



Now, after I've complained so much about the studies, we do believe there are great opportunities in the leavers studies for telling welfare reform stories.  State-sponsored studies of families who've left welfare can help state and local administrators and policy makers meet their own information needs.  At the same time these studies present an opportunity for telling a rich story about welfare reform nationwide.



I'm just going to repeat the three themes again.



Leavers studies are most useful if they're representative.  You really need to locate an adequate number of families, so that we're comfortable with drawing conclusions.



There's tremendous concern and interest in the families that cannot be located.  Low response rates are not convincing.  Near the end of your handout there's a New York Times op. ed. piece from May 2nd, I believe, talking about the missing, the disappeared.  We can locate 99 percent of the families and there's still concern about the one left.



Leavers studies are most useful if they're comprehensive.  You really need to include as much information as feasible.  There are always tradeoffs on the economic status:  employment, earnings, wages, hours worked, household income, receipt of public assistance.  People are interested in whether there is formation of two-parent families.



There are other key aspects about how families and their children are faring.  The studies we looked at were rather week in the family and child well-being area.



Leavers studies are most useful, especially from our point of view, if they're comparable.  From a national perspective, we'd like to see as many states as possible do studies.  We’d love it if there's New York, California, which, of course, are the states that always seem to not be the first ones.  And then once we have those studies, we want them to be as comparable as possible, so that apples and oranges problems are minimized by studies that use similar definitions of their study populations, studies that look at similar areas of inquiry, even maybe use similar survey questions.  They're most useful when the ways of defining and measuring employment and other key items are similar.  And, of course, if they used similar timing and frequency of follow-up.



Just one last point.  Efforts are underway to improve the usefulness of leavers studies.  Now most states, I think about 40 at our last count, have studies planned or underway.  As you know, HHS is supporting some states and counties with funds and technical assistance.  We believe the limited nature of the information currently available really highlights the importance of HHS's efforts to work with states on studies of families who have left welfare, and just put in a little plug for studies that look at families who have been diverted from welfare also.



Just at the end there is a list of related GAO products, some of our more recent work on welfare reform.  On the last page, there's some information on how to order GAO reports, either hard copies or through our web site.



MS. RUGGLES:  It might be just as well for me to speak first -- since a lot of my presentation illustrates some of the themes that you have raised.



MS. HARRIS:  Great.



MS. RUGGLES:  Thank you very much, Gail.  We especially appreciate the plug for HHS studies.  You could underline that part and send it to the Appropriations Committee.



We're going to talk a little bit today about some more specific findings from a group of studies that have come out quite recently.  I think it's important to note here that these are all very preliminary studies in a couple of different ways.



One sense in which they're preliminary is, of course, they are interim studies typically and they're reporting on work on progress.  Another sense in which they're preliminary is that these are early days yet.  Most of these studies are looking at programs that are in the process of being phased in.  Many states are running surveys that have not yet been implemented or have not yet been analyzed.  Often these are the results that we're getting from a first look at the administrative data, in cases where states are planning to go on and do surveys to supplement these studies.



So as Gail emphasized, we do expect to have a great deal more information in the relatively near future.  But this first of information does begin to tell us a little bit about what kinds of things states are finding out.



These studies that I'm going to be talking about today include 11 studies, 11 different states.  We focused particularly on employment and earnings, on returns to TANF, and on participation in other programs, in looking at these studies and trying to come up with some kind of summary measures.  We do talk a little bit about some of the measures, such as the food and security one that Gail mentioned.



The 11 studies we've looked at include five of the interim reports from the state studies that ASPE has funded.  Five is all we've got so far.  That's why there are five here.  We do expect to have more quite soon.  We also have included two other reports, two very good reports, based on administrative data, and four reports that relate to state-funded surveys.



The five of our grantees that we have some preliminary data -- and these are administrative data ‑‑ from are Arizona; Georgia; Washington; Cuyahoga County, Cleveland; and a consortium of counties in California that includes San Mateo and two other counties in the same area.  All five of these are based on administrative data, typically matched across several administrative systems.



All of these areas will be doing surveys as well, so that we will get more information from each of these areas than is currently available.  But they do have some preliminary findings, based on looking at welfare leavers who then show up or don't show up in their wage base data and so on. 



One of the things ASPE is trying to do is -- as Gail said, there's a serious problem of comparing apples and oranges here, and we are trying very hard to work with states to come up with some common definitions that people can use to facilitate comparisons across states and to make it a little easier for us to compile summary statistics and stuff like that.



I'd like to emphasize that we're not by any means dictating that everybody has to do exactly these measures and not others.  That's not our interest at all.  Anything that states want to collect we want to see; whatever is useful at the state level will also be interesting to us.  And we obviously believe that states have to collect the information that is useful to their legislators and policy makers.



However, our attempt to put together just a small number of variables defined similarly across states is to develop -- and it's something that states have asked for, some kind of a set of standard measures that can be looked at across states.



To aid in that, we've put out -- I think there are some of these back at the handout table also a small write-up on what some of the definitional issues that we've hashed out already with some of the states that we're working with are and where we are right at the moment on those definitional issues.



We invite states other than those involved in our studies to go ahead and publish stuff using some of these definitions to the extent they possibly can.  We're interested in working with anyone who is running a survey in this area or doing an administrative data analysis in this area, to come up with definitions that suit them and can be implemented on a common basis across states.



So if you are doing work in this area and you'd like to know more -- you'd like to be kept abreast of where we are in terms of coming up with some measures, please do be in contact with us.  We do have a list serve that all of the states that are involved in our projects can take part in and use to discuss definitional kinds of issues and things of that sort and common data problems.  If you're running a survey or an administrative data project and you'd like to be part of that group, please let us know.



This handout has the e‑mail address for Julie Isaacs, who is the contact person at ASPE who's running this.  Julie is in the back row back there.  She's standing up.  So anybody who needs to contact her can either e‑mail her or get in touch with her directly.  Her e-mail address is jisaacs@osaspe.dhhs.gov.



Matt Lyon is also working on that project.



In addition to the work sponsored by ASPE, the set of studies we’re looking at this afternoon includes two other administrative data reports, one done by the state of Maryland, which includes all closings that occurred in the study period in the state of Maryland, and one done by the University of Wisconsin, using Wisconsin administrative records and looking at leavers who have been off two months or more, which is the same measure that we are using in the ASPE studies.



The Wisconsin one, as you'll see when we get to the results, is a little bit different from all of the others in the way they report their results, in that their earnings rates and so on are calculated only on the basis of those that they managed to come up with in at least some database, as opposed to the entire universe of exiters.



Then there are four state surveys that we again have preliminary results from.  There have been a number of other state surveys done already.  These four we chose to report on here partly because they have relatively high response rates and some degree of analysis of their nonresponse bias and because they are relatively current.  It is very much a concern that as your response rate gets down certainly below 50 percent that you're going to have -- you're not going to have a very representative sample at all, and your findings are not necessarily particularly useful in terms of figuring out what's going on with the overall TANF population.  It's tough because, of course, it's hard to find these people.  People move around a lot.  They move out of state.  They change address.  Many don't have phones.  And getting a high response rate is very, very difficult with surveys of this population.  Many, many states have had a lot of problems with it.  But I think there is some evidence that if you keep working at it, you can at least get a reasonable amount of information on the folks that you aren't picking up, so that at a minimum you can do some kind of nonresponse analysis.



For example, very often by matching a subset of your leavers' records with administrative data you can at least find out if the leavers you aren't finding are equally likely to be employed as those who do respond to the survey.



And if you are finding difficulties as a state in coming up with a reasonable response rate, we do highly recommend that you try to analyze what kinds of response biases you're getting.    



This chart is a bit confusing, but its main point is that the groups being studied -- the sample populations studied in these different studies are drawn from a lot of different points in time.



Across the bottom of the table, you can see the dates from July '95 to July '98, a three‑year period.  As you all know, a lot of different things happened to caseloads over that three‑year period, and where in that period you draw your sample from can have quite an impact on the kind of results you're seeing.  This shows that the bulk of the sample falls in the early '97 period, but that there are studies across the whole period.



As I mentioned, whether you're at the beginning of your caseload decline or whether you've already seen a huge -- a 50 percent decline in your caseload and now you're looking at a leveling off or at the very last leavers, you may have pretty different results in terms of things like employment outcomes and recidivism.



This chart demonstrates that most states are not right at the beginning of their caseload decline.  Or not most states, but these three particular states are looking at a period that is well into their caseload decline, although again they are slightly different periods.  We have similar charts for a couple more states.  Washington has two different periods, and so does Wisconsin, that have been studied.



The Wisconsin results, in particular, illustrate that you do get somewhat different results, depending on whether you're at the beginning or at the end of the case load downturn.



The ASPE grants, as I mentioned earlier,  define leavers as people who have left TANF or AFDC and have remained off for at least two months.  The reason we chose that definition is that many states have a substantial amount of administrative churning and one-month leavers are very often people who have simply had their case records messed up in a month or something like that, that they may not be real leavers, or they're just people who failed to return a piece of paper or something like that.



In order to eliminate those one-month leavers who are not real leavers, in the sense that they never really meant to leave public assistance, we went with the definition that you had to be off at least two months before we counted you as a real leaver.



That doesn't mean states can't collect other data on other definitions.  I think a good proportion of the states in our study group collect other definitions of leavers information too.  It's just that we wanted to have something that was going to be relatively constant across states.  And so we've asked everyone in our study group to use that definition.



The surveys we're talking about today did not typically use that definition.  In fact, none of the four used that definition.  Massachusetts looks at people who have been off at least one month, Washington three months, and then Wisconsin and South Carolina are looking at people a ways down the road and are studying people who are still off welfare at that point.



The first thing we tried to find out a little bit about was employment and earnings.  We looked at three different things here.  We looked at percentage of leavers who had earnings at three months and at twelve months after exit, the percentage who were ever employed within twelve months of exit, and then we have one state that did a monthly or quarterly look at what percent had earnings.



We also looked at earnings levels.  It's hard to compare earnings levels across administrative and survey data, because administrative data, typically what you have for earnings information, the administrative data in question are usually the unemployment insurance wage record matches, which report quarterly earnings and no hours or wage rates, so, you know, you can find out that the person had a job and earned a certain amount in the quarter, but that's basically all.



The surveys on the other hand typically ask for hourly wages or something along those lines.  So comparing those two can be fairly difficult.



This first chart shows some of the results on the percentage of leavers who were employed at various points.  These points range from six months before the quarter of exit up to twelve months after the quarter of exit.  That's what the bottom axis of that graph shows.



Three of the surveys do track people before they actually leave welfare.  As you can see, some proportion of people in all three areas were working before leaving welfare.  But there is a pretty sharp rise up to the quarter of exit.



The number of people working does tend to peak in the quarter of exit, but the decline after that is typically not tremendous.  It tends to be a small and eventually fairly flat decline after that.



This shows the percentage of leavers employed three months after exit.  With the exception of the Wisconsin data, which as I mentioned earlier are different from all of the other administrative data because they exclude people who couldn't be found, the typical finding is something like 50 to 60 percent employed three months after exit.



The two white bars at the bottom show results from survey data.  There are reasons why surveys and administrative data find typically fairly different things on this point.



On the one hand, in the administrative data matches, you don't pick up the people who are employed out of state, who are employed in noncovered jobs.  For example, in Maryland and Virginia, federal government employment is a big issue.



Therefore, there are going to be some folks who are actually employed but who you're not going to find in your administrative match.



On the other hand, surveys again typically have less than a hundred percent response rates.  The people who you can find are probably more likely to be those who are employed.



Both of these factors mean that surveys tend to have higher reported rates of employment than administrative record matches.  Indeed you see that here.  The two surveys both -- Massachusetts at 58 percent and Washington State at 71 -- are giving you somewhat higher employment rates than you see in the administrative data matches.



That shakes out a little bit by the time you're out 12 months.  As you can see again, 12 months out it's still 50 -- most employment rates are around 50 to 60 percent.  The Wisconsin data again are not comparable, because they have a different base.



On the other hand, the proportion of people ever employed over the last 12 months is substantially higher.  That tends to range in something closer to 75 to 85 percent, so at a point in time about half or a little more are still employed 12 months later.  But a much higher proportion has been employed at some point during that period.



There is some evidence that earnings rise over time.  Again, this chart has as its bottom axis the range of six months before the quarter of exit to twelve months after.  And again, people's wages typically do go up pretty sharply in those three states where we have data on people before their exit, to the quarter of exit.  And then there's some tendency for earnings to rise in the subsequent 12 months, although the rate of rise isn't typically as high.



Most of these states are finding -- again, these are all the administrative data match results -- are finding quarterly wages reported in the range of $2,000 to $2,500.  The line up there that is a bit higher is the California line.



That last chart was the median quarterly wages.  This is the mean quarterly wages.  You can see it doesn't really make very much difference.



The three surveys, instead of doing quarterly wages, of course, did average hourly wages of leavers. You do see a fair amount of variation there.



Washington State was the highest of the three, with average hourly wages of a little over $8 an hour.  South Carolina found not quite $6.50.  I talked to someone from Washington State, who tells me that part of the reason the Washington number is that high is because the survey was done in the summer, and there's a great deal of seasonal employment among welfare recipients; that she does not think she would have gotten wage numbers this high if she had done the survey in the winter.



The surveys, unlike the administrative data matches, can also look at the question of how much time people work.  The three states that reported on that -- two of them, Wisconsin and South Carolina, who did quite similar surveys, got quite similar results, about half worked 30 hours a week or more.  Massachusetts found a slightly smaller proportion working that much.



The next topic that we looked at was returns to TANF.  Again, we looked at this in several different ways, the percentage who received TANF at three and twelve months, then the percentage returning to TANF by month of return -- we had one state that looked at that ‑‑ and the percent who ever returned over some specified period of time.



So this first chart looks at the percentage of leavers who were there at specific points in time after they exited.  In other words, if you look for people three months after exit are they back on the rolls?  If you look for them again at six months after exit, are they back on the rolls?



What you see is a significant jump in the three states that are on this chart in the number of people that you find back on the rolls between three and six months.  But after six months the rate of increase tends to level off or, maybe even flatten out altogether.



One state, Arizona, didn't do the data quite the same way as the other states.  It instead gave us percentage returning in each month.  Again, you see pretty much what you'd expect, that the percent returning declines with each month that people have been off welfare.  That eight and a half percent return in the first month.



But after that it declines pretty rapidly, until by the time you're out about six months, or seven months most of those who are going to return have returned.



Several states did their numbers in a way which allowed us to calculate the percentage of leavers who had ever returned to TANF within six months.  And these are without regard to whether they were still on or not on TANF six months later, but whether they had ever been back during that interval.  Again, the numbers are pretty comparable across states.  The bottom line is 20 to 25 percent have typically returned within -- at some point within six months.



The number is a little bit higher for return at some point within 12 months.  It's more like 25 to 30 percent, typically, with the exception of Cleveland.  But it's not a huge amount higher for the 12-month look than it is for the six-month look.



The final category of things we tried to compare across the studies that we've got so far was participation in other programs.  One of the things we found is that what you find in this area is pretty sensitive to exactly how you define food stamp and Medicaid recipiency.  So we look at a number of different ways here.



This slide illustrates the ways in which it really matters exactly how you specify things.  All of these findings are from the Wisconsin administrative data study.



If you define food stamp recipiency as receiving only food stamps or receiving food stamps and not Medicaid, you find very, very small proportions of the population of leavers reporting that, only two percent basically.



If you look at food stamps -- people who received food stamps, but did not return to TANF, and this is regardless of whether or not they also had assistance from some other program, it's a much higher percentage, 44 percent.



If you look at all people who received food stamps, regardless of whether or not they returned to TANF, it's almost 60 percent.



So you get quite different impressions of how heavy food stamp usage is, depending on exactly how you define it.



You get a similar finding for Medicaid, although there are a much larger proportion of families who do receive Medicaid only, about 30 percent, or Medicaid and not food stamps.



Among those who have not returned to AFDC, 71 percent received Medicaid.  Among the entire population of leavers, including those who returned to welfare, 87 percent received Medicaid.  Again, this is based on the Wisconsin administrative data.



VOICE:  That's at a point in time, right?  Not ever receiving?



MS. RUGGLES:  Will you put the slide back up.  Yes.



MR. LYON:  It's three months after.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes, that's right.  It's the three-month.  So this slide compares several other states, both administrative matching and survey data, to the same results that we just saw for Wisconsin.  This is percentage of leavers receiving food stamps three months after exit.  That's of all leavers.  And so this compares to, I believe it was 59 percent on the Wisconsin table.  You can see other states are finding numbers in the same range, although somewhat lower.  Massachusetts seems to be particularly low.



Asking the same question 12 months after exit, the numbers are typically a bit lower, in the 40 to 50 range.  South Carolina is a little higher.  Massachusetts is a little lower.



Medicaid is, as you would expect, quite a bit higher.  The percentage of recipients -- of leavers who are still receiving Medicaid ranges from 65 to 95 percent three months after exit, again comparable to the Wisconsin numbers.  And 12 months after exit that's settled down to about three‑quarters in most states, although Arizona's a bit lower.



Child‑care subsidies are received by a much smaller proportion of the population leaving welfare.  The three states that reported on this all came up with pretty similar numbers, around 15 percent.



Among those who left welfare and were not employed four states asked that specific subgroup why they were not employed.  In those four states between ten to twenty percent listed lack of affordable child care as a reason they were not employed.



Child support payments are an important source of income for these leavers with -- again with the exception of Massachusetts -- something close to a third of the recipients in the other three -- of the leavers in the other three states were reported to receive child support payments.  The number is much lower in Massachusetts.



And the number receiving housing assistance varies a little bit.  It's in the 20 to 25 percent range across most of these states.  That number would be easier to understand if we knew what percentage of the population on welfare received housing assistance in those states, because it does, of course, differ across those states.  And next time we do this presentation we'll have that piece of information too.



Then the most interesting is the percentage of leavers who reported not having enough food or not being able to buy food at least once since leaving welfare.  The wording on this question varies considerably across these four studies.  The Wisconsin and South Carolina ones have very similar wording.  But the other two are a bit different.  Nonetheless, you get relatively similar numbers.  South Carolina is a bit lower than the other states.  But Washington and Wisconsin both found about a third of the leavers reporting some difficulty in having enough food.  Massachusetts and South Carolina were a little lower.



On the other hand, the percentage who reported at least one stay in a homeless shelter since exit was much smaller.  All four states who listed that found quite small percents.



Well, that's about it.  That's -- these are very much preliminary.  We expect to have much more information down the road, and we expect to be able to tell you about not only more states, but more things about the states that we have already looked at.  We are very interested -- if any of you are engaged in this kind of work, we're very interested in hearing what you're doing.



And we welcome any questions either for me or for Gail.



If you have questions for either me or for Gail -- yes?



VOICE:  If the housing data survey or administrative data --



VOICE:  Survey --



VOICE:  Did you say what questions will be asked in the surveys about housing and security and child well-being?



VOICE:  Would you repeat the question, please.



MS. RUGGLES:  She asked what questions will be asked in the surveys about food and security, housing and security, and child well-being?



The answer is, every state chooses for itself what to do.  These are state‑run surveys.  We're hoping that states will use some of the kinds of questions that were in the models that have been done by South Carolina and Wisconsin, which do provide us with some kind of a standard that we could compare across states. ASPE is running a list serve for states that are trying to put together surveys in this area.  And we invite any of you who are interested -- who are trying to put together a survey of your own to be in contact with us and discuss with us any particular questions that you're considering or areas that you need to measure, and we can tell you as much as we know about what states are doing in that particular question area.



Yes?



VOICE:  We're looking for some cost effective ways to track the clients, because even with current recipients we get a list, and within three months let's say out of a thousand numbers, seven hundred -- seven hundred and eighty are bad.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yep.



VOICE:  And we're having a real problem -- this is a small state, you know.  I'm from New Hampshire.  It's a small place.



VOICE:  We can't find these people.



MS. RUGGLES:  It doesn't matter that much if they're big or little.  That's a very common problem.  The welfare population moves around a lot.  Leaving welfare is a time of transition in people's lives anyhow.  And finding these people after a few months is extremely difficult.



I think there are a couple things you can do.  One is, you need to collect all the contact information you possibly can at the exit interview or on some kind of regular basis, in case they don't have an exit interview.  So that you need to ask, "If we can't contact you, -- do you have a mother?"  "Is there a neighbor?"  "Is there someone who will know where you are?"



So I think having that kind of an explicit question at the case worker level is very helpful.



The other thing we're seeing with state surveys is that how quickly you make the first contact is very important.  Making a contact fairly early on greatly enhances your ability to find these people.  That first contact doesn't have to be anything really complicated.  It can just be, "We want to ask you about this."  And, "Please make sure we know where you are."  But you aren't going to find them at all if you don't do that.



VOICE:  That's our problem.  I mean, even that first contact, getting the numbers from the state ‑‑



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



VOICE:  -- since the numbers aren't good to begin with.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  Well, this is one reason why we encourage states to do administrative data matches as well, so that they can come up with some handle on how the people they're finding look compared the population of leavers as a whole, so that you can at least compare employment rates and things of that sort.



Yes?



VOICE:  Is there any attempt to quantify the non-economic reasons for leaving, by taking account of the age of the youngest child, those kinds of things that might not lead to employment --



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



VOICE:  -- but would lead to an exit without a return?



MS. RUGGLES:  Well, we would very much like to be able to do that.  And using, of course, national data, like SIFT, that's been done in the past with AFDC records.  Of course, in administrative data you really can't do that, because you typically don't know why the person left.



Most of the time, even when the state collects that information, you get a reason like, "Personal."



That's not terribly helpful.



Without an ongoing longitudinal survey that looks at family characteristics, it's very hard to do that kind of data analysis.  And more states are starting to do those kinds of surveys.



It's my hope that eventually we'll be able to look at that in several places.  But I don't think we're really there in most of the world right now.



In the back?



VOICE:  I missed the first few minutes, so maybe you said -- these exits that we're talking about, are those voluntary exits or involuntary exits?



MS. RUGGLES:  They're both.  They're all kinds of exits.



VOICE:  Do you have information on how it breaks down by the work experience of those who were ‑‑



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  Some states have looked at voluntary leavers versus folks who leave because of sanctions or other reasons that are less voluntary.  Again, I think it varies tremendously across the states exactly what results there are, which is not terribly surprising, because states have very different sanction policies.  You might expect that they would have different outcomes.



The Iowa study found, for example, that there were not very large differences.  But other states, I think, have found larger differences between the populations.  That's something that I think you need to look at the individual state studies to really get very much of a handle on.



Any other questions?  Yes?



VOICE:  I was wondering how much interest and how much chance there is to start emphasizing both the sanctions questions and to look at the other side, the other places in which problematic situations are much more likely to occur?  And another universe is what the advocates have started to do is look at the use of nongovernmental assistive services.  The studies are very uneven there.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



VOICE:  But I am wondering what the thoughts are on the part of both federal venues to put some emphasis on that?



MS. RUGGLES:  Well, down the road we certainly want to look at state policies and how they relate to various kinds of outcomes, codifying state policy.  It isn't really as simple as sanctions/no sanctions.  There are a lot of different options.



That certainly is something that we're working towards doing.



In terms of work with other community groups, there are some states that are including questions on that in the surveys they're fielding, but I think they aren't broad.



Howard, did you have something you wanted to add on that?



MR. ROLSTON:  Repeat the questions.



MS. RUGGLES:  Oh, I'm sorry.



The question, as you may have gathered from my answer, was, "What information are people trying to collect on what's happened to sanction versus nonsanction," then to how, and as advocates have become interested in also the question of what role nongovernmental organizations are playing in terms of--



VOICE:  Also the reason to ask the nongovernmental thing it to ask whether they're catching the other part of the population that's not found?



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



VOICE:  The advocates are (inaudible) --



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  Ricky points out that the other reason to talk to nongovernmental groups is because they may be seeing the people who are not showing up in your administrative data or who you're not finding when you go out to talk to your leavers.  And that is certainly true.  I think a number of states have experimented with working with food banks, in particular, as a way of collecting information on folks whom they don't have addresses for otherwise.



Tom?



TOM:  Actually, something I haven't thought about before.  We worry about nonresponse in terms of respondents and the bias?  I was sitting here thinking about the bias that may arise at the way states select themselves in these studies and the way -- (inaudible) ‑‑ and then applying criteria that we don't achieve a certain response rate and that might be excluded from some analyses that tend to select out states with larger urban areas although apparently (inaudible) -- may be applied to (inaudible) --



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  Actually, it turns out having a lot of rural is worse from the survey point of view.



TOM:  Either way.  Looking at how representative are the states that end up with good studies. – (inaudible) --



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes --



TOM:  -- (inaudible) --



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  I think that's a very important question.  And certainly in our process of selecting states to give grants to that was something that we tried to be sensitive to.  Having a good geographic mix and a good mix by urban and rural kinds of issues.



I think you're right.  There may be some biases.  I think that in analyzing the results that we've got, given that they're not from all 50 states, we need to be sensitive to those kinds of issues.  But ultimately I don't know that there's a lot we can do about it.



Some populations, like Wisconsin's, are just going to be intensively studied.  



MS. HARRIS:  I just wanted to add one thing about the sanctions.  GAO is doing work on sanctions.  Senator Moynihan and Representative Levin asked us to look at that.  It's being run out of our San Francisco office.



I think we're trying, in some states, compare a sanction rate now with an earlier time and look at the processes, the hearings procedures.  I believe one of the questions is, "What do we know about families who have been sanctioned?"  I think they're starting out with the same approach we used.  What are we learning from the state studies already?



So -- of course, I don't think that's going to be issued until the end of the year, but we might, at the very least, know that the state studies now don't tell us a whole lot about those who have been sanctioned.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  Our conclusion from a quick review of the sanctioned versus nonsanctioned findings is that you've got to get a lot deeper into it than that in order to understand what's going on here. You don't get meaningful results looking at it as a straight sanctioned/nonsanctioned comparison.



You've got to think about exactly how the sanction policy was applied and maybe develop some categories based on that, in order to have more of an understanding of what's going on.  



In the back?  



VOICE:  I want to respond to her question.  In Virginia, we are doing some studies also.  And we have managed to get a fairly good response rate.  One was 70 percent, and the other I think was 80 percent.  And I will give them great credit for their locating abilities.  But I also think two other things were operating.  We did repeated links to other benefit programs regularly.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  That's very helpful.



VOICE:  Not just once, but every few weeks we would go back and link all the -- (inaudible).  And the other thing we did was we engaged the local case worker in the process.  So we actually have a form that's simply noted in the sample.  We send it to the case worker.  And she is part of our team now, to try to find this person.



And again, I don't really know how much those two efforts have contributed, because as I say, certainly there has been an all out -- (inaudible) -- you know, professional locating capabilities.  But I do think that they helped us in some ways, and we were able to keep updating those addresses and phone numbers, as the process went on, not just once.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  I think that -- did everyone hear that?



Well, the bottom line was that you do have to keep trying.  It's very helpful to continue to match to your own administrative records for other programs.  Very often people will show up on your child‑care lists or your food stamp or Medicaid lists or something like that.  You can pick up addresses from that.  And you have to try over and over again, to find the ones that you're missing.



I think the other really key piece of that is enlisting the case worker as part of your team.  I think that's something that is really important to do if you're going to get good survey results.



MR. RIVERA:  My name is Joe Rivera -- (inaudible).  I wanted to comment on the success we've had with partnering with nongovernment agencies.  We've had a real high response rate.



The county sends out surveys with self-addressed stamped envelopes -- (inaudible) ‑‑  and we had tremendous response rates.  (Inaudible) -- being surveyed.  And in that survey we ask questions regarding the client's -- (inaudible) -- program process.



And another thing that we're doing that I think is very helpful is we're actually having the clients come to us -- (inaudible) -- and we make ‑‑ (inaudible) -- incentive payments -- (inaudible) -- six and ten months.  We use that as an opportunity to get information about their (inaudible) ‑‑



MS. RUGGLES:  That's a very interesting idea.



Yes?



VOICE:  Regarding these definitional issues, on the administrative data measures, are you making attempts to publicize these or some set of core definitions that all -- those of us who work in this area and may not be funded by your studies can gain access to use?  You talk about a list serve for the survey.



Are you doing a similar thing for the folks who work on administrative data?



MS. RUGGLES:  We don't have something formal organized at this point.  But we're very interested in being in contact with anyone who is doing this kind of work, and we would like to set up such a list.



So if you would call us up and tell us what you're doing, we'd really appreciate that.



Julie Isaacs over here.



MS. ISAACS:  Actually, I think that our one list serve, is addressing both the administrative data issues and the survey.



MS. RUGGLES:  Right.



MS. ISAACS:  Actually, handing out this list of common measure to you today is the first in our efforts to get this list out beyond the ASPE funding.  Note that I did put my e‑mail address on the handout.  This list is a bit of work in progress.  Just this past Monday we met with our grantees and tried to refine the measures.  And so in the handout I tried to put where we are as of Monday.  But it's always changing a little bit.  



But this is certainly a guide that I encourage you to share with people.  We can send out more copies of it.



MS. RUGGLES:  Julie is the keeper of that list serve.  



MS. ISAACS:  Yes.  If you e-mail me, I can get you on the list serve.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes?



VOICE:  Is there any data on the number of leavers who reapply for assistance in different states?



MS. RUGGLES:  No, as far as I know.



VOICE:  What was the question?



MS. RUGGLES:  Is there any data on the number of leavers who reapply for assistance in a different state?



That's a pretty difficult thing to find out.



New Hampshire?



VOICE:  I was very curious about your recidivism data.  It seems very low to me.  Maybe it's just I'm not as familiar with recidivism data as you? Is there any explanation?  I was expecting it be a lot higher.



MS. RUGGLES:  The proportion of people who return to welfare?



VOICE:  Cycling on and off.  I would have expected it to be higher than --



MS. RUGGLES:  Well, you do have to remember that our definition excluded people who cycled back on in the very first month.  



VOICE:  The first month.  But three to six months or three to nine months --



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  Well, I think -- those are the numbers that we're seeing, and they do seem to be fairly consistent across the states.



I think those are -- I'm trusting my memory on this, which is always a bad idea.  But I think that those are roughly comparable to the kinds of recidivism rates that you see in national surveys from the 1990s, looking at AFDC also.



Yes?



VOICE:  Following up on the recidivism question, did any of the studies collect data relative to race and age as variables?



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  Several of these are -- I think pretty much all of the preliminary reports have at least some race and age variables in them.  We got these reports last week, so we haven't done quite as extensive an analysis of them as we would eventually hope to do.  But I think pretty much everyone is collecting that information, and we will eventually be trying to look at those questions.



VOICE:  Preliminarily, were there any significant variables that you can talk about now?



MS. RUGGLES:  I'll turn that one over to Matt and Julie, who are the folks who have been doing the reviews.



MR. LYON:  I don't recall seeing any large amounts of disparity in terms of certain racial groups being more likely to be returning to TANF than others. Also, I recall that it was pretty even across age.  There was no real age disparity.  There might have been some slight difference by race -- minorities may have been slightly more likely to return to TANF or have slightly lower employment rates than non-minorities.



But again, these are preliminary data.  That's just what I remember from when I was reading through it.



MS. RUGGLES:  Uh-huh.  That accords with my memory.  



VOICE:  What did he say?



MS. RUGGLES:  What he said was that there were no really striking differences by age that leapt out at us.  We both have the impression that there is some support for the view that minorities are less likely to leave and are slightly more likely to return, but that it's not by a huge margin.  And again, these are very preliminary data, and we'd want to look at it in much more detail before we came up with a real finding to that effect.



VOICE:  And if that is true, would that also mirror the old AFDC --



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  Really, one of the questions here is, Is that more true under TANF than it was under AFDC?  And I think that's the question that we're interested in exploring further.



VOICE:  And generally there is -- people who are younger leave faster in spite of the fact that they have younger children?



MS. RUGGLES:  Right.  But -- right.  But that's -- I mean, that's clearly no different from the past.  I mean, it's about -- the age stuff is distributed in pretty much the same way the age stuff has always been distributed.  The group that leaves the fastest is not the very youngest.  It's the 20 to 30 age group.  And there's always been fairly rapid turnover in that age group.



If you're still on welfare in your forties, the odds are pretty good you're a long-term recipient.



Yes, Cathy?



CATHY:  This may be a minority opinion, which wouldn't be the first time I expressed it.  I really applaud you for trying to encourage certain common definitions.  I think that's critical.  But I'm little worried about the two-month definition, that is -- if they don't stay off for two months or more, you shouldn't count them.  I think maybe it would be good to encourage us all to report the data that way, but not necessarily to not gather information about the people who leave and come back --



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



CATHY:  -- sooner than 60 days.  Clearly that's administrative churning, and not new, and we all just do not study it.  But it is a form of recidivism per se.  It's one we don't know anything about at all.  And yet that time matters.  And we've seen a little bit of a suggestion in our data that they may be different kinds of folks than true recidivists --



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



CATHY:  -- and nonreturners per se.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



CATHY:  So I would encourage you to encourage us to report with the two-month cutoff, but to really not exclude those other folks from being in our studies.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  Good point.  Cathy suggests, for those of you who may not have heard, that in addition to collecting data on those who have been off at least two months, which is the core leavers definition that we use, that we should also really be looking at those folks who do go back on within that two-month period.  That this is a different population from the leavers population, but that churning is an issue that we are all concerned about.  It may well be that we're seeing different kinds of people in the population from the ones who are in the longer term leavers population.



And just a slightly broader comment on that, in general we do not in any way want to restrict anyone to collecting only the variables that we've suggested. Anything you guys want to collect we want to see.  We're only trying to come up with a kind of a minimum set here.  



CATHY:   And I'll go one step further.  It's important to recognize, as I think most of us down here ‑‑ (inaudible) work for -- the states -- is that states are doing this for their purposes.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



CATHY:  They're not doing it in order to contribute to a national data set, but instead trying to answer the questions that policy makers in the states, think they need to have answered.  The first one was, "What happened?"  If the cases went down the fast, "Where are they?"



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



CATHY:  And now states -- and I think it is a real purging time -- are beginning to refine those questions and think, "Well, we now know that 50 to 60 percent of them are working, but we need to know about the ones that are working.  What kind of wages are they earning?  What kind of jobs do they have?"  Longer term questions like, "Do their wages go up over time?"



So we're starting to get a little information about that in Maryland.  We know they do, 20 percent in a year.  Earnings go up 20 percent in a year.  Wages I'm sure don't go up anything like that.



MS. RUGGLES:  For those who remain employed, right?



CATHY:  Yes.  That's a median wage of people five months out or about 20 percent higher than the median wages of people the first quarter after exit.



MS. RUGGLES:  Well, though, you never know whether that's because they dropped out -- I mean, whether the lower paid ones lost their jobs.



CATHY:  No.  The percentage of people working is about the same.  That's also true in Georgia and in Arkansas over shorter periods of time.  There is something of a trend, though.



MS. RUGGLES:  Uh-huh.



CATHY:  Though there's some evidence that when people go off things get better for them, which is good, because when they go off often, or even the ones who are working are not earning that -- so there is that set of questions.



There is also the set of questions connected to people who are working.  How are they supporting their families?  And most of the early studies didn't really try to address that.  Now more and more it's becoming accepted.



You've got to be asking questions about what kind of sources of income are available --



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



CATHY:  -- to families that are working?  Are they moving back in with their families, their families of origin?  Are they receiving government assistance, food stamps, for instance?  Do they live in a household with a partner who has earnings?  Massachusetts asked that question.  So we're beginning to get more information about that.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



CATHY:  And then there are also the harsher questions that South Carolina pioneered, which are, "Have you gone without food for a day?  On welfare did you go without food for a day?"  So we have a better comparison.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



CATHY:  States are asking these questions to try to figure out, well, where things are in our states and where we need to pay attention.  And I think by the nature of things, states are going to figure that out for themselves.



Wisconsin followed the South Carolina survey pretty closely in their first survey.  They are now taking out a lot of the questions South Carolina asked, because they don't see that much use for them.  I think that's going to happen.  In trying to share as much information about good ideas and so other states can adopt it, I think that's important.



But recognize because states have their own purposes for asking these questions, that we're going to get a big diversity, and it's always going to be a challenge to sit up there and try to summarize what's going on across the country.  We recognize that states are in a different position, because they're asking the questions for themselves.  They have to compare, because their task is a little different and often a state will want to compare to another similar state --



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



CATHY:  -- rather than nationwide --



MS. RUGGLES:  Uh-huh.



CATHY:  -- so that, you know, what needs to be out there is information -- as these surveys come out, information about what -- as the studies are coming out, surveys more of interest to them, so that states can look and see what's happening in other states.



MS. RUGGLES:  I think that's a very good point.  I think a second point is that although large numbers of states are doing surveys, most of those surveys are not yet completed.  I'm hoping we will have information when those survey results start to come in, particularly on things like changes in benefit position among the other household members, stuff like that.



So that's something I'm hoping we will see down the road.  As you say, there are some sort of key questions of that nature.



VOICE:  Have any of the states that you've funded do -- (inaudible) --



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  Do you want to ask that question -- (inaudible) --



MS. HARRIS:  We had planned to have one, but I think that research plan has changed.



MS. RUGGLES:  Well, now you know.



Yes?



VOICE:  (Inaudible).



MS. RUGGLES:  We're very interested in diversion kinds of questions.  This first round of studies doesn't really address those questions at all, not because we didn't want to address them, but because it's a hard thing to study.  We're trying to put something together in that area.



Tom?



TOM:  Are you surprised by the narrow range of the outcomes given, different time periods, and different state cultures in program approaches, approaching what we might in physics -- (inaudible) --



MS. RUGGLES:  Well, it's possible that there's just only so much change you can have in a given period of time.  But --



TOM:  Pretty remarkable, actually.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  You are seeing numbers that look a lot like the numbers we saw under AFDC, maybe a little bit higher exit rate, maybe a little bit higher employment rate.  But not hugely.  I think that's an interesting finding.



And I think it's, as I said, an interesting finding, in light of the fact that we have so many more people leaving the roles right now that it turned out that with this vastly larger number of people leaving the rolls that they still behaved pretty much the same way people who left the rolls behaved in the past.  That's not a thing I think I would have anticipated.



VOICE:  I'm curious about definitions of employment.  Let's say you have two single moms.  And together they find a job and they share it, so that they can balance and trade off for child care, working 20 hours a week.  Well, the data you have in the chart, the way I looked at it, it seemed to indicate 40 hours per week.  So are these -- do these two people count as one together?



MS. RUGGLES:  Well, first of all, I don't think any of these studies require you to work 40 hours a week to count as employed.  But it is up to the states to say what they say the definition of employment is.



These are state-run surveys, and we can only recommend.  But I think what we recommend is that they should report -- they should count any employment as a job, and that the hours question is a separate question.



VOICE:  Okay.  But I'm confused, because your quarterly earnings -- I did some mental math.



MS. RUGGLES:  Right.



VOICE:  I didn't know.  It seemed to indicate 40 hours a week.  So --



MS. RUGGLES:  No.



VOICE:  -- how many hours counts?



MS. RUGGLES:  Any hours that you work counts.  These are -- the quarterly earnings are all of the hours on which unemployment insurance taxes were paid for the state.  So if you worked at all in a covered job any hours during that quarter, you ought to be in there.



VOICE:  One hour a month?  It seems to me that's very misleading in terms of how much people are working.



MS. RUGGLES:  Well, yes.  One of the real limitations of the administrative data match method is that all we can get is the quarterly wages, because that's all that's reported.  And one of the reasons we are very interested in supplementing those administrative data matches with surveys is so that we can get more information on just how much are people working and what kinds of hourly wages are they earning.



Yes?



VOICE:  This question is for Gail.  Earlier you mentioned that you had conducted some nonresponse analysis.  I was wondering if you could speak a little bit about what type of nonresponse analysis you conducted.



MS. HARRIS:  I can just give you a very brief idea.  We had a technical person that did that.  I don't think -- my impression was that these studies did not have really sophisticated analyses.  We could pick up things like age, work experience, things like that.  I think there were some very basic pieces of information.  That's it.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  We've been encouraging ‑‑ but it's very very hard to track these people in surveys.  Welfare recipients and leavers do move around a lot.  Leaving welfare is a point of transition in many people's lives, and it's often very very hard to find leavers in the period immediately after they've left.  So surveys tend to have relatively low response rates.  We have encouraged all recipients to analyze their response rates by looking at percentage employed, using the administrative data to see if, among those that they find versus those they don't find, the percentage who are working is very different.  We're also encouraging them to look at basic demographic kinds of variables, you know, age or sex kind of things, number of children, and then anything else that they've got, basically.



One of the big problems is that you tend to have very limited information on the nonrespondents.



MS. HARRIS:  Can I just add.  If you want to stop by, I'd be happy to give you the name of the technician that did that and -- 'cause he did look at many of the studies, and he could talk with you more at length.



VOICE:  Have any states tried using the new hire reporting database -- (inaudible)?



MS. RUGGLES:  We have a long list of states that would like to use it, and we are very much hoping that it will become available for use very soon.  We have a couple states that are, I think, very close to getting their sample drawn for them and sent back.  Right now the biggest problem with it is that the samples have to be drawn by the Office of Child Support Enforcement, and there's kind of a backup.  And, you know, it's taking a while.  But I think a couple of states are pretty close.



Something we're working very hard on is trying to make that more publicly available and particularly trying to make it more available to agencies who want to use it for the purpose of following up on what happens to recipients and leavers.



And we're working on putting out guidance on a process to access those data.



In the meantime, it doesn't hurt to call the Office of Child Support Enforcement and make sure they know that you're interested.



Yes?



VOICE:  In the talk about doing -- trying to get a national look at this or do comparisons between states, are most of the discussions focused around metrological issues, like response modalities and definitions and things like that?



But I wonder how much thought's been given to the fact that the programs are very different and that the interpretation of an outcome, say the number of folks on food stamps afterwards, would depend on how high a grant the state had.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



VOICE:  Is the GAO plan to discuss those things in reporting the testimony, or are they planning to take any part in this process?



MS. HARRIS:  Yeah.  I mean, in some ways we're not in any way trying to link these outcomes to the program.  This is, you know, really for policy makers.  They want to know the condition of the families.  And it's for them to decide whether they want to take action.  So I think the report will make clear, we're just talking about the conditions of families and that the programs are very different.



VOICE:  But what I'm saying is that the program would drive some of these outcomes and differences between the states.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



MS. HARRIS:  Yes.



MS. RUGGLES:  I think GAO is not addressing that.  We're trying.  We're still at a pretty preliminary state in doing it.  One of the things we're trying to do is look at the varieties of sanction policies, for example, and try to codify them in a way that is helpful in thinking about, what is that likely to mean in terms of cases leaving or not leaving welfare rolls?  You know, it's the differences between full family sanctions and partial sanctions and things of that sort, and which I think is an example of the kind of policy variable that might affect --



VOICE:  But it's a good example, because you will, you know, sanction a person off of public assistance, but they remain on Medicaid.



MS. RUGGLES:  Right.



VOICE:  And so you have 90 percent of the people as -- (inaudible) -- you know, perhaps --



MS. RUGGLES:  Right.  Well, certainly one of the things we're trying to work with states to do is to correct information on how many closed for what reason.  I mean, for exactly that kind of reason -- right now that's a pretty hard thing to get.  Unfortunately, the commonest reason for a case closure is personal or client's request or, something like that, so that it's pretty difficult to know what exactly that means.



So we're trying to encourage states to use their surveys to look in more detail at what reason the client thought that the case closed.



Similarly, these studies have always been done in the past looking at things like, you know, what category of maximum benefit does the state fall into, that kind of thing.  I don't think we've seen enormous differences in the past across states in terms of either recidivism or earnings rates based on those things.  But you're right that other program participation might vary considerably for that reason.



Mark?



MARK:  Just on other program participations, particularly around Medicaid, I just wanted to ‑‑ (inaudible).



I made an effort last summer to try to look across exit studies or leavers studies to see about -- what they could tell us about Medicaid.  One particular caution in there is some states just ask about Medicaid generally.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



MARK:  Some draw a distinction between adults and children.  And it's obviously a very different story.  You see a much lower participation rate for adults than for children.  And that may be something to be looking at.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



MARK:  In addition, some states, when they're asking about the employment people have entered into asked as to whether health-care coverage was available on the job.  Some states asked whether it was actually being received.  And you see a big difference there.  So again --



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.



MARK:  -- it's just thinking about what you want to ask -- you get a very big difference.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  That's absolutely right.  In fact, we have some slides that we didn't put up on Medicaid by adults only versus child or any member.  And yes, you get very different coverage numbers depending on which of those you're using.  Again, we're trying to work with the states to come up with a set of common definitions we're going to try to get people to, you know, do as a minimum whatever else they want to do.



Particularly under CHIP one would hope that the child coverage would be fairly high.  So in some sense it's the adult coverage that would be of particular interest here.



One thing I should mention is that one of the most striking things about both the recidivism findings and the percent employed at various points after reading findings are that they are very, very similar to what we saw under the old AFDC program.  I think it is notable that we have seen such large caseload declines -- and we really have, as you all know, seen very, very large caseload declines, and yet the proportions of leavers who are going to work seem to be much the same as they always were.



So that's something that I perhaps really would not have anticipated.  I guess I would have thought that as caseloads declined further, that we would see fewer leavers going to work potentially.  So far at least that does not appear to be happening.  So I think that's a pretty interesting finding.



If there are no other questions, you can ‑‑ George.



GEORGE:  Did you mean that the employment rates among leavers are the same now as they were at the beginning of the caseload decline, or are they the same as they were under AFDC?



MS. RUGGLES:  They're about the same -- yes, they're about the same as they were in the '80s and '90s.  That's -- you know, it's been between 50 and 60 percent in every city I've seen for two decades.



GEORGE:  So -- (inaudible) -- New York, the iron law of welfare.



MS. RUGGLES:  Yes.  Well, it's interesting -- a lot of things probably come together to have that result.  Some of the folks who were long-term recipients earlier are now more likely to be found on SSI and things of that sort.  So I think that changes in other programs have come together with changes in welfare to help bring down the number of people who are truly hard to serve in some sense.



MS. RUGGLES:  Well, thank you all very much. You have time for a short break here before your next session.



(Applause.)



(Recess.)



MS. HARRIS:  Thank you.  Hi.  Welcome.  I'm Gail Harris, General Accounting Office.



For those of you who don't know, we're a Congressional agency.  We do financial audits, program efficiency and effectiveness reviews at the request of Congress, and we can also initiate our own work.



This work was requested by the Congress.



Actually, after welfare reform was passed, both the Senate Finance Committee and the House Ways and Means Human Resources Subcommittee asked us to explore two areas.



One was to look at how states were changing their programs in response to welfare reform.  That work was issued June of 1998.



They also at that point asked us to look at how families were faring that were leaving welfare.  That's what I'm talking about today.



The report has been published, but is on hold.  The requesters have asked us to hold that and release it at a welfare reform hearing on May 27th.



I'm passing around a couple of sign-up sheets.  If you put down your name and address, I can make sure you get both this study, when it's issued on May 27th, and the GAO testimony on welfare reform on May 27th.



Today, what I want to talk about is challenges and opportunities for leavers studies.



To be most useful to administrators and policy makers, those conducting leavers studies are challenged to three points I'm just going to repeat again and again:  to locate enough families for the results to be representative of those studied, to collect comprehensive data in some key areas, and to be comparable in key ways to other studies.



Those are the challenges.



The opportunities.  We feel that if the studies are done well, the state level studies can really present an excellent opportunity to provide essential information for administrators and policy makers, both within the states and at the national level.



More specifically on the study that we'll be issuing later this month.  To respond to the Congressional request, we determined that information from state-sponsored studies was the most readily available.  We decided at this point not to go out and do original data collection.  We might do that in the future.  So based on that, we looked for any state‑sponsored studies of families who left AFDC or TANF during or after 1995, that had published reports by September of 1998.



We went back a ways.  When we started the study, there weren't that many published reports out there.  We thought we had to have a slightly longer time frame to have a set of studies to look at.



Through this process, we identified 18 studies that covered 17 states.  There were two studies in one state.  And I do -- we credit -- Jack Tweady's work helped us tremendously.  That really provided a base, a collection of studies that we could start from.



Again, we had a set of studies, then.  And in attempting to tell a story about what's the condition of families who have left welfare, it wasn't -- we're not trying to identify impacts or even necessarily changes from -- on welfare to after welfare; just trying to report on the condition of the families.



Based on these state studies -- we were really constrained by data that were not representative of the population studied, not comprehensive in key areas of interest, and not comparable across the states.



Let me talk a little bit about the representative issue.



Of the 18 studies, most did not locate enough families for us to conclude that the sample represented the population from which it was taken.  The percentage of families located -- this is survey response rates and like the number of hits in administrative data.  The percentage of families located ranged from 12 to 92 percent.  There's a table here that gives you -- shows the distribution for the studies had less than, you know, zero to 20 percent.  There is a cluster there in the 41 to 60 percent.



I'm sorry.  There are a few more handouts here, and there were handouts on the table -- the chair in the back.  I'm sorry about that.  Are there enough on the chair there, does it look like?  I think there's one more up here.



Then we had a cluster at the 40 to 60 percent.  And we had a few that had three that were between the 80 and 100 percent.  And let me just tell you, two of those were based on administrative data.  It sort of shows you that administrative data can be a really efficient way to locate a large number of families.  The location rate in those two studies were 82 percent and 92 percent.



The third study with the high response rate was of sanctioned families.  And we will note in the report that, you know, it really depends on the purpose of the study what sort of response rate you might want.



If you're out to find out what might be happening to families that you consider at risk of some really negative outcomes, you might want to -- we've heard program administrators say, you know, "I won't be happy until I have a hundred percent, until I know what's happening to all those families."



What we -- for our purposes, we had a cutoff point of 70 percent.  So we had our set of studies.  We looked at the response rates.  For those that met our criteria, we went ahead and summarized findings.  So we had eight studies, covering seven states, that successfully obtained data on at least 70 percent of the sample or conducted a nonresponse analysis that showed that there really weren't key differences between those that were missing and those that were located.



Moving from representativeness to comprehensiveness, now we're moving to the eight studies that we want to look at the results, try to summarize findings.



Of the eight studies we summarized, all had some data on employment, but they measured employment differently.  Data were incomplete on earnings, wages, hours worked.  Data were incomplete on household income.  Data were incomplete on receipt of public assistance.



Then -- I apologize.  We -- our report was originally going to be issued at this time.  I was going to pass you all out nice blue-covered GAO reports.  Because the requesters are holding the hearing later this month, they asked us to restrict issuance of the report, which they can do.



And, you know, I have permission to present generally the findings, but they have to be very general.  So I don't have a lot of specifics I can share with you.



And there is a caution, you know, 'cause the eight studies differed in key ways.  Still some themes emerged.



Most of the families remaining off welfare had an adult employed at least some point after leaving welfare.  The range of employment rates we found were 61 to 87 percent.  Significant numbers had returned to welfare.  We found at one end that about 20 percent had returned after three months.  That the higher range was 30 percent had returned at 15 months.  Many appeared to be working at wages that did not raise the families out of poverty.  Many still relied -- and these numbers really there was quite a broad range in the states that had the information -- many still relied on Medicaid, food stamps.  Some received child‑care subsidies, usually a lower number.  Could not determine from these studies the extent to which those who were eligible for food stamps, Medicaid were receiving them.  We know there's a lot of concern about that issue.



Actually, GAO has two studies, one looking at the food stamp case loads and what might be causing the reduction in those, and also looking at the intersection of welfare reform and Medicaid.



I think food stamps is coming out around June, and the Medicaid and welfare reform report is coming out later this year.



That's the information about sort of like economic status.  There was really limited information on other areas of interest, such as changes in family composition.  There's a lot of interest in whether two‑parent families are being formed.  And there was little information on the well-being of families and children.



A few studies did have some information on impact on child welfare cases.  Those studies suggest that there's little evidence of increases in children entering foster care after their families have left welfare.



There's some evidence of increased deprivation in some areas, such as can't get all the food they need, problems in paying rent.  An interesting picture is emerging from the South Carolina/Wisconsin surveys.



Wisconsin used a survey instrument very similar to South Carolina's.  Both of those asked some questions about, you know, ability to pay rent, to pay for your utilities while you were on welfare, compared to after you've left welfare.



The studies really are getting better, more sophisticated in some instances, as you move along.  It's really an evolving field.



And just to give you an idea of, you know, people also want more, our original request from Senate Finance and Human Resources asked for, you know, "How are families faring on a range of economic, you know, indicators, employment, earnings, things like that?"  They also asked, "What about the school achievement, criminal involvement, and pregnancy rate of children in families that leave welfare?"



This study did not provide any information in those areas, but there's a lot of interest in that.



Also, we were briefing a senator on some other work the other day.



And he says, "Oh, I really want to know what's happening to families leaving welfare."



"Oh, we have a study coming out."



And then the first thing he said, "Well, I want to know what's happening to the children in the families where the mom has had to go back to work."



We don't have information on this.



The third issue, a challenge to be comparable.



This might not be such an issue from the state point of view, but where we're always asked for a national picture, it is an issue for us.



The Congressional requesters, researchers, advocates, the media -- The Washington Post calls us it seems like every couple of months; "Have you got any more information on the families that have left welfare?"  The want a national picture.



Now, remember, we started out with 17 state studies.  Only seven of the state studies met our criteria.  We did a ballpark calculation.  So we ended up with results from seven states.



These seven states accounted for about eight percent of the families that left welfare between late 1993 and mid 1997.  So the results we do have are talking about a fairly small proportion of families nationwide.  Again, we don't have New York.  We don't have California.  We don't have Texas.  I understand Texas has a study out now.



So that just gives you an idea that we're not working with a lot of studies.  But with the studies we do have, we found key differences that really makes it hard to summarize the results, although we do to some extent anyway.



Three things I'll just talk about.  The first, ways of defining and measuring items, which is often due to different study methodologies; second, the populations studied are different; and third the timing and frequency of follow-up is different.

 

In the chart here, this is sort of a mock up of a chart that we do have in the report, with, you know -- the table is four inches long and the footnotes are eight inches long.



(Laughter.)



MS. HARRIS:  All the caveats that people kept -- "Can't we get rid of these footnotes?"  "No, we have to have the footnotes."



First, the ways of defining and measuring items differs.  You see the first two columns; employment is measured in different ways.  Employed at time of follow-up.  The studies done through surveys asked respondents, you know, "Are you employed at this time?"



The study state "A," based on administrative data, you know, uses the state unemployment insurance data, that they know we have earnings -- we know they have earnings, so we know they were employed.  The rates are different.  They're not comparable. 



The same thing with trying to get an earnings or an income story.  The state "A" had information on quarterly earnings.  That's it.  States "B" and "C" had -- didn't have quarterly earnings.  They had -- if we were lucky, they had information on wages, hours worked.  We estimated quarterly earnings, so we could roll it all up and try to figure out what the annual earnings were.



Number two, the population studied, this is what you have to watch for when you're looking at employment rates.  For example, in state "A," when they calculate employment, they included those who left welfare and returned.  The other states only look at those who remained off welfare.  That certainly affects your employment rate calculation.



And the last one, the timing at which the follow-up was done.  If you look at the first column down at the bottom, state "B" and "C" both have the same employment rate, but the follow-ups were -- they were done in a range.



But if you imagine that state "B"s follow-up was done at 14 months, it has a 62 percent employment rate.  State "C," that 62 percent might have been at five months.  Well, that's a big difference.



Sort of complained a lot about how hard -- about some of the challenges.  Even so, states -- we do believe that state-sponsored studies of families who've left welfare can certainly help state and local administrative -- excuse me -- administrators and policy makers meet their own information needs, and at the same time the studies present an opportunity for telling a fairly rich story about welfare reform nationwide.



And just to repeat the three themes again.



Leavers studies are most useful if they're representative.  So you really need to locate an adequate number of families, so that we're comfortable that you really can draw conclusions that are representative of the populations studied.  There's tremendous interest and concern about the families that cannot be located.  The low response rates are really not convincing.  At the end of your packet, there's an op ed piece from The New York Times from May 2nd, I believe it is, about the missing, the disappeared.



Leavers studies are most useful if they're comprehensive.  You really need to include as much information on -- as feasible.  And I know there's a tradeoff.  Employment, earnings, wages, hours worked, total household income?  Is there someone -- another adult in the household with earnings?  Are we capturing that?  Receipt of public assistance, child support.  Changes in family composition were -- we know there's great interest on the Hill on whether there is -- this is sort of -- welfare reform is helping formation of two‑parent families.  And just a whole range of aspects about how families and their children are faring.  It's like the more we know about the adults' employment, the more the focus turns to what's happening with the children and other aspects of the family's well-being.



And last the leavers studies are most useful if they're comparable.  And from a national perspective, we'd like as many states as possible to do studies.  We especially like it when the states with large welfare, or former welfare populations, have studies.



Then when we have a good number of studies, it's most helpful if the apples and oranges problems are minimized.  You can do this by using similar definitions of study populations; by focusing on similar areas of inquiry, even using some of the survey questions, using similar way of defining and measuring employment and other key items; and paying attention to the timing and frequency of follow-up.



This whole area really has changed in the past year.  We're very encouraged.  There's all sorts of efforts underway to improve the usefulness of the leavers studies.



Now, by last count, I think there were 40 states have studies planned or underway.  HHS is supporting states and counties with funds and technical assistance.



We think the limited nature of information that's currently available really highlights the importance of HHS's efforts to work with states on studies of families who have left welfare.  And I'd like to put in a plug for studies of families that have been diverted from welfare.  We think that's an important area also.



Just a couple things.  There is a list in your handout of some recent GAO studies on welfare‑related issues.  And there's a sheet in there with some ordering information.  You can get a free hard copy, and also you can order through our web site.



Thanks.
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