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Abstract

This analysis summarizes trends in family economic well-being from five non-experimental, 

longitudinal welfare-to-work studies launched following the passage of the Personal 

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA). The studies 

include a sizable group of parents and other caregivers who received TANF at the point of sample 
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selection or shortly thereafter, and share a wide range of similar measures of economic well-being. 

This analysis provides descriptive information on how these families are faring over time. Our 

results confirm what has been found by previous studies. Many families remain dependent on 

public benefits, and are either poor or near-poor, despite gains in some indicators of economic 

well-being. We caution that these aggregate statistics may mask important heterogeneity among 

families.

U.S. welfare policy has a long history of expansion and retrenchment. One of the most 

significant developments since its inception in 1935, with the passage of the Social Security 

Act and creation of Aid to Dependent Children, manifested in the Personal Responsibility 

and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA). This federal law eliminated 

welfare as an entitlement benefit, and solidified a shift in welfare policy back to the states. 

In the wake of “welfare reform,” as PRWORA is often labeled, welfare caseloads dropped 

precipitously. However, as noted by many policy scholars, caseload reduction should not be 

heralded as the sole indicator of PRWORA’s success (Blank, 2002; Duncan & Chase-

Lansdale, 2001; Zedlewski, 2002). Rather, it is important to understand whether this 

caseload decline has been accompanied by economic gains or losses, as well as changes in 

other indicators of family well-being.

This analysis summarizes trends in family economic well-being from several non-

experimental, longitudinal welfare-to-work studies1 launched following the passage of 

PRWORA. Our set of indicators is limited primarily to those relating to economic well-

being and hardship. We have done this deliberately so that the remaining papers in this issue 

may take up the question of how parents and children are faring in other domains.

The Illinois Families Study (IFS), the Women’s Employment Study (WES), the Fragile 

Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FF), the Welfare, Children, and Families: Three-City 

Study (3-City), and the Milwaukee TANF Applicant Study (MTAS), although different in 

scope and purpose, all share key design elements. Each study was fielded at a similar time 

and includes a sizable group of parents and caregivers who received TANF at the point (or 

close to the point) of sample selection. All of these studies assessed well-being at multiple 

time points using similar measures. Because they are all non-experimental studies, none is 

able to conclusively demonstrate the causal impact of welfare reform on families. However, 

taken together, these studies provide important descriptive information about how families 

are faring in the wake of PRWORA.

We first provide a brief overview of the policy components of PRWORA, highlighting the 

state-specific characteristics of welfare reform policies that were implemented in Michigan 

(WES), Illinois (IFS and 3-City), Wisconsin (MTAS), Massachusetts (3-City), and Texas (3-

City); the FF involves a cohort of infants born in 20 large urban areas.2 We next discuss 

factors that may have influenced welfare caseload declines during the mid to late 1990s, and 

as well as the state of the national economy during this time. Finally, we briefly review 

1See Appendix A for a list of investigators associated with each study.
2The FF sample is nationally representative of births to unmarried women in mid- to large-size U.S. cities (i.e., those with populations 
of 200,000 or more).
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findings from various experimental and “leavers” studies, to provide further context for the 

results we present.

We compare the panel data from this group of studies to address the following questions:

1. What are the trends in employment, earnings, and income for former and current 

welfare recipients following the passage of PRWORA?

2. What are the trends in TANF receipt, and use of other government programs for 

this population?

3. What are the trends in other indicators of economic well-being?

4. Are there trends in family structure and composition?

Results from this synthesis task can inform future debates over PRWORA’s reauthorization 

and also serve as a contextual backdrop for the other articles in this special issue.

Federal Welfare Policy and the Economic Context: 1990–2005

Amid growing concern over the size and characteristics of the population receiving cash 

welfare in the U.S., and the growing cost of the Aid to Families with Dependent Children 

(AFDC) program, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 

1996 (PRWORA, P.L. 104–193) was signed into law. By replacing AFDC with Temporary 

Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), a time-limited welfare program that requires 

participation in work related activities as a condition for receiving cash assistance, 

PRWORA was intended to reduce dependence on government by promoting work, 

marriage, and self-sufficiency, and by discouraging out-of-wedlock births. The explicit goals 

of the TANF program, as stated in Section 401(a) of the Social Security Act, are to allow 

states the flexibility to create programs that:

“(1) provide assistance to needy families so that children may be cared for in their own 

homes or in the homes of relatives;

1. end the dependence of needy parents on government benefits by promoting job 

preparation, work, and marriage;

2. prevent and reduce the incidence of out-of-wedlock pregnancies and establish 

annual numerical goals for preventing and reducing the incidence of these 

pregnancies; and

3. encourage the formation and maintenance of two-parent families” (Public Law 

104–193).

It is important to note that, although policy analysts and scholars have suggested that 

reducing child poverty (or promoting child well-being) are implicit goals of TANF (e.g., 

Rector and Fagan, 2003), they are not explicit objectives of the law.

In accordance with PRWORA, states receive block grants to operate TANF programs, and 

have considerable discretion over these programs. At a minimum, programs must include 

work requirements and “work-trigger” time limits (set federally at 24 months, with an option 
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for states to enact earlier triggers),3 lifetime limits for benefit receipt (set federally at a 

maximum of 60 months, although states may adopt shorter time limits, use their own funds 

to extend benefits beyond 60 months, and exempt up to 20 percent of their caseloads), and 

minimum levels of work participation rates among program participants. States have the 

option of implementing family caps and sanctioning recipients for noncompliance (see 

Committee on Ways and Means, 2004, for a more complete summary of PRWORA and the 

TANF program.) TANF was re-authorized by the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005. Several of 

the original provisions have been revised, including definitions of allowable work activities, 

categories of exempted individuals, the computation of caseload reduction credits, and 

maintenance-of-effort requirements.

Although PRWORA has been credited with substantially changing the face of cash welfare 

assistance in the U.S., most of its major provisions can be traced back to state and federal 

initiatives over the decade preceding its passage. In particular, both the Family Support Act 

of 1988 (P.L. 100–485) and the state welfare waivers of the 1990s were precursors to 

PRWORA. The Family Support Act established the Job Opportunity and Basic Skill (JOBS) 

programs to promote education, training, and employment among welfare recipients in order 

to increase economic self-sufficiency. The welfare waivers of the 1990s granted states 

exemptions from federal AFDC program requirements in order to experiment with AFDC 

reforms, such as work requirements, time-limits on benefit receipt, and family caps.

Taken together, the welfare reforms of the 1990s instituted significantly more stringent work 

requirements than previous welfare policy. This shift, along with a strong economy and 

expansions in work supports for low income families, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit 

(EITC) and child care subsidies, led to dramatic declines in welfare caseloads and increases 

in the employment of low income single-mothers during the latter half of the 1990s (Blank, 

2002). As shown in Figure 1, the monthly average number of families on the AFDC 

caseload peaked in 1994 at slightly over 5 million, and declined thereafter. By 2005, the 

TANF caseload was just over 1.9 million families, representing a decline of about 51% since 

1997, the first year in which TANF was implemented.

With the passage of PRWORA in 1996 and the strong economic period that followed this 

legislation, employment among single mothers increased considerably. The proportion of 

never married mothers (arguably the group most affected by welfare reform) who were 

working rose from 44% to 66% between 1993 and 2000. The percentage of all single 

mothers working grew from 58% to 75% during this time period. With the recession of 

2001, however, this trend reversed. Sixty-two percent of never married mothers and 69% of 

all single mothers were working in 2005 (Haskins, 2006). Child poverty rates followed a 

similar pattern, decreasing from nearly 23% in 1993 to 16% in 2000, but rising again to 18% 

by 2005 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2006). Thus, despite declining welfare caseloads and 

increases in employment among single-mothers, more families with children appear to be 

experiencing economic stress in recent years (Loprest & Zedlewski, 2006).

3Work triggers involve time limits on TANF receipt in the absence of employment or work activity, as defined by each state.
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Results from Experimental Evaluations and TANF Leaver Studies

Although caseloads plummeted after PRWORA was implemented, it is difficult to 

determine how much of this decline was due to welfare policies rather than economic 

conditions and other policy changes. Previous research has assessed the overall effects of 

welfare reform in two ways. First, researchers have turned to the experimental evaluations of 

“precursors” to the 1996 welfare reform by studying state welfare waivers and welfare 

employment programs implemented under the Job Opportunity and Basic Skill (JOBS) 

programs. Second, researchers have undertaken welfare “leaver” studies, which track 

welfare recipients after they leave TANF.4

Conducted during the mid-1990s, the experimental evaluation of the JOBS programs found 

that a key dimension of welfare reform policies, work requirements with sanctions for non-

compliance, increased welfare recipients’ labor force participation (Grogger & Karoly, 

2005; Hamilton et al., 2001). Over a five year period, welfare recipients who faced 

employment requirements and sanctions for non-compliance had earnings that were between 

$1,400 and $2,500 higher than the control group, who experienced AFDC rules. One reason 

that the welfare-to-work programs may not have had larger effects on participants’ earnings 

may have been the relatively high rates of employment in the control group. Indeed, the 

study found that between 66–88% of the control group was employed at some point during 

the five year study period. Program impacts on earnings were concentrated in the early years 

of the program, suggesting that these effects were due to welfare recipients’ entering the 

labor market more quickly than the control group. Over time, the employment rates and 

earnings of the experimental and control groups became more equivalent, although it is 

worth noting that the average annual earnings of both groups did not exceed $6,500.

Not surprisingly, given their impact on employment and earnings, work requirements and 

sanctions for non-compliance also affected welfare receipt. Estimates suggest that, on 

average, welfare recipients in the employment-based programs received between about $900 

and $2,700 less in cash assistance than the control group counterparts (Hamilton et al., 

2001). Thus, increases in their earnings were offset by decreases in welfare, such that the 

employment-based programs did not affect participants’ total income.

Evaluations of state welfare waivers of the early 1990s generally led to similar conclusions 

about the economic consequences of welfare reform policies, with two additional insights 

(Bloom & Michalopoulos, 2001; Grogger & Karoly, 2005). First, when states provide 

earnings supplements, typically through enhanced earnings disregards, the total incomes of 

recipients are likely to be significantly higher. That is, by allowing participants to work and 

continue to receive welfare, household incomes typically increase. Second, there is no 

evidence that time limits are linked with either better or worse economic outcomes, at least 

in the short-term (Bloom & Michalopoulos, 2001; Grogger & Karoly, 2006).

4A third line of research involves econometric studies which capitalize on within-state changes to estimate the effects of particular 
aspects of welfare policy, such as family caps or time limits. Thus, this latter group of studies does not contribute to an understanding 
of the full effect of PRWORA (Blank, 2002).
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Another way to assess the economic consequences of welfare reform is by reviewing so-

called “leaver” studies. These studies are descriptive, but provide a useful picture of how 

families are faring. Brauner’s and Loprest’s (1999) review of these studies finds that most 

TANF recipients who leave welfare are employed at some point in the following year, with 

estimates ranging from 68% to 88%. Rates of employment are lower, between 39% and 

53%, among those who leave welfare because of sanctions for non-compliance.

Even relatively high rates of employment among welfare “leavers” do not translate into high 

earnings.Brauner’s and Loprest’s (1999) review found the average hourly wage of welfare 

recipients, the most common metric of earnings reported by leaver studies, ranged from 

$5.50 to $8.09 an hour. When average quarterly earnings were reported, they range from 

about $2,300 to $2,600 per quarter. With such low earnings, it is not surprising that a large 

majority of welfare leavers continue to rely on other forms of assistance, such as food 

stamps and Medicaid (Brauner & Loprest, 1999).

With fewer low-income mothers receiving cash welfare support, some scholars speculated 

about whether or not other forms of benefits might fill the void. For example, receipt of 

Supplemental Security Income (SSI)—cash support provided to low-income families with a 

disabled adult or child—might increase with declines in TANF receipt. Evaluations of the 

state welfare waivers implemented in the early 1990s suggest that SSI benefits increased in 

generosity relative to AFDC benefits and that as a result SSI receipt among single mothers 

may have increased (Garrett & Glied, 2000; Schmidt & Sedvak, 2004). However, PRWORA 

provisions also restricted SSI eligibility by excluding some previously eligible groups (e.g., 

non-citizens) and creating more restrictive definitions disability for other groups (e.g, 

children; Schmidt, 2004). Consequently, it is not clear whether families who are no longer 

eligible for TANF (or who are unable to comply with the conditions of TANF receipt) are 

more likely to seek assistance through the SSI program in the wake of PRWORA than in the 

years preceding this legislation. In any case, evidence from the leaver studies suggests that 

from 4% to 12% of former welfare recipients collect SSI benefits (Acs, Loprest & Roberts, 

2001).

Welfare Reform Context in the States

To provide additional context for the findings presented below, we offer a brief description 

of the caseload trends in, and key welfare policy components adopted by, the states relevant 

to the studies profiled in this analysis. Peak welfare caseloads were reached in the early 

1990s for the states relevant to WES, IFS, MTAS, and 3-City. Michigan’s and Wisconsin’s 

caseloads were highest in 1991 and 1992, respectively; Massachusetts’ and Texas’ caseloads 

were at their height in 1993; and Illinois’ caseload peaked in 1994. Each state’s caseload 

declined between its peak and March 2004 by more than 50%, with declines ranging from 

58% in Massachusetts to 85% in Illinois (Crouse, Hauan, Isaacs, Swenson & Trivits, 2005).

Turning to the policy components, in 1994, Michigan began a welfare reform program 

called Work First, which encouraged recipients to find jobs quickly. This program became 

universal and mandatory for most welfare recipients in 1996. Overall, Michigan’s Work 

First welfare policy can be classified as having strict sanctions for women who do not 
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comply with the requirement that all welfare recipients work 20 hours per week, with non-

compliers facing a 25% reduction in benefits for four months, followed by the closure of 

their case (Seefeldt & Anderson, 2000). At the same time, average monthly cash assistance 

is more generous than in most other states (but has remained flat since 1993). Michigan is 

also relatively more generous than other states in allowing families to keep more of their 

cash assistance while working (Seefeldt, Pavetti, Maguire, & d Kirby, 1998).

Also in 1994, Illinois began a welfare-to-work program (“Work Pays”) that incorporated a 

mix of work incentives and sanctions. With the state’s TANF plan, a combination of work 

incentives and sanctions for non-compliance with welfare rules was carried forward. Under 

TANF, the state invests heavily in child care subsidies, has generous income disregards, and 

a “stopped clock” provision that suspends the time limit clock for single TANF recipients 

who are working at least 30 hours per week (in 2-parent families, one adult must work at 

least 35 hours per week). Yet, Illinois’ benefit levels are relatively low, the original state 

TANF plan included a “family cap” policy,5 and the state imposes a full-grant sanction for 

non-compliance with work requirements. Taken together, this policy mix offers a relatively 

balanced array of incentives and penalties.

Wisconsin began experimenting with its AFDC program in the late 1980s and implemented 

a total of eleven waiver-based welfare demonstrations.6 As a result, the state’s cash 

assistance caseload had already declined significantly by the time its TANF program, 

Wisconsin Works (W-2), was implemented in September 1997. Wisconsin Works 

exemplifies the work-first approach that many states adopted as part of welfare reform. 

Participants are expected to become employed as soon as they are able and are placed in one 

of four “tiers” based on an assessment of their employability. Those deemed to be “job 

ready” are can receive case management services and other work supports, including food 

stamps, child-care subsidies, and Medicaid, to help them become and remain employed, but 

no cash assistance.7 Those with significant barriers to employment may be eligible for a 

monthly cash grant, as well as food stamps, childcare subsidies and/or medical assistance, 

but are required to work in community service jobs or participate in other activities intended 

to prepare them for employment. Their grant does not depend on family size and can be 

reduced for every hour of assigned activity missed without “good cause.” Only custodial 

parents of newborns less 12 weeks old are exempt from the work requirement.

The welfare plan in Texas, which was a continuation of its previous federal waiver, is 

perhaps one of the more complicated in the country. Time limits for welfare receipt are 

relatively strict, and range from 12 months, for those considered job-ready, to 36 months, for 

those least prepared to work. Several exemptions apply, however, such as having any 

children who are less than school age. Earnings disregards are also complicated, becoming 

more restrictive every few months for entrants into employment. Texas also instituted 

immediate work requirements, including work orientation and job search programs. Benefit 

5The Illinois family cap policy was subsequently repealed in 2004.
6Wisconsin’s waiver-based welfare demonstrations included Learnfare, Bridefare, and Work Not Welfare. Some of these 
demonstrations operated only in select counties or involved a small percentage of the total AFDC caseload (Corbett, 1995).
7In contrast to TANF programs in many other states, there is no earnings disregard that would allow participants who work at low-
wage jobs to still receive some cash assistance. exempt from the work requirement.
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levels in Texas are also very low (e.g., set at 17% of the federal poverty line as of 1996). On 

the other hand, Texas did not implement a full family grant sanction or a family cap at the 

initiation of PRWORA, although the state later instituted full family sanctions for 

noncompliance with child support requirements.

Massachusetts was still operating under its HHS waiver when federal welfare reform was 

instituted. Under its plan, Massachusetts has a relatively strict time limit for cash assistance 

of 24-months in any 60-month period, albeit no lifetime limit. However, benefit levels are 

relatively high, and exemptions from work requirements are lenient (e.g., they include 

recipients with children under two years of age). In 1999, recipients with school-age 

children were required to work 20 hours per week, although over 50% of the caseload was 

exempt from the time limit or work requirements. The Massachusetts plan includes a full-

family sanction, as well as a family cap.

The welfare policy context for FF is not detailed here, given that the FF study involves sites 

across 15 states representing a wide range of welfare reform policies.

Methods

The research design that characterizes each study in this special issue has been detailed 

elsewhere (Lewis et al., 2000; Piliavin, Dworsky, & Courtney, 2003; Reichman, Teitler, 

Garfinkel, and McLanahan, 2001; Winston et al., 1999; Danziger et al., 2000). However, we 

offer a brief overview of the five studies in terms of their key design elements.

All five of the highlighted studies share the following characteristics: they were 

implemented following the passage of PRWORA, they were non-experimental, they 

involved survey data collected at two or more time-points, their samples were randomly 

selected, and the original samples included TANF recipients or applicants who began 

receiving TANF. The WES and IFS studies involved random samples of active TANF 

caseloads in two different states. The FF and 3-City studies involved samples that were not 

exclusively comprised of TANF recipients. For these two studies, we identified a sub-

sample of respondents who were receiving TANF at the point of their baseline interview, a 

strategy that has been used in other analyses comparing findings between studies (Moffitt & 

Winder, 2005). MTAS involved a TANF applicant sample. For the purpose of this exercise, 

a sub-sample of MTAS respondents was utilized—those who began receiving TANF within 

one month of their baseline interview. For this reason, the descriptive statistics presented in 

this analysis may differ from the descriptive statistics offered elsewhere for these three 

studies. Table 1 offers an overview of the study characteristics.

Analysis

For this analysis, researchers affiliated with each study were asked to calculate descriptive 

statistics across a range of demographic and socioeconomic indicators common8 to the five 

studies. For many of the studies, these statistics were weighted to adjust for baseline sample 

8The five studies generated similar information on a wide range of outcomes and characteristics, but the precise measures used in each 
study may differ.
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design elements (e.g., stratification), and for initial non-response and attrition in follow-up 

surveys.9 Table 2 presents the sample demographic characteristics for each study.

Several differences in the sample characteristics are worth noting. The samples differ in 

racial and ethnic composition, reflecting, in part, the geographic variation in the studies. 

There are also differences due to sample design. For example, the FF study involved 

families with younger children and younger survey respondents because births (primarily to 

unmarried mothers) were sampled. Rates of marriage are highest for the 3-City Study, and 

rates of having at least a high school education (or its equivalent) are lowest for this study. 

3-City respondents also have more minor-aged children, and WES, IFS, and FF respondents 

have higher levels of education, on average. Given the differences in the initial sample 

characteristics, we caution readers that it is unwise to make cross-study comparisons of the 

point estimates for the variables we explore. Instead, we focus our discussion on comparing 

general time trends across studies.

Table 3 presents trends in employment, wages, and household income-to-needs ratios for 

each study. In general, these data suggest relatively stable or increasing rates of full-time 

employment over the course of the studies.10 The increase in full-time employment between 

Wave 1 and Wave 2 for the FF study is expected, given the sample design (i.e., mothers of 

newborn infants who may have left or remained out of the labor force around the time of the 

child’s birth). A similar increase is observed for MTAS and 3-City—both groups had low 

initial levels of employment, as they were applying for or receiving TANF during the first 

wave of the survey, and likely faced immediate work or “work-like” activity requirements. 

For WES and IFS, the initial surveys were conducted several months after the TANF sample 

was selected, and thus higher initial employment rates, lower TANF receipt rates, and 

relatively smaller gains in employment over time reflect this design element. Nevertheless, 

not only does full-time employment appear to increase or stay relatively stable within each 

sample, but average hourly wages (indexed to 2003) also increase within every study 

sample. Average weekly or monthly earnings also increase within each study (results not 

shown).

As depicted in Table 3, the ratio of household income to family size adjusted to the federal 

poverty threshold (i.e., a ratio of 1.0 means that household income is situated on the federal 

poverty line for a family of a given size), indicates that, on average, families appear to be 

slowly climbing out of poverty. However, despite increases in family income-to-need, most 

of these families continue to live in or near poverty.

Table 4 presents the percentage of respondents who received benefits, income transfers, or 

material assistance from other programs, community charities or emergency services. All 

studies reveal declines in TANF receipt, ranging from 35 to 53 percentage points between 

the initial survey wave and the most recent survey wave. WES and IFS—the two studies that 

9WES did not employ weights for non-response or attrition, although a previous analysis of WES data do not suggest that bias from 
attrition is a problem (Pape, 2004).
10It is important to note that these trends in employment are derived from self-reported information, as opposed to Unemployment 
Insurance records. See Appendix B for detail on several of the measures presented in Tables 3 through 5.

Slack et al. Page 9

Child Youth Serv Rev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 December 09.

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript
N

IH
-P

A
 A

uthor M
anuscript

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript



involved samples from TANF caseloads—have the lowest receipt rates by the end of their 

study field periods, although these two studies also include the most recent survey waves.

With one exception (WES), each study provides evidence of increases in respondent reports 

of EITC receipt. This is true for SSI, to a lesser extent, across all studies except MTAS. 

Food Stamp receipt declined in all studies, with the exception of IFS. There is some 

evidence to suggest that the health insurance coverage for survey respondents increased over 

time, although it may be more accurate to say that coverage remained relatively stable since 

most increases are negligible and changes occur in both directions over time. With respect to 

charity or emergency assistance, most studies indicate a decline over time. Only the FF 

study shows an increase in such assistance, and this increase is just one percentage point.

Although Table 3 indicates that income-to-needs ratios appear to be increasing, this 

indicator of poverty has been widely criticized for a number of reasons and may not fully 

capture family economic well-being (Citro & Michael, 1995; Ruggles, 1990). Another 

method of gauging economic well-being is to assess the incidence of various hardships 

experienced by families (Beverly, 2001; Cancian & Meyer, 2004). Table 5 presents the 

proportion of each study sample that experienced hardships with housing, food, and unmet 

health care needs across survey waves.

Studies do not have identical measures of these hardships. The indicators of housing 

hardship varied across studies, ranging from being “forced to move from a residence or 

home because you could not afford the rent or mortgage” to broader composite measures 

that include homelessness, utility shut-offs, doubled-up families, and reports of being unable 

to pay full rent or mortgage payments in one or more months in the past year. Food hardship 

was also measured in different ways, including high scores on food insecurity or 

insufficiency scales, and single item assessments of whether a respondent or her children 

went hungry in the past 12 months. Unmet health care needs were assessed more 

consistently across studies using respondent reports of health care needs for self or children 

that were unmet due to the out-of-pocket cost (WES, IFS, FF, 3-City), or unmet for any 

reason (MTAS). Details on these measures can be found in Appendix B.

Looking across these studies, there appears to be little consistency in the trends for housing, 

food, or health care hardship. However, respondents from most studies report increases in 

perceived economic well-being in several waves, although declines are also observed. 

Although not necessarily an indicator of hardship, per se, we also present estimates of the 

percentage of survey respondents in each study who report residing with extended family. In 

general, this trend declines over time (with the exception of the WES).

We also used descriptive data to explore whether there have been changes in family 

structure over time within each study sample. Since the goals of PRWORA emphasize “out-

of-wedlock” birth and marriage, we looked specifically at the rates of birth, marriage, and 

cohabitation with an unmarried partner. No consistent trend across studies was evident for 

births or for cohabitation. Both MTAS and 3-City studies showed an increased rate of births; 

birth rates were relatively stable in the WES and IFS; and the FF study, given its birth cohort 
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design, witnessed a precipitous drop in births between the first and second survey 

interviews, but an increase in births by the third survey interview.

Cohabitation trends, similar to births, were inconsistent across studies. These rates 

fluctuated over time for WES, IFS, and MTAS, declined for the FF Study, and increased in 

the 3-City Study. However, with the exception of the 3-City Study (which had the highest 

marriage rate to begin with), rates of marriage increased across studies. Figure 2 shows the 

percentage of sample members who were married at each survey interview.11 For the IFS 

and MTAS, these increases are negligible; but for WES and FF, the increases in the 

percentage of sample respondents who report being married are larger.

Discussion

This analysis has several limitations that should be kept in mind when considering the 

findings and their policy implications. First, the figures we present are merely descriptive, 

and cannot be interpreted as effects of welfare reform. To this end, we did not test whether 

changes over time were statistically significant. Rather, our goal was to assess whether 

general patterns could be observed across studies, providing a picture of how families are 

faring the wake of welfare reform. Furthermore, several of the measures we use are crude. In 

order to use comparable measures across the studies, it was sometimes necessary to 

dichotomize scales and simplify measures.

Another important caveat is that not every panel study involved a cross-sectional sample of 

TANF recipients. MTAS targeted TANF applicants (regardless of subsequent receipt) and 

both 3-City and FF targeted low-income families, and thus did not select their samples from 

the active welfare rolls (as did WES and IFS). In order to assess whether there were general 

patterns across studies, MTAS, FF, and 3-City samples were constrained to only those 

respondents who were receiving TANF at the point of the baseline interview or within one 

month of their TANF application. It is not known whether such subgroups are representative 

of the cross-sectional welfare recipient population in each study’s region(s).

It is also important to recognize that the within-study trends observed in the above tables and 

figures may be influenced by changes in sample composition stemming from attrition. 

Although weights and analyses were employed in all studies to address attrition, this 

strategy does not completely solve potential bias related to selection issues. Comparing 

statistics and trends across studies is also problematic, given that the original sampling 

strategies and sample characteristics differed for each study. Thus, the data we present 

should not be used to argue that one study sample fared worse or better than another study 

sample on any of the outcomes we assessed. Observed trends may also simply reflect the 

influence of aging cohorts.

A final caveat is that the trends depicted in each table involve aggregated (within-study) 

data, which may mask instability in any given indicator for individual respondents or 

families. For example, trends in full-time employment depicted in Table 3 give the 

11For years in which a given study did not have a survey wave, the estimate represents the mid-point of the previous and subsequent 
year.
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impression that employment rates are relatively stable within each study, at least in more 

recent survey waves. However, as demonstrated in several of the articles in this issue, 

employment for any given respondent fluctuates, sometimes substantially, over time. These 

findings merely offer additional contextual information for interpreting the results of more 

rigorous analyses that consider individual respondents, children, or families as the unit of 

analysis.

Despite these limitations, we believe that the task of synthesizing trends across this group of 

panel studies is a useful endeavor. Many of our findings are consistent with results from 

experimental evaluations and leavers’ studies. The data in those studies suggest that on 

average, household income, earnings, and wages have improved among former and current 

welfare recipients, although such improvements appear to do little to lift families out of 

poverty, as most former welfare recipient families continue to experience economic hardship 

and to rely on other types of public benefits (e.g., Food Stamps, SSI).

Several hopeful signs emerged from this analysis. For example, we find some increases over 

time in survey respondents’ positive assessments of economic well-being, declines in 

coresidence with extended family (a positive trend if coresidence signals economic hardship, 

but a negative trend if coresidence indicates higher levels of social support), and increased 

participation in work support programs such as the EITC. Decreases in the use of charity/

emergency assistance are somewhat unexpected, given incentives in PRWORA that 

encourage state cooperation with community and “faith-based” organizations in the delivery 

of welfare services—the so-called “charitable choice” provision (Cnaan & Boddie, 2002). 

Also, other research has documented at least modest growth in the use of emergency or 

charitable services, such as food pantry use, following the passage of PRWORA (Mosley & 

Tiehen, 2004; Tiehen, 2002). The fact that most studies in our analysis revealed declines in 

charity assistance could indicate declining need for such supplemental resources; however 

this finding could also indicate that families are having increasing trouble accessing these 

resources.

This analysis provides little evidence of broad changes in family formation and composition 

in the wake of welfare reform. Although increasing rates of marriage emerged in several of 

the studies, it is unclear whether these rising rates signify an emerging response to welfare 

reform. In addition, the overall rates of marriage remain low (around 20% or lower) as of the 

most recent survey waves. Nevertheless, with marriage promotion as a clear goal of welfare 

reform, this topic deserves more attention in future research.

In sum, many families affected by welfare reform remain dependent on public benefits, and 

either poor or near-poor, despite gains in some indicators of economic well-being. The 

remaining papers in this volume begin to address how parents and children are faring in 

other important domains.

In light of findings from previous welfare reform research, particularly the welfare leaver 

studies, our results suggest that low-income families continue to face economic hardship. 

The host of policy changes enacted in the late 1990s as well as a robust economy succeeded 

in increasing the labor force participation of many low-income women. However, few of 
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these families achieved economic self sufficiency, and many continue to struggle to make 

ends meet. As such, increasing attention should be given to better understanding what type 

of strategies lead to higher wage rates for low-skilled mothers, including for example, job 

retention and advancement programs. In addition, these results suggest that families may 

benefit from expansions in work supports, such as the Earned Income Tax Credit and child 

care assistance. Although benefits in these areas have increased since welfare reform, as 

state aid shrinks some supports may be less accessible. For example, 26 states have reduced 

the income eligibility for child care subsidies in recent years (Child Care Bureau, 2004).

Finally, we remind readers that aggregated data provide only a broad picture of how families 

are faring and we must be mindful that individual families experience variability in 

outcomes. While on average families appear to experience small gains over the course of 

each study, this likely masks considerable heterogeneity. Some families may be 

experiencing much more dire economic circumstances if, for example, they are unable to 

transition from welfare to work. A better understanding of which families are able to 

successfully transition from welfare into employment and which continue to struggle will 

provide a better indication of the types and ranges of services that may further support low-

income families.
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Appendix A. Principal Study Investigators

WES

Sandra Danziger, Mary Corcoran, Sheldon Danziger, Kristin Seefeldt and Richard Tolman, 

University of Michigan and Ariel Kalil, University of Chicago.

IFS

Dan A. Lewis, Northwestern University; Paul Kleppner, Northern Illinois University; 

Stephanie Riger, University of Illinois at Chicago; James Lewis, Roosevelt University; and 

Robert Goerge, University of Chicago

MTAS

Mark Courtney, University of Chicago, and Irving Piliavin, Professor Emeritus, University 

of Wisconsin-Madison

FF

Sara McLanahan and Christina Paxson, Princeton University and Irwin Garfinkel and 

Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, Columbia University, Co-Principal Investigators.
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3-City

Andrew Cherlin, Johns Hopkins University; Ron Angel, University of Texas at Austin; 

Linda Burton, Duke University; P. Lindsay Chase-Lansdale, Northwestern University; 

Robert Moffitt, Johns Hopkins University; and William Julius Wilson, Harvard University.
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Figure 1. U.S. Welfare Caseload Trend
Source: Data for 1990–2002 are from U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Ways 

and Means (2004), Table 7-6. Data for 2003–2005 are from U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, Office of Family Assistance 

(2006).
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Figure 2. 
Marriage rates, by study
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