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P R O C E E D I N G S


MR. ROLSTON:  I'd like to welcome you all here this morning.  I think it's our first annual, but with one under our belt and our second underway, we feel comfortable saying it's the second annual Conference on Welfare Reform Evaluation.



My name is Howard Rolston.  I'm from the Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation in the Administration for Children and Families.  And we hope that, with the help of many of you, we've designed a conference that can really focus on two things.  One is to present some of the most recent information that's relevant to understanding the progress and potentially the future of welfare reform and, secondly, to begin to connect to the findings that we currently have to what we need to do in the future and what we need to be learning about in order to make welfare reform as successful as it can be and to translate learning into action.



And so, with those thoughts in mind, I'm really pleased to introduce to you our keynote speaker, Isabel Sawhill from the Brookings Institute.  I think that one of the things that I really appreciate about her work is its closeness to action, that it's always, it seems to me, geared to understanding how we can accomplish positive change; and, while of high quality, it is never sort of narrow, informal, but always, it seems to me, intended to provide hard knowledge that can lead to better outcomes.



Isabel Sawhill is a senior fellow in economic studies at Brookings.  She is the first occupant of the Johnson Chair.  Prior to that, she was senior fellow at the Urban Institute and, from 1993 to 1995, was an associate director at the Offices of Management and Budget.  In that area she was in charge of the human resources area, which is approximately one-third of the federal budget.  She's also currently the president of the National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy, which is a private bipartisan organization designed to do just that, and I think it illustrates her connection to accomplishing things through knowledge.



Her current research focus is improving life prospects for children, especially disadvantaged children.  So please help me welcome to us Isabel Sawhill.




(Applause.)



MS. SAWHILL:  Thank you very much, Howard, and good morning to all of you.  I think it's wonderful to see so many of you here in Washington for a conference like this.  As Howard says, I am someone who's very interested in policy and in getting things done, but I very, very firmly believe that action must be based on the best information and research available.  So I'm really pleased to see that the department is hosting this kind of a meeting and that so many of you are here.



Now, I have to start and tell you my favorite research story.  It's about this guy who got a big grant from the NIH to study ants, and the experiment involved putting these ants out on a lab table and then removing each of the ants' legs, one by one.  So what he would do, he'd take off the first leg and then he would yell at all of the ants, "Jump!"  And they would all jump off the laboratory table and he would carefully measure how much each one jumped.  Of course, they jumped different amounts, and he carefully recorded all of that.  And then he did the second leg and so on until all six legs were gone, and on the final trial he yelled, "Jump!" and, of course, they all just lay there.  Then, you know, he carefully recorded all the zeroes on that last trial, and a few days later, unfortunately, they all died.  



He spent then about a year studying his data, reading up on the literature, thinking hard about it, wrote a 300-page report for the NIH; but the bottom line, the bottom-line conclusion of all of this research was that, if you remove an ant's legs, they will lose their sense of hearing.




(Laughter.)



Now, I think there are three lessons from that story.  The one is that if you're going to do experiments, be careful how you treat your subjects.  The second is there are always at least two explanations for any observed empirical phenomenon, and the third is research is no substitute for common sense.



So let me go from ants now to welfare reform.  I think the '96 welfare reform law was a leap into uncharted territory and, therefore, I think of many of you who are here at this conference or all of you as the "Lewis and Clarks of social policy."  And what Lewis and Clark did, of course, that made their expeditions so famous is that they not only explored new and heretofore unknown territory but they also collected data, made careful observations, recorded everything in a journal, and reported back to President Jefferson on everything that they had learned.



Now, when I think about President Clinton having signed the '96 Welfare Reform Law, I'm not sure that he had the Lewis and Clark model in mind, but I take a little bit of hope from the fact that at least his middle name is Jefferson, and he also has people in his administration who care a lot about research.

You've just heard and will be hearing more from one of them, Howard Rolston.  We have people in the Congress like Ron Haskins who also care, I think, a lot about research and have helped to make sure that there was some money for that.  We have people like Pat Ruggles in HHS and many others that I could -- Becky Blank at the CEA, many others in this administration who I think care very much about research.



But, going back to these Lewis and Clark reports, I think they had an enduring, perhaps even a profound, impact on the routes taken by later settlers and on subsequent economic and political developments in the 19th century, and they also had a profound impact on -- I'm not sure whether you'd call it negative or positive -- on the welfare of America's first group of disadvantaged people, Native Americans.



Today, of course, we are charting a course not with canoes, maps, and personal diaries, but with computers, national and state surveys, and administrative data systems.  But I think the principles and the challenges are much the same:  first, to draw on previous research, especially earlier evaluations of state experimentation under waivers; second, to use the flexibility provided under the new law to try some new things, building on that earlier research whenever possible; and, third, to assess and evaluate these new efforts in ways that can allow mid-course correction and guide future policy choices.



Now, it seems to me there are several new challenges to think about in these evaluation efforts.  First of all, states are, of necessity, more heavily involved and need the capacity to do good research.  Many are doing this often in collaboration with academic institutions, whether a local university or a national research organization or some other kind of body; and it seems to me that this kind of collaboration can benefit both groups, both state practitioners and more academically-oriented individuals and groups.



First of all, state and local practitioners can benefit from the technical expertise and the wider perspective on what's going on around the country that independent scholars should and, I think, often do provide.  Scholars, in turn, need a much deeper and much more grounded knowledge of how programs actually work, what's inside that black box that we so often talk about and don't seem to understand very well.  They also need to understand some of the specific challenges faced by local practitioners in the process of implementing policy and some of the difficult trade-offs and political pressures that they face.



As an example, at a conference that I organized at Brookings last week on child care and early childhood education, I tried to bring in some state-level people including the guy who runs the child care program for the State of Wisconsin, and he really sensitized me and, I think, many others who were there to some of the excruciating tradeoffs that his state and, I'm sure, other states face in this area.



Now, given that there's only so much in the way of child care funds available, one can go the route of very much constraining eligibility for those funds by having low income thresholds for eligibility or high co-payments or low reimbursement rates or whatever and end up serving most of the eligible population, or one can set those thresholds and eligibility conditions more generously and then have long waiting lines.

I think, as a result of listening to him, I became much more aware of how difficult it would be to make that kind of a decision if you were at the state level and some of the ways in which research might be able to help.



A second challenge in this new environment is the very sharp shift in policy embedded in the '96 law, and the sheer magnitude of the new initiatives that are possible in the 50 states.  The outpouring of research and evaluation studies that that's producing is simply huge.  



And the question is how do we maintain the quality of the research and the data in this new environment; how do we, for example, separate good research from bad research; how do we keep there from being more 300-page studies to the NIH about the ant that lost its sense of hearing; and how do we prevent pressures from advocates or politicians of one stripe or another from skewing the results or interfering with the integrity of the process?



I don't pretend to the know the answers to those questions, although I would suggest that one answer is to rely on peer review as always, to assume that there is going to be competition in the research community -- in other words, to fund multiple studies on any particular question; they aren't all going to show the same thing, and we need to have a healthy debate about whose findings we believe.  

Second, I think we really need to work harder on educating journalists and other end users including those, like journalists, who communicate most frequently with the public and with top officials about some of the complexities that are involved and some of the uncertainties that we will always face in this area.



A third challenge is how do busy people keep abreast of what is being learned that's relevant to their own research or their own decision-making?  I think the answer here lies in part in conferences such as this one where there can be some sharing of research plans and research lessons learned and more networking to find out who's doing what.



In addition, of course, there are a number of national efforts that are aimed at tracking, assessing and disseminating key research findings.  I think, for example, of the Research Forum on Children, Families and the New Federalism at the National Center for Children in Poverty at Columbia.  I think they are here or are going to be here, and they are doing a good job, of creating a national clearinghouse of research.



There's the work that MDRC and the Urban Institute and the Rockefeller Institute of Government are all doing to track and monitor and assess what's happening and, also, to try to make sure that research and data are more broadly available.  I know, for example, in the case of the Urban Institute project, that all of the data that they are collecting including state-reliable data for 13 states and a 50-state database are going to be publicly available for any state or any research organization to use.



There's the efforts of the Center for Law and Social Policy and the Welfare Information Network and the University of Maryland and the Center for Budget and Policy Priorities.  All four of these groups are doing, it seems to me, really wonderful work to get information out to state and other groups in a useful form.  And then, of course, there's the federal government's own efforts.  I didn't get a chance to talk to Howard about what his office has available, but I know they have a Web site which, I'm sure, has much information on it and perhaps he'll be saying more about that.



I'm sure I've missed some key resources in all of this and have offended someone in the process, but the point is there are a lot of resources out there to be tapped if you're simply trying to keep up with what's going on.



Finally, I want to say something, at least briefly, on what seems to me to be the most critical substantive questions that we need to try to answer over the next few years.  I've picked six to emphasize.  I agonized a little bit about which six to pick, and I'm sure many of you will have other thoughts about this; but, to warm us up and get us started, I thought I would mention these.



The first set of questions, are about what I would call "caseload dynamics."  Caseloads have fallen, as I'm sure you all know, by over 40 percent since early 1994, and that's been much remarked upon and treated by the press as big news; and I think the question here is what's driving these declines?



First of all, is it due to fewer entries onto the welfare rolls or is it due to more exits?  I've been particularly interested in trying to find out the answer to that question and have been surprised how difficult it is to get good data on even that rather simple question.  I'm told by Becky Blank, and Howard may have more to say about this, that as best we can tell, it looks nationally as if it's something like 50/50; but some of you at the state level may have state-specific data that you can use to answer this question for your state.



In addition, we have this debate about how much of the caseload decline is due to welfare reform itself and how much is due to the strong economy or other factors.  Just yesterday in the newspaper there was an article reporting a new study coming out of the Heritage Foundation suggesting that that welfare reform should be getting more of the credit and the economy and other factors less of the credit than some previous researchers had suggested.  If you talk to the people at the Council of Economic Advisors, they will tell you that it looks like something on the order of 20 percent of the caseload decline so far is due to economic factors, but they had an earlier estimate of 40 percent.  And we will have continuing debate about this issue for sure.



If welfare reform is a significant driver, and I don't think there's anybody that thinks it isn't, then what aspects of the changes in the welfare system have been most important?  Is it upfront diversion?  Is it the use of sanctions?  Is it new messages and a changed culture in the welfare office?  I'm sure many of you have ideas and thoughts about that, but I think we need to understand it better.



And then what role has been played by other recent changes in policy, such as increases in the minimum wage and increases in the earned income tax credit?  We have data that suggest that, as a result of increases in both the minimum wage and the EITC, work pays much, much better than it used to.  This has made quite a large difference for, let's say, a single mother with two children, working full time, in terms of her net income.  And there's clear evidence that partly as a result of this, the labor force participation of single mothers has increased quite dramatically in the last few years.



But the relative role of the kind of carrots represented by the minimum wage and the EITC versus the stick of welfare reform itself in that process isn't, I think, quite yet clear.



A second set of questions is about whether people are better off or worse off as a result of all of this.  I mean, that really should be a very bottom-line question.  What's happening to those who leave welfare or, equally important, those who would have come on the rolls in the absence of reform?  



There are a number of studies now that have tried to look at this question.  The consensus seems to be that something like 50 to 70 percent of those leaving welfare have found jobs.  Those jobs seem to typically pay somewhere between six and eight dollars an hour. Based on past studies of welfare leavers, those who leave welfare and get these relatively low-pay jobs don’t experience much wage progression over their careers.  They tend to stay in these very low-paid jobs. A full-time minimum wage job by itself is not enough to move the typical welfare family out of poverty, although I would remind everybody that welfare itself didn't move most families out of poverty either.



With the earned income tax credit and the minimum wage, it is now possible for a typical single-parent family in a relatively low-wage job to at least get a little bit above the poverty level.  I don't think we should take the poverty line here as any kind of magic marker for people being well off.  There's still a lot of hardship involved, but things do seem to have gotten better as a result of those policies.



Now,a third set of questions:  Who's taking care of the children and how are they faring?  I've been looking, as I mentioned a moment ago, at some of these child care issues.  The Federal Child Care Block Grant, is now funded at something over three billion dollars a year, and Congress has put additional money into child care, as you know.  But there are also estimates coming out of HHS that that's probably only enough money to serve roughly one out of every 10 eligible children, -- the eligibility allowed by the federal government being 85 percent of the state median income.



The issue then is how do we get equity between welfare families and non-welfare families who are equally poor; what does the state do if it doesn't have the money to serve both groups?  I think we know that many states are tilting for obvious reasons in favor of welfare recipients or former recipients, but this is going to be a big issue, I think.



And, given the high cost of quality care, even ordinary garden-variety care costs the typical family with one preschool-age child $4,000 a year,  what do we do about all the families for whom subsidies don't exist, and isn't it likely that their children are going to be in sub-optimal care, and what are the long-term implications of that?



I think that the reason I'm very concerned about this set of issues is because it seems to me we may be missing an opportunity to help poor children get ready for school and have better life prospects in the future; as Howard mentioned, this is a particular interest of mine, and I have a short paper on this, by the way, for any of you who are interested.



The fourth set of issues:  What kinds of supports are there for those who are working, and what's the role of these supports, in making welfare reform a success rather than a failure?  I think here it's important to look at the impact of earnings disregards, to look at not only federal but also state EITCs, to look at transitional child care and health care as well as broader child care and health care policy, to look at on-the-job training and on-the-job mentoring of new employees, to look at transportation subsidies or the vehicle asset limits and moving to opportunity programs, and to look at child support payments and what's happening to them and state pass-through policies on child support.



Fifth, what happens to the hard-to-employ, the most trouble parts of the caseload, who many people predict are not going to find jobs even in the kind of strong economy we now have and even with the kind of support that we could put in place? How well does the remaining safety net work to help these and other families?  I have in mind here food stamps, Medicaid, SSI, the Child Welfare System.  These have to somehow or other be brought into a better relationship to everything else that we're doing, and I'm sure there are going to be some unintended effects on those systems, some of which are already being seen.



Sixth and finally, what's happening to the poverty rate or the bottom tier of the income distribution as the result of wellfare reform, and how does the answer to that question vary depending upon whether you think there may be longer-term changes in behavior, including work behavior, marriage, and fertility?



Howard mentioned that I'm particularly interested in teen-age pregnancy, and I've looked a lot at the extent to which teen-age pregnancy and child-bearing is a precursor to going onto the welfare rolls; and, it's an extremely important precursor.  So, if we could figure out ways to prevent early child-bearing, I think we could do a lot to prevent people coming on welfare and, in fact, needing welfare in the first place, but that raises a whole new host of questions that we could get into if any of you are interested.



Well, I think I will stop here.  I will be happy to take any questions or comments.  I want to invite all of you to go forward with undaunted courage, and don't kill any ants in the process.




(Applause.)



MR. ROLSTON:  Any questions for Bel or topics you'd like to bring up?



MS. SAWHILL:  Yes.



MR. KINCANNON:  My name is Kevin Kincannon from the state of Maine.  You mentioned one of the sub-topics here right at the end of the presentation:  child support.  I'm surprised -- my own impression is that it plays a much larger role, the more vigorous collection of child support across the country and helping people both leave welfare but also preventing people from coming on welfare.  And I wonder if that's your impression or do you think it has a more minor role?



MS. SAWHILL:  Well, I'm not sure that I can give any kind of definitive answer to that.  My personal view is that it's very important and that we need to not treat it as the tail that wags the dog here but think of it more as the dog itself, and maybe that's the spirit of your comment as well.



I've been reading some of the research that Elaine Sorenson from the Urban Institute has been doing on this, and she and her colleagues show that the kind of policies that we've been putting in place in recent years and that were further beefed up in the '96 law are beginning to have an effect on child support collections. Trying to encourage states to set up and establish some kind of civil process or in-hospital paternity establishment and getting much tougher with mothers who don't cooperate in providing information, and setting up a whole new system of reporting on new hires and tracking people through that and other mechanisms.  I think all of this is having an effect.



And, when you look at the overall data, you don't see a lot of improvement in child support collections, but the reason for that is because the composition of the caseload or of single mothers in general -- not just the caseload, but of all single mothers, has been shifting quite dramatically to include far more never-married women and fewer formerly-married, that is, divorced and separated women, and we've always had difficulty establishing paternity and collecting child support for the never-married group.



But, once you disaggregate the data and look at both groups separately, you can see that we are improving matters.  It's just that the change in the composition of the group has sort of masked our being able to see that, and child support enforcement is not an expensive investment relative to many other things we could do.



So I'm glad you brought it up.  It's something that I think is very important.



Yes.



MS. GANSGLASS:  Evelyn Gansglass (phonetic) from National Governors Association.  I'm just struck that your whole list, your six points, are all very much on the supply side:  How do we support people, how do we fix them, how do we move them into the labor market?



To what extent do you think research needs to start -- welfare research needs to start looking at the demand side as well, changes in the labor market that clearly affect this population?



MS. SAWHILL:  I think one of the reasons that I, like everyone else these days, tends to focus a lot on the supply side is because the demand side is in great shape at the moment.  But you're absolutely right that the reason is because we're in such a tight labor market.  You know, the unemployment rates of a little over four percent are something we haven't seen in 25 years or more, and so jobs are not difficult to get.  I assume that's what you mean by the "demand side," but they could easily become harder to get if we have a recession.



MS. GANSGLASS:  I'm talking about the characteristics, even in this great economy, the characteristics of the jobs that people are getting.



MS. SAWHILL:  The fact that they're low pay?



MS. GANSGLASS:  People with very little experience, and that part of the strategy may, as well, be to try to affect the low-wage labor market and not just look at supports for individuals and moving them to it, that ultimately things are going to have to change on that side as well if people are going to have any wage progression, be able to have careers.



MS. SAWHILL:  Well, a couple of points about that:  First of all, as I suggested a little bit, but I could give a longer speech on it, I think phase two of welfare reform has to be to make work pay, to provide the kind of support that can enable someone in a relatively low-wage job to support a family in a decent way.  That means addressing the EITC, minimum wage, health care, child care subsidies, and that sort of thing, and we can talk about what mix of those things makes most sense.  



Actually, I've just completed the first draft of a book that I'm doing with two other people that we call The American Economy in the New Century, and in it there's a whole chapter on inequality and opportunity in which I suggest that the major focus for the future must be on helping the working poor.



The second point I want to make about that is that we've gotten into a mode of talking about the importance of work first and we have to some extent, based on the research itself, moved away from a focus on training; and I think some of that refocusing on work as opposed to training was, in fact, appropriate.  I don't think there was a lot of evidence that the kind of short-term classroom training that was so prevalent was doing people a huge amount of good.



And, when I was in the administration and went out and met with groups of welfare recipients themselves and talked with them about their experiences in training programs as well as their experiences in the labor market, they confirmed what I think we'd been learning from the research, which is that a lot of these training programs weren't very good.



Now, I think, that said, we've gone too far in this direction and we need to get the pendulum back in the center here.  It simply doesn't make sense to say that people don't need some training, and I think the kind of training they most need is on-the-job training or training that's very closely tied, even customized to a particular job opportunity that exists.



I was recently in New York City and had an opportunity to visit a number of very specific union-sponsored and employer-sponsored training programs in that city for home health aides and for child care workers, and these seemed to me to be very excellent programs that are very much needed, and I think we have a problem in that not enough of them are being funded.



So I think that's a whole conversation that needs to be had.



Anybody else?  Yes.



MS. GREGOIRE:  Sara Gregoire from Newport, Vermont.  You mentioned the impact that the young teen-agers getting pregnant is having on welfare.  Certainly this is something that communities, families, and schools have looked at for many, many years.  Could you speak directly to some of the programs and issues you have in mind?



MS. SAWHILL:  Well, you're right.  We have been looking at these programs for years and we haven't found any magic solutions.  I think, though, the fact that teen-age pregnancy and birth rates have been coming down for the last six years shows that progress can be made.  When we look at why they're coming down, there seem to be two reasons, I would say, of roughly equal importance.  First of all, kids are delaying sex more than they used to; and, secondly, those who are having sex are using contraception more effectively.



Now, to do either one of those things, either to decide to wait or to use contraception, takes a lot of discipline and upfront planning and a lot of motivation.  And so I think we need to work with kids on why they should care about doing these things and, also, give them better things to do with their time.



You know, we've talked for years and years, people in the reproductive health field, about the importance of sex education and access to family planning, and I think they're important, but I think they're not enough.  I think you've got to have after-school programs and programs that really engage kids and give them reasons for wanting to do other things with their lives.



There's one program called the Teen Outreach Program, which has been quite widely used around the country.  It's been rigorously evaluated and it's been found to reduce teen pregnancies by roughly half.  There are other programs that have now been rigorously evaluated that seem to have had some success as well, but I think you have to work on this at two levels.  You need to have programs at the community level, but you also need to produce a change in the surrounding culture including the peer culture and the culture of the media, which is very toxic right now.  And one of the things that my organization is doing is working closely with the media and with the magazines that teens read, to get a change in the culture, and that seems to be having some effect, I'm happy to say.



MS. DILWORTH:  I'm Linda Dilworth from Tallahassee, Florida, and I'm wondering whether or not there's been research on other social drivers for the need for public assistance, such as research in the areas of mental health, substance abuse, domestic violence, those things that when we take a proactive stance in the research, looking at proactive initiatives in this area, what has happened in terms of the need for public assistance programs and the research that bears in this arena.



MS. SAWHILL:  Well, I'm not terribly familiar with specific research in those areas, but I would point out what is pretty obvious, I think, which is we ought to be trying to prevent some of those problems in the first place, because once you have them, they're extremely difficult and, also, extremely expensive to deal with.  And, like many other people, I go back to what I think is our greatest failure by far in this country and, that is, the failures of our K-through-12 education system.  If we could improve the schools, particularly some of the schools in our largest cities serving some of our most disadvantaged populations, I think that could help on every front.



And so I would urge all of you who work in the social assistance or social services area to, get interested or involved in your schools as well.



I don't think that's terribly responsive, but it's about all I can think to say at the moment.



MR. ROLSTON:  Maybe we could have one more.



MS. BAKER:  Good morning.  Anita Baker from Management Plus in New York City.  Just curious if any of the evaluation work around job support services once people are in jobs are taking on the issues of sexual harassment, given the population of welfare, to work recipients.



MS. SAWHILL:  I haven't heard of anybody who's really tackling that, particularly not in this context.  I mean, I think most employers nowadays have had their consciousness raised about this, but I can't tell you about any research.  I'm sure some exists.



Some of the publications coming out from the Welfare Information Network have dealt with domestic violence, for example.  That's not sexual harassment, but I think it's a big problem and we do need to worry about it.  I can't tell you about any specific research.



MR. ROLSTON:  Well, thank you very much, Bel.  That was a terrific kick-off for us and it was a terrific set of questions, too.



MS. SAWHILL:  Thank you very much.



MR. ROLSTON:  Thank you very much.




(Applause.)
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