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P R O C E E D I N G S


MR. ROLSTON:  I want to introduce our luncheon speaker -- who's not me -- Mark Greenberg, who is senior staff attorney for the Center for Law and Social Policy -- he's been there for over ten years -- and who I think we all regard as a tremendous contributor to many areas related to welfare reform and child care and other areas.  He's both an astute participant and an astute observer of the scene, so that he has, I think, wonderful judgment about where things are and where they might go.



Before being at CLASP for ten years, he was a legal services attorney in California and Florida, so he brings extensive experience at the state and local level, and not just at the national level.  I'm sure many of you know him in states also where he serves as a tremendous analytic and program support.



So let's all welcome Mark.



(Applause.)



MR. GREENBERG:  Thanks very much, Howard.  I was asked to talk about a perspective on welfare reform evaluation for this luncheon discussion today and really wasn't given more detail than that as to what to talk about.  So I'd like to begin by thanking Howard and the Department for inviting me to participate in that context.  Howard actually did make a point at lunch of saying, "Really important to emphasize the need for random assignment."



(Laughter.)



MR. GREENBERG:  But other than that, he has left it to me.  Howard and I were reminiscing a bit at lunch. I've been in D.C. since '88.  I came just after the Family Support Act was enacted into law.  The first time that Howard and I had talked was in the context of my raising considerable concerns about the proposed JOBS regulations.  We brought some unity to this at lunch, as we discussed some of our areas of agreement and disagreement around the final TANF regulations.



So the specific details change over time.  We agree sometimes.  We disagree sometimes.  But despite our periodic disagreements, I always find it helpful to talk through an issue with Howard and I really appreciate having an opportunity to be here and talk with you at lunch today.



As Howard indicates, the work that I do is a mix of things.  I actually don't track my time, so I don't know exactly how I spend it.  But if I did track my time, my guess is that it's almost equally divided between talking and working with people in state and local government, talking and working with people in nonprofit groups and local advocacy groups around the country, and talking with others.  Broadly, people in the research community, people in the press who are trying to make sense of this, people from foundations, just sort of the rest of the world that is following welfare reform and trying to understand what's happening.  



Very broadly, the kind of work we do is, in part, writing about what the law says, what state choices are, what states can do, what they can't do, in times of opportunity where the opportunities are. We also spend a lot of time trying to translate research findings and trying to make those findings more accessible for people in state and local government and people in nonprofits who are attempting to affect the policy process.



As part of that process, we often emphasize that there are key unanswered questions and things we wish we knew and we don't know.  At the same time, we very much recognize that there are many times when state legislatures or governors’ offices have to make decisions or feel they have to make decisions even though there are key unanswered questions; times when you have to proceed with imperfect knowledge and move ahead with your best judgment of what the research says, of what you can and can't do, and what's politically possible.  And we try to bring some sensitivity to all that.



In talking with you today, I thought it might be most helpful to step back a bit and talk about what are some of the things that we do and don't know about the early implementation of TANF and then how those things help us think about the research agenda and the programmatic agenda for the next set of years.



When I first started thinking about how to structure my presentation today, I was thinking that it would be interesting to do would be to frame some of the discussion by talking in part about research data that we need now.  And I thought another part could focus on the longer run agenda, what are the things that we need to be thinking about as we look ahead to 2002 and to TANF reauthorization.



When I started trying to organize the presentation that way, I discovered to my shock that while I was thinking about 2002 in long-run terms, in fact it’s sort of the short run.



We talk about the early experience of TANF implementation -- because the law was passed in '96; and this is '99.  But the discussions of what's going to happen in 2002 are going to begin before 2002.  So there's a sense in which we are at the halfway point or maybe even past the halfway point of at least this first stage of TANF implementation.



So there is no clear division between the short run and the long run.  So I ultimately concluded that there's a sense in which the challenges that states now face in trying to decide what to do next may not necessarily be different than the challenges of how do you think about 2002.



The sense in which I say that is for those of you who are from state agencies, if you step back for the moment and imagine that this is 2002 and you or somebody in your organization is testifying before one of the Senate or House committees that's going to be talking about what should happen in 2002, and you are trying to address the "what’s next stage?" Clearly the thing that we most know right now about TANF implementation is the extraordinary caseload decline around the country.



As I'll talk about a little bit more about in a moment, we also know that there has been a significant increase in employment.  But there are a lot of things beyond that we don't know.



But as many of you appreciate, in lots of the first discussions, people focused on caseload decline as evidence in itself of success of the law.  And there were arguments back and forth about how good a measure caseload decline is of what states are and aren't accomplishing.



But if you imagine being in front of a Congressional committee and talking, what are the things that you would say to that committee?



It seems to me that there are actually two different groups of people you've got to worry about.  One will be the group of people who say, "Caseload decline is a lousy measure of success."  And one will be the group of people who say, "It's a good measure of success."



Unquestionably in 2002 there will be the group of people who say it's a lousy measure of success.  And they say that because states can manipulate eligibility levels in all kinds of ways under TANF.  That it is plainly possible to reduce the number of families receiving assistance without reducing the need for assistance.  That ultimately when one looks at a block grant, the question should be not how few people are being helped, but how many people are being helped.  And this group will be unimpressed if the main thing you can point to is caseload decline.  

There will also be the set of people who say, "We think it's a great measure of success, because we think the goal of this process is to bring down welfare caseloads."



Now, for that group of people, in 2002, you can point to how your caseload has gone down by 50 percent or 60 or 80 percent.  Then their next question to you is going to be, "Then why in the world do you still need this much money?"  That, "As we move into the next stage, how can you justify maintaining block grants based upon 1994 caseload levels, if we have solved the problem and if the caseload is a fraction of what is was then?"



Ultimately it seems to me that the only way that you will be able to talk to both of these groups at that time is to be able to point to what you are doing to help people with TANF funds, both in helping people enter employment and in improving the well‑being of families.  At the same time, you will also need to be able to talk about the continuing challenges.  What are the problems that you're not able to resolve, the new issues you're now facing as more families are in the work force and among the families still receiving TANF assistance?



So the questions that ought to be driving thinking about what you do tomorrow and next week are, I think, the same questions which will ultimately be helpful to you in the reauthorization discussions in 2002.



Now, having said all that, let me move to talking about some of the things which we know and some of things we don't know about TANF implementation.  And I fear a little of this is going to be duplicative of what Bell said this morning, but I'll try to minimize the duplication.



Unquestionably, the one thing that everybody agrees upon has been the magnitude of the caseload decline under TANF.  That the caseload decline started before TANF was enacted.  Actually, it started in March of '94, but accelerated dramatically after TANF implementation began and the caseload has fallen at a historically unprecedented rate. 



As Bel suggested, once we say that there's much we don't know about why.  When Bel talked this morning and said that some people think maybe 50 of the caseload decline is percent due to exits and 50 percent is due to fewer people coming in. That's actually the first time I've heard that number.  I've been struggling over the last year or more to try and find such an estimate.  Understanding what part of the caseload decline is due to exits is important for you all to think about in your research work, because there is an enormous amount of attention currently focused on welfare leavers.



If, in fact, half of the story is fewer people coming into the system, then a big part of the story doesn't get looked at in leaver studies.  It may be a happy story.  It may be a sad story.  But it's an important part of the story that doesn't get picked up when we just look at leaver studies.



When we think about the caseload decline, we do know now that increased employment has played a role in it.  But saying that TANF implementation has been associated with increased employment is not the same as saying that TANF has caused the entire increase in employment.  It is important to step back and consider the array of things that have happened over the past ten years that affect the climate for welfare reform.



Part of what has happened involves the set of things you all are doing in TANF.  And a part of it involves what's happened in the economy.  Another part of it has been a fairly profound change in the availability of what are thought of as make-work pay policies for the working poor:  the expansions of the earned income credit, the expansions of child-care assistance, the expansions of Medicaid, the increase in the minimum wage, improved child-support enforcement.  And while there is often a tendency to focus most on the policies that you've got the most direct control of, all these things have been happening at the same time.



So, when somebody says 20 percent is due to this or 30 percent is due to that, part of the difficulty, I think, is that we don't have any idea how these same policies would work in a different economy or how some of the policies would have worked without the others, and it may well be that the whole becomes more than the sum of the parts.



Now, we do know and I think this is really different from when we were at this conference last year -- we do know now that a significant part of welfare exits are due to employment.  When we were here last year a lot of the leaver studies had not yet been completed.  Some of the census data wasn't available yet.



And now, both the leaver studies and the Census Bureau information clearly show that there has been a real change in employment rates among AFDC or TANF families.



The leaver studies typically are showing -- there are some outlyers -- but typically are showing something like half to two-thirds of those families who have left assistance are involved in employment.



I might emphasize that we don't know exactly how different that is than if we had looked at this five or ten years ago.  There's probably reason to believe the proportion of people leaving due to employment has gone up.  I certainly think that's the case.  But there is some uncertainty about how much the rate share of employment related exists has changed.



One thing that isn't a source of good information about the reasons people leave is administrative data.  When we look at the administrative data states sent in to the federal government in the last quarter of '97, it shows 16 percent of case closures as being due to employment.  It shows six percent due to sanction, ten percent due to state policy, and sixty-seven percent due to "other".



Now --



(Laughter.)



MR. GREENBERG:  -- one thing one can draw from that is, even though it may be a little frustrating in the new data reporting requirements to see all these new codes, it is ultimately in all of our interests that there be better information from that administrative data about the reasons people are leaving.



One of the other, key things, to note is that, if we think that 50 to 60 percent of people are leaving due to employment, but administrative records are only showing 16 percent, then it tells us that in the vast bulk of the cases, when somebody leaves with a job, either the worker didn't know it or didn't code it.



So when we think about linkages to transition benefits, when we think about job retention or wage advancements approaches, in order to do any of those things, you have to know that the person's working.



So -- it's not just a problem of a glitch in the data.  Trying to improve administrative data so that they are a better indicator of program performance has direct relevance, I think, in trying to address issues of increasing concerns to states.



Now, we know caseloads have gone down.  We know more people have entered employment.  In terms of the jobs that people are getting, we've got some information from the leaver studies and some information from census data.



From the leaver studies -- and obviously for purposes of this talk, I'm leaving out all the footnotes, because there would be lots of footnotes about all the differences in methodology and the differences in numerators and denominators, and I'm sort of clumping them all together, for these purposes only -- but if we look at the leaver studies, the broad picture that consistently emerges is people entering jobs which pay more than minimum wage, but below the poverty line.  We see some variations between states.  Frankly, with all the differences in methodologies, it's hard to tell whether those are real differences between states or just differences in methodology.



In those states, which are asking for information about benefits for people entering employment, we consistently see that most people are entering jobs without health-care benefits, without paid sick leave and without other benefits.  



In terms of job retention and advancement, I think we can't tell much from the leaver studies at this point.



We know, from work that was done using data from before the '96 law, that employment retention has been a very serious problem.  We know, from pre-1996 data, that there is some wage mobility over time, but it is not dramatic.



One recent study looked at five years of data for families after they left welfare and found that the median wage went up by nine cents an hour for each year over that time.  So, there is some mobility, but clearly not dramatic mobility.



We don't know whether that story is changing under TANF.  You could make an argument that it might change because there are additional supports in place.  You could make an argument that maybe these data are now going to look worse, because the families entering employment are more likely to be families with the biggest problems.  So that's very much, I think, an open question.



We know, from some recent analysis of census data by the Children's Defense Fund.  They looked over a ten-year period at AFDC and TANF recipients entering employment, and found that over that period, the share of families entering employment went up, but the likelihood that that employment was below the poverty line also went up.



Again, it may be that that's exactly what you would expect, that as states are working with families with bigger problems, families that haven't previously been in the labor force, families with less earnings capacity, that that's exactly what you're going to see.  But if an increasing share of the employment of recipients is in jobs paying below the poverty line, it suggests a potential challenge as we move ahead.



A couple of additional things to highlight from those studies.  We have, I think, some pretty striking indications from the leaver studies -- and I wish some of the questions were worded a little bit more precisely around this -- that families entering employment may not be being very effectively linked up with Medicaid and food stamps, and at least in some states, with child care.



And a lot of times the leaver studies just ask: "Are you getting Medicaid or food stamps?"  You can't exactly tell whether the families not receiving Medicaid or food stamps are working families or others.  But it does suggest that for everybody doing a chart which shows how you're better off when you enter employment, because you will get all of these things, that there are serious issues about trying to make sure those systems work.  They're there on paper.  They ought to be able to work.  But there are, I think, significant challenges in trying to make them work for families entering employment. 



Another area of concern involves childcare.  We've been trying to look at the leaver studies to get a better picture of what's happening in child care after families leave welfare, and it's really important to try to do so, because administrative data right now are very, very limited in giving us any picture on childcare.



In a number of state studies, I think a question about childcare, or maybe a couple of questions, got thrown into the study.  A lot of times they're not nearly as informative as one would like.  I think the leavers studies could provide a major opportunity to try to better understand what happens in child care after people enter employment.  And I would urge looking at that further.



So having said more people are entering employment, often above minimum wage, below poverty, the last part of what I would draw from what we now know is that a significant number of people who are leaving welfare are not in employment.



Again, we don't know how different that is than it's been in the past, but we know that exit rates are going up, so the size of this group may be increasing.  And one of the most striking things here is some new work around census data that's been done by Wendell Primus at the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.  Wendell is looking at data through 1997.  So it's not picking up the effects of the continued caseload decline since that time.



But what he finds over the 1995-1997 period is, if one looks at the bottom group of female-headed families, the bottom 20 percent, total income actually falls.  And part of the reason for that is this drop in public assistance receipt.



Part of the explanation for these findings may involve the group that has left welfare and is not working. I don’t think we're sure, a key question as you look more closely at what's going on in your states is to try to get a better understanding of the families leaving assistance who are not working.



Some leaver studies, are trying to do that, and are getting some early information.  There is a possibility that what we are now seeing is a rise in what some people refer to as the “disconnected”, the group of people who aren't in welfare, aren't working, and aren't connected to any public system.



There are potentially an enormous set of challenges around trying to think about how to reach this group, to understand the needs of these families, how to understand what's happening to their children, and what it means for the well-being both of the families and their communities.



Having said all this, I want to reemphasize that I have focused heavily on the leaver studies, because that's where the information is at the moment. We know very little about the families that aren't getting into the system at all.



I will close this part of my talk by noting that one other group we don't know as much as we need to about is the families still receiving assistance.



Every time I talk to people in state agencies, I am told that the families who are left have the greatest barriers to employment.  I am very prepared to believe that's true.  It is clearly the perception of many people engaged in day-to-day work with families receiving assistance.  But the available administrative date is not very informative on this point. 



And while there is an enormous amount of work being done on looking at the situations of families after welfare, it's also important to try to get a better picture of the families still in the system and the nature of the employment barriers they face.  Here is a real need to direct more research attention to the families still receiving assistance.



Now, I’d like to offer some thoughts about the next generation of leaver studies.  I think that in many instances, leaver studies began because there was a dynamic where caseload went down, everybody said, "Where is everybody?  How do we know whether anybody is working?"  And the responses by states were to do leavers studies.



At least in some cases -- not every case ‑‑ but at least in some cases the initial reaction was sort of a "so there" response.  We've done the leaver study.  We see more people are working.  We see that they're not in minimum wage jobs.  And it became a very politically charged argument back and forth as to who can find a good number and who can find a bad number out of the studies.



What I would urge instead is to think of leavers studies much more broadly as management and policy tools that provide the opportunity to understand what happens to people after they go to work and to understand more about who is able to keep jobs and who isn't?  And how does it matter based upon the kinds of jobs people enter, the occupations, the wages, the benefits? And what are the services that seem to make any difference in helping people stay employed?  And the leavers studies can be used as a management tool in trying to understand how to better link people with needed benefits and services.  And used as a management tool so that we can get a better understanding of the families that are now not in public systems and not in welfare.



Let me close by saying that I have avoided in all of my talk so far talking about the TANF regs.  I would note that on our web page is our new analysis, with the catchy title, "The Final TANF Regulations, a Preliminary Analysis."



(Laughter.)



MR. GREENBERG:  Meaning there will be longer pieces yet to come.



And, I have also avoided talking so far about the surplus or the unspent TANF dollars or whatever tactical term one uses for them.



The fundamental point to appreciate is that as caseloads have declined, it has freed up an enormous amount of money.  People sometimes think about it just in carryover terms.  But I think another way to think about it is to recognize that in 1998, between TANF and maintenance of effort, states had about 27 billion dollars.  The amount that went into cash assistance benefits in 1998 was about 14 billion dollars.  So the difference between the two is an enormous amount of money, whether it is committed someplace, wherever it's being spent, there is potentially an enormous amount of money to move around.  You can compare that 14 billion for cash assistance in 1998 with 1994, where cash assistance costs were 22.7 billion dollars.



As cash assistance has gone down, money has been freed up.  You may not know where it is, although some of the people in this room probably do.  But it unquestionably creates new opportunities.



And, without going through all aspects of the regs, one of the most significant parts of the regs is the way in which they create opportunities to use TANF funds to create alternatives to welfare.  The regulations draw a distinction between assistance and non-assistance and allow you to do things for working families outside the welfare system with your TANF money that aren't “assistance”.



You can provide short-term, non-recurrent help to families outside welfare without getting tied to all the strictures of the welfare system.  There are potentially enormous opportunities for broadening the focus of TANF, so that the focus is not just one of bringing down caseloads or helping people enter employment, but to being a system that helps low income working families meet basic needs and helps these families stay employed and make progress in the labor force.



I think as we try to frame issues for Congress in 2002, it's going to be crucial to think of TANF in those terms.  The freed-up TANF funds create opportunities for both new program approaches and new research.



My final suggestion would be, that this is a time in which it ought to be possible, at least for part of the state on a demonstration basis, to think big, to test initiatives that you may never before have had the resources to consider.



What would be the effect if everybody in a community had ready access to quality child care?  What would be the effect if you made a saturation employment initiative in a low-income community and tremendously broadened the availability of both private and publicly subsidized employment?  What might happen if a state put in place a child support assurance structure and combined it with a comprehensive set of services for non-custodial parents?



Those are illustrative.  You can think of others.  The big point is that the freed up funds provide a historically unprecedented opportunity to test new approaches.



And when one imagines talking to Congress in 2002, you want to be able to talk about how you're helping the families in the system, how you are doing  broader initiatives for working families, and how you are testing important things that can ultimately help advance national policy.



So I do think it's a time of extraordinary opportunity and I wish you the best of luck as you proceed.  Thanks.



(Applause.)



VOICE:  (Inaudible question.)



QUESTION:  Were the income figures referenced in this talk including the earned income tax credit?



MR. GREENBERG:  The numbers that come out of leaver studies are typically looking at earnings and may not be including receipt of an EIC.  In the analysis that Wendell did on looking at overall circumstances from 1995 to '97, that included the earned income credit.



VOICE:  (Inaudible question.)



MR. GREENBERG:  Yes.  I think whenever the question is "Is there a uniform way?" the answer is no.



VOICE:  Mark, you mentioned the TANF block grants and the sort of uncalled-on resources there.  But do you have any thoughts on the welfare-to-work money that is even significantly less utilized in the private sector?



MR. GREENBERG:  There is no question that any time I talk to people, I hear the welfare-to-work money is being, to put it tactfully, significantly less utilized.



It is, I think, really hard -- and for me impossible -- to figure out how much of this – is attributable to each of different factors, clearly, restrictive eligibility rules are a problem.  In my opinion, the limits on what you can spend that money for, by way of services, is a problem.  And I wish those things would be changed.



Having said that, it is still unclear to me how much of the problem of non-spending is the formal eligibility rules and how much of it has been the communications and coordination problems between TANF agencies and the entities administering the welfare-to-work money.



I think in the end, to the extent money goes unspent and needs don't get addressed, everybody is going to suffer, because as one looks at the 2002 context, if a large share of money that was targeted for the hardest to serve didn't get spent, it's going to be hard trying to explain why you need more.



VOICE:  (Inaudible question.)



QUESTION:  How will the political climate look for re-authorization in 2002? And, what will be the key issues? 



MR. GREENBERG:  Don't know.  I mean, obviously, one of the things we don't know is who's going to win in 2000.  And we don't know who's going to be running Congress.  And we don't know who the governors are going to be.  So there are a lot of unknown things that will all affect that.



I think what I would emphasize is that many people are going to make up their mind about the success or failure of what happened long before 2002.  So if one is thinking about structuring a report to come out early in 2002, that may not be the time when it's going to have the biggest impact.  That is why I was emphasizing that the short run and long run may not be different questions, that what states are doing now, affects the way in which the overall effectiveness of what they're (the TANF framework) doing will be perceived.



But the issue of money will surely be one of the central issues as we move ahead.  One need only look at the efforts to try to redirect TANF money in the last several years -- and this is in the context of a situation where everybody thought there was a very clear, explicit deal that the money would stay constant through 2002.



There is no deal for 2002.  So, that will surely be an issue.  And to the extent to which states will want to say, "Let us remove some of the other restrictions and give us more flexibility" -- part of the question now becomes how do you make that case?



MR. ROLSTON:  Mark, thank you very much.



MR. GREENBERG:  Thank you.



(Applause.)



MR. ROLSTON:  We were supposed to start a minute ago in the Plaza Ballroom.



What I think might make sense to do is to start at a quarter to two, and we'll make the 15‑minute break at 2:45, so that people can get settled.  Instead of a half hour then, we'll have 15 now and 15 then.  So if you could -- 1:45, we'll start in the ballroom.
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