PRIVATE 


EVALUATING WELFARE REFORM

Examining Customer Pathways and Assessment Practices

Wednesday, May 12, 1999


10:30 a.m.


Department of Health & Human Service


Administration for Children & Families (ACF)


Office of Planning, Research & Evaluation (OPRE)


May 11-13, 1999


Arlington, Virginia


P R O C E E D I N G S


MS. BORN:  Let's get started.  I just encourage you first to look around the room, and you will see those among us who have healthy, intact, well‑functioning superegos, because you opted to come here even though, unlike some of the other con-current panels, we don't have any presents.  But we hope that maybe we'll have a few “presents” in the things we say.



I'm Cathy Born from the University of Maryland's School of Social Work.  And with me are Leanne Charlesworth, who's the director of the project we're going to talk about today.  Passing out the handouts, in the brown jacket, is Rich Larson, from the Maryland Department of Human Resources, whose role can probably best be defined as being the godfather of pretty much all the welfare research that we do at the university for the department.



I said this before, but I'll say it again.  We do have an aggressive, ambitious program of welfare research underway at the University of Maryland.  It's a long standing research program.  In terms of welfare reform, it's been research that started on day one of reform, which in Maryland was October 1st, 1996, and that's non-waiver based reform.



We were able to mount our welfare reform research effort so quickly, because we really do have a longstanding partnership between the School of Social Work and Maryland, DHR.  It's going into its twentieth year, and Rich Larson and I have been involved with it pretty much its inception.  We were both very, very young, of course, when we began all of that.



Our studies include a huge longitudinal study of welfare leavers, studies of welfare stayers, new applicants, entrants, special populations, substance abuse, child-only cases, and as I said, hopefully a diversion grant as well.  I think we're probably most well known in Maryland for our leavers study, "Life After Welfare," and more generally for doing studies that are based largely on administrative data.



But what we're going to talk about this morning is very different.  It's our ACF-funded process evaluation or implementation study.  It's a study that, without question, we think is absolutely an essential “can't-do-without” part of our welfare research program and, more important, part of our ongoing attempt in Maryland to really use research to continuously monitor program performance and program outcomes and to suggest areas for program improvement. We also look at programs that are related to cash assistance, child support and transitional benefit programs, in particular.



We hope to do three things this morning.



One of them is to share a few thoughts about why we've been able to make this process evaluation work so smoothly -- as research studies go -- smoothly, and why we believe it's had such a high information yield for us already, even though we're only about halfway through the projected three-year project cycle.



Leanne will highlight some of the key findings so far.  And Rich will wrap up by talking about how and why what we've learned so far is being used in the policy making and program monitoring process.



I'll go first -- it's the only way to ensure that I can then be sat down -- and just describe how, based on our experience, it's possible to set up a process study in such a way that really increases the chances that it will get you the kind of information you need in a form that can be used.  Some from the ground up rules of the road, as it were.



Leanne, I should point out, who's the person whose physical condition (6 months pregnant) I drew upon to seduce some people to come to this session, single-handedly, but also very much as a deliberate design decision, did all of the data gathering for this study, which included site visits to 32 of 47 local offices in Maryland, interviews, surveys, observations, document and case record review.  So she'd be a good one, I think, of whom to ask pointed and specific questions.



We hope to have plenty of time for questions and discussion.  And I've been told to request, if you have a question or a comment, you please use one of the mikes in the middle of the room, so that nice man doesn't have to do strange things with that equipment over his face.



We liked the theme of the breakout sessions this morning, which was "How to Get the Most Out Of Process Evaluations."  We liked it because we do think that we have gotten a lot out of our study.



By way of background, we applied for one of these track two awards for a couple of reasons.



First, as I said, we just didn't think that we could make good sense, practical program sense, out of our outcome data if we didn't do an implementation study.



The second reason is that Maryland is a tiny little state, but it is incredibly diverse.  And we have that “state-supervised, locally administered” approach, which to many of you means, as you know, sometimes there are not power struggles, but serious areas of professional disagreement about who should be or is in charge.  And in our welfare reform law we compounded that a little bit, although we thought it was the right thing to do.



That is, a stated principle of welfare reform in Maryland is that of local flexibility, the point being that within broad state parameters, localities are free to set up and operate a reformed welfare program that they believe best meets local needs.



As I said earlier, the other substantive reason behind our process study is the requirement of an up-front individualized assessment.  When we put the real newness of welfare reform on the table, local flexibility and a mandate for assessment, but without what assessment means being defined, we simply said, "We have to get out there and try to document and understand how that particular piece, up-front assessment, is being implemented in the 24 counties in Maryland, particularly on the front line of welfare practice."



Let me just give you a couple thoughts about rules of the road that we've found useful.



I need to start by borrowing something and expanding on it, that Don Winstead said yesterday, because I think it's important.



He was talking about rigorous impact evaluations.  And he made the comment that, from a state agency perspective, impact studies are frequently like autopsies:  they provide a lot of information, but they may be of very little value to the patient.  I think the situation with process studies is similar but also a little different.



I think process studies are more like operating on a live patient, if you think about the patient being particularly local agencies and local staff.



I think that process studies like operations have a few requirements.  The first is that preparation is critical, both of the patient, to make sure you've put the iodine on the right body part, and also of the researcher or surgeon.  You have to be prepared before you do surgery or before you do a process study.



I think it's also true that in a process study, like an operation, you had better make sure your instruments are clean, that they are appropriate to the task at hand, and that they are going to be used by skilled practitioners.



I think it's also true that in a well-done process study, when it's all over, like a well-done operation, both the patient and the practitioner may discover that it really wasn't as painful as either one had anticipated in the beginning.



The rest of our little rules of thumb are really consistent with what Rebecca Maynard said earlier, so I'll just run through them quickly.



I think the first thing to bear in mind is that how much you get out of a process study is directly related to how much you put into it.  I'm really not just talking about money.  I'm not even convinced that money is the most important thing.  Certainly, most of us need at least some money to do studies like these.  And some of us outside research vendors, in the opinion of state agency folks, may need lots and lots of money to do these studies.  But what's really critical, at least as important as money and probably more so, is investments of time and energy at the front end to develop partnerships between the researchers and the state program people, between the researchers and the local agencies and managers, who are going to be the patients in this operation, and really to develop a commitment on the part of everyone, that these studies are worth doing and not just for academic purposes.



There is an old social work saying that you have to start where the client is.  I think that's very apropos to process studies as well.  It's tempting in all kinds of research, but particularly in these studies, I think; to want to start where the data are or to start where you think the data are.  I believe that's a temptation that we should all try to avoid.



The second recommendation is related to this first one, namely that the Boy Scouts were right.  You do need to “be prepared” before you undertake these studies.  I think, in fact, you have to do a lot of the research before you actually begin to do the research. Once you get out there and before you go, when you're making arrangements to go, we -- the researchers, I believe, have to be able to “talk the talk” and “walk the walk”.



You need as solid an understanding as you can of the daily context and the daily realities, the fears and concerns, that local agencies and front‑line staff have, not just about the research, but about welfare reform and what it means to them and how their performance evaluations may or may not change as a result.



You have to understand the hot-button issues, the things that people are worried about.  And, of course, you have to know what is supposed to be in whatever area you're studying.  What are people supposed to be doing in the way of assessment?  Who?  What?  When?  Where?  How?  And most of all, why?



You also have to make certain -- and I think agency managers have a role to play here as well – that the purposes of these studies are translated into applied terms, not just academic terms.  Why should people participate, and spend the time and energy and tell what they really think about your state's approach to welfare reform?  There has to be a reason that relates to making life better in the real world, not just in the halls of the academy.



A third little rule, I think, is that Mark Greenberg is still right -- he's right a lot -- but he is certainly right in his assertion that, the devil is in the details.  It's in the details of process studies, as well as in the details of welfare reform.  I think, from our experience the only way to go in a process study is to just dive into the details.  You have to delight in the details.  And you have to develop the details.  And I really mean details here.  Developing, refining, checking, rechecking, lists of contact people, and who are the front-line staff.  Reminder calls and postcards and other ways of marketing what it is that you're trying to do, to the people without whose cooperation you're just not going to get it done.



You have to stay wedded to the study purpose.  But you can't stay wedded to your preconceived procedures all of the time.  You have to go with the flow.



Another important rule is that you always have to try to give back at least as much as you get.  Involvement in these studies does take a lot of time from agency staff people who don't think they have time to begin with.  I think it's important to provide feedback along the way, not just to the sponsor of the study or the person that's paying the bill, but also to local agencies.



If help is requested, give it if you possibly can.  We've had experiences where rural counties in Maryland -- Leanne is out there doing her research thing, and they say, "By the way, we're thinking about setting up an evening client-led self-mentoring support group.  Do you have any information about programs like that?"



It was important to us, it was important to the program, we thought it was important to clients, to have somebody back to our office to gather up the information that we could and give it to local people.



Try to produce products, whether they're interim products or unanticipated products, products you get paid for or not, that are of immediate value to local agency people.  As part of our study, we did a huge, complicated, very academic review of the literature in the whole area of assessment.  What we wound up doing with that was condensing it, translating it a little bit, and producing a 30-page monograph on assessment that was distributed to all local agencies. The demand for extra copies of that monograph has been great.



I think the final rule is that “more is better”.  Certainly as a research contractor, more money is always better than less money.  But in terms of a process study, I think Leanne's results will show that more is particularly better in terms of sites, multiple sites, diverse sites.  As I said, we visited 32 of 47 local welfare offices in Maryland.



Multiple methods, I think, are critically important.  We used document and case record reviews, observations of worker-client interactions, some of which were assessments, some of which were the standard income, assets and where-you-live type interactions, interviews with front-line workers, with first-line supervisors, with managers, with the welfare agency director or assistant director in charge of welfare programs, and an anonymous survey of every front-line staff person involved with welfare in the state.



Any one of those methods helps to paint part of the picture, but I think you tend to get a picture that's painted in black and white or shades of gray.  Only when you use multiple methods and try to put their data together do you really get the full picture of what welfare reform means on the front line, in real interactions between real workers and real clients on a daily basis.  The only way to paint that picture in its true vibrant colors, I think, is to use multiple methods of data collection.



Now I'm going to sit down and let Leanne tell you all the things we've learned by following these little rules.



MS. CHARLESWORTH:  I'm going to be walking through the handout packet, but we've included far more in that packet than we can possibly cover today.  There will be a little bit of jumping around in the packet and a few things in the packet that we won't cover but wanted to include just for your information.



To back up a little bit.  In terms of the study goals, this three-year study seeks to -- most importantly during the first year -- document local assessment practices and customer pathways.  In other words, how do customers move through local agencies?  How are they assessed?  How have the local offices structured their assessment processes?  And also to document local perceptions of welfare reform.



In the second and third years of this study, we will be linking these data and looking at the relationships among customer, agency, and jurisdictional characteristics and customer outcomes.



We actually haven't begun that process yet.  That is we've begun it, but lack outcome data at this point.



So in a sense what we're doing today is reporting on the first-year findings, as if the first year activities comprised a study in and of themselves.  But this year and next year we will be linking the data we gathered during the first year to our outcomes.



Just to back up and give you little bit of information on Maryland.  For those of you who aren't familiar with the state, Maryland is an extremely diverse state.  It's relatively advantaged in terms of its relationship to other states in the nation, but it's also extremely diverse.  Across the 24 jurisdictions in the state, there is a wide variety of local characteristics and cultures.  The poverty rate ranges widely.  The unemployment rate is very diverse, and the local Departments of Social Services are extremely diverse.  The local departments range from very small handling a total TCA or TANF caseload of less than 50, to Baltimore City, which handles just over half of the state's TANF caseload at this point.



As Cathy touched upon in terms of welfare reform in Maryland, the Family Investment Program, or FIP, began in October of 1996.  The parts of FIP that we focused on most closely during the 1st year were the requirements –- which are also federal requirements -- that all localities conduct an individualized assessment with customers and complete a family responsibility plan.  Although those were requirements, there wasn't a lot of guidance provided from the state in terms of exactly how to do it.  I think Rich would confirm that that was deliberate in order to encourage localities to be creative and to develop procedures that they felt were most appropriate for their particular customer base.



Also, if you look at the third page of your handout packet, we have provided information on the localities in Maryland.  Those two charts are particularly relevant, because we used those divisions in terms of analyzing some differences between or among jurisdictions, particularly with our case worker survey data.



Skipping right ahead to our year one methods, our approach to the first year of the study -- to understand our approach you have to keep in mind our first year study goals, which were again to document local assessment practices and customer pathways.  So given their new flexibility, what had the localities across Maryland chosen to do in terms of processing customers through their systems and assessing customers?  And in addition, to examine perceptions of welfare reform, or FIP, among local staff.



For our first year, we selected two primary data collection approaches.  The first was, as Cathy indicated, local field visits.  We visited 32 of the state's 47 local offices.  I should point out, though, that we specifically visited 19 of the non‑metropolitan and non‑city offices.  In other words, we visited every rural -- or so to speak smaller department.  In the city and the metropolitan offices or jurisdictions, which contained individual district offices, we selected representative samples of offices.  So, for example, Baltimore City contains 14 district offices and in Baltimore City, we visited four offices.



During field visits, as Cathy touched upon, we conducted in-person interviews.  The interviews were  the thrust of our local visit activities.  We interviewed -- and there's a breakdown of the categories of staff in your handout packet -- we interviewed each local assistant director for family investment, one supervisor, one district office manager in the metropolitan offices, and then either two or three workers, depending on the size of the office, for a total of 140 staff members.



In addition to the interviews, we observed activities, particularly customer‑worker interactions, with obviously a particular focus on assessment.  We also observed orientations, eligibility interviews and re-determinations, job readiness classes, et cetera.  And we also reviewed a sample of customer case records in each office, with a focus on customer pathways as documented in the case records.



The data obtained through observation and case‑record review were used primarily to supplement or triangulate the interview data.  Such data served primarily to inform the researchers' understanding of what was happening at each local office.



In addition to the field visits, we conducted a mail survey of all local staff involved in TCA or TANF customer assessment and/or case management.  As Cathy hinted at, just developing that list of staff and knowing who to send the survey to was a bit of challenge.  We gathered names and titles through the field visits, and then we also had to do additional contact work with the local agencies to make sure that we were surveying appropriate staff members.



We mailed out a total of 661 surveys and had 426 returned, for a response rate of 64 percent.  The survey itself focused on, again, perceptions of reform, but also more standardized or comprehensive data in areas such as the customer‑worker ratio, assessment practices, customer pathways, et cetera.  And if you look at page five and six of your handout, we've provided a summary of the demographics of our survey and other study participants for you.



To move into some of our initial findings, in terms of initial customer entry, first of all, or in other words, when a customer walks in the door, what happens to them, first I should say that probably our most important finding is that this process varies extremely widely, as you might expect.



For each local department across the state, there is a distinct customer pathway at this point.



One of the first differences we found was that in eight jurisdictions there is some form of mandatory orientation built into the process.



In five of these the orientation takes place before the initial eligibility interview.  So as soon as the customer comes in and says she wants to apply for TANF, she’s asked to attend an orientation before she can go on to the next step.



In three of those offices, the customer will go to the eligibility interview first, but then will attend an orientation during the application period.



The nature of the orientations and the staff that lead the orientations varies widely across jurisdictions.



Seven jurisdictions also have an in-house job readiness class.  Again, the nature of those job readiness classes and the length varies widely.  Two additional jurisdictions also have job readiness classes on site, but they’re led by a vendor.  



Out of those nine jurisdictions, again, two require attendance before the application can be approved, and seven permit or at least encourage attendance only after the application is actually approved.  In other words, the case must be open before the customer can attend a job readiness class.



If you look at the same page of your packet, page seven we've included some information from the mail survey on agency goal emphasis or emphases.  You can see that workers generally reported a strong emphasis on quite a few of the goals that we listed, with a particularly strong emphasis on moving customers off the TCA caseload, getting them into jobs quickly, and improving customer skills.



One of the findings we uncovered is that it appears that workers in metropolitan jurisdictions were least likely to report an emphasis on diverting customers from TCA.  And in case you're curious about what “metropolitan” jurisdiction refers to, again, if you go back to the charts earlier in your packet, “metropolitan” includes Baltimore City and the state's four metropolitan counties, which are Anne Arundel, Baltimore County, Prince Georges, and Montgomery.



Moving on to assessment, the area of primary interest for us, assessment also generally, across offices, takes place very early on in terms of the customer's pathway or entry into the office.  We found, through the field visits, that there appear to be three major assessment approaches.  This categorization glosses over some of the details and looks at the overall approach to assessment.



In three jurisdictions a true team approach to assessment takes place.



I should back up for a moment and just say that, as Cathy said, in terms of things being fluid, all of our visits to local offices took place between March and September of 1998.  And since then I'm sure there have been changes.  So these classifications and this description applies to that time period.



In the three offices using a team approach, all three are combining a family investment worker, a services worker, and a child‑support worker on a team that meets with the customer before the eligibility interview takes place.



In the remaining jurisdictions a one-on-one approach to assessment is used.  However, within those jurisdictions there's an important distinction.



Nine use a one-on-one approach, and there's one worker, an eligibility-oriented worker, who performs all case management functions.



In the remaining jurisdictions, the other 12, though a one‑on‑one approach is used, there are two different types of workers.  One is an eligibility-oriented worker, and the other is more employment or counseling oriented.  The customer meets with both types of workers.



I should also comment that in addition to the three offices that clearly have a team approach to assessment, several of the other offices -- actually, I shouldn't say several -- a handful, I think three to be exact, also draw upon the team process, but only in specific circumstances, for example, during the conciliation process or when dealing with customers who have revealed a domestic violence issue or something of that nature.



But because of that, in our mail survey, when we asked respondents to identify their agencies' approach to assessment, workers outside of the three “team” jurisdictions identified their agency as drawing upon a team approach.



If you look at page eight of your packet, we made several interesting findings related to assessment approach, and we've highlighted a few for you.



Perhaps most interesting, we found that workers reporting, in the mail survey use of a team approach to assessment, were more likely to have generally more positive views of FIP, to believe in FIP's longevity, to believe that FIP is likely to help poor families become independent, and to believe that their assessment process in general produces adequate information.



Also, on page nine of your packet -- and we've probably provided you with more information on assessment than you can digest, but -- one of the more interesting things we examined was perceptions of assessment, particularly the role of assessment, among workers.



During the in-person interviews -- again ‑‑ we interviewed 71 workers -- we asked about perceptions of the role or function of assessment within the agency.  Some of the more popular responses we heard were to determine customer needs and barriers and to get to know the customer better, but also to determine eligibility and to provide the customer with information were mentioned frequently.



And in terms of those latter two, that revealed an interesting finding.  We found that in a few agencies and among some workers, there didn't seem to be a clear distinction between the purpose or function of assessment and the purpose or function of an eligibility interview.  That wasn't the case across offices, but we did see some mixing in terms of the understanding of those two interactions.



We also asked survey respondents several questions about assessment, which are summarized on page ten of your packet.  I should also point out that interviewed workers should have been, or could have been, survey respondents as well.  In fact, almost all interviewed workers were included in the survey unless they had resigned from their position or something of that nature.  So, if they returned their mail survey, those individuals would be showing up in both places.



Again, if you look at the information on page ten, you can see that the survey respondents identified, in terms of areas or important types of information to gather during assessment, work history, education level, and goals, as extremely important issues to identify or to cover.



Moving through the customer pathway to work activities, as you all know in terms of a work mandatory customer, there needs to be some type of participation in a work activity.  So there needs to be a selection of, or placement in, an appropriate work activity by the worker; or a decision made by the worker in conjunction with the customer.



In terms of field visits, we found an interesting distinction among the jurisdictions in the state, i.e., in about half or 12 of the jurisdictions, it appears that customers in general, work mandatory customers, engage in the same sequence of activities or the same pathway in terms of their work activities.



So in other words, in one such jurisdiction, for example, if you're a work mandatory customer, there is one vendor that you go to.  Or in another such jurisdiction if you're a work mandatory customer, you engage in job search for a slightly extended period of time, and then you attend a particular workshop.



In the other half of the jurisdictions, there's quite a different approach to work mandatory customers, or a different structural arrangement, and there are multiple activities that the customers can engage in.  So for each work mandatory customer or  “type” of work mandatory customer, there is something different that one may be placed in.  And often that ”something different” consists of a variety of vendors that the customer may be referred to.  It also may at times refer to a lesser number of choices, but a pathway such as doing something in house versus some type of vendor‑linked activity.



You can see that, on page 11 of your handout packet, we asked workers about deciding on the most appropriate work activity for customers.  And most workers, it appears are allowed to use their own discretion or judgment to select the work activity that's most appropriate for each particular customer.



However, we did find that one jurisdiction, Baltimore City, faces a somewhat different set of circumstances.  Workers there reported often having to deal with a vendor quota issue.  In other words, each vendor has a certain number of customers who should be referred to it each month.  And so workers in the city reported vendor quotas as an influence on their decisions.



In the mail survey, we asked respondents to indicate how much attention or consideration they devote to a series of issues when trying to decide upon the most appropriate work activity.  Again, employment history and education level emerged as important dimensions.  Workers also mentioned frequently child-care needs and the availability of a particular vendor or activity.



If you look at page 12 of your handout packet, we made several interesting findings around work activities and vendor issues.  One of the more interesting findings is that among survey respondents who indicated that they work with vendors, almost 40 percent indicated that they receive very little information from vendors about the progress of their customers.



This was interesting to note in that we observed during the field visits that often, in many jurisdictions, the vendor really becomes the primary, in terms of case management responsibility.  So the lack of communication does cause some worker concern about knowing what's going on with each customer and what type of progress she is making.



In general workers in the metropolitan jurisdictions appear to receive less information about the progress of their customers than workers in the other types of jurisdictions.



Just a couple more areas to highlight, and then I'll finish up.



In terms of support services –- see page 13 of your handout packet -- we found, expected -- that for support services, all jurisdictions are providing a child-care subsidy, which in Maryland is referred to as the purchase of care subsidy, and also some type of transportation assistance.



However, even around these two universal support services, we found a wide variety of approaches.  In particular, we found that, in terms of providing child‑care assistance, that process may begin immediately at application or the agency may generally prefer to wait until the customer has actually obtained a job.



And in terms of transportation assistance, we found that some agencies are providing a myriad of assistance, ranging from van services to extensive use of welfare avoidance grants to pay for car repairs or to purchase cars for customers, while other agencies only provide things like a limited number of bus tokens or very limited assistance.  And much of that variation reflects the extent to which transportation is a problem in that particular jurisdiction.



We also found that there is a wide variety of approaches to additional support services.  Many agencies and jurisdictions just provide those two basic support services, but 14 jurisdictions regularly provide additional support services, including things like extensive use of clothing vouchers or clothing closets, or paying for supplies needed for a new job on a regular basis, and provision of assistance with dental work.



In particular, we found in two rural jurisdictions that staff frequently reported that dental problems could be a barrier to employment, and so they've really been aggressive about providing assistance with dental work that customers might need.



In the mail survey we asked respondents how frequently they discuss or offer certain support services.  This chart is also on page 13 in your packet, if you can't see it up on the overhead.



We found that assistance with paying for childcare and employment opportunities were reported as the most frequently discussed or offered support services.



We've included a couple of other findings about support services in your packet.  One of the interesting things is that across jurisdictions the majority of staff in the different position categories -- including assistant directors, supervisors, district office managers, and workers -- indicated that they were personally satisfied with the support services being provided to their customers.



In terms of perceptions of reform, which I'll finish up on, and this is included in the final pages of your handout.  First of all, just a general statement.  We found again across those same position categories the majority of staff reported positive perceptions of reform or the family investment program.



Just to highlight in each position category some of the opportunities and challenges that were discussed, among assistant directors opportunities mentioned were enhanced flexibility, decision making authority, and the ability to use funds creatively.  Again, the majority of assistant directors described these as positive developments.



Often assistant directors would state that this was a long time coming, and they felt that they are the experts on their local areas, as well as their customers, and they should have had this kind of authority and decision making power for quite some time.



In terms of challenges, however, assistant directors also frequently mentioned the time and effort needed to restructure agency procedures and policies.  Also, given caseload declines, the increasing proportion of hard-to-serve customers, and how to get these customers to meet work activity requirements.  And finally, the most commonly mentioned challange was trying to facilitate a change in worker focus from eligibility to employment or counseling.



Among supervisors, some similar concerns, but a slightly different focus.  In terms of opportunities highlighted, the most -- two of the most commonly mentioned issues were the provision of more support services by the agency for customers and the new focus on employment and really liking that new focus.



However, challenges mentioned again included changing the mindset and approach of workers, shifting away from an exclusive focus on eligibility.  Also, the overwhelming number of policy changes and specifically a concern was keeping up with the policy changes themselves, and being able to stay abreast of what was happening, in order to communicate that to workers and to be able to accurately answer questions.  Also greater responsibilities in evaluating workers and providing feedback to workers on both their eligibility-oriented responsibilities as well as their new case management tasks.  Taking on those new responsibilities without losing any of the old responsibilities.



For the interviewed workers and their perceptions of reform, opportunities most commonly mentioned included the ability to approach customers with an employment focus -- and I found this particularly interesting -- many talked about the ability to talk to customers in a new way, to be more blunt and to talk about personal issues, plans for the future, those sorts of things.  Also the ability to respond more creatively or flexibly in terms of support services and responsiveness to customer needs and concerns.



In terms of challenges, more frequently workers reported challenge was the tremendous number of rapid policy changes -- workers frequently reported having difficulty keeping up with all of the changes, keeping things straight, feeling that they were handling different situations appropriately.  Also, the increased paperwork.  Many workers complained about an increase in paperwork, with the expectation that all of their old eligibility responsibilities would be fulfilled, and all of these new tasks would also be taken on, such as work activity monitoring and so forth.



Finally, most of the interviewed workers reported that worker morale within their agency as a whole -- so not their own personal morale, but worker morale within the agency as a whole was fairly low.  In particular, around that issue, workers frequently mentioned two things:  the overwhelming number of policy changes; and trying to keep up with the paperwork and feeling overwhelmed.  But also an interesting issue we didn't anticipate was mentioned several times in offices that had made certain workers TCA or TANF specialists, some resentment between TCA workers and generalist workers.  The generalist workers feeling -- this was the TCA workers reporting this, so this is their perception ‑‑ feeling that the workers were receiving special treatment, they also had less work than the generalist workers, smaller case loads, less things to keep track of.



In terms of the mail survey respondents -- I'm going to cover opportunities and challenges, but also very quickly on page 16 of your packet -- we asked the mail survey respondents four questions about their perceptions of FIP and then created an index.  We looked at jurisdictional differences and found that workers in metropolitan offices were more likely to score lower on this index compared to workers in small, medium, and large jurisdictions.  We also found that workers in small and medium jurisdictions were more likely to report an increase in job flexibility since FIP.



These findings are highlighted on the final page of your packet, under work environment issues.



Among survey respondents, worker moral seemed to be highest in the smallest jurisdictions.  In general, size of jurisdiction appeared to be inversely related to supportiveness of the work environment.  In other words, workers in metro jurisdictions in particular reported the least favorable views of supportiveness of the general work environment for staff.  Views of supportiveness of the work environment, worker morale, and job satisfaction were all positively correlated with the flexibility on the job since the implementation of FIP.



Again, workers in metro and large jurisdictions were more likely to indicate a decrease in job satisfaction since FIP implementation than workers in small and medium jurisdictions.



Finally, just for consistency's sake, we did ask survey respondents about opportunities and challenges.  Or actually I think we worded it on the survey "rewards and challenges."  Because respondents could identify more than one reward and challenge, there are more responses to this than survey respondents.



But just to highlight the main challenges that were mentioned -- this is fairly consistent with the interviewed workers ‑‑ motivating and encouraging customers and keeping up with the large volume of work. In terms of rewards, seeing a customer succeed and the self‑satisfaction of helping others and doing a job well.



In sum, I've probably overloaded you with information, and we're happy to answer questions.  But I think the most important things that we have taken away from the first year of the study -- and again, what we've done today is just highlight our findings for the first year.  These data will be be used as agency data to link to customer outcomes in subsequent years of the study.



We concluded from the first year that most staff in localities across Maryland generally view reform efforts or FIP positively, have seen FIP as a welcome change.



There is tremendous diversity across the state in terms of how customers are being assessed and otherwise processed.  Although today what we've done is try to highlight some of the trends and try to categorize some of the local departments together, the truth is that if you paid attention to details, for every jurisdiction in the state there is a different way of doing things at this point.  And every assessment process is a little bit different in terms of -- and some of this is in your packet -- in terms of whether standardized testing is also occurring, in terms of whether some type of form is used in the process, and in terms of when exactly in the customer's process it happens.  So there is tremendous diversity across the state.



That also applies to the issue of how things are going, or have all local offices changed their approach to customers entirely and set up an entirely new way of doing business?



Again, great variation.  Some jurisdictions appear to have really changed things since FIP was implemented and have incredibly innovative practices in place.  Other jurisdictions have been slower to hit the ground running, and aren't quite as far along.



But our interviews with assistant directors and the comments that they made literally across the board indicate that this is still “in process” and change is still occurring.  All assistant directors talked about their plans for the future.  They were in the middle of the process of changing practices and trying to do things to improve and define their procedures.



In terms of our conclusion about doing an implementation study -- and this was our first -- we definitely have suffered a bit from data overload, and we are still analyzing these data, linking the field visit data with the survey data.  We've separated those two during this presentation.



We're still bringing the field and survey data together and looking for areas of consistency and discrepancy and looking at things again to see if there's anything else significant we've overlooked.



But apart from those issues, we have concluded that multiple data collection methods benefited us greatly.  It seems that in implementation studies of this nature, it can't help but benefit you to include multiple approaches to data collection, to utilize multiple data sources.  This year and next year in our study we are adding administrative data to the types of data we're collecting.  



Also, to include multiple, diverse representative sites.  If we had, I think, tried to go out into the state and just picked a handful of jurisdictions to represent the state, we would not have had nearly as much of an understanding of the extent of diversity and the extent to which you cannot conclude that there is just one way of approaching things in Maryland or perhaps even two or three ways.



So regardless of whether it's a national study or a state study, our conclusion is that you must include multiple sites to really get an accurate picture of what is going on in the front lines.



At this point I'll turn things over to Rich Larson from the Department of Human Resources, who's going to talk about the state perspective.



MR. LARSON:  As we talk about welfare reform and changing the culture, and particularly from a state office perspective, one of the -- I think one of the biggest issues we have to deal with is, you know, how do you manage all this?  How do you get it to do what you planned it to do, and then particularly in a -- even a small state like Maryland, with its very complicated and very layered administrative relationships, how do you manage people you do not see?



And I'm impressed by the concept of relative performance.



And there's a little story about that that I'd like to share with you that actually I gathered from a group of accountants.  And it's a story about Fred and his parrot.



Fred went out one day to the pet store and he said he wanted a very loquacious parrot, "because I want to be able to converse with my parrot on all levels."



Fred and his parrot went home and they had many good conversations.  But unfortunately Fred found out that his parrot was all too loquacious.  Whenever anybody came to his house, when somebody would knock on the door and come into his living room, the parrot would let loose with every "expletive deleted" that you could possibly think of.



So the door would open, and the parrot would go, "Ra, ra, ra, ra, ra."  I won't actually use the words. 



So this really frustrated Fred.  And Fred tried all kinds of things to get the parrot to stop talking in such foul language.  He took the pet to a pet therapist, and that didn't help.  He tried systematic behavior modification.  And when somebody came, he'd put the person -- put the parrot in his bedroom, but still from the bedroom door, you could here, "Ra, ra, ra, ra, ra, ra."  Okay?  And this really got Fred for a while.



And then one day Fred's mom came over.  And the parrot started flying around and going, "Ra, ra, ra, ra" and just embarrassed Fred.  And Fred couldn't do anything.  He was in the kitchen.  And he just opened the top of his refrigerator, threw the parrot in, and slammed the door shut and had his visit with his mother.



After his mom left, Fred remembered where he had left the parrot and was horrified.  He went to the freezer, opened the door, and there was this frigid, chilled, shaking parrot.



And Fred said, "Parrot, I'm really sorry.  What can I do to help you?"



And the parrot said, "I'll be a good parrot.  I'll never use language like that again.  But I want to ask one question.  And I'll only ask it once.  But I'll be a good parrot.  I'll be a good parrot."



And Fred said, "Parrot, I'm so sorry for what I did.  Of course, I'll answer your question."



And the chicken – the parrot said, "What did the chicken do?"



I just blew the line.  I’m sorry



(Laughter.)



MR. LARSON:  So the parrot's situation was much better than the chicken's in that freezer.  And that's what we have to do, is get people to begin to look at relative performance, to look at things on the ground.



And this is important to me for a variety of reasons.  One, I kind of grew up in this system.  I started as a worker, and I know that workers really run the place.  Okay.  We, you know, try to develop policy at the state office.  We do the training.  We do the green sheets.  We put the policy out on computer or paper or whatever.  But you -- I know and everyone has to know that it is only finally in that transaction between the worker and the customer that the policy gets interpreted.



Additionally, in Maryland, that's kind of been reflected out in our -- the way we've dealt with policy.  We have two real keyhole -- keystones of what Maryland's policy stance is with regard to our TANF program.  One of them is indeed local flexibility.  That's -- part of that is because of the people who designed it.



I spent 15 years in Baltimore City before I went to the state level.  Secretary Collins, who guided a great deal of the development of Maryland's welfare reform effort before moving on to the federal level, prior to being secretary was the director in Baltimore City Department of Social Services.  And Linda Fox, who is now the secretary, worked extensively in programs in county government at the ground level.



So we know that, you know, at state office, we don't get anybody a job.  Okay.



And I don't know the problems, I don't know the opportunities that exist out in Western Maryland, on the Eastern Shore, down in Southern Maryland, to help our customers become independent.  But our local staff do.  So a lot of our work has been trying to empower that local staff to do things. 



The other thing is -- is not only beyond the devolution to the counties -- is that another keystone of our policy built into the state law, built into our program, is that a great deal keys off the individual assessment.  Okay.  A number of the people that defined Maryland's welfare reform program are -- had a background in social work.  And there what you're looking at is individual diagnosis and treatment.  Or if you're not of the social work persuasion, I can quote to you Anton Chekhov that said that "all happy families are happy in the same way, but unhappy families are all unhappy according to their own special way."



And when we've got a family that's coming into intake, we want to take a look at what their situation is and work out a plan that makes sense for them.



So what happens is Maryland's program gets to be real quirky real fast, you know.  For example, we generally are a work first state.  We -- you know, get a job, get a first job, a better job, a career.



On the other hand, if, as part of the assessment, we find out that someone's already involved in a higher education program, and they're in the last semester or the last year of a certificate program or a graduate program, the -- we have explicitly told our workers to say, you know, "That is your plan.  We're not going" -- you know, "The most important thing for you in your situation is to finish that last semester of college, to finish the courses for the certificate.  And we'll help you with that."



Other features of our program are they're not entitlements.  They flow right from the assessment.  Leanne already mentioned the welfare avoidance grant.  You cannot come into an office in Maryland and apply for a welfare avoidance grant.  There is no application form.  Rather, a welfare avoidance grant is offered.  And it's offered out of the assessment.  Okay.  In other words, based on what you've now told me, we do have something called a welfare avoidance grant, which is a lump sum payment.  "And for you in your situation, this may make sense for you.  What do you think?"



"Now, there are some conditions about -- on your taking that welfare avoidance grant."



But again, it's highly individualized and highly dependent upon that individual assessment.



So it's absolutely essential, when you've got such an emphasis on local flexibility and an individualized assessment, to get down at the ground level where the rubber meets the road and find out what's going on.



Also a number of people that we report to, our state holders, are also now beginning to get a great deal of interest in what's going on at that local level.



Our local directors are very competitive.  They ‑‑ there's the old behavior mod piece of charting.  They're very competitive in terms of numbers.  I've got local directors that call me up and want to know, you know, "When's the case load statistics coming out?" or "When are the work participation rates coming out?"  "Would you please fax it to me so I can get advance knowledge and see how I'm doing relative to 'X' county?"



We have a couple of counties that regularly get into, "Well, we're doing better or worse than 'X.'" And sometimes it's personal.  But a lot of it is just the "We'd like to know how well we're doing relative to somebody else."



And that's not true just of local directors.  The chairman of our Senate Finance Committee once, when we were talking about how Maryland was doing relative to caseload to client, he wanted to know two things.  What was Maryland doing relative to the state?  And what was his particular jurisdiction, which is Baltimore County, which is politically different than Baltimore City, doing relative to the rest of the state?



And he said, "You know, I've got to tell you.  We're politicians.  We have to do this kind of thing."  Okay.  "I have to be able to explain to the people back home why Baltimore County is doing better or worse than somebody else."  And unless we have the kind of information that Leanne's work does, we really cannot answer those kinds of questions.



The other thing is advocates want to know.  They want to know what's going on.



The interesting thing in Maryland about the reports and studies that Cathy and her staff do is that they're quoted by the advocates, sometimes against the department.  We have a very interesting kind -- some interesting debates about the meaning of the statistics coming out of life after welfare and reports such as this.



But the interesting thing, and there were at least three letters to the legislature and one letter threatening potential litigation in Maryland that all ended with quotes from work from the University of Maryland.  So the interesting thing is -- is that everybody is using this data, coming away sometimes with markedly different interpretations.  But everybody is using it, and at least we have a common language and a common set of numbers that we're using.



And finally -- and this is sort of the dark side of policy making or whatever -- we need this kind of research to find out what local directors and some of the local people might not necessarily want to tell us.



For example, we think Maryland welfare avoidance grants are a real good diversion tactic.  Okay.  And we've let a lot of flexibility go to local departments to define when they'll give it and when the workers will give it as part of the assessment.



Some of our larger jurisdictions give hardly any welfare avoidance grants.  And, in fact, we've got Legal Aid people standing outside of welfare offices, handing out pamphlets, explaining, "You can go in and ask for a welfare avoidance grant."  Because that -- the local departments, for whatever reasons, don't view that as a means of effective diversion in their particular locality.  So beginning to tie this kind of research to those kinds of numbers, when we see how many welfare avoidance grants have been put out, is extremely important.



And the last thing I just want to talk about, and that's so we can have time for questions, is just an observation, because this title -- the title of this workshop is getting the most out of the research -- part of what I urge you all to do, and we do it all sometimes well, sometimes not so well, is to publicize our work.  It's the old joke or saw about, you know, if a tree falls in the forest and nobody hears it, is there any sound?  Okay.  If the best program and best research program exists and the report is sitting on a desk or on a file cabinet somewhere, and that hasn't hit the newspaper, it hasn't been trumpeted to the legislature, it hasn't been kind of taken around and shopped out and whatever, you know, is there any effect?  Do people know what you're doing?



'Cause we really do have to tell people both the good news, and sometimes we have to tell people what the bad news is.  But it's really, really, really important and really, really, really hard to get all of the stuff that -- like Leanne has done and Cathy's done and put it one page of paper, so that we can tell our history, so that we tell -- can tell people that the culture has changed.



Because in essence the second phase of this study is going to be most important one, you know, the proof of the pudding.  It's -- the assessment practice is linking them up to the outcomes.  In other words, do we have in this what I would call second phase of welfare reform, or at least in Maryland ‑‑ okay.  "You've taken the case loan down 60 percent.  What are you going to do tomorrow?" kind of thing.  You know, have we truly changed the culture?  Have we explained why the caseload hasn't gone down in the metros and the city as well as the state?  Have we explained why welfare avoidance grant utilization is very unevenly distributed among the states?



And it's only this kind of information at this level that we're going to be able to answer those questions and begin to carry on the dialogue, I think, of welfare reform, into the coming years.



So with that I'll stop.  And again, just to reiterate what Cathy had said at the beginning.  If anyone's got a question or -- the fine young man down there has asked that people go to the microphone, so we can deal with it.



I get to moderate.  Okay.  Yeah?



VOICE:  Oh, yeah.  The -- in your study, you take the City of Baltimore, which has 20,000 cases, which is about half or over half of the case load -- and it's in the metropolitan, or the metro category -- along with what appear to be some suburban-type counties.



In your study, did you see anything specifically different in the City of Baltimore versus other metropolitan areas?  Was there anything unique about the City of Baltimore in terms of their structure, how it was managed, that was unique compared to -- or different compared to some of these other smaller counties?



MS. CHARLESWORTH:  Yes.  There certainly was.  And first I'll say, just to back up, that we did include the city in with the metropolitan jurisdictions, just for the purposes of the analysis of the survey data.  We definitely recognize that the city is extremely unique.



We have not pulled them out separately to analyze their survey data.  We may do that in the future.  Part of the reason for that is that the city is also a hot potato, and so we've tried to be quite careful about how we proceeded in terms of their particular data.



In terms of their practices, they were -- they are one of the jurisdictions that is classified as a one-on-one approach, with one worker fulfilling all case management functions.  And they also are unique in, as you can imagine, a number of other areas.  I think we mentioned the vendor quota issue.  They are the jurisdiction with the most vendors to choose from for their customers.  They are the jurisdiction that was most likely to report having too many vendors, rather than too few, which was much more common among the other jurisdictions.



So there are a number of unique issues facing the city.  And I don’t know if Rich wants to speak any more?



MR. LARSON:  Yeah.  Just two other things to comment on.  The city is the city is a political jurisdiction unto itself.  It's not like, you know, Chicago that has Cook County surrounding it, or Cleveland, with Cayuga County, or whatever.  There is a Baltimore City and Baltimore County in Maryland.  They are politically distinct jurisdictions.  They have their own government and whatever.



And so when you look at Baltimore City statistics, they -- it tends to be sort of like St. Louis; we tend to have more because there's no urban surround hardly at all around the city.  That's something important when you look at this, because we're talking about Baltimore City, Baltimore County.  They're separate and distinct.



Also, the other thing is that we've experienced in Baltimore City what I think a number of urban -- other urban jurisdictions throughout the state in terms of caseload -- when I was in the city, the city had 60 percent of the caseload.  The rest -- the balance of the state was 40.  That changed to 60-40 suburban-city.  It's going back to 60-40.



And if you take a look at this -- caseload declines, plotting the city against the metros, this -- it's going down.  The ‑‑ your rate of decline in the city is about 50 percent.  The balance of the state's around 70 percent.  So what's happening is that it's -- the divergence, it's getting greater and greater and greater, and the number of cases is concentrating even more in the city.



MS. BORN:  One other little thing that was unique about the city -- and it was very positive and it relates to that when help is requested, provide it if you can -- they were the only jurisdiction in the state that, as an outcome of this study, requested the university's help in designing a standardized assessment form, and then could we possibly computerize the data and analyze it for them?



And believing our own motto, we said absolutely yes, not realizing that their intent was to administer this to everybody who ever walked in the front door.  So we now have thousands and thousands of this form.



But in many ways the city, not just on these dimensions, it's the cheese that stands alone in the state of Maryland.  And that has both good and bad aspects.  But in sensitive research like this, where the last thing we want to do is destroy relationships and credibility by the sort of telling tales out of school, we really do have to be careful.  And we're struggling with that all the way around the board.



How do you use this data in a way that's most useful to the state without having people feel like you've violated confidentiality or shared secrets or whatever?  



MR. LARSON:  Question?



MS. MIRSKY-ASHBY:  Hi.  I'm Audrey Mirsky‑Ashby from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.  I had a couple questions on the services offered.  One was if you could talk a little bit about the counseling services, and if you ran into a lot of jurisdictions offering mental health counseling services, and if on your assessment you had a sense of the level of depression of welfare mothers.



MS. CHARLESWORTH:  First of all, I'd say that we didn't get a sense of the level of depression of welfare mothers.  In this particular study, we haven't done any work or research yet with the customers, though we are doing that on a different component, different study.



In terms of the mental health services, though, I would say that generally the trend would be that most local agencies are referring out, and I'm not sure if that answers your question.  But in-house provision of mental health services seemed extremely limited and was more in the form of partnerships with local agencies.



And certainly there are agencies or local departments that are taking much more of an aggressive approach to that than others, really trying to -- or have established linkages with their local family support agency, if one exists, and are referring customers on a regular basis.



And then there are jurisdictions that are not as far along in that area, some of that being due to whether or not there are resources in their county or not and some of that perhaps due to just not focusing on that area as much yet.



MS. MIRSKY-ASHBY:  Did you also get a sense if there's any coordination between the DOL welfare-to-work formula and competitive grants when people are discussing what other services and options are available?



MS. CHARLESWORTH:  Rich might want to speak to this a little bit.  But I think that that is yet another area that varied by jurisdiction.  Some jurisdictions seem to have -- and Rich probably knows more about this than I do -- quite a history with that office and so have really decided to break away from them and do it on their own or do it with someone else, whereas others report no problems, and so they're still working quite closely together.



MR. LARSON:  Yeah.  The relationships of the local Departments of Social Services to the service delivery areas is like love.  It's a many splintered thing, in that sometimes it works real well, and in some counties you'll actually see the local department director on the board of PIC (phonetic).  In other places, it's, you know, perhaps armed hostility would be a kind way of saying it.  And that has been a problem, and the -- we're still trying to put Humpty Dumpty back together with that. 



I mean, at the state level there's a lot of coordination efforts with the governor's Work Force Investment Board.  But again, when you get down to the ‑‑ down to the local departments, it sometimes gets a little less cooperative than we would like it to be.



In some places -- I think there's one jurisdiction, the local SDA gave -- actually said, "No, we don't want the money.  We'll give it" -- they gave it to the local Department of Social Services.



So even though Maryland's a little state, it's sort of like we manage to find every possible way to do something.  And that's -- and with child support it's really that way.



MS. MIRSKY-ASHBY:  I just have one last question before I turn it over to some other people.



But in terms of transitional benefits, I see that there are some places that never talk about transitional benefits.  And I assume that includes the Medicaid transitional benefit?



MR. LARSON:  Well, I -- maybe I'll talk to that one, because that's a dynamic situation.  We've actually done some runs in response to advocate concerns, particularly around transitional medical assistance.



Actually, the last numbers we got last Friday, before I came up here, is we did a run of closed cases and took a closed case and then compared it in the past 13 months with -- the question on the Medicaid side is:  Did anybody in that closed case receive a subsequent Medicaid benefit?  Okay.  So we wanted to pick up all the children's health, what we call NIMCHIP, regular community medical care, TMA, whatever.



We found fully 80 percent, you know, which is statewide, of the closed cases had at least one person receiving medical assistance subsequently.  And I think you're going to pick up what we call kid's account, which are a waiver where the -- if a case closes for a reason that doesn't get them -- the whole family transitional medical assistance, you're finding the kids are getting eligible.  That's in a certain sense our rosiest scenario, I will admit, but it does get to the fact that we're getting at that.



But when we -- you look at that breakdown by jurisdiction, you'll see some jurisdictions in the high nineties, other jurisdictions in the seventies.  And it's pretty predictable within the state, you know, when I was talking with our secretary about that, exactly what jurisdictions we had the problem.



We're instituting, starting I think yesterday, a complete supervisory review, one hundred percent of all cases, where we're closing the cash, and the worker, for whatever reason, thinks the medical assistance case must close.  And then we're post auditing those cases.  And we're getting real serious about the benefits.



It's been less a problem with food stamps.  We've always had a good trickle and carryover in food stamps.



But part of this whole thing is, you know, beginning to reformulate, you know, what did the department do.  In the first phase of welfare reform, you know, we wanted to close cases and make people independent and make sure that customers were satisfied and at the same when they were leaving, and we had Cathy's work, you know, that they weren't just -- you know, the children weren't ending up in foster care, answering those questions that were early on.  I think we've answered -- those questions were in a much different -- the second phase of welfare reform, we're really -- we're beginning to shape the mission of the department to be, "We support low-wage families."  So the whole issue of Medicaid, food stamps, purchase of child care, advertising and advocating the federal AITC, in particular its refundable aspects.  And Maryland also has a refundable income tax credit.



MS. MIRSKY-ASHBY:  Thank you.



MR. LARSON:  Does that answer it?



MS. MIRSKY-ASHBY:  Uh-huh.



MR. LARSON:  Ricky?



MS. KRAMER:  Ricky Kramer, Welfare Information Network.



I have, I think, two questions.  The first is directed somewhat specifically to Maryland, but also is a generic question about process evaluation, which I am sure you have thought about.  And that is -- I mean, it was clear from Leanne's discussion, which you've collected an extraordinary amount of information, and it's somewhat mind boggling.



On the other hand, it sort of begs the question of how much some theory matters in terms of driving what it is you collect, both so that you don't miss anything and so you're also collecting the right amount and not just sort of everything and the kitchen sink.  So I did have a sense that you did -- that you had thought about that and really had -- was -- were quite purposeful in what you were looking for, but I wasn't sure what it -- what the varieties of theories were that were embedded in what you did.



I mean, one of the things that seems -- was possibly embedded in it was a sense of empowerment, of the degree to which you could see the level of empowerment as -- in the workers, as -- correlated with both what they thought of the program and how far they could go with it.  So that the issue of metropolitan and rural is not just sort of a commonsensical notion of where to look for things, but it's also a question of how much further that staff thought it needed to go to get from AFDC to where you wanted to be in TANF, for instance.



The other thing is the -- what was striking is the teamwork that -- I mean, team structure and those that were -- seemed to be in teams, working with the team approach, seemed to think that they had more at their -- more resources at their disposal and therefore could get farther.



So I'm assuming that's sort of embedded in what you're looking for, but I'd like to know what you were looking for and then sort of the general comments about how do you do this?  When you do process evaluation, how important it is to generate some theory map before you go into just sort of collect?



The second question is a smaller one.  And maybe I'll just throw it out now.  And it follows on what Audrey just asked.  And that's the sense, since I ‑‑ it's not clear what the instruments were that the staff was using, it's not clear what happens to the hard to serve or harder to serve.  And so when you look at that table on -- it was described, I guess, how important or how much they paid attention to work history and educational level.  And then it sort of deteriorated.  And -- not all that far, but it did deteriorate down from that.



The question that it begs is what happens to those people that don't come -- that aren't -- that's a common screening technique, and therefore you're going to screen out the ones that are easier.  And the other ones is the big question mark.  



MS. BORN:  I'll just start with the first one and then give it to Leanne, because she, fortunately or not, wasn't here when we wrote the original proposal.



But I think the project was based more in a grounded theory approach than it was anything else.  I've been at this a long time, in this particular state, a social worker by training, as are all three of us, if you couldn't tell.  But part of our rationale really was a belief that you can't have a good outcome if you don't have a good process.  We knew we were going to have outcomes, but we didn't know what the process was, let alone if it was good, bad, or indifferent.



We certainly thought then, think now, that scale matters.  Different things about the qualifications and experience of staff and what it may take, that sort of organizational change kind of stuff was all in there as well.  But at the same time we also knew that we didn't know all the things that might be important in shaping what was going on.  So I think we left a "and then some" approach to this reasearch.



But Leanne, I think, probably has a more coherent answer to both of your questions.



MS. CHARLESWORTH:  I don't know if I do, but ‑‑ I guess I could start off saying that certainly when we started thinking about what we were going to focus on when we went out into the field, even at that point we knew it was going to be overwhelming.  What we had to focus us was -- the goal of the study and in our proposal it was clear that we had said that we would focus on assessment practices.



Our hypothesis was that assessment was going to be a very critical thing in terms of agency performance or influencing customer outcomes.  That helped focus us to some extent.



However, at the same time, we knew that we shouldn't be so blinded that we might miss something else going on in the agency that could be having an equally important or more important effect on customers.  So we were trying to walk that line between gathering data primarily on assessment, but also trying to capture anything else that could be really critical. Because we were walking that line, is probably why we ended up with so much data.



In addition, in terms of whether or not there was any theory underlying what we were doing, I have to say I think we probably were influenced, and maybe more than we know, by the work of American Public Human Services Association.  We read quite a bit of their work, and met with them before we started.



One of the reasons was they had been providing some technical assistance and training to local jurisdictions in Maryland.  We wanted to make sure that we knew what they were saying to workers.



But, in talking to them, I am sure that we were influenced by some of their views, their discussions of the positive aspects of using teams and things like that.



I think that opened our eyes to what to look for and some of the cutting edge stuff that they were conveying to workers.  But also as in any type of qualitative research, I'm sure it may have influenced us more than we knew in terms of what we were looking for.



Moving on to your second question.  I'm not sure this will answer your question, but I think you meant instruments used by the workers, not our instruments, right?



And in general there are -- many of the agencies are using their own self-developed forms and instruments.  So they're not really standardized instruments.



A few are using either someone else to do their standardized testing, or they're using things like KEVAS, which is a vocational assessment device, or drawing on like the MAST for substance abuse assessment, those types of things.



I will say that in terms of an issue that I think you were getting at, I do have the sense, at least personally, that often the first cut assessment is an issue of separating the folks who can do it on their own from the folks who need more assistance.  Often any standardized testing is done primarily on those folks who are going to need more assistance and assessment.   The other folks don't even make it to that point, because it doesn't happen until a few more months into their pathway, and some of those other folks have already gone out by then and found a job.



MS. KRAMER:  Does that mean you don't look ‑‑ that you in this evaluation have not -- are not looking at that second round?  Because what Audrey's asking and what I'm asking is how did they know how to look for it?



It's not -- at least in my question, I don't -- it's not because I'm such a believer in a magical assessment -- formal assessment tools.  But there is a process that starts happening right away and then --



MS. CHARLESWORTH:  Right.  Continues.



MS. KRAMER:  -- continues sort of iteratively, to find these other much more -- much harder to recognize difficulties.



So that's what I'm trying to get at is how do you -- how do they know that and how -- what are the some of the ways that they know those things?



MS. CHARLESWORTH:  Well, we are including whether or not the local jurisdiction does have that built into their process.  We are looking at, including, in terms of variables or characteristics of that agency's assessment process, whether or not they have that next step or a first cursory assessment and then some other dimensions to assessment.



How they know when somebody should go into that second layer, I'm not sure I could answer that as well as they could.  But I would say from observation that often it's just if somebody is still around and they either haven't found employment or they aren't doing something else, like pursuing an educational program.  And somebody is being conscientious enough to keep track of where they are and what they're doing, then they would be brought in and sent to, et cetera, that second layer of assessment.



MR. LARSON:  I think also that's one of the things we're really trying to find out.  In other words, the -- we basically have let a thousand flowers grow, and now we're seeing what are turning into flowers and what are the weeds and what works and what doesn't work.  And kind of underlying this, though, you do -- this certainly has a distinct social work flavor in terms of assessment and then planning.



The -- one of the things that impressed me that short while ago that Cathy and I were in graduate school together, by one of my clinical professors, is that sometimes, you know, you've got to be careful when you're doing diagnosis, when you're doing assessment, that you just don't keep on collecting data and data and data and data, because the collection of data is not the substitution of judgment.  And that's also one of things we're trying to get at.



Yeah.  There's another question, and then I think we're -- you're lucky to be the last, and we're getting close to lunch time.  I bet it's going to be a good one.



VOICE:  Actually, I had about 17 questions, and --



MR. LARSON:  Oh.



VOICE:  But Audrey told me to stop asking stupid questions, so I have none left.



The -- actually, she gave me one, so let me throw out hers and then I'll throw one of mine, and --



Hers was, Can you sort out -- in terms of the contribution to the declining caseload -- can you sort out the contributions of entries versus exits?  And can you -- is that something you're going to be looking at? That's Audrey's question.



The one that I'll pick out of my 17 is the following.  Can you take all your data and begin to work towards some global measures of agency -- position these agencies along some basic dimensions, whether it's the culture change dimension, the hard and soft dimension, other dimensions of agency performance, as a way of boiling down this, humongous mass of data into a set of useable scales, particularly as you think about linking them to other kinds of outcomes?



MS. BORN:  I think that's really what we're trying to do.  And it's comparable to the situation when somebody gives you a report to edit, and it's either so bad or so good you don't know where to begin, so you keep putting it down.  But that really is what we're trying to do.



I don't think I knew -- speaking for myself -- that we were really going to wind up with all of this data and that it would be so rich.  So we really do have to figure out a way to distill it and think of some measures and scales and things.  And we actually are working on that.



In terms of sorting out the entry effects and exits, we are doing that, but not as a part of this study.  We have lots of projects underway we probably have 23 to 24 different welfare research projects going on, and we try to pull bits and pieces from each into the other.  So we are working on that through another study.  But we will use it in there.



MS. CHARLESWORTH:  I'll just say two things in terms of culture change.  There are two ways to go about doing that.  One is using our judgment.  And the other is letting the customer outcomes and what we find in later years of the study sort of determine what’s positive and what's negative.



So we will probably be doing that in more than one way.  In other words, as we link to customer outcomes, it may be a more valid way of concluding that a particular direction was the right way to do things. 



But also, in terms of linking agency characteristics to outcomes down the line, we are trying to distill out the most important dimensions in all of this.  If we're going to characterize and code the agencies in some way, we can't include all of this.  We have to boil down what do we think the key things are that agencies should be coded on, what should be included in the analysis.



MR. LARSON:  Now, just one observation from ‑‑ just looking at our case load statistics.  The interesting thing, although our case load has gone down from -- is that our case load has gone substantially -- but our application rate has been relatively steady.  We've had roughly the same in-flow of applications.



So the decline is largely due to exits faster and diversion activities up front, which is -- if there's anybody in the room from ASBE (phonetic), we are going to be sending you something very shortly about looking at that.  Okay.



Thank you very very much.  Enjoy your lunch and look forward to talking to you the rest of the conference.



Bye.
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