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MR. ROLSTON:  Donna Pavetti -- LaDonna Pavetti -- is senior researcher at Mathematica Policy Research.  I think she's -- one of the things I think is really wonderful about her work is its breadth.  I mean she does both terrific quantitative work, terrific implementation work, and I think it always is really well-grounded in reality.




She has a background.  She was a social worker before she went to the Kennedy School and got her doctorate, and she worked -- before she was at Mathematica, she was at the Urban Institute in a similar position.  So please welcome Donna.



(Applause.)



MS. PAVETTI:  Thanks, Howard.
 I'm delighted to be here, and I always worry -- I've done so many talks this year -- that everybody has heard me before, and I have nothing to say that you haven't heard before.  So hopefully that won't be the case.



The other thing is when I was planning what I was going to say, I was actually -- I was walking home yesterday, and I thought the weather is so incredible.  I mean we just have this gorgeous weather, and I thought, “Well, maybe I should just suggest that we cancel my talk so everybody can just go outside and enjoy the sunshine.”  But I didn't think Howard would go for that. 



So what I decided I would do today is when Howard said about my research being grounded in reality, I do spend a lot of my time in welfare offices, talking to many of you and many line staff.  

And one of the things that has come out of doing that work is a realization that we are very much in a huge learning curve.  And so what I've decided is I will start with this, just providing you with a framework of how I think about programs and then where we are with programs and then use that to talk about what some of the issues are I think of as key issues that people are really struggling with.  And we need to think about what we can do in research to really learn about where we go next.  



So the framework that I've started that -- to present and that I've started to use is that, you know, we've really sort of been -- we went through a period prior to the passage of welfare reform when we had a lot of research that was really -- that was grounded in random assignment experiments where we really could come out of that and say we know this works or it doesn't work.  



And so I really think about those as proven strategies of things that we really have very strong evidence, clear evidence, that they do make a difference or don't make a difference.  



And I think that ACF certainly in their presentations of things realize that in part of this is that we're not -- we don't have a lot of those experiments going on now, and we need to think about what are we really learning.  And they came up with the title for their conferences which is promising practices or promising strategies.



Well, I have felt that along the way that there really is a need for another category, and I refer to that category as good ideas.  So my sort of hierarchy is there's the good idea stage.  There's the promising practice stage, and there's the proven strategy stage.  So that's my framework.  



And what I'd like to do is give you sort of what I think of as the criteria for each of those and then go into the examples.  So my criteria is what makes a good idea?  



One is that I think of a good idea that is grounded in some kind of theory that you really have to have a very specific goal you're trying to achieve, and you have reason to believe that whatever your idea is will really actually make a difference. 



Where do we get good ideas?  I think we get them from lots of different places.  Sometimes they come out of our own experience.  Sometimes they come out of other people's experience.  Sometimes they come from systems that are really different from our own.



The reason why I think the importance of a good idea is that a good idea does not necessarily translate into a promising strategy, and I think there's another stage of work that really needs to happen before we get to the promising strategy.  



So what makes a good idea a promising strategy?  Well, from my perspective, it really has to do with implementation, that a promising strategy really is a strategy that is not only the good idea, but a good idea that we really have some evidence that it really does what we intended it to do. 



So if it's using trying to develop support groups for recipients, because we know they are lacking those and trying to help them in that transition, it's not just the good idea.  It's that we can actually get welfare recipients to show up to those groups. 



If we put them into place and people don't show up, I'm not sure that we really want to think about that as a promising strategy.  I think it's really a good idea, and we really have to think about either do we throw it out and try another strategy, or do we really try and figure out ways in which we can implement it so that it really does what we intended it to do.  So I think that for me, getting to a promising strategy is really going the next step.  



It's good that I can do this without notes because it's impossible to figure out how to read them up here.  



The next thing is just the proven strategies.  And, again, proven strategies, I think is where we all want to end up.  We want to know that when we implement something it really will make a difference.  And I think that's the hardest place to get to.  



And I think we're in a an environment where it's especially difficult because there's so many things changing.  We have everybody who wants to serve the same people so nobody wants to deny services to really be able to do random assignment experiments.  

But I think that we really have to take it seriously to think about how do we get to the stage of proven strategies or I think we will come out of this whole experiment that we're a part of without having a base of knowledge on which to move ahead.  So I think we really need to think about sort of doing things at all of these levels.  



And I think the important thing for me in thinking about what's ahead for research is being honest with ourselves about where we are and thinking about what research strategy is appropriate given where we are in that progression.  



And my feeling is from the work I've done in the field is that in different areas we're in different places so that there are lots of areas, and where I think we're really at the good idea and promising practice stage, but there are other places where I think we do know enough and that we really could begin to design some really good experiments to really get to the point where we really have some great best, better information on proven strategies.



So what I would like to do now is to talk about five different areas, again on the programmatic level, where I think that we really need to focus some of our research resources and use that framework as far as thinking about what the questions may be and how we might go about that.  



And the five areas that I'd like to talk about are one is just service delivery structures,  how we really deliver services and what are the questions there.  The second is work first models.  The third is job retention.  The fourth is hard-to-employ, and the fifth are sanctions.    



Now, I could have come up with a list that was much longer than that, but since I had a time constraint, those are the ones that, again, given the work that I do, I find that I know that most about,  and, too, that I think are really critical from a program development perspective. 



So first I'll start with the service delivery structure.  What has been interesting to me is as I go into the field, I have been -- in the time I've been doing implementation work which is about the last three years -- I've been to 14 different states and done some kind of implementation work, some more targeted, some general implementation work.  So I've interviewed a lot of staff, and I've seen a lot of different ways of delivering services.  



But I think the question that comes up for me all the time is does it make a difference that this office uses, for example, a integrated case manager model and this office over here has maintained a dual structure where they have eligibility and job workers separately.



I don't think we know the answer to that, and I think we really need to really begin thinking about what is the best way to deliver services.  What is the best way to use limited staff resources?  How do we really put -- develop -- some benchmarks where we can really tell whether or not the choices we've made are good choices?



I think that I have yet to be at a welfare office where people feel like they've worked out the staffing question.  People are trying different things, and nobody really feels like they have it yet.  



And I think we need to really begin to think about how can we -- and I think the good idea that people felt they had was the integrated case manager.  That was really the innovation for welfare reform.  And I think that some people believe that that's the right way to go, and I think some people who have implemented that aren't so sure anymore.  



And I think we really need to really think about ways in which we can gather more information on how that process works so that we can get to the stage of thinking about is there one way that makes more sense than the other.  



The other issues which I will just sort of list and not go into so much detail on is one is how -- what the relationship between the welfare office and the work force development system.  



I think one thing we've seen is consolidation, trying to build better relationships.  

Is there really one of those systems a better structure that works better for us to accomplish our goals than what we've done in the past.  Again, I don't think we have the answer.  



I don't think the fact that we thought it was a good idea to consolidate necessarily means that it will produce better outcomes.  So I think we really need to be thinking about how can we do some research to really think about how those structures differ and how they really affect the way we deliver services to clients. 



The other is the use of intermediaries.  How do we think about using other agencies in the community whether it be through contractors, contracts, or interagency agreements or just cooperative arrangements?  How do we use those and are there some arrangements that are better than others? 



I think a big part of this is really thinking about performance-based contracting.  And are there ways in which you structure contracts that are much more likely to give you what you want in the end?  Are there some places where there are times and places where they're really not the best mechanism? 



It was interesting to me in one of my field visits that I just did.  I went to a large open area in a rural area that was not far outside.  And I think in rural areas have just very different issues around performance-base contracting.



In a city where you have a large pool of people if people don't show up or as your caseload goes down, your pool is smaller.  It's still big enough that you can sustain your providers.  



In rural communities when you get down to very small caseloads, I think it's going to get to be a very difficult issue to think about if you're just doing performance-base contracts if you're getting some -- there's a group borrowing your contractor three or four people a week, can -- how can they sustain themselves on that small number, and how do you -- what kind of relationships do you really need to be thinking about? 



So -- and the other I think a big issue is really thinking about the relationship between TANF and all of the other support systems, so thinking about Medicaid, food stamps, child care.  What are the ways in which people have really tried to pool all of those together?  And, again, are there better ways of doing that that produce better outcomes?



Unfortunately, I think in this really thinking about the service delivery structure and how they affect outcomes, I think it's the area where we have focused research resources pretty minimally.  And I don't think we have good frameworks on how we actually do these things, how we actually think about doing this kind of research.  And I think we need to really be thinking about how we do it more because I think overall it's going to be a huge part of what drives our outcomes. 



The next thing I want to talk to you is to talk about is to talk more about work first.  I think that it's pretty much a given that we've shifted to a work first system, but I think the other thing that I've learned in my lots of site visits that I've done is that work first has many, many different meanings.  And there are many different ways of doing it.  



So some of the variations on work first that I've seen are, one, is a completely unstructured approach to work first so that people are encouraged to or required to look for jobs.  But they're really not provided any specific kind of support in actually doing that, that they're getting jobs on their own which in this kind of economy, people actually can't find jobs in many places. 



The other is to do a job club which has more structure to it.  And, again, I've seen all kinds of levels of structure, some, you know, that there is sort of a morning meeting and then people are out some.  It's a much more structured approach than that. 



Others of much more structured circumstance of going through four weeks of job readiness, short-term training as a part of it, or also being somewhat selective and doing a triage where some people go directly looking on their own.  Other people have other options.



I think that given that we have all of those approaches and I think this is one area where we really have moved beyond the good ideas and are in the promising practices, we really have been able to implement these programs, that there really is a lot to be learned by really trying to do some experiments to see does it really make a difference. 



If you put somebody through a four-week job readiness class, can you increase employment?  Can you increase job retention?  Is that a better strategy?  It's still a work first model, but it may be that what -- that the really one model is better -- produces better outcomes for the long term than others.  



And I think we need to really start thinking about ways in which we can learn about some of the details about how do we, if we're going to do work first, how do we do that in a way that really produces the best outcomes that we can.  



And I think particularly on the short-term training part of this, I think there has been a lot of interest in trying to see whether rather than just focusing on getting people into the first job they can get, I'm really trying to think about ways in which you can integrate short-term training. 



And I think there is an opportunity to actually set up some designs where you could look at does that really make a difference?  Or is four weeks of training, five weeks of training, really too short to make a difference?  And I think there here are some cost issues of really thinking about if you spend the resources to put somebody in a four for five week training.  



If you don't -- if it doesn't buy you much, then is it worth it, and do you get the same outcome if you really didn't do anything?   But, again, I think we have a lot of learning to do on the variation, on those approaches and what we might be able to actually put into place.



What I'm going to do now is to switch and talk a little bit about job retention and advancement which I think is an issue that comes up all the time and is in many places it's the primary issue on people's mind because people feel like they've done work first, and they have a system in place that works for work first.  



Job retention and advancement, I think we're in a very different place.  And I would say on job retention and advancement, I think we're very much in the market for new ideas, that we're not in most places even at the promising practices stages, that we're still trying to think about what can we really do to effect job retention and job advancement.



And I think that -- I can just tell you from some of the things that I have seen lately that I think I would put in the more good idea category, but I think there's a lot of discussion around thinking about are they really good ideas and are they worth really trying to put into place to try and move to the promising practices stage, and maybe eventually moving to the proven strategy stage.



One is really thinking about can we do a better job on work supports.  One of the things you often here is that transportation and child care often lead to job loss.  So can we do a better job of either coming up with systems that really try and provide solutions for intervening when people -- when their transportation breaks down or their child care breaks down or making sure that people who need those -- access to those systems actually have them.  



So I think that's something we already do, that we could at least look at in thinking of is there -- can we do a better job of doing that. 



The other thing that I think we don't generally think about as far as a job retention strategy or an advancement strategy is does what we do up-front really affect job retention.  So I think that you really could at this stage set up an experiment that goes back to what I talked about work first and really have your outcomes be looking at retention.



Would you do better if you -- people often talk that one of the issues is that their problem solving skills are really limited or people's communication skills are limited.  So if you did some of that up front, would it really make a difference in job retention?  



So I think you could think about trying to affect job retention by what you do at the front end rather than thinking about it at the back end.  I think you could say the same thing for job advancement.  Does it make a difference if people start out in a particular kind of career path even if they have a little bit of training.  Is their potential for advancement better than if they just moved into a job.  

So I think that -- again I think we could think about using things we already know or thinking about them in this context of job retention and advancement rather than thinking about it as just different way to get people into the work force.



The other thing and something that I've been thinking about is ways to use incentives.  One thing I've learned through, again, some of my site visits and conversations with people is that I think it's important when we're looking for good ideas is to look outside of our systems.  



And one of the things I've learned is there is this whole incentive industry in the business world.  And what they do is they work with businesses to really think about how do they improve employee performance, including doing programs that are designed to work with lower entry-level workers to really think about job retention, safety, different issues.



There's a whole theory that they've developed about how you design incentive programs to understand  that they work, and they're convinced that they work.  

One program that I spoke with somebody about which was a program in Texas for Motel 6 workers, the return on the investment for the business that basically engaged in additional training, communication, the return to the business for actually doing the incentive program was three to one. 



So it paid for -- it more than paid for itself and the investment was actually providing incentives to people to try and encourage the behaviors that they were really looking for.  So I think that there's a lot of work that we could do to really think about what can we take from what businesses have done and how can we integrate those and really use those.



One of the site visits I just did recently as well, I actually interviewed a business and what they had done is they pay their employees 50 cents more an hour if they have perfect attendance for the pay period.  So I think that that's another thing that we could look at is it's very much tied to their attendance.  



What we've done I think is when we look at in work incentives we tie it to whether people are working or not, rather than thinking about is it tied to the kind of work behavior that we want.  



So we want to think about are there ways in which we restructure some of the financial incentives we may already have in place so that their focus much more on the kind of work behavior and specifically around job retention, absenteeism, both kinds of issues that we want to do.



I think the one thing for people who attended the post employment demonstration workshop know that we know, I think, the case management by itself is not sufficient.  And so I think it's where we always gravitate.  It's what we know how to do.  It's what we believe will work.  



But I think that if we're going to take that seriously, it really does suggest that we need to be thinking about what are the other kinds of things that we can do and how can we integrate them and how can we really try and move this along so, again, we develop a body of knowledge.



I think that the thing that I'd leave to here, I think we have a huge way to go in job retention and job advancement to both know what to do and then to figure out how we will evaluate it.  



And I think one thing particularly in this environment is thinking about are there ways to structure experiments where you're not denying service to people but you're trying alternatives.  So it may be that you try -- you do something up front for one group and you try something at the back and for the other.  

So you're really comparing two different treatments rather than comparing services versus no services, particularly given the concern that people have of denying services in this environment. 



The next thing I'd like to talk about is this hard-to-employ which is an area where I have done quite  a bit of work.  And I would say that I think here what even though I think in general we have done, we haven't moved as far as we need to in trying to address the issues of hard-to-employ.



I think when I think about this from the state -- from sort of again thinking about that framework, I think there's certainly a lot of room for developing new ideas and figuring out what we can really do. 



But I think we actually have more ideas in this area than we do around job retention and advancement.  And the reason why is I think that those -- it's not that we've done it in the welfare system, but there's lots of systems outside of the welfare system that really have been providing their services for some time.  And so we can really build on that knowledge.  



So I think the issue that we face in going from the good ideas to the promising practices stage on the hard-to-employ is not so much around thinking about what is it that we really need to be doing, but really thinking about how can we take strategies that have worked with a different population and in a different setting and integrate those into the welfare system?  

So it's really an issue about integration and cooperation.  So it's a very different set of issues and it really goes back to my first set of issues that I raise around service delivery structures.  It really is how do you build a system that is very different and how do you deliver those services?



So again I think we have a long way to go here, but I think that again I think the ideas are more readily available.  It's just figuring out how do we access them and how do we make the translation.



I think on the getting to the proven strategies on the hard-to-employ, I think it's much harder to actually get there, and I'm not convinced that we will ever do it.  And the reason why is I think when people identify that somebody has a subsidies problem, a mental health problem, or a learning disability, it's very hard to think about denying services.  



But, again, it might be that the way we need to be thinking about research in this area is can we think about alternative ways of approaching on those issues.  So it might be that one thing to think about is what if you did your -- took a pro-active approach so that you really tried to do assessments, tried to identify people, try to provide the services versus an approach that was much less pro-active so that you only provided services if those were identified down the road, so that the difference is in how you identify people and then provide services similarly so that you're not in a position of denying services or in a position of really thinking about again the service delivery structure and how that's different. 



But, again, I think that at least what we can start doing is really to learn from how do you integrate and so that people can learn from that and beginning to look at outcomes for people and thinking can we learn something from the outcomes of whether or not people are actually doing better than either they did before or that we might expect if they hadn't participated in the services.



And I think the other issue that is going to be a critical issue here is really one again of the cost.  And I think here, more than anywhere else, many of these services are quite costly and so it's really trying to get at the balance of how much do you spend and how do you know whether or not your investment has really made a difference and is worth it.



Finally, what I'd like to talk about are sanctions.  I think sanctions have a very different character than the other issues that I've mentioned.  They're not -- they're more in the policy realm.  But I think that, you know, we started -- or many states started -- with the idea that sanctions were a really critical part of getting people to participate in programs.  



And so the good idea was that if we strengthened sanctions, we would increase participation and we would really get more people into our programs and into work.  So really it's a strategy for achieving our goals. 



I'm amazed, given how big an issue these seem to be and how much a part of programs, how little we know about sanctions.  I think that we sometimes get numbers on the number of people who have been sanctioned or the characteristics, but we really know very little from the ground level about how sanctions actually play out in practice.  



And I think that really trying to understand that process is critical to understanding what it is we can do to make those systems work better.  I think that what we often see is if you see the number of families who have been sanctioned, what we are seeing is the failure of the sanction policy, not the success.



So we miss the whole part of it.  It may be that there are twice as many people who really did participate and weren't sanctioned, but we never really see that because we often don't have the first bit of information which is who was sanctioned and how did they respond to it.



The reason -- I mean because of the large numbers, I think that there are this group of families and because of the full family sanctions, there's a large number of families who have left the rolls, and we know very little about how they are faring and what their outcomes are.



And I think the other piece on sanctions, I think there are some states that have developed outreach programs to families who are sanctioned.  And I think that is another area for research is really trying to think about do those programs make a difference.  



Are there ways to structure them that really will help us to get a better handle on what's happening with sanctioned families and to get a better handle on how we can communicate our expectations and use sanctions so that they do what we intended them to do which was to get people engaged rather than eliminating their benefits.  



I'm going to stop there so we have time for questions if anybody has any, and, if not, people can have a break before the next session.



(No response.)



MS. PAVETTI:  No questions?   Okay. 




(Whereupon, at 1:00 p.m., the above-entitled conference was concluded.)


- - -

.
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