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Overview

The federal law that overhauled the nation’s welfare system in 1996 aimed to break the cycle of poverty
through its effects not only on welfare recipients but also on their children. While it was feared that
some of the policy changes might harm young children, it was generally believed that older children
would benefit from new community norms and the presence of working parents as role models. But
analyses from several MDRC studies released in recent years suggest that the new policies did not bring
benefits to adolescents. With reauthorization of the 1996 law now under debate, the Next Generation
project — an innovative collaboration among MDRC and other leading research institutions — has
produced this research synthesis, the first comprehensive and systematic look at how welfare and work
policies targeted at low-income parents have influenced their adolescent children. Using meta-analytic
techniques, the work integrates survey data collected from parents in eight MDRC studies of 16 differ-
ent welfare and employment programs, focusing on children aged 12 to 18 when the surveys were con-
ducted; it also draws on ethnographic case studies to flesh out the quantitative findings.

In each study, some parents were randomly assigned to a program that included some combination of
three key policies — mandatory employment activities, earnings supplements, and time limits on wel-
fare receipt — while others were randomly assigned to a control group that was neither eligible for the
program’s services nor subject to its requirements. Random assignment ensures that any differences that
emerged between the two groups — or their children — are attributable to the program. Although the
studies examined programs that began operating before 1996, the three policies examined here have
been adopted, in various combinations, in many states’ programs since welfare reform was passed.
Thus, this is the best body of evidence to date concerning how low-income adolescents fare as a result
of policies aimed at increasing their parents’ employment.

Key Findings

*  When asked about their adolescent children, parents in the programs under study reported worse
school performance, a higher rate of grade repetition, and more use of special educational services
than did control group parents. On average, the programs did not, however, affect the proportion of
adolescents who dropped out of, were suspended from, or completed school. There were likewise
no overall differences between the program and control groups in the proportion of adolescents who
had children. Girls and boys fared similarly on all the outcomes examined.

* No single one of the three policies under study could explain the programs’ effects on adolescents.
For instance, negative effects were observed both for the programs that required parents to work or
to participate in work activities in order to receive welfare benefits and for the programs in which
parents’ work participation was purely voluntary.

»  Adolescents with younger siblings experienced the most troubling effects. As well as showing lar-
ger unfavorable effects on school performance and receipt of special educational services than did
the full sample, program group adolescents with younger siblings were more likely than their con-
trol group counterparts to be suspended or expelled from and to drop out of school — perhaps be-
cause they were also more likely to provide care for their siblings. Program group adolescents with-
out younger siblings, in contrast, were more likely than their control group counterparts to partici-
pate in out-of-school activities and experienced few effects on school outcomes.

Together, the findings point to the challenges faced by low-income single parents who work — most of
whom hold inflexible, unpredictable low-wage jobs — as well as the unmet child care needs associated
with their employment. Possible strategies for mitigating the negative effects of welfare reform on ado-
lescent children include reducing the need for them to assume adult responsibilities at home, ensuring
that they have access to high-quality supervised activities outside school, and finding ways to resolve
the conflicts that their low-income parents face in juggling parenthood and inflexible employment.
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Preface

This document is part of the Next Generation project, a collaboration among research-
ers at MDRC and other leading research institutions that is aimed at building our understanding
of how welfare, employment, and antipoverty policies affect low-income children and families.
The benefits of the project’s interdisciplinary approach, which integrates the work of social sci-
entists and policy analysts from myriad fields, are apparent in the rich combination of quantita-
tive and ethnographic analysis on display here.

The third in a series of research syntheses from the Next Generation project, this docu-
ment provides the first comprehensive look at how welfare and work policies directed at in-
creasing employment among low-income parents affect their adolescent children using data
from several recent random assignment studies conducted by MDRC. The results have led to
the surprising conclusion that, unlike elementary school-aged children, adolescents whose par-
ents were subject to these policies fared worse than their control group counterparts. Although
the effects were small when averaged across programs, all three policies examined in this
document — mandatory employment services, earnings supplements, and welfare time limits
— had negative effects on some adolescent school outcomes. A closer look reveals that the det-
rimental effects were concentrated among adolescents who had younger siblings, suggesting
that the responsibilities adolescents face at home or even the size of their families may be im-
portant in determining how these effects play out.

This research synthesis demonstrates why social programs need rigorous evaluation and
why evaluations should cast the net widely. Several years ago, state and federal officials and
social scientists concerned with welfare reform’s effects on children decided to emphasize
studying younger children as opposed to adolescents. As it turns out, the results concerning both
age groups have attracted keen interest, serving to inform policymakers and researchers alike.

The present findings underscore the importance of understanding the chain of effects
connecting policies targeted at adults and the well-being of their children. The policy implica-
tions depend crucially on the reasons behind the negative adolescent effects. If a lack of mater-
nal supervision is the main problem, then more access to high-quality structured activities for
adolescents while mothers are working could help. If adolescents’ responsibility for the care of
younger siblings is the culprit, however, then younger children’s needs would have to be ad-
dressed for teens to be able to take advantage of such positive opportunities. Finally, if the prob-
lem is that single mothers who work face job inflexibility that prevents them from keeping their
children on track in school, then changes in the welfare system or in employers’ policies may
offer the best chance of a solution.

These are the kinds of complex issues that the Next Generation project’s interdiscipli-
nary approach allows us to address. As welfare and employment policies evolve at the federal,
state, and local levels, we will continue to bring rigorous research evidence to bear on how these
policies are shaping the lives of the next generation.

Gordon Berlin
Senior Vice President
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Introduction

Employment among low-income parents increased dramatically during the 1990s, fu-
eled by trends such as the booming economy and passage in 1996 of the federal welfare reform
law, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA). Par-
ticularly in light of new welfare policies that encourage or require low-income single parents —
the large majority of whom are women — to work, there is keen interest in the question of
whether and how children are affected by changes in maternal employment.'

Most research on this question has focused on preschool- and elementary school-aged
children because they are viewed as especially vulnerable to rises in maternal employment and
drops in family income. The effects on adolescent children have received less attention. One
reason may be that many policymakers assume that welfare reform’s new work participation
mandates, supports for working parents (such as earnings supplements and child care subsidies),
and time limits on federal cash welfare receipt will, if anything, promote adolescents’ develop-
ment into healthy, productive adults. In particular, some have argued that as community norms
change in response to welfare reform, adolescents will benefit from exposure to its strong mes-
sages regarding personal responsibility and to working parents as role models. But other possi-
bilities lurk: Increased employment among low-income mothers could keep them from playing
as much of a supervisory role in their children’s lives and place excessive demands on adoles-
cents at a crucial point in their development. It is difficult to predict how adolescents will re-
spond to changes wrought by new welfare and work policies.

Congress is due to reauthorize the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
program — which PRWORA established in place of Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC) — this year. With an eye to informing the debate about modifying the law, this research
synthesis examines how welfare and employment policies have influenced recipients’ adolescent
children using data from eight studies of 16 different programs. The goal of this document is to use
the best body of evidence available to address the following questions: What are the effects on
adolescents of welfare and work policies designed to increase employment among their par-
ents? Do the effects last into young adulthood? What drives the effects? What are the implica-
tions for policy?

Rounding out a series that began with analyses focused on adults and younger chil-
dren,” this synthesis of findings on adolescents was produced as part of the Next Generation

'Because most of these parents are women, they are sometimes referred to in this document as moth-
ers or by using feminine pronouns.
’Bloom and Michalopoulos, 2001; Morris et al., 2001.



project, an innovative collaboration among researchers at the Manpower Demonstration Re-
search Corporation (MDRC), several other leading research institutions, and the foundation
funding partners. The aim of the Next Generation project is to understand the effects of welfare
and employment policies on low-income children and families. Like the earlier work in this se-
ries, the present analysis stands on the shoulders of a uniquely rigorous and comprehensive set
of experimental studies conducted by MDRC from the 1980s through the present.

All eight studies examined here used a random assignment research design, widely con-
sidered the best way to estimate the effects of social policies and programs. In each study, each
parent was randomly assigned either to a program group, which was eligible for the services
and subject to the requirements of the program under study, or to a control group, which was
not. Assigning people to research groups by chance ensures that there are no differences, on
average, between program group members and control group members — or the two groups’
children — at the outset of the study. Therefore, any differences that subsequently emerge be-
tween the two groups — whether with respect to parents’ earnings, children’s social behavior,
or any other outcome — can be confidently attributed to the program being tested rather than to
demographic or other factors.

Since all the evaluations examined here began prior to the 1996 federal welfare reform
legislation and the establishment of TANF, it is important to note that this document does not
provide a summary of the effects of current TANF policies on adolescents. It does make an im-
portant contribution to welfare reform policy discussions and policymakers’ understanding of
how policies and programs targeted at low-income parents affect children and youth, however,
because the evaluations looked at policies that have since been incorporated, in various combi-
nations, into most state welfare programs. Moreover, thanks to their random assignment de-
signs, these studies offer direct evidence about how particular policy interventions aimed at af-
fecting parental employment, welfare use, and family income affect adolescent well-being.

To complement data from the experimental studies, this synthesis also draws on data
gathered from interviews with low-income mothers conducted as part of MDRC’s Project on
Devolution and Urban Change, which examines how low-income urban families have fared
since TANF’s passage. The in-depth, open-ended interviews discussed in this document took
place between 1997 and 2001 and included mothers in Cleveland and Philadelphia who re-
ceived welfare and lived in high-poverty neighborhoods.

For low-income adolescents, the stakes in the welfare reform and other social policy
debates are high. These youth are already less likely than their higher-income counterparts to
complete high school and become successful young adults. It is clearly important to design
policies that promote their development or — at a minimum — leave them no worse off.



How Welfare and Work Policies Can Affect Adolescents

In the literature, hypotheses abound about how welfare and work policies like those ex-
amined here, which are targeted at adults, can indirectly affect younger children.’ There is now
considerable evidence that reforms that increase parents’ economic security especially can have
important positive consequences for their elementary school-aged children.* Specifically, pro-
grams that increased family income (through higher employment) or increased stable employ-
ment improved outcomes such as school achievement for this group of children, perhaps owing
to positive changes in the home environment or in child care experiences.’

One study of a program that encouraged employment among single-parent welfare re-
cipients revealed — alongside benefits for elementary school-aged children — unexpected
negative effects for adolescents; in particular, the adolescent children of parents in this program
were more likely than their control group counterparts to engage in minor delinquency and to
use tobacco, alcohol, or drugs.® The results of this study were the first to highlight the poten-
tially important role of age and stage of development in influencing the effects on children of
welfare and work policies targeted at parents.

The key policies under examination here — mandatory employment services, earnings
supplements, and welfare time limits, all described in more detail in the next section — are de-
signed to raise maternal employment levels and family income and to reduce receipt of public
assistance, and some are also designed to raise family income. As is the case for elementary
school-aged children, adolescents might be affected by these policies through changes in fami-
lies’ financial resources, parental stress, the amount of time that parents spend away from the
family, or exposure to new role models. Moreover, prior research has shown that adolescent
outcomes are affected by changes in family structure’ and residential or school changes,® which
in turn can be affected by welfare and work policies. Adolescence is a period of dramatic physi-
cal and emotional transition, marked by puberty and new expectations with regard to behavior,
responsibility, self-awareness, and independence. It has been argued that learning to be produc-
tive and economically self-sufficient and to form healthy social relationships is central to suc-
cessful adolescent development.” The effects of welfare and work policies on adolescents are

3See, for example, Child Trends, 1999; Huston, 2002; and Motris et al., 2001.

*Morris et al., 2001; Zaslow et al., 2002.

°For further discussion on some of these possible pathways based on findings from the studies in-
cluded in this synthesis, see Morris, Scott, and London (forthcoming) and Huston and Gennetian (forth-
coming).

Morris and Michalopoulos, 2000.

"Hill, Yeung, and Duncan, 2001.

¥See www.mtoresearch.org.

Connell, Aber, and Walker, 1995.



likely to hinge on the interaction between the changes in adolescents’ lives caused by these
policies and the developmental processes of adolescence.

It has been hypothesized that welfare and work policies might affect adolescents nega-
tively if, as their mothers’ work effort increases, they are more often left unsupervised or in-
creasingly required to assume adult responsibilities such as being employed more than part
time."’ Previous nonexperimental research has indeed found that greater parental monitoring of
adolescent children is associated with less problem behavior," lower levels of drug or alcohol
abuse,"” and higher levels of academic achievement."” Furthermore, although adolescents may
not benefit from all types of supervised out-of-school activities,'* participation in high-quality,
structured activities outside school is associated with better adolescent outcomes."

While taking on adult roles may afford adolescents greater autonomy and an improved
self-image, it may also disrupt their schooling or encourage them to engage in delinquent be-
havior. Having paid employment, for example, may make adolescents more employable as
adults, but it also increases the likelihood of their being exposed to and encouraged to engage in
adult behaviors such as smoking, drinking, and drug use and of having conflicts or disagree-
ments with their parents.'® The negative consequences have been found to be particularly pro-
nounced among adolescents who work for pay more than 20 hours per week."” In discussing
two other studies that likewise revealed a pattern of negative effects on adolescents,'® one set of
authors proposed that welfare and work policies not only might reduce the amount of supervi-
sion that adolescents receive and cause them to take on more adult responsibilities but also
might decrease the quality of adolescent-parent interactions."

In summary, findings of negative effects on adolescents from multiple program evalua-
tions conducted in the past two years have generated a number of hypotheses about how adoles-
cents might be affected by welfare and work policies. This document strives to provide compre-
hensive experimental evidence on the effects of welfare and work policies on adolescent out-
comes and to test hypotheses about what drives the effects. A detailed presentation of the hy-

"Morris and Michalopoulos, 2000. These authors also found support for their hypothesis.

"patterson, Bank, and Stoolmiller, 1990.

Chilcoat and Anthony, 1996.

3Baker and Stevenson, 1986.

See, for example, Mahoney and Stattin, 2000; Mahoney, Stattin, and Magnusson, 2001.

Spettit et al., 1999; Posner and Vandell, 1994, 1999.

"*National Academy of Sciences, 1998.

"Mortimer et al., 1996; Steinberg and Dornbusch, 1991.

"One was a study of the Family Transition Program (Bloom et al., 2000), and the other was a study
of the Minnesota Family Investment Program (Gennetian and Miller, 2000).

1‘)Brooks, Hair, and Zaslow, 2001.



potheses examined in this report and an expanded discussion of the relevant literature are pro-
vided in the second half of this document.

The Studies

Experimental Studies

Table 1 provides a summary of the eight experimental studies examined in this paper.
All begun in the early to mid-1990s, the studies were conducted to estimate the effects on low-
income families of programs designed primarily to increase parental employment. Many were
pilot programs tested by individual states under waivers of AFDC program rules. Twelve of the
programs required parents to work or to participate in work-related activities in order to receive
welfare; eight offered earnings supplements to parents who worked (six of them while allowing
parents to continue receiving welfare benefits); and two put time limits on the length of time
that families could receive welfare. Table 1 highlights the key policy features tested in these
studies and shows that some of the programs used more than one of the three key policies in
combination. Each policy is now described in detail:

1. Mandatory employment services. The programs with mandatory employ-
ment services required parents to work or to participate in an activity de-
signed to enhance their employability, such as job search or education and
training. To enforce the mandate to participate, the programs could use a
sanction; that is, if a parent did not comply with work requirements, the pro-
gram could reduce her family’s welfare grant.”” The goal of programs with
participation mandates was to increase welfare recipients’ employment and
employability; raising their income was not an explicit goal.

2. Earnings supplements. The programs with earnings supplements tried to
“make work pay” by providing extra income to parents who received welfare
and who were or became voluntarily employed. These work incentives took
the form of a cash supplement tied to full-time work (such as in the New
Hope Project and the Self-Sufficiency Project) or an earned income disre-
gard, that is, a reduction in the amount of a parent’s earnings that was de-
ducted from her family’s welfare grant relative to the deduction required un-
der AFDC rules (such as in the Minnesota Family Investment Program).
These programs aimed explicitly to increase both employment and income.

*In the programs discussed here, the sanction could take the form of a partial grant reduction, not a
full-grant reduction as many states allow today.



How Welfare and Work Policies for Parents Affect Adolescents

Table 1

Descriptions of the Studies and Programs

Key Policy Features When Study ~ Minimum
Mandatory Began and Sample Size
Employment Earnings Time Length of and Age Primary
Study Program(s) Tested Services Supplements Limits Site(s) Follow-Up Composition  Source(s)
National Evaluation Human Capital Development Atlanta, GA; 1991 2,397 Hamilton et al.,
of Welfare-to-Work (HCD) and Labor Force Grand Rapids, MI; 60 months adolescents 2002
Strategies (NEWWS) Attachment (LFA) v and Riverside, CA aged 15to 18
Employment focused, with at follow-up
mixed initial activities 4 Portland, OR
Los Angeles Jobs- Los Angeles Jobs-First GAIN v Los Angeles County 1996 461 Freedman et al.,
First Greater Avenues 24 months adolescents 2000
for Independence aged 12to 18
(GAIN) Evaluation at follow-up
Minnesota Family Full MFIP for long-term Seven counties in 1994 796 Gennetian and
Investment Program recipients v v Minnesota 36 months adolescents ~ Miller, 2000
(MFIP) Evaluation aged 13to 18
Full MFIP for recent applicants 4 4 at time of
MFIP Incentives Only for long- follow-up
term recipients v
Self-Sufficiency Self-Sufficiency Project v Two Canadian 1992 868 Morris and
Project (SSP) provinces 36 months adolescents ~ Michalopoulos,
Evaluation aged 13 to 18 2000

at follow-up

(continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Key Policy Features When Study ~ Minimum
Mandatory Began and Sample Size
Employment Earnings  Time Length of and Age Primary
Study Program(s) Tested Services Supplements Limits Site(s) Follow-Up Composition  Source(s)
New Hope Project New Hope Demonstration v Milwaukee, WI 1994 274 Bos et al., 1999;
24 months adolescents  and Bos and
aged 12 to 18 Vargas, 2002
at follow-up
Welfare Restructuring WRP Incentives Only 4 Six welfare districts 1994 496 Bloom, Hendra,
Project (WRP) in Vermont 42 months adolescents  and
Evaluation Full WRP v* v aged 13.5to  Michalopoulos,
18 at follow- 2000
up
Family Transition Family Transition Program v v v Escambia County, 1994 415 Bloom et al.,
Program (FTP) FL 48 months adolescents 2000
Evaluation aged 14 to 18
at follow-up
Jobs First Evaluation Jobs First v v v" New Haven and 1996 862 Bloom et al.,
Manchester, CT 36 months adolescents 2002

aged 13 to 18
at follow-up

NOTE: “This feature of Full WRP is more accurately described as a time-triggered work requirement.



3. Time limits. The programs that imposed time limits on cash assistance re-
ceipt aimed to make welfare receipt temporary, initially by encouraging
families to leave welfare and eventually by requiring them to do so.
PRWORA set a lifetime limit of five years on federally funded cash assis-
tance receipt, but states may shorten or extend time limits as well as exempt
certain families. All the programs with time limits also included mandatory
employment services and earnings supplements.

As seen in Table 1, some of the studies generated multiple estimates of program effects
because (1) they tested more than one program model or a single model that was implemented
in more than one site or (2) they calculated results for subgroups of people in the studies rather
than for the whole sample. The National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies (NEWWS),
for example, looked at seven programs operated in four sites, while the Minnesota Family In-
vestment Program (MFIP) evaluation examined two different programs, each of which was op-
erated in several urban counties. One of the MFIP programs (MFIP Incentives Only) offered
only an earnings supplement, while the other (Full MFIP) combined the earnings supplement
offer with mandatory employment services; this document investigates the effects of Full MFIP
on two groups of families — long-term welfare recipients and recent applicants (those who had
received welfare for less than two years cumulatively before entering the study) — and the ef-
fects of MFIP Incentives Only on long-term recipients only.”' The Vermont Welfare Restructur-
ing Project (WRP) also tested two programs, one that offered an earnings supplement alone
(WRP Incentives Only) and another that combined an earnings supplement with a time-
triggered work requirement (Full WRP); recipients in the latter program were required to work
in order to remain eligible for welfare after receiving benefits for a certain period of time. Be-
cause each of these three studies yielded multiple estimates of effects, the analyses in this syn-
thesis are based on up to 17 estimates per adolescent outcome — depending on data availability.

Sample. The present analysis looks at adolescents who were roughly 10 to 16 years old
at the time their families entered the studies and 12 to 18 years old when the follow-up survey
data used here were collected.”” By focusing on adolescents in this age range, this analysis
maximizes the comparability of results across studies and minimizes the overlap between the
samples examined here and the samples of elementary school-aged children whose results have
been synthesized elsewhere.*

*'Miller et al., 2000.

*Because the sample is limited to children who were 12 to 18 at the time of the survey interview, the
results for individual evaluations presented here may differ from those presented in the individual evalua-
tion reports.

»See Morris et al. (2001), who examined children in the same studies who were aged roughly 2 to 9
at study entry.



Depending on the study, the length of the follow-up period ranges from 24 months to
60 months after random assignment and covers different stretches of the calendar period from
1991 to 1999. Thus, all the studies were conducted during a period of economic growth during
which there was an unusual amount of public discussion about welfare reform and its new re-
quirements. Because the age range of the adolescents included in the analysis varies with the
length of follow-up (Table 1), not all the samples span the full age range of 10 to 16 at study
entry. Nevertheless, all the adolescents examined here fell within this range. For example, be-
cause NEWWS had a five-year follow-up period, the sample of adolescents from that study
who are included in this document is restricted to those who were 10 to 13 at study entry and
therefore 15 to 18 at the study’s five-year follow-up point.

Analyses were conducted for the full adolescent sample and separately for age and gen-
der subgroups. Previous research has shown that the effects of key program-related events, such
as the mother’s entry into employment, can depend on when they occur in a child’s life.** Re-
search has also shown that many of the processes involved in normal adolescent development
differ markedly between boys and girls.”

Measures. All the studies collected follow-up data during in-home or telephone sur-
veys that asked parents to provide information about a variety of family outcomes, from de-
tailed employment histories to measures of material hardship, family composition, and child
care. The percentage of sample members who responded to these follow-up surveys was gener-
ally about 80 percent. Although the child-related questions on the surveys focused on preschool-
aged and elementary school-aged children, they also included some questions about all children
in the family, including adolescents. Most pertained to children’s school outcomes (such as
school performance and grade repetition) and school-related behavior.*® Although several studies
measured teen parenting, only the Self-Sufficiency Project (SSP) collected additional information
about adolescents’ behavior outside school, such as smoking, drinking, and staying out late; and
getting into fights.

In all the studies but SSP, which also included teacher reports, outcomes for adolescents
were measured using maternal reports. At first, this may appear to be a problem because adoles-
cents may not share information about all their activities with their parents, and parents may
understand things differently than their adolescents do. Maternal misreporting is unlikely to
compromise the experimental comparisons made here, however, because there is no reason to
think the prevalence of misreporting differs between research groups; for example, even if
mothers have a tendency to overestimate their children’s school performance, as long as pro-

*Graber and Brooks-Gunn, 1999; Sessa and Steinberg, 1991.
SEccles, 1999.
*The present analysis excludes measures of health and safety because of limited data availability.



gram and control group mothers show this tendency to an equal extent, estimates of the pro-
gram’s effect on school performance will be unbiased. Moreover, most of the measures relate to
important events or conditions in adolescents’ lives (such as dropping out of school or repeating
a grade) about which their parents are likely to know. Finally, for some outcomes, there is evi-
dence that maternal reports are consistent with other measures. For example, in the SSP study,
mothers’ assessments of their adolescent children’s school performance were moderately corre-
lated with adolescents’ actual performance on achievement tests (Appendix A).

Some aspects of adolescent well-being were assessed only at the time of the final (or, in
the studies that are still under way, the most recent) follow-up point. Others, such as grade repeti-
tion, were assessed more than once during the last couple of years of the follow-up period. These
and other details about the measures used in the present analysis are described in Appendix A.

Methods. As discussed in the first section, all eight studies used a random assignment
research design. In each study, the heads of low-income households in a given location — most
of them welfare recipients”” — were randomly assigned to a program group or a control group.
Whereas each program group was eligible for the 