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Overview 
A primary objective of the 1996 welfare reform law, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), is to end poor families’ dependence on public benefits by helping them 
prepare for employment. Part of MDRC’s Project on Devolution and Urban Change, this report examines 
how four urban counties — Cuyahoga (Cleveland), Los Angeles, Miami-Dade, and Philadelphia — have 
approached the challenge of moving large numbers of welfare recipients into work. Focusing on the pe-
riod from 1997 through early 2001, the report draws on interviews and observations conducted at the 
county welfare offices, a survey of welfare office staff, and participation and expenditure data supplied by 
the counties and the states in which they are located. 

Though large welfare bureaucracies have historically been able to ride out pressures to change, after 
PRWORA’s passage the sites in the Urban Change study made important policy and operational changes 
directed at moving welfare recipients into the workforce. Designing and implementing these changes took 
several years and considerable financial and human resources. Three of the four counties shifted from an 
emphasis on education and training to a “work-first” approach (Los Angeles had already moved in that 
direction by the time PRWORA was passed). All four counties also made substantial strides toward in-
creasing the percentage of welfare recipients who were employed or participating in welfare-to-work ac-
tivities. Finally, despite falling caseloads, spending on welfare-to-work programs increased dramatically 
in all the counties. The changes did not always proceed smoothly. For instance, state and local policy-
makers sometimes clashed over program objectives, and case managers — who play a critical role in link-
ing recipients and policies — sometimes struggled to fulfill their increasingly complicated responsibili-
ties. Supplementary funds for serving hard-to-employ recipients were available through the U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor’s Welfare-To-Work grant program, but only Philadelphia made extensive use of them. All 
the counties continue to search for effective strategies for working with the hard-to-employ. 

The report’s key findings and observations include: 

• Welfare administrators in the counties supported PRWORA’s emphasis on rapid employ-
ment. For many administrators and staff, looming time limits on cash welfare assistance lent 
new urgency to the goal of getting clients into jobs or job preparation activities.  

• Declining caseloads and the TANF block grant structure left the counties with substantially 
more money to spend on welfare-to-work activities than had been available in the past. They 
used the funds to hire more case managers and to expand program capacity, which enabled 
them to extend welfare-to-work mandates and services to a larger proportion of the caseload. 

• The most common welfare-to-work activity in all four counties in 1999/2000 was work itself, 
followed by job search and short-term vocational training. Few participants were engaged in 
basic or postsecondary education. Only two of the counties ran substantial community ser-
vice or unpaid work programs. 

• One important factor behind the increase in the proportion of recipients who were employed 
is state earned income disregard policies that allowed recipients to raise their monthly income 
by combining earnings and benefits and that boosted the counties’ welfare-to-work participa-
tion rates. It is important to note, however, that welfare recipients who combined work and 
welfare generally used up valuable months of welfare eligibility.  

• The counties’ emphasis on job search and short-term activities made sense in the strong econ-
omy of the late 1990s. The recent economic downturn may call for more spending on training 
and subsidized jobs. 

• Although the counties adopted strikingly different sanctioning policies to address noncompli-
ance with work requirements, participation rates were roughly similar regardless of whether 
enforcement was strict or lenient. 

Funded by a group of private foundations and federal agencies listed at the front of the report, the Urban 
Change study examines PRWORA’s implementation and how it has affected welfare recipients, low-
income neighborhoods, and organizations that serve the poor in big cities. 
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Preface 

One of the biggest challenges faced by welfare agencies — particularly in big cities — is 
how to get welfare recipients into employment. Welfare reformers have espoused this goal for 
decades, but passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 
(PRWORA) in 1996 made achieving it far more urgent. The law placed a five-year limit on the 
amount of time that families can receive cash assistance (known as Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families, or TANF) and required states to have 50 percent of adult recipients working or 
participating in welfare-to-work programs by 2002. Part of MDRC’s Project on Devolution and 
Urban Change, this report takes an in-depth look at how big cities have responded to PRWORA 
by examining welfare-to-work programs in Cleveland, Los Angeles, Miami, and Philadelphia. 

For those who believe that welfare should have a strong employment focus, the findings 
are encouraging. All the cities in the study implemented “work-first” programs designed to pro-
mote rapid employment and boosted the percentage of recipients who worked or participated in 
employment-related activities. The welfare officials who realized these changes were driven 
partly by concern about what would happen to recipients who reached time limits. They also 
capitalized on state decisions to expand the earned income disregard, which made it easier for 
recipients to combine work and welfare and increase monthly income. Most importantly, offi-
cials had more money to spend on welfare-to-work programs, because each state’s TANF block 
grant level was based on its pre-1996 spending and was not cut when its caseload later dropped. 

As described in the report, implementation of welfare-to-work programs in the four cities 
was not trouble-free. Administrative turnover, clashing political agendas, the need for staff to 
assume new roles, and other challenges affected the programs to varying degrees. The U.S. De-
partment of Labor Welfare-To-Work grant program, which provided supplementary funds for 
serving hard-to-employ welfare recipients, was fully utilized by only one of the four cities 
(Philadelphia), and even there welfare and workforce development officials disagreed about the 
grant’s value. In all four cities, program administrators struggled to find effective strategies for 
helping clients with severe barriers to employment move toward self-sufficiency. 

This report offers lessons to federal and state lawmakers who are preparing to reauthorize 
or amend their welfare-to-work programs. Perhaps the most critical lesson is that welfare-to-
work requirements are meaningless unless agencies have sufficient resources to hire case manag-
ers and develop service capacity. Another lesson has to do with the strong signaling effect of 
federal and state laws. The cities in this study clearly got the work-first message but in some 
cases internalized it so strongly that they felt hamstrung when job search and other short-term 
activities failed to help hard-to-employ clients find work. Funding opportunities like the Wel-
fare-To-Work grant can help, but they require more planning and coordination between welfare 
and workforce development agencies. Finally, the earned income disregard can benefit families 
in the short run, but — when it causes them to use up valuable months of welfare eligibility — it 
can expose them to a sudden and sharp drop in income later. Policymakers may want to consider 
whether recipients who “play by the rules” by combining work and welfare should be subject to 
the same time limits as those who do not work. Neither these lessons nor the others spelled out in 
the report take away from the cities’ success in making welfare more work-focused. Indeed, this 
transformation may be PRWORA’s most important legacy. 

Gordon Berlin 
Senior Vice President 
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Executive Summary 

A primary objective of the 1996 welfare reform law, the Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), is to raise the percentage of welfare recipi-
ents who work or are preparing for work. Welfare agencies, which have long struggled to achieve 
this goal, were stymied in the past by weak labor markets, large caseloads, insufficient resources, 
and organizational resistance to change. In this report, the Manpower Demonstration Research 
Corporation (MDRC) takes an in-depth look at four urban counties — Cuyahoga (Cleveland), 
Los Angeles, Miami-Dade, and Philadelphia — to see whether and how circumstances have 
changed since welfare reform was passed. The report addresses five sets of questions: 

1. How have the counties responded to the welfare-to-work provisions in 
PRWORA? What work-related services, mandates, and incentives have they 
put in place? 

2. How have participation rates and expenditures on welfare-to-work programs 
changed since PRWORA? Do the counties now emphasize different kinds of 
activities than they did several years ago?  

3. What is the role of case management under PRWORA? How are case manag-
ers working with clients to move them into employment?  

4. What is the role of the workforce development system in moving welfare 
recipients into employment? Specifically, how are workforce development 
agencies using funds allocated through the U.S. Department of Labor grant 
program for services targeted at the hard-to-employ? 

5. How might the counties’ experiences inform federal and state welfare poli-
cies? What are the implications for PRWORA, which comes before Congress 
for reauthorization in 2002? 

The overall conclusion presented here — based on field visits and analyses of program 
participation and expenditure data supplied by the study sites — is that the four counties have 
indeed become more employment-focused since welfare reform. This is evidenced by the pro-
grams they have implemented and the percentage of welfare recipients who are working or en-
gaged in job preparation activities. The change appears to be attributable to PRWORA in combi-
nation with other policies and conditions that have made it easier for welfare agencies to move 
welfare recipients into employment. 

This report is one of a series from the Project on Devolution and Urban Change, a study 
that MDRC is conducting with the aim of understanding how PRWORA is being implemented 
and what effects it is having on welfare recipients, low-income neighborhoods, and organizations 
that serve the poor in big cities. The underlying premise is that the changes brought about by the 
law — whether positive, negative, or mixed — will be felt most acutely in urban areas, where 
welfare recipients and poverty are most heavily concentrated. 
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I. Welfare-to-Work Provisions Under PRWORA 

PRWORA rewrote the rules for how cash assistance and welfare-to-work programs are 
operated in the United States. Before 1996, poor families who met federal and state eligibility 
requirements were guaranteed cash assistance through Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC). PRWORA replaced AFDC with Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), 
thereby ending the entitlement to welfare. Most poor families may now receive federally funded 
cash assistance for a maximum of five years (or less, at states’ discretion). PRWORA also 
changed the federal mechanism for funding state welfare programs. Formerly, states received 
federal reimbursement for 50 percent to 75 percent of their actual expenditures on AFDC, along 
with a capped matching grant to provide welfare-to-work services. States now receive a fixed 
annual allocation, or block grant, based on their rate of spending before 1996 on AFDC and on 
welfare-to-work and related programs. The block grant does not go up if a state’s welfare 
caseload increases, but neither does it go down if its caseload falls. 

Traditionally, block grants have allowed states greater discretion in the use of federal 
funds. PRWORA indeed offers flexibility in the design and operation of cash assistance pro-
grams, but it is prescriptive with regard to welfare-to-work policies. It requires states to engage 
50 percent of TANF recipients in employment or job preparation activities by 2002. At the same 
time, it rewards states for lowering their welfare caseloads by reducing the 50 percent participa-
tion requirement by one percentage point for each percentage point drop in the caseload relative 
to that in 1995/1996. The law identifies 12 activities that states may count toward the participa-
tion rate. In contrast to regulations in effect before 1996 — which were widely interpreted as en-
couraging “human-capital”-building activities like education and training — PRWORA empha-
sizes paid or unpaid work and activities designed to move welfare recipients into employment 
quickly. The law states that TANF recipients should participate in activities at least 30 hours per 
week, including at least 20 hours in work or job search. The law also includes a “work trigger” 
that requires recipients to be working after receiving cash assistance for 24 months, though it 
gives states flexibility in determining how work is defined. States are expected to impose finan-
cial sanctions on adults who do not work or participate in assigned activities. 

To supplement the funds available to states through the TANF block grant, the 1997 Bal-
anced Budget Act created the Welfare-To-Work (WTW) grant program (the abbreviation WTW 
is used here to distinguish this program from others funded through the TANF block grant). The 
WTW grant program, which is administered through the U.S. Department of Labor and state and 
local workforce development agencies, is intended to provide work experience and job prepara-
tion services to long-term and hard-to-employ TANF recipients and to noncustodial parents of 
children receiving TANF. The grants were originally intended to be used over a three-year pe-
riod, though many states have received extensions. 

II. The Implementation Environment 

During the period covered by the Urban Change study — from 1997 through early 2001 
— the conditions for operating welfare-to-work programs were quite favorable, both nationally 
and in the study sites. A growing economy and declining unemployment made it easier for clients 
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to find jobs, and the federal Earned Income Credit made low-wage jobs more attractive by sup-
plementing people’s earnings according to their income level and household size. In addition, all 
the states represented in the Urban Change study raised the ceiling on the amount of earnings that 
welfare recipients can keep before experiencing a reduction in their welfare check (a policy 
known as the “earned income disregard”), making it easier for families to combine work and wel-
fare and increase their monthly income.  

The improvement in the national economy during the late 1990s and early 2000s was ac-
companied by rapid declines in welfare caseloads. In the study sites, the declines from 1996 to 
2000 ranged from 36 percent in Los Angeles to more than 50 percent in Cuyahoga and Miami. 
Owing to PRWORA’s block-grant funding structure, the drop in caseloads left the states and 
counties with a substantial surplus that could be used for a variety of welfare-related purposes, 
including welfare-to-work programs. Because the participation rate that states are required to 
meet is lowered when welfare caseloads decline, there was also less pressure on states to enroll 
large numbers of welfare recipients in work activities. Indeed, among the states represented in the 
Urban Change study, the caseload declines were so steep that the participation rates the states had 
to achieve dropped to less than 10 percent in 1999.  

III. Welfare-to-Work Policy Choices in the Urban Change Sites 

• All the Urban Change counties place a high priority on providing wel-
fare-to-work services to TANF recipients. A “work-first” emphasis pre-
dominates. 

The present research reveals that the welfare-to-work programs in the Urban Change sites 
have received significant attention from welfare administrators and staff. Moving away from the 
education and training focus that predominated before 1996, the sites have increasingly empha-
sized job search, short-term vocational training (six months or less), and unsubsidized employ-
ment. Cuyahoga, Miami, and Philadelphia made this programming shift in response to 
PRWORA; Los Angeles was already moving in this direction when PRWORA was passed. 

• Participation in basic or postsecondary education is generally limited to 
clients who combine work and school or who take steps to enroll in such 
activities on their own. 

In all the counties, clients are encouraged to pursue education goals part time while they 
work, and those who do so can receive help in paying their education- and training-related ex-
penses. In Los Angeles, case managers generally approve education and training programs in 
which clients enrolled before being called in to the county’s welfare-to-work program, provided 
that the education or training appears to lead to employment. Philadelphia gives clients consider-
able room to pursue their personal education and training goals before the work trigger kicks in 
after 24 months.  

• In all four counties, participation requirements apply to a larger propor-
tion of the welfare caseload than in the past. The sites have adopted strik-
ingly different sanctioning policies to address noncompliance. 
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PRWORA significantly expanded the proportion of welfare recipients who are subject to 
work participation requirements. When calculating participation rates — that is, the number of 
participants divided by the number of people required to participate — states may exclude from 
the denominator only single parents with children under 12 months old. Accordingly, California 
and Pennsylvania require participation of parents whose youngest child is age 1 or older. In 
Cuyahoga County and Florida, the youngest child may be no older than 3 months and 6 months, 
respectively, for the parent to be exempt.  

The sites have adopted markedly different policies for dealing with clients who do not 
comply with welfare-to-work requirements. Both Miami and Cuyahoga cut off the entire family 
from TANF assistance when the adult is noncompliant. In Los Angeles, noncompliance results in 
removal of the adult from the TANF case while children continue to receive benefits. Philadel-
phia’s policy is in between: During the first 24 months on cash assistance, only adults may be 
sanctioned; after 24 months, the entire family’s grant may be terminated. 

• With respect to time limits, two of the counties have implemented work-
trigger rules. The other two counties emphasize interim time-limit poli-
cies, in which families are expected to leave welfare before exhausting 
their lifetime eligibility. 

PRWORA requires welfare recipients to be involved in work after 24 months on cash as-
sistance, but the details are left to states and localities. Philadelphia adopted a broad definition of 
work, one that encompasses job search and work preparation activities as well as paid and unpaid 
work. In Los Angeles, the work trigger means that clients must at least participate in an unsubsi-
dized job or an unpaid work activity; however, the “countdown” toward the work trigger does not 
begin until clients finish job search without finding work and complete a vocational assessment.  

Neither Cuyahoga nor Miami has implemented work-trigger policies. These counties in-
stead emphasize interim time-limit policies that require families to go off TANF before exhaust-
ing their lifetime eligibility. In Cuyahoga, interim time limits go into effect after 36 months; in 
Miami, they go into effect after 24 or 36 months, depending on case characteristics. 

• Expanded earned income disregard policies have emerged as an impor-
tant element of the counties’ welfare-to-work strategies. 

The sites’ earned income disregard policies provide a strong work incentive by allowing 
welfare recipients to keep a portion of their earnings before their cash grants are reduced, thereby 
boosting family income. For example, in Miami, a family of three without earnings would ordi-
narily receive a monthly TANF grant of $303. If the head of the case went to work, the family 
could keep the first $200 earned during the month with no reduction in the cash grant; thereafter, 
50 percent of monthly earnings would be disregarded until the family’s income exceeded $806, at 
which point the family would cease to be eligible for TANF assistance. All the Urban Change 
sites have adopted similar policies, though the earnings levels beyond which recipients cannot 
continue to receive benefits differ from site to site.  

By encouraging clients to work, earned income disregards help them — and welfare 
agencies — meet federal welfare-to-work participation requirements. At the same time, earned 
income disregards may prolong families’ stays on welfare and cause them to use up more months 
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of their welfare eligibility than they would otherwise. Florida is the only state represented in the 
Urban Change study that allows recipients to “earn back” a month on the time clock for each 
month during which they work at least 30 hours per week, but Miami officials reported that the 
policy was difficult to implement because of changing state rules about what type of work counts 
and shortcomings in their automated system.  

• Each of the counties faced significant organizational challenges to re-
vamping its welfare-to-work program. Some challenges were related to 
the demands of the legislation; others were tied to local objectives or cir-
cumstances. 

Cuyahoga embarked on a major reorganization of its welfare department and a restructur-
ing of its staff’s responsibilities in order to serve clients more effectively and to prepare them for 
time limits. These efforts consumed enormous energy during the two or three years after welfare 
reform was passed. Los Angeles wrestled with the challenge of imposing work requirements on a 
much larger proportion of the caseload than in the past and the corresponding need to increase 
services and staffing. Miami’s welfare-to-work program faced rapid turnover at the director’s 
level, major changes in the contractors responsible for case management functions, and a recent 
decision by the Florida legislature to restructure the program and turn responsibility for it over to 
the local workforce development agency. In Philadelphia, state and local officials sometimes 
clashed over the goals of welfare reform — in particular, the role that education should play in 
welfare-to-work activities — and differing perceptions of the county’s staffing and budget needs.  

IV. Participation and Expenditure Trends 

This examination of the counties’ welfare-to-work participation and expenditure trends 
relies on data supplied by the states and counties. Readers should be aware that some of the par-
ticipation estimates were adjusted for duplicate counts. In addition, readers should note that in 
this analysis participation includes all welfare-to-work activities recorded in state or county sys-
tems rather than only those deemed countable under federal regulations. Finally, because of dif-
ferences in how counties track and report participation and expenditure information, readers are 
advised to focus on the trends within counties rather than to make comparisons across counties.  

• Since welfare reform, all the Urban Change sites increased the percentage 
of welfare recipients who are working or participating in welfare-to-work 
program activities (Figure ES.1).  

Since 1996, the Urban Change sites have made substantial progress in increasing the per-
centage of welfare recipients who are employed or participating in welfare-to-work activities. 
These gains have been achieved amid dramatic reductions in the counties’ TANF caseloads, 
which substantially lowered the participation rates that states and counties were required to meet.  

• Unsubsidized work accounted for a large portion of welfare-to-work 
participation and was the most common activity in all sites in 1999/2000. 
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The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Figure ES.1 

Welfare-to-Work Participation Rates, Urban Change Counties, 
1993/1994 to 1999/2000
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A large proportion of welfare recipients in all the Urban Change sites worked in unsubsi-
dized jobs while receiving TANF. In 1999/2000, unsubsidized work was the most common wel-
fare-to-work activity, beating out traditional program activities like job search, vocational train-
ing, and unpaid work experience. The sites’ earned income disregard policies appear to have 
been largely responsible for this development in that they made it easier for welfare recipients to 
combine work and welfare. Before welfare reform, welfare recipients with earnings would have 
lost their eligibility more quickly.  

• Participation in basic education activities has declined since passage of 
welfare reform. 

PRWORA shifted the emphasis of welfare-to-work activities away from basic education, 
and the counties have responded accordingly. Basic education now registers as little more than a 
blip. In Cuyahoga, for instance, 5 percent of the participants in welfare-to-work programs at-
tended basic education in 1999/2000, compared with 27 percent in 1993/1994. Most clients who 
were assigned to basic education appear to have combined it with employment. 

• Unpaid work experience (“workfare”) was not heavily emphasized. 

The Urban Change counties responded to PRWORA’s work emphasis by encouraging 
welfare recipients to take jobs in the regular labor market rather than by assigning them to com-
munity service or other unpaid work experience positions. Cuyahoga and Miami are the only 
counties that operate sizable unpaid work experience programs, and even there many more 
TANF recipients work in paid jobs or are assigned to job search than participate in unpaid work.  

• The sites’ expenditures on welfare-to-work programs increased dramati-
cally after welfare reform was passed (Figure ES.2).  

After 1996/1997, all the counties invested increasing amounts of their TANF funds into 
their welfare-to-work programs, despite the fact that the number of people on welfare declined 
during that period. Cuyahoga’s growth in expenditures was fairly moderate, rising from $14 mil-
lion in 1996/1997 to $18.3 million in 1999/2000 (an increase of about 30 percent). At the other 
end of the spectrum, spending in Miami-Dade increased sevenfold, from $8.9 million in 
1996/1997 to $63.7 million in 1999/2000. (Note that these figures do not include child care or 
expenditures made under the WTW grant program.) The counties used the money to hire more 
staff, increase the number of program slots, develop more intensive services for the hard-to-
employ, and expand support services and payments for welfare recipients who are working or 
participating in job preparation activities.  

V. The Role of Case Management 

• Case managers played a pivotal role in the implementation of the coun-
ties’ welfare-to-work programs, serving as the link between policies and 
recipients. 
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The Project on Devolution and Urban Change 

Figure ES.2

Welfare-to-Work Expenditures, Urban Change Counties,
1994/1995 to 1999/2000 
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In all the sites, case managers played a central role in assigning clients to work activities, 
monitoring their participation, helping clients access support services, and enforcing program 
rules. Three of the sites — Los Angeles, Miami, and Philadelphia — chose to keep welfare-to-
work case management and income maintenance as two separate, specialized roles. Cuyahoga 
combined income maintenance and welfare-to-work functions in the newly created role of “self-
sufficiency coach” with the goal of enabling staff to address employment issues during every 
TANF interview and to gain a deeper understanding of each client’s history and circumstances. 

• In most counties, case managers had little discretion in assigning clients 
to welfare-to-work activities. 

Because work-first programs generally begin with job search, in most of the sites case 
managers did not have much flexibility in assigning clients to initial program activities. In Los 
Angeles and Philadelphia — where the programs had a prescribed sequence — the majority of 
case managers reported that both initial and subsequent program assignments were based on state 
or county rules, leaving little room for staff judgment. In Cuyahoga, in contrast, staff indicated 
having considerable discretion, in keeping with the individualized program approach that admin-
istrators in that county wanted to achieve. Early on, some Cuyahoga case managers expressed 
frustration with the complexity of their role and felt poorly prepared to make decisions, though 
over time they seemed to grow more confident in performing their duties. 

• Across the four counties, case managers reported that enforcement of 
program rules was a high priority. The use of financial sanctions, how-
ever, varied from site to site. 

In field interviews and surveys, case managers in all four counties indicated that monitor-
ing and enforcement took between 14 percent and 22 percent of their time. Most case managers 
indicated that they were prepared to sanction clients who did not comply with participation re-
quirements, though the participation data suggest that Miami staff were far more likely to impose 
sanctions than were staff in the other sites. In 1999/2000, 61 percent of Miami clients who were 
subject to the participation requirement were deemed noncompliant and were referred to or re-
ceiving sanction in an average month. In Cuyahoga in the same year, the figure was 2 percent.  

VI. Implementation of the WTW Grant Program 

As already discussed, the U.S. Department of Labor’s WTW grant program was intended 
to supplement the funds available to states through the TANF block grant. It included formula 
grants to states (which accounted for the bulk of WTW funding) and competitive grants awarded 
directly to service providers. This study examines only the formula grants. Because Ohio de-
clined formula funding, the findings pertain chiefly to Los Angeles, Miami, and Philadelphia.  

• The use of WTW program funds in the Urban Change sites was ham-
pered by the grants’ timing and restrictive targeting criteria. 

Although Congress created the grant only one year after passage of PRWORA, no funds 
reached local workforce development agencies until late 1998. By that point, state and county 
welfare agencies had already developed their welfare reform plans and implemented services un-
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der TANF. With caseloads falling, many welfare and workforce development officials neither 
saw a strong need for WTW program funds nor felt pressured to use them. Officials also com-
plained that the targeting criteria contained in the authorizing legislation were administratively 
cumbersome. (As initially written into law, 70 percent of the funds had to be spent on families 
who had been on welfare for at least 30 months, were within 12 months of reaching a time limit, 
or had two or more specified barriers to work). By most accounts, this problem was eliminated 
by Congress’s broadening the program eligibility rules in July 2000. 

• Of the Urban Change counties that received WTW formula grants, 
Philadelphia spent the largest portion of its allocation and enrolled the 
most participants. Implementation in the other counties proceeded more 
slowly. 

As of April 2001, Philadelphia had spent more than 80 percent of its WTW grant and en-
rolled about 17,000 welfare recipients into WTW-funded programs. As of May 2001, Los Ange-
les had spent about a third of its grant and enrolled nearly 9,000 participants; and Miami spent 
about 10 percent of its grant and enrolled fewer than 500 participants.  

Philadelphia’s program benefited from the strong backing of its mayor. Philadelphia also 
chose to invest the bulk of its WTW grant in two large programs and to target a broad group of 
TANF recipients: those who had reached the 24-month work trigger without finding employ-
ment. Los Angeles and Miami, in contrast, developed small programs that targeted specialized 
segments of the population, such as particular groups of non-English speakers and noncustodial 
parents. Though consistent with the goals of the grant, the latter approach may have contributed 
to the lower rates of implementation and enrollment in Los Angeles and Miami.  

• The counties had difficulty recruiting and retaining the target population. 

As originally enacted, the WTW grant contained detailed eligibility criteria that most ad-
ministrators thought were too restrictive. Even when the criteria were loosened, some programs 
had trouble recruiting long-term or hard-to-employ participants. Some administrators speculated 
that the factors that made people hard to employ — personal problems, low skills, poor attitude, 
and so forth — also made them hard to serve. In addition, the tough sanctioning policies of some 
welfare agencies may also have removed many hard-to-employ individuals from the rolls before 
they could be referred to WTW-funded services.  

• The WTW grant generally operated independently of other workforce 
development and welfare programs. 

In the three counties that received a WTW grant, program administrators and staff re-
ported that there was little integration between WTW-funded services and other programs run by 
the workforce development agencies and the welfare agencies, apparently owing to the grant’s 
timing, reporting requirements, and limited duration.  
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VII. Implications for Policy 

PRWORA’s scheduled reauthorization in 2002 provides an opportunity for federal, state, 
and local policymakers to assess the accomplishments of recent years and to consider future 
modifications. The research conducted in the Urban Change sites yields several observations and 
lessons:  

• PRWORA’s goal of getting welfare agencies to adopt a work-first orien-
tation has been realized in the Urban Change sites. 

One of PRWORA’s primary objectives was to end needy parents’ dependence on gov-
ernment benefits by encouraging them to prepare for jobs and to work. The Urban Change sites 
responded by changing their welfare-to-work programs to emphasize quick job entry rather than 
education and skill-building and by expanding earned income disregards to increase welfare re-
cipients’ financial incentive to work. The sites also extended work requirements to a much larger 
proportion of the caseload than in the past.  

• The work-first strategy adopted by the sites was well suited to the strong 
economy of the late 1990s and early 2000s. Softer labor markets may call 
for program modifications. 

During the period covered by this study, the ready availability of entry-level jobs made it 
relatively easy for welfare recipients to find work. The counties took advantage of the strong 
economy by emphasizing activities like job search and short-term vocational training, and they 
devoted few TANF resources to developing paid or unpaid employment. (Some WTW grant 
funds were used for this purpose, particularly in Philadelphia.) Given the recent economic down-
turn, welfare agencies may need to place greater emphasis on developing such strategies or offer-
ing certificate or degree programs that will help welfare recipients compete in the slack labor 
market, perhaps by combining education and training with work assignments.  

• The Urban Change sites used the TANF surplus to expand their welfare-
to-work program capacity and to increase participation. 

The structure of the TANF block grant — a five-year allocation based on states’ pre-1996 
spending levels — generated a substantial surplus during the late 1990s, when welfare caseloads 
declined. The present study indicates that the Urban Change sites invested a considerable portion 
of this surplus in expanding their welfare-to-work programs. For example, in 1995/1996, Los 
Angeles spent $43.6 million to serve 34,000 program enrollees, whereas in 1999/2000, it spent 
$133.4 million to serve 102,000 enrollees. Though the cost per enrollee (approximately $1,300) 
changed little, the increased expenditures permitted Los Angeles to reach a much greater propor-
tion of its caseload than in the past. In the other sites, rising program expenditures reflect both an 
effort to increase the number of people served and a higher cost per enrollee. The sites’ experi-
ences suggest the level of resources that may be necessary to engage a high percentage of the 
welfare caseload in welfare-to-work activities. High coverage has long been a stated goal, but 
only recently have states and localities had the funds to achieve it. 

• Expansions of earned income disregards have played a major part in the 
increases in welfare-to-work participation rates.  
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Earned income disregards may have the dual effect of encouraging welfare recipients to 
go to work and keeping them on welfare longer. In the short run, this is a win-win situation: Wel-
fare clients who are employed in subsidized jobs gain valuable experience and increase their in-
come, and welfare agencies can count such employment toward the welfare-to-work participation 
rate required by the federal government. In most states, however, clients who combine work and 
welfare use up months of assistance that they may need later — for instance, if they lose a job or 
another source of income. Policymakers might therefore reconsider whether clients who “play by 
the rules” (that is, work) should be subject to the same lifetime limit on federal cash assistance as 
are clients who are not working. 

• Participation rates of 40 percent or 50 percent may be difficult to attain, 
even in the most favorable program environments.  

As already noted, the Urban Change counties operated their welfare-to-work programs 
during the best of economic times, with plentiful jobs, falling caseloads, and large surpluses in 
funding. Even under such favorable conditions, the data suggest that the counties would have 
struggled to meet the participation rates set by PRWORA had they not received credit (in the 
form of reductions in the required participation rate) for reduced welfare caseloads. This study 
used a broader definition of participation than the federal standard, one that counted activities 
that are not listed in PRWORA and included all participants, regardless of whether they met the 
30-hour weekly requirement. (To a large extent, adopting this more inclusive definition was ne-
cessitated by the sites’ data limitations.) Policymakers may want to examine actual state and 
county participation reports more closely to avoid setting future participation targets that are un-
realistically high for a less favorable economic context.  

• Disparities in sanctioning policies and practices raise questions about the 
fairness and effectiveness of formal enforcement. 

As noted earlier, the Urban Change sites handled clients who did not comply with wel-
fare-to-work requirements in markedly different ways. Whereas some sites terminated the entire 
case, others ceased to provide cash assistance for the adult but continued to provide for the chil-
dren. The likelihood of being penalized for noncompliance also seems to have depended on 
where a welfare recipient resided. Though the policy in both Miami and Cuyahoga was to cut off 
the family’s whole grant (rather than only the adult portion), Miami’s high rate of sanctioning 
suggests that noncompliance almost always resulted in a penalty, while Cuyahoga’s low rate sug-
gests that clients there were given more chances to comply. Given such disparities, federal poli-
cymakers may wish to clarify intentions and set guidelines for states and counties to follow.  

Although one might expect tougher sanctioning policies to boost participation in welfare-
to-work activities, no evidence of such a relationship was observed in the Urban Change sites. In 
particular, the participation rates in Miami and Cuyahoga were roughly the same, despite their 
very different sanctioning rates. There may also be a trade-off between strict enforcement and 
serving the hard-to-employ. Some WTW grant program administrators said that their difficulties 
in locating eligible clients were due in part to tough sanctioning by welfare agencies. This per-
ception is supported by a report from the Urban Change project in which it was found that wel-
fare recipients who had multiple health problems, experienced physical abuse, were at risk of de-



 

ES-13 

pression, or had a chronically ill or disabled child were more likely than other recipients to have 
been sanctioned in the previous year.1 

• Working with the hard-to-employ may require new program strategies. 

In all four sites, program administrators and staff talked about clients who appeared to 
need more intensive services, such as mental health and substance abuse treatment or longer-term 
education and training. Although PRWORA does not prevent welfare agencies from making such 
referrals, the fact that it does not count them toward the participation rate is a deterrent for many 
program administrators and staff. If self-sufficiency is a goal of welfare reform, policymakers 
might consider broadening the list of allowable activities to accommodate mental health and sub-
stance abuse services and longer-term education and training for clients who need them and who 
are making progress in their activities. 

• Finding ways to promote job retention and advancement is a major con-
cern. 

The Urban Change sites currently provide support services, such as transitional child care 
and medical benefits, to clients who leave TANF for employment. Nevertheless, there is a strong 
sense among county administrators that former TANF recipients may be vulnerable to setbacks 
or get stuck in low-paying jobs. Policymakers may want to consider ways to extend transitional 
benefits to families who are working but remain poor. In addition, policymakers might look for 
ways to help former recipients gain easier access to job leads, education and training programs, 
and other services that will help them advance economically. 

• Supplementary funding opportunities like the WTW grant should be di-
rected to communities and organizations that have identified needs and 
solid plans. 

The formula grants provided through the WTW program ensured that federal funds were 
distributed equitably. However, judging from the experience in the Urban Change sites, not all 
localities were prepared to use the resources. Should such funding opportunities be provided in 
the future, policymakers may want to make grants contingent on demonstrated interest and need. 
One option might be to award small planning grants that could be followed up by larger program 
grants once plans have been thought through and interagency relationships have been established.  

• Organizational change is an ongoing process. 

When considering the Urban Change counties’ responses to PRWORA, it is important to 
keep in mind that significant organizational change does not come quickly or easily. Most of the 
counties took two to three years to plan and begin implementing programs before seeing major 
results. Four years after the law was passed, the counties were continuing to make modifications 
and in some cases found that they needed to retrain staff on basic policies and procedures. Any 
dramatic changes that follow TANF reauthorization would likely require similarly large invest-
ments of welfare agency time and resources. 
                                                 

1Denise F. Polit, Andrew S. London, and John M. Martinez, The Health of Poor Urban Women: Findings from 
the Project on Devolution and Urban Change (New York: MDRC, 2001). 
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Evaluating the Accelerated Schools Approach: A 
Look at Early Implementation and Impacts on 
Student Achievement in Eight Elementary Schools. 
2001. Howard Bloom, Sandra Ham, Laura Melton, 
Julienne O’Brien. 

Career Academies 
The largest and most comprehensive evaluation of a 
school-to-work initiative, this study examines a 
promising approach to high school restructuring and 
the school-to-work transition. 
Career Academies: Building Career Awareness and 

Work-Based Learning Activities Through Employer 
Partnerships. 1999. James Kemple, Susan 
Poglinco, Jason Snipes. 

Career Academies: Impacts on Students’ 
Engagement and Performance in High School. 
2000. James Kemple, Jason Snipes. 

Career Academies: Impacts on Students’ Initial 
Transitions to Post-Secondary Education and 
Employment. 2001. James Kemple. 

Project GRAD 
This evaluation examines Project GRAD, an 
education initiative targeted at urban schools and 
combining a number of proven or promising reforms. 
Building the Foundation for Improved Student 

Performance: The Pre-Curricular Phase of Project 
GRAD Newark. 2000. Sandra Ham, Fred Doolittle, 
Glee Ivory Holton. 

LILAA Initiative 
This study of the Literacy in Libraries Across 
America (LILAA) initiative explores the efforts of 
five adult literacy programs in public libraries to 
improve learner persistence. 
So I Made Up My Mind: Introducing a Study of Adult 

Learner Persistence in Library Literacy Programs. 
2000. John T. Comings, Sondra Cuban. 

“I Did It for Myself”: Studying Efforts to Increase 
Adult Learner Persistence in Library Literacy 
Programs. 2001. John Comings, Sondra Cuban, 
Johannes Bos, Catherine Taylor. 



 

Toyota Families in Schools 
A discussion of the factors that determine whether an 
impact analysis of a social program is feasible and 
warranted, using an evaluation of a new family 
literacy initiative as a case study. 
An Evaluability Assessment of the Toyota Families in 

Schools Program. 2001. Janet Quint. 

Project Transition 
A demonstration program that tested a combination of 
school-based strategies to facilitate students’ 
transition from middle school to high school. 
Project Transition: Testing an Intervention to Help 

High School Freshmen Succeed. 1999. Janet Quint, 
Cynthia Miller, Jennifer Pastor, Rachel Cytron.  

Equity 2000  
Equity 2000 is a nationwide initiative sponsored by 
the College Board to improve low-income students’ 
access to college. The MDRC paper examines the 
implementation of Equity 2000 in Milwaukee Public 
Schools. 
Getting to the Right Algebra: The Equity 2000 

Initiative in Milwaukee Public Schools. 1999. 
Sandra Ham, Erica Walker. 

School-to-Work Project 
A study of innovative programs that help students 
make the transition from school to work or careers. 
Home-Grown Lessons: Innovative Programs Linking 

School and Work (Jossey-Bass Publishers). 1995. 
Edward Pauly, Hilary Kopp, Joshua Haimson. 

Home-Grown Progress: The Evolution of Innovative 
School-to-Work Programs. 1997. Rachel Pedraza, 
Edward Pauly, Hilary Kopp. 

Employment and Community 
Initiatives 
Jobs-Plus Initiative 
A multi-site effort to greatly increase employment 
among public housing residents. 

Mobilizing Public Housing Communities for Work: 
Origins and Early Accomplishments of the Jobs-
Plus Demonstration. 1999. James Riccio. 

Building a Convincing Test of a Public Housing 
Employment Program Using Non-Experimental 
Methods: Planning for the Jobs-Plus 
Demonstration. 1999. Howard Bloom. 

Jobs-Plus Site-by-Site: An Early Look at Program 
Implementation. 2000. Edited by Susan Philipson 
Bloom with Susan Blank. 

Building New Partnerships for Employment: 
Collaboration Among Agencies and Public 
Housing Residents in the Jobs-Plus Demonstration. 
2001. Linda Kato, James Riccio. 

Neighborhood Jobs Initiative 
An initiative to increase employment in a number of 
low-income communities. 
The Neighborhood Jobs Initiative: An Early Report 

on the Vision and Challenges of Bringing an 
Employment Focus to a Community-Building 
Initiative. 2001. Frieda Molina, Laura Nelson. 

Connections to Work Project 
A study of local efforts to increase competition in the 
choice of providers of employment services for 
welfare recipients and other low-income populations. 
The project also provides assistance to cutting-edge 
local initiatives aimed at helping such people access 
and secure jobs. 
Designing and Administering a Wage-Paying 

Community Service Employment Program Under 
TANF: Some Considerations and Choices. 1999. 
Kay Sherwood. 

San Francisco Works: Toward an Employer-Led 
Approach to Welfare Reform and Workforce 
Development. 2000. Steven Bliss. 

Canada’s Earnings Supplement Project 
A test of an innovative financial incentive intended to 
expedite the reemployment of displaced workers and 
encourage full-year work by seasonal or part-year 
workers, thereby also reducing receipt of 
Unemployment Insurance. 
Testing a Re-employment Incentive for Displaced 

Workers: The Earnings Supplement Project. 1999. 
Howard Bloom, Saul Schwartz, Susanna Lui-Gurr, 
Suk-Won Lee. 

MDRC Working Papers on 
Research Methodology 
A new series of papers that explore alternative 
methods of examining the implementation and 
impacts of programs and policies. 
Building a Convincing Test of a Public Housing 

Employment Program Using Non-Experimental 
Methods: Planning for the Jobs-Plus 
Demonstration. 1999. Howard Bloom. 



 

Estimating Program Impacts on Student Achievement 
Using “Short” Interrupted Time Series. 1999. 
Howard Bloom. 

Using Cluster Random Assignment to Measure 
Program Impacts: Statistical Implications for the 
Evaluation of Education Programs. 1999. Howard 
Bloom, Johannes Bos, Suk-Won Lee.  

Measuring the Impacts of Whole School Reforms: 
Methodological Lessons from an Evaluation of 
Accelerated Schools. 2001. Howard Bloom. 

The Politics of Random Assignment: Implementing 
Studies and Impacting Policy. 2000. Judith Gueron. 

Modeling the Performance of Welfare-to-Work 
Programs: The Effects of Program Management 
and Services, Economic Environment, and Client 
Characteristics. 2001. Howard Bloom, Carolyn 
Hill, James Riccio. 

A Regression-Based Strategy for Defining Subgroups 
in a Social Experiment. 2001. James Kemple, Jason 
Snipes.  

Extending the Reach of Randomized Social 
Experiments: New Directions in Evaluations of 
American Welfare-to-Work and Employment 
Initiatives. 2001. James Riccio, Howard Bloom. 

 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 

About MDRC 

The Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC) is a nonprofit, 
nonpartisan social policy research organization. We are dedicated to learning what 
works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through our research and 
the active communication of our findings, we seek to enhance the effectiveness of 
social policies and programs. MDRC was founded in 1974 and is located in New 
York City and Oakland. 

MDRC’s current projects focus on welfare and economic security, education, and 
employment and community initiatives. Complementing our evaluations of a wide 
range of welfare reforms are new studies of supports for the working poor and 
emerging analyses of how programs affect children’s development and their 
families’ well-being. In the field of education, we are testing reforms aimed at 
improving the performance of public schools, especially in urban areas. Finally, our 
community projects are using innovative approaches to increase employment in 
low-income neighborhoods.  

Our projects are a mix of demonstrations ― field tests of promising program 
models ― and evaluations of government and community initiatives, and we 
employ a wide range of methods to determine a program’s effects, including large-
scale studies, surveys, case studies, and ethnographies of individuals and families. 
We share the findings and lessons from our work ― including best practices for 
program operators ― with a broad audience within the policy and practitioner 
community, as well as the general public and the media. 

Over the past quarter century, MDRC has worked in almost every state, all of the 
nation’s largest cities, and Canada. We conduct our projects in partnership with state 
and local governments, the federal government, public school systems, community 
organizations, and numerous private philanthropies. 

 
 




