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Overview
Family Rewards was an innovative approach to poverty reduction in the United States that was
modeled on the conditional cash transfer (CCT) programs common in lower- and middle-income
countries. The program offered cash assistance to poor families, contingent on their meeting certain
criteria related to family health care, children’s education, and parents’ work, in the hope of reducing
long-term poverty. The first version of Family Rewards was evaluated in New York City starting in
2007 and had positive effects on some outcomes. The lessons learned from that study led to the next
iteration and test of the model (“Family Rewards 2.0”), the subject of this report.
Family Rewards 2.0 was launched in July 2011 in the Bronx, New York, and Memphis, Tennessee.
While still offering rewards in the areas of children’s education, family health, and parents’ work,
Family Rewards 2.0 offered fewer rewards in each domain, offered the education rewards only to
high school students, made the rewards more timely by paying them each month, and included
personalized family guidance. The addition of guidance from staff members, who actively helped
families develop strategies to earn rewards, represented the biggest change to the original model.
MDRC evaluated the program through a randomized controlled trial involving about 1,200 families
in each city, half of whom could participate in the program and half of whom could not. This report
presents findings on the program’s effects through four years.

Key Findings
Family Rewards transferred over $6,200, on average, to each participating family during the period
in which it operated, or just over $2,000 per program year. Through Year 4, it had produced some
positive effects on some outcomes, but left many other outcomes unchanged.
•

After some start-up challenges, the program was generally implemented well in both cities by
Year 2. The guidance component became more intensive over time, although the amount of interaction between staff and participants was still less than envisioned, especially in Memphis.

•

Family Rewards 2.0 increased income and reduced poverty during the program period, and led
to improvements in parents’ reports of life satisfaction and happiness.

•

The program’s primary effect in the health care area was an increase in preventive dental visits,
although there is some evidence that it also improved adults’ self-reported health status, particularly for those in poorer health at study entry.

•

The program led to a reduction in employment covered by the unemployment insurance system,
driven largely by reductions in work in Memphis.

•

The program did not affect students’ school progress through Year 4, either for the full sample
of students or for the subgroup of academically proficient students.

The findings show that Family Rewards 2.0, while replicating many of the results from the first
model, did not prove to be more effective. Together, however, both studies provide important
lessons about the operation and effects of a comprehensive CCT strategy in the United States.
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Preface
Conditional cash transfer (CCT) programs are an innovative approach to poverty reduction.
They offer cash assistance to poor families, reducing current poverty, but condition this assistance on families’ efforts to get preventive health care and further their children’s education,
with the hope of reducing longer-term poverty. They are fairly common in low- and middleincome countries but had never been tested in the United States until several years ago, when
New York City launched Opportunity NYC–Family Rewards (referred to in this report as
“Family Rewards 1.0”), a three-year demonstration sponsored by the New York City Center for
Economic Opportunity (CEO). MDRC helped design the initiative based on several existing
international programs and conducted the implementation and impact evaluations. Low-income
families in several high-poverty neighborhoods in New York City were offered cash incentives
(“rewards”) for completing activities related to children’s education, family preventive health
care, and adults’ work or training. The program had few effects on most behavioral outcomes
overall, but did reduce hardship, increase receipt of dental care, and improve the educational
outcomes of more academically prepared high school students. Early lessons from the implementation of that first demonstration, with its large number of incentives, together with patterns
in its early impact findings suggested to CEO and MDRC that the model should be revised and
tried again, this time with the support of the federal Social Innovation Fund.
The new version of Family Rewards (“Family Rewards 2.0”) reduced the number of
rewards the program offered, targeted the education rewards only to high school students, and
paid the rewards more frequently. Most important, it provided more proactive guidance to help
families earn rewards, something that the first demonstration suggested many families needed.
Family Rewards 2.0 was tested again in New York City (the Bronx) as well as in Memphis,
Tennessee, providing an opportunity to study the concept in a local context very different from
New York City.
The findings show that Family Rewards 2.0 replicated some of the effects found in
Family Rewards 1.0, but fell short in other ways. It increased income and reduced poverty, for
example, but had few effects on students’ progress in school, even for more academically
prepared students. Although these results are disappointing, the findings do raise important
policy questions. Both iterations of Family Rewards did succeed in reducing poverty and
economic hardship, in part because many families received rewards without changing their
behavior — most families already used preventive medical care, for example, and many
students either had high attendance or earned rewards for other education milestones. But the
program did not increase those rates substantially. In some cases, the attendance and health
insurance rates among control group families were also high, often leaving less room to make a
difference. In other cases, the incentives were not enough to change the trajectories of students
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with low attendance and performance. Further complicating interpretation, these tests of
conditional cash transfers operated on top of the existing safety net, not as an alternative to it, as
is the case for CCT programs in Mexico and other Latin American countries. Last, in the United
States, income transfer programs are conditioned on work. When unemployment rates soared
during the Great Recession, demonstrating the limits of an existing policy that conditions
benefits on work, a strategy that conditioned benefit receipt on a broader array of behaviors had
appeal.
Although the findings now available from both versions of Family Rewards provide
important lessons about the use of incentives and CCTs in the United States to combat both
short- and long-term intergenerational poverty, questions remain about the possible effects of a
conditional cash transfer program if it were not structured as an add-on to the existing American
system — specifically, whether it would lead to larger behavioral changes while still providing
an adequate safety net for the most vulnerable families.
Gordon L. Berlin
President, MDRC
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Executive Summary
Family Rewards was an innovative approach to poverty reduction in the United States that was
modeled on the conditional cash transfer (CCT) programs common in lower- and middleincome countries. The program offered cash assistance to low-income families, provided that
they met certain conditions related to family health care, children’s education, and parents’
work.
The first version of Family Rewards, called Opportunity NYC–Family Rewards (“Family Rewards 1.0”), was evaluated in New York City beginning in 2007 using a randomized
controlled trial, in which families were randomly assigned to a program group that was offered
the program or a control group that was not. While the program did not lead to effects on most
major outcomes, it did lead to sizable reductions in poverty while the cash assistance was being
offered and increased graduation rates for a group of ninth-graders who were more academically prepared at study entry. 1 Early lessons and insights from that evaluation suggested that such
an intervention might be made more effective if the model were modified in certain ways. 2 The
lessons learned from that evaluation led to the next iteration and test of the model — “Family
Rewards 2.0.”
Family Rewards 2.0, the subject of this report, was launched in July 2011 in the Bronx,
New York, and Memphis, Tennessee. While still offering rewards in the areas of children’s
education, family health, and parents’ work, Family Rewards 2.0 refined the original model in
several ways: it offered fewer rewards in each domain, paid those rewards more frequently,
offered the education rewards only to high school students, and offered proactive and personalized guidance to help families earn rewards. The addition of guidance from staff members, who
actively helped families develop strategies to earn rewards, represented the biggest change from
the original model.
This report examines whether those changes led to bigger impacts and whether the program had similar effects in a context different from New York City. The findings show that the
new program achieved many of the same effects as the original model, but fell short in other,
important ways. Family Rewards 2.0 met its short-term goals of increasing income and reducing poverty, although the effects were smaller, given that less money was transferred overall.
1

James Riccio, Nadine Dechausay, David Greenberg, Cynthia Miller, Zawadi Rucks, and Nandita Verma,
Toward Reduced Poverty Across Generations: Early Findings from New York City’s Conditional Cash
Transfer Program (New York: MDRC, 2010); James Riccio, Nadine Dechausay, Cynthia Miller, Stephen
Nuñez, Nandita Verma, and Edith Yang, Conditional Cash Transfers in New York City: The Continuing Story
of the Opportunity NYC-Family Rewards Demonstration (New York: MDRC, 2013).
2
Riccio et al. (2010); Riccio et al. (2013).
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(The shorter list of rewards meant that families had fewer ways of earning cash transfers.) The
program also increased dental visits and adults’ self-reported health status, particularly for those
in poorer health at study entry. Similar to the earlier program, the new model led to reductions
in work and earnings for some participants. However, the new program did not affect students’
school progress through Year 4, neither for the full sample of students nor for a more academically prepared subgroup. Overall, the findings indicate that Family Rewards 2.0 did not lead to
bigger or more widespread effects. In addition, the failure to replicate the positive effects on
school progress for more academically prepared students suggests that the model’s effects on
education were not very robust.
The Social Innovation Fund of the Corporation for National and Community Service
and private foundations funded the Family Rewards 2.0 demonstration, and The Mayor’s Fund
to Advance New York City, the New York City Center for Economic Opportunity, and MDRC
managed it. The Children’s Aid Society operated the program in partnership with two community-based organizations in each city (the local chapter of Children’s Aid Society and BronxWorks in the Bronx, and Memphis HOPE and Porter-Leath in Memphis). MDRC conducted the
evaluation.

The Program Model: 1.0 to 2.0
Similar to its predecessor, Family Rewards 2.0 is based on the assumption that for a variety of
reasons families may underinvest in their own development even though such investments can
have long-term benefits. Financial incentives can help change their calculations, encouraging
them to make extra investments of time and energy in certain educational, health care, and
work-related efforts. Furthermore, the extra resources can help make it more feasible for lowincome people to undertake such efforts in the short term, functioning not only as incentives for
action but also as enabling resources.
The original Family Rewards model offered families 22 cash rewards, covering activities and outcomes in three domains. In the education domain, rewards were offered for parents’
attendance at parent-teacher conferences and for children’s attendance in school, satisfactory
performance or better on standardized tests, completion of adequate credits per year, passing of
exams required to graduate, and graduation. In the health domain, rewards were offered for
maintaining health coverage and for preventive medical and dental checkups for each family
member. In the work domain, parents were offered rewards for sustaining full-time work and
for pursuing education or training while working. Families received payments for rewards
earned every two months. Families were not offered services or counseling, since the goal was
to test a pure incentives model.
During the three years that Family Rewards 1.0 operated, the average participating family earned nearly $9,000 in rewards, or roughly $3,000 in each year, leading to large reductions
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in poverty and reductions in a number of material hardships. The program did not affect school
outcomes for elementary or middle school students, but did improve outcomes for the ninthgraders in the study who were performing at a proficient level or better academically when they
entered, as measured on their prior year’s standardized tests, with sizable effects (for initially
reading-proficient ninth-graders) on grade promotion and on graduation. In the health area,
early, positive effects on visits to the doctor and health status faded, although there were
continued impacts on health coverage and, especially, dental visits. Finally, the program led to a
small increase in survey-reported employment, but to reductions for some participants in
employment reported by the unemployment insurance (UI) system.
Family Rewards 2.0 included rewards for the following milestones (Table ES.1):
•

Education: Students were rewarded for high attendance, good grades, satisfactory performance or better on state core exams, and taking college entrance exams.

•

Health: Families received payments for obtaining medical and dental checkups for each family member.

•

Work and training: Parents received payments for full-time work and for
earning General Educational Development (GED) certificates.

The program made several important modifications to the original Family Rewards
model. In an effort to make the program easier to understand and focus families’ attention on
a limited number of outcomes, the program offered 8 rewards across the three domains,
instead of 22 rewards. While all children in a family were eligible to earn health rewards, the
education rewards were only offered to high school students, given that the original program
had no effects for younger students. The new program made the rewards more timely, and
thus more salient to families, in two ways: first, by paying families monthly for rewards
earned, rather than every two months; and second, by rewarding students for passing grades.
The rewards for grades were also structured in an attempt to engage less academically
proficient students, with rewards offered for A, B, and C grades. All education rewards
earned were also paid directly to the students’ accounts, whereas in the first model parents
received some portion of education rewards.
Most notably, however, the new model offered proactive and personalized guidance to
help families earn rewards. In the original program, staff members were purposely restricted
from engaging in “case management,” so that the experiment would test the effects of the
incentives offer alone. They were permitted to provide advice and referrals to participants when
asked for assistance with services, but they did not carry individual caseloads, nor were they
allowed to make proactive efforts to engage individual families in conversations about strategies
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Table ES.1
Family Rewards 2.0 Schedule of Rewards
Domain

Bronx

Memphis

Attends 95% of scheduled
school days

$40 per month

$40 per month

Takes an SAT or ACT exam
(once during program)

$50

$50; must score 19 or more
on the ACT if administered
by Memphis City Schoolsa

Receives grades on an official
report cardb

$30 per A (90-100); $20 per
B (80-89); $10 per C (75-79)

$30 per A (93-100); $20 per
B (85-92); $10 per C (75-84)

Passes up to 5 Regents examsc
or 7 End-of-Course examsd

$500 per Regents exam for a
score of 75 or above; $400
per exam for a score of 65-74

$200 per End-of-Course
exam for a score of proficient
or advanced (increased to
$300 in Year 3)

Annual medical checkup

$100 per family member

$100 per family member

Preventive dental care every
6 months (once per year for
children 1-5 years)

$100 per family member

$100 per family member

Sustains full-time employment

$150 per month

$150 per month

Earns a GED certificate

$400

$400

Education incentives
(high school students only)

Health incentives (parents and
children 19 years and younger)

Work incentives (parents only)

SOURCE: Children’s Aid Society’s Family Rewards program materials.
NOTES: GED = General Educational Development.
a
The ACT is scored out of 36. Memphis City Schools officials requested that the minimum score for the
reward be set at 19 for students taking the test for free in class because this score is considered an indication
that students are ready for college-level work.
b
In Year 1, the amount of each reward for grades was prorated based on the number of official report cards
issued by a student's school. To simplify verification in Year 2, students were paid the listed amounts for their
grades regardless of the number of official report cards they received, up to a maximum of $600 per program
year.
(continued)
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Table ES.1 (continued)
c

High school students (grades 9-12) in the Bronx were eligible to earn rewards for the following Regents
exams: English, one of any math exams (including Math A, Math B, Integrated Algebra, Geometry, and
Algebra 2/Trigonometry), U.S. History and Government, Global History and Geography, and one of any
science exams (including Living Environment, Chemistry, Physics, and Earth Science).
d
High school students (grades 9-12) in Memphis were eligible to earn rewards for the following End-ofCourse exams: Algebra 1, Algebra 2, Biology, English 1, English 2, English 3, and U.S. History.

to earn rewards. Findings from the first evaluation suggested that many families needed — and
wanted — more help to reach the relevant milestones. Consequently, under the new model, staff
members at the community-based partner organizations were instructed to develop a “Family
Earning Plan” with every family and meet with them at least twice per year to discuss their
progress toward earning the rewards. Staff members were also directed to make more aggressive and frequent efforts to engage families who, according to program tracking data, were not
earning many rewards. Each staff member carried a caseload of about 100 families.
Children’s Aid Society managed the operations of Family Rewards 2.0 and provided
technical assistance and oversight to the four Neighborhood Partner Organizations (NPOs)
selected to implement the program. The NPOs were charged with implementing core components of the program. They recruited and enrolled families into the research sample, oriented
families to the program, and provided continuing guidance to help families earn rewards.

The Study Sample
Family Rewards 2.0 was evaluated using a randomized controlled trial. In each city, about
1,200 families were recruited for the study. Half were randomly assigned to a program group,
offered Family Rewards, and half were assigned to a control group, not offered the program.
The program targeted families with at least one child entering ninth grade or tenth grade. Once
enrolled in Family Rewards 2.0, however, all of the family’s school-age children became
eligible for the health-related rewards. The program also targeted recipients of benefits from
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP, or “food stamps”), in order to get resources to the neediest families and to
explore how a CCT approach might interact with and complement these safety net programs.
Recruitment began in August 2011 in the Bronx and in September 2011 in Memphis,
when the NPOs received lists of potentially eligible participants provided by the human services
agencies and departments of education in each city. The pace of recruitment varied between the
cities due to delays in receiving some lists and difficulties in reaching some potential participants. Enrollment was originally expected to conclude by October 2011, but in practice the
majority of families in the study enrolled after that point. Rewards were intended to be offered
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for three years, starting in September 2011. However, because many families entered the study
after September 2011, the program period was extended beyond three years, to December 2014,
in order to provide these late-entering families with at least three years of rewards. The evaluation tracked families for up to four years to determine the effects of the program on poverty,
children’s education, family health, and parents’ work.
The majority of families who enrolled in the study in both cities were single-parent
families, with a higher percentage in Memphis (91 percent) than in the Bronx (77 percent). A
large fraction of the sample in the Bronx was Hispanic (74 percent), while nearly all participating families in Memphis were African American (98 percent). Adults in the Bronx had somewhat lower education levels when they enrolled than adults in Memphis. For example, nearly
half of the adults in the Bronx did not have a high school diploma or equivalency certificate
when they enrolled in the study, compared with only 31 percent of adults in Memphis. In
contrast, adults in the Bronx were more likely to be working when they entered the study (57
percent) than their counterparts in Memphis (44 percent).

Findings
•

After some start-up challenges, the program was generally implemented
well in both cities by Year 2. The guidance component became more intensive over time, although the amount of interaction between staff and
participants was still less than envisioned, especially in Memphis.

The biggest innovation in the design of Family Rewards 2.0 was the addition of the
family guidance component, and that component evolved considerably during the first two
years of the program. Designated staff, or advisors, focused mainly on building relationships in
the first year. One-on-one sessions at this time were largely transactional or customer serviceoriented. Recognizing that advisors needed more training to go beyond customer service and
encourage behavioral change, the NPOs introduced a form of counseling called motivational
interviewing at the start of Year 2. Motivational interviewing is a widely used, client-centered
directive approach to counseling in which a counselor uses a set of techniques to help participants identify their goals, explore any ambivalence they may have about making changes in
their lives, and resolve that ambivalence.
It took months of training for advisors to achieve a minimum level of competence in
motivational interviewing, but the nature and content of family guidance sessions did change
significantly from Year 1 to the end of Year 2. Participants talked more about their goals, and
took the lead in creating plans for overcoming barriers to earning rewards. In addition, the
advisors began conducting targeted outreach to participants with a pattern of earning the fewest
rewards, a group that proved to be challenging to serve.
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This change improved the quality of guidance sessions midway through the program,
but these sessions did not occur in either city as often as envisioned in the model, especially in
Memphis. Only one-quarter of adult participants met with their advisors more than once in
Memphis, and most sessions were conducted over the phone. The families’ transportation
challenges in Memphis greatly impeded the ability of staff to deliver this program component
effectively.
•

Nearly all families earned rewards from the program, with average
earnings of just over $2,000 per full program year, or $6,240 for all program years combined.

Over 98 percent of families in the program group earned at least some rewards during
the program period, and about 95 percent earned rewards in a full program year. During a full
program year, the average family earned over $2,000 ($2,300 in Year 2, for example, and
$2,000 in Year 3). Overall, families earned just about $6,200 in rewards over the full program
period.
Families earned the most, on average, from the education rewards. Over 97 percent of
families earned at least one education reward and the average amount earned was just under
$3,000 over the full program period. Most families also earned at least one health reward over
the period (at about 90 percent), and those that did earn health rewards earned on average just
under $2,000 over the full period. Finally, the work rewards contributed the least to the total
rewards earned because fewer parents earned them. Only about 57 percent of parents earned a
work or training reward over the full period, and nearly all of these rewards were for work
rather than training.
•

Family Rewards 2.0 increased income and reduced poverty during the
program period and led to improvements in parents’ reports of life satisfaction and happiness.

Counting the value of the reward payments, Family Rewards 2.0 increased self-reported
average household income for the program group by $138 in the month before the 24-month
survey. (See Table ES.2.) 3 This extra income reduced the proportion of families living at or
below the federal poverty level by 5 percentage points, compared with the control group rate of
78 percent. The program also reduced the proportion of families who were living in severe
poverty (that is, families with incomes less than 50 percent of the federal poverty level) by 7
percentage points (not shown). All of the poverty reductions from the program are attributable
3

Unless otherwise noted, the impacts cited in this Executive Summary are statistically significant, with less
than a 10 percent likelihood that they arose by chance.
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Table ES.2
Summary of Family Rewards 2.0 Impacts
Program
Group

Outcome

Control Difference
Group
(Impact)

P-Value

Effect
Size

Income and poverty
Average total household income in month prior to
interview (including Family Rewards payments)a ($)

1,636

1,498

138 ***

0.004

Household income at or below the federal poverty
level (including rewards)a,b (%)

73.5

78.3

-4.8 **

0.012

Any savings (%)

20.5

12.0

8.5 ***

0.000

Graduated on time (%)

63.4

63.1

0.3

0.855

Attendance rate is 95% or higher, Year 3c (%)

28.9

29.1

-0.2

0.910

Number of credits earned, Years 1 to 3d

30.1

29.9

0.2

0.651

State core exams passed, Years 1 to 3e,f

2.7

2.7

0.0

0.716

88.4
36.1

87.6
22.5

0.8
13.6 ***

0.569
0.000

3.2

3.0

0.1 ***

0.002

94.9
62.4

94.4
46.4

0.5
16.0 ***

0.614
0.000

Has any degree, license, or certificate (%)

78.5

77.8

0.7

0.651

Has any trade license or training certification (%)

46.6

42.7

3.9 *

0.073

Average quarterly employment, Years 1 to 3g (%)

49.6

52.2

-2.6 **

0.018

-2,034 **

0.019

Children's education

Family health
Parent had a health checkup (%)
Parent had 2 or more dental checkups (%)
Parent's self-rated health
(1 = poor; 5 = excellent)
Child had health checkup or got shots (%)
Child had 2 or more dental checkups (%)

0.126

Parent's work and training

Total earnings, Years 1 to 3g ($)

27,684

Sample size (total = 2,016)

1,025

29,718
991

(continued)
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Table ES.2 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations using data from the Family Rewards 24-month survey, Children's Aid Society's
Family Rewards program data, New York City Department of Education and Shelby County Schools
administrative records, New York State unemployment insurance (UI) wage records, and Tennessee Department
of Labor and Workforce Development UI wage records.
NOTES: Sample sizes may vary because of missing values.
Estimates were regression-adjusted using ordinary least squares, controlling for pre-random assignment
characteristics of sample members. Standard errors were adjusted to account for multiple observations per
family. Statistical significance levels are indicated as follows: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.
Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in calculating sums and differences.
The effect size is the difference between program and control group outcomes expressed as a proportion of
the standard deviation of the outcomes for both groups combined.
Note that all outcomes in the table include zero values for students who were no longer enrolled. Dollar
averages include zero values for sample members who were not employed.
Years 1, 2, and 3 cover the 2011-2012, 2012-2013, and 2013-2014 school years, respectively.
aMonthly household income amounts equal to or greater than $10,000 were excluded from this
calculation. About 4.9 percent of the sample was excluded from the income measures because respondents did
not know or refused to provide the information. An additional 0.2 percent of the sample was excluded because
the income provided was over $10,000.
bAnnual household income was calculated by multiplying the respondent's income in the month prior to the
survey interview by 12. For program group members, it includes Family Rewards payments earned during
program Years 2 and 3. The federal poverty level was calculated based on annual income (monthly income
multiplied by 12) and the household size at the time of the survey. The poverty threshold was measured
according to the 2013 or 2014 Poverty Guidelines, depending on when a respondent was interviewed.
cAttendance was calculated as a percentage of total days present divided by total days enrolled according to
district records. Records provided for students in New York City include enrollment for the regular school year.
Records for students in Memphis include enrollment during the regular school year, alternative education
programs, and summer school.
dStudents in New York City earn 1 credit per course per semester completed. Students in Memphis earn 0.5
credits per course per semester. Credits for students in Memphis were multiplied by two to create a standard
scale for comparison. To be considered on time to graduate, students in New York City must earn an average of
11 credits per school year and students in Memphis must earn an average of 5.5 credits per school year.
eThe Regents exam measures in this table include the following Regents exams: English, Math A, Math B,
Geometry, Integrated Algebra, Algebra 2/Trigonometry, U.S. History and Government, Global History and
Geography, Living Environment, Chemistry, Physics, and Earth Science.
fThe End-of-Course exam measures in this table include the following exams: English 1, English, 2, English
3, Biology, Algebra 1, Algebra 2, and U.S. History.
gThis outcome only includes employment and earnings in jobs covered by the New York State and
Tennessee UI programs. It does not include employment outside of either state, or in jobs not covered by the UI
system (for example, "off-the-books" jobs and federal government jobs).
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to the cash transfers that families received, rather than to increased earnings from work. As
discussed later, the program did not lead to an increase in earnings, and it reduced earnings for
some families.
Although the program did increase income and reduce poverty, the effects were fairly
modest in size, and a fair proportion of the cash transfers were for education rewards, and thus
deposited in the teenagers’ accounts. As a result, the program did not notably reduce levels of
material hardship affecting the whole family, such as inability to pay rent or utilities or food
insecurity. Nonetheless, the extra income families received did lead to improvements in parents’
sense of financial security. Parents in the program group, for example, were more likely than
those in the control group to report that their financial situation was better than it was in the
previous year and that they could generally afford to buy necessities. Similarly, the program led
to modest improvements on several measures of psychosocial well-being. For example, parents
in the program group scored higher than those in the control group on the State of Hope scale,
which captures respondents’ beliefs in their ability to initiate and sustain action.
Finally, Family Rewards 2.0 increased families’ connection to the banking system and
their savings. At the time of the survey, only about 45 percent of parents in the control group
reported having a savings or checking account, compared with 66 percent of parents in the
program group, an increase of 21 percentage points (not shown). Very few parents in the control
group (12 percent) reported having any savings at the time of the survey. The program increased that rate to 21 percent for the program group.
•

The program’s primary effect in the health area was to increase preventive dental visits, although there is some evidence that it also improved
adults’ self-reported health status, particularly for those in poorer
health at study entry.

Most adults and children in the control group had visited a doctor recently for a routine
checkup, and the program had no effect on this outcome. In contrast, the majority of both
parents and children in the control group had not visited a dentist for the recommended two
dental checkups per year, and the program increased this number substantially. Among children
in the control group, for example, only 46 percent of them visited a dentist twice during the
year, compared with 62 percent of those in the program group, an increase of 16 percentage
points. The importance of oral health has been well documented.
The program led to a small, positive effect on adults’ self-reported health status, which
was primarily driven by a sizable effect for those who were in poorer health at study entry. It is
difficult to know what to make of this effect, given that there were no measured effects on any
of the other outcomes that might have led to it, such as increased use of preventive care,
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increased healthful behaviors, and so on. However, Family Rewards 1.0 led to a similar pattern
of effects on health status for adults in poorer health.
•

The program led to a reduction in employment covered by the UI system, driven largely by reductions in work in Memphis.

The research team collected and analyzed data on employment from the 24-month
survey and from UI records, which include all employment covered by the UI system. While
UI records include data from most employment in the United States, the UI system does not
cover some jobs, such as self-employment, federal government employment, and domestic
work. The UI system also misses informal (casual or irregular) jobs that are never reported to
state agencies.
The findings show that Family Rewards 2.0 led to reductions in work according to data
from UI records and had no effect on work reported in the survey. Whereas the reductions in
UI-covered work occurred largely in Memphis, in the Bronx the program led to a reduction in
work reported in the survey. The reason for the difference is unclear.
Other incentives programs that have focused solely on work have found that increasing the reward to work can lead to increased employment. 4 However, the work incentives
here were part of a larger program of rewards. It is likely that the income families received
from the education and health rewards allowed some parents to reduce work or delay entry
into the workforce through what is often called an “income effect.” These negative effects on
work were somewhat larger for parents not working at study entry, and thus more marginally
connected to work.
•

The program did not affect students’ school progress through Year 4,
for either the full sample of students or the subgroup of academically
proficient students.

The impact analysis examined a range of education outcomes, including attendance,
grade progression, credits earned, and college entrance exams taken. The program did not have
effects on these outcomes for the full sample of entering ninth- and tenth-graders. For example,
4

Nada Eissa and Hilary Hoynes, “Behavioral Responses to Taxes: Lessons from the EITC and Labor Supply,” in Tax Policy and the Economy, Volume 20, ed. James M. Poterba (Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts
Institute of Technology Press, 2006), 74-110; Charles Michalopoulos, Does Making Work Pay Still Pay? (New
York: MDRC, 2005); Richard Hendra, James Riccio, Richard Dorsett, David H. Greenberg, Genevieve
Knight, Joan Phillips, Philip K. Robins, Sandra Vegeris, and Johanna Walters, Breaking the Low-Pay, No-Pay
Cycle: Final Evidence from the UK Employment Retention and Advancement (ERA) Demonstration, UK
Department for Work and Pensions Research Report No. 765 (Leeds, UK: Corporate Document Service,
2011).
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63.1 percent of entering ninth- and tenth-graders in the control group had graduated on time
(that is, within four years of entering ninth grade). The corresponding rate for students in the
program group was 63.4 percent. When the analysis was focused only on entering ninthgraders, the program led to small increases in attendance and credits earned, although it had no
effects on other outcomes, such as enrollment or graduation.
The research team also examined impacts for the subgroup of students who scored at
the proficient level or higher on their eighth-grade English language arts exams, since Family
Rewards 1.0 had its main effects for this group. Family Rewards 2.0 did not affect education
outcomes for this subgroup. Finally, subgroup analyses suggested that the program led to a
small increase in graduation rates among students in less disadvantaged families, which included families in which a parent was working at study entry or that had income above 50 percent of
the poverty line at study entry.

Conclusion
Overall, the results show that the changes to the model, particularly the more intensive guidance, as it was implemented here, did not make the rewards more effective. Family Rewards 2.0
did lead to effects in certain domains that were similar to Family Rewards 1.0’s effects, and
these findings add to the evidence about how a CCT would work in the United States. However,
the hope was that the new model would have had larger and more widespread effects. In
particular, the goal was to improve school progress for all students and to help parents move
into work in order to take advantage of the work rewards.
There are several possible reasons for the different effects found for Family Rewards
2.0, compared with those found for Family Rewards 1.0, since the former was not an exact
replication of the latter. For example, the modified program targeted families receiving TANF
or SNAP benefits, and it was tested in Memphis. There are also two differences between the
models to consider. First, Family Rewards 2.0 transferred less money to families than did the
first program, and there is abundant research suggesting that more income benefits low-income
children. Perhaps the positive effects found for proficient students in the first program resulted
from a combination of the rewards acting as incentives and the rewards providing their families
with more money. Second, Family Rewards 1.0 offered more rewards that families could earn
regularly, such as school attendance rewards for younger children and rewards for maintaining
health insurance. While those rewards did not lead to behavioral change in those areas, they
may have provided a more reliable source of income, which may have contributed to the
positive effects found for more proficient students.
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About MDRC
MDRC is a nonprofit, nonpartisan social and education policy research organization
dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through
its research and the active communication of its findings, MDRC seeks to enhance the
effectiveness of social and education policies and programs.
Founded in 1974 and located in New York City and Oakland, California, MDRC is best
known for mounting rigorous, large-scale, real-world tests of new and existing policies and
programs. Its projects are a mix of demonstrations (field tests of promising new program
approaches) and evaluations of ongoing government and community initiatives. MDRC’s
staff bring an unusual combination of research and organizational experience to their work,
providing expertise on the latest in qualitative and quantitative methods and on program
design, development, implementation, and management. MDRC seeks to learn not just
whether a program is effective but also how and why the program’s effects occur. In addition,
it tries to place each project’s findings in the broader context of related research — in order
to build knowledge about what works across the social and education policy fields. MDRC’s
findings, lessons, and best practices are proactively shared with a broad audience in the
policy and practitioner community as well as with the general public and the media.
Over the years, MDRC has brought its unique approach to an ever-growing range of policy
areas and target populations. Once known primarily for evaluations of state welfare-to-work
programs, today MDRC is also studying public school reforms, employment programs
for ex-offenders and people with disabilities, and programs to help low-income students
succeed in college. MDRC’s projects are organized into five areas:
• Promoting Family Well-Being and Children’s Development
• Improving Public Education
• Raising Academic Achievement and Persistence in College
• Supporting Low-Wage Workers and Communities
• Overcoming Barriers to Employment
Working in almost every state, all of the nation’s largest cities, and Canada and the United
Kingdom, MDRC conducts its projects in partnership with national, state, and local
governments, public school systems, community organizations, and numerous private
philanthropies.

