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Executive Summary

This is the third interim report from a large, longitudinal study, Life After Welfare,

being carried out by the School of Social Work, University of Maryland-Baltimore, for its

long-time research partner, the Maryland Department of Human Resources.  The

overall purpose of the study and today �s report is to provide state and local officials with

empirical answers to a straightforward, but important question: what happens, over

time, to families who leave cash assistance in the era of welfare reform? 

It is obviously too early to have definitive or final answers about the outcomes of

welfare reform over time.  However, today �s report, using information obtained from

administrative data systems about a random sample of 3,171 cases which left welfare

during the first 18 months of reform in Maryland  (October 1996 - March 1998) does add

to our knowledge about former welfare recipient families in our state.  It does so by

profiling key characteristics of these 3,171 families at the time they left welfare and by

providing detailed information about adults � employment in jobs covered by the state �s

Unemployment Insurance (UI) program  before, at the time of, and in the quarters

following their exits from welfare.

The report also presents results from two new analyses that are germane to

welfare reform planning for the next few years.  The first is a cohort analysis to

determine if the characteristics of those who left welfare in the first months of reform are

similar to the characteristics of those who left relatively later.  The second analysis

takes a more detailed look at recidivism or returns to welfare by those who have left. 
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 Key findings from this third in an ongoing series of reports about Life After

Welfare in Maryland include the following.

1.  Overall, the trends remain positive.

Study results indicate that the vast majority of families leaving welfare during the

first 18 months of reform in Maryland have done so voluntarily (92.0%), not because a

full family sanction has been imposed by the welfare agency for non-compliance with

work (7.3%) or child support requirements (0.7%).  In addition, the majority of exiting,

adult payees (59.3%) are able to secure post-welfare employment in Maryland in jobs

which are covered by the state �s Unemployment Insurance program.  Half (50.3%) of all

adults obtain such jobs in the same quarter in which their welfare cases close; among

those with a previous history of UI-covered employment, the figure is 65.8%.  Moreover,

work effort persists in subsequent quarters; at least half of all exiting adults work in the

2nd through 5th quarters after they cease receiving welfare.  In addition, the vast majority

of families have been able to remain off welfare.  Excluding cases which exit, but

reopen in one month or less, the three month recidivism rate observed in our study is

only 5.2%.

2.  There has been little change in the profile of exiting cases over time.

Families who left welfare in the 7th through 12th and 13th through 18th months of 

reform closely resemble those who left in the earliest months (1st through 6th).  We find

no evidence that early and later leavers differ in family size, length of time on welfare,

number and ages of children and the like.  In short, the overall demographic profile of

an exiting case in Maryland has not changed over time.  The cohort analysis does show

differences over time in the proportions of child-only cases which exited in each of the
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three time periods and differences by ethnicity as well.  While these differences are

statistically significant, they do not appear to represent trends or problems to which

attention needs to be directed.   

3.  Most adults do work in Unemployment Insurance (UI)-covered jobs after  
     leaving welfare.  Moreover, work effort and employment persist over time.

After leaving welfare three of every five adults in exiting cases worked in

Maryland in a job in covered by Unemployment Insurance. Half of all clients (including

those who return to welfare within 3 months or less) have such jobs in the quarter in

which their welfare cases close.  In each and every quarter thereafter, half are also

working in UI-covered jobs in our state.    

4.  True recidivism (returns to welfare) is relatively rare, but  � churning �  is fairly      
      common.  These may be very different phenomena and their reduction or
      prevention may require different strategies and techniques.

True recidivism, or returns to welfare after having been off the rolls for at least a

month, is fairly rare.  At the three month post-exit point only 1 in 20 (5.2%) clients have

come back on TCA.  However,  �churning � - where cases close, but reopen in 30 days or

less is not infrequent.  It is well-recognized that preventing true recidivism is one of the

most important challenges that confront us in the years ahead.  Today �s data show that

some attention should also be given to front-line techniques that might help to prevent

or at least reduce  �churning. �  Resources and time expended on these processes, no

doubt, could be put to better use.   

5.   No substantive changes to the state �s welfare program seem needed based      
      on today �s findings.

Considered as a whole, the expanded data presented in today �s report continue

to indicate that Maryland �s bi-partisan, empirically-grounded, locally-driven reformed
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welfare system continues to work well and we find no evidence to suggest that mid-

course corrections are needed.  However, the data do suggest a few areas to which

particular attention should be paid as we move forward.  One, as noted, is the

prevention of returns to welfare, which in a time-limited world, is of the utmost

importance.  While Maryland does not have a major problem in this area, now is the

best time to take proactive steps to insure, insofar as we can, that returns to welfare do

not become a problem in the future.  Related to this, some thought should also be given

to the practical implications of our finding that there are two types of returns to welfare:

recidivism and churning, each of which may require different methods to prevent or

reduce. 

Close attention in coming months should also be paid to the use of full family

sanctions, especially those for non-compliance with work requirements.  So far our

state has made only sparing use of this strict penalty; at the 18 month measuring point

fewer than 1 in 10 case closures (7.3%) have been work-related sanctions.   However,

the use of this penalty has increased over time.  Thus, as we move forward, particularly

as more families reach the 24 month threshold after which work is mandatory for

continued TCA receipt, it will be important to monitor work sanction statistics at the

state, local and district office levels. 

Our findings also provide strong support for continuation of the Department of

Human Resources � Medical Assistance enrollment/outreach initiative to insure that all

exiting families who are potentially eligible for work-related transitional medical benefits

do receive them.  It is crystal-clear that far more clients are leaving welfare for work

than are known to the agency as doing so.  Therefore, the presently underway worker-



-v-

and client-focused strategies to increase awareness about the importance and the very

real benefits of focusing on work at the time of case closing are critical and should be

continued.   Indeed, we would only add encouragement for groups outside DHR/DSS to

also mount independent, wholesale efforts to communicate these messages to clients. 

The importance of health coverage in enabling families to remain free of welfare can

not be overstated.  For this reason it is in everyone �s best interest to have the message

about work-related Medical Assistance conveyed as often and through as many

different channels as possible.

Today �s findings also provide strong support for the  �work first � philosophy

embodied in Maryland �s approach to welfare reform.  In our study so far, work-related

variables have been found to be consistent indicators of recidivism risk.  As front-line

welfare managers know all too well and as our data also suggest, however, the

relationship between work and welfare recidivism is complex.

The overarching conclusion the authors draw from today �s third interim, Life After

Welfare, report is identical to what we concluded at the end of our second report:  � it

appears that Maryland �s welfare reform program remains on target, but that its greatest

challenges lie ahead �.  The body of today �s report, we trust, provides some additional

information about certain of these challenges, while also providing policy-makers with

more empirical data describing the facts about  �life after welfare � in our state.
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Introduction

This document is the third interim report from a large, longitudinal study, Life

After Welfare, being carried out by the School of Social Work, University of Maryland-

Baltimore for its long-time research partner, the Maryland Department of Human

Resources.  The overall purpose of the study and today �s report is to provide state and

local officials with empirical answers to a straightforward, but very important question:

what happens over time to families who leave cash assistance?   The study was

precipitated by the August 1996 signing of the Personal Responsibility and Work

Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), arguably the most dramatic change in U.S.

social welfare policy since adoption of the original Social Security Act in 1935 and by

passage, in Maryland, of a series of bipartisan Welfare Innovation Acts which created

the state �s new welfare system.

In this radically new, devolved, time-limited and block-granted welfare world,

state officials must continue to grapple with questions that have long been important

(e.g., how many families receive welfare? who are they? why do they come on welfare?

how long do they stay? why do they leave?).   They must also find reliable answers to

questions heretofore less often posed (e.g., how many families are affected by full

family sanctioning?  what happens to families who leave welfare?  are children in

former welfare families at greater risk of child welfare involvement under the new rules?

how many and which families are at risk of hitting time limits?  what effect do the new

rules have on patterns of welfare use over time?  how many families return to welfare

after an exit?).
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Many states are only now beginning to develop research strategies to address

these and related questions.  In Maryland, because of the ongoing university-agency

partnership, research results have long been used to inform public welfare policy.  As a

result, we were able to begin our study of these issues simultaneously with the start of

our state �s new cash assistance program, Temporary Cash Assistance (TCA), in

October 1996.  Our research agenda is a broad one.  It includes studies of  those who

make up the current caseload as well as those who have exited, studies which establish

baselines in key areas such as recidivism and foster care, and projects which examine

special populations such as child-only cases. 

The largest of our projects, Life After Welfare, the topic of this report, focuses on

the group of families who have been the subject of greatest attention and speculation

since the beginning of reform: those who have exited cash assistance since the new

program rules were adopted.  Reliable empirical data is needed about this group, now

commonly referred to as  �welfare leavers, � in part because opinions about those who

have left welfare remain mixed.   Some observers view welfare leavers as heralds of the

success of the nation �s new welfare policies; others contend they are harbingers of

difficult times that poor families will experience after they no longer receive cash

assistance. 

In public welfare, which affects so many low-income persons, most of them

children, opinion is simply an inadequate basis on which to make important, often

unprecedented policy decisions.  Thus, the main purposes of our ongoing, longitudinal

study are: to assist state policy-makers to determine the facts about  �life after welfare � in

Maryland; to provide empirical data against which the progress and prospects of state
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reforms can be assessed; and to identify any areas where mid-course adjustments may

seem warranted.  Our first two reports on this study of Maryland welfare leavers have

indicated that, overall, reform is working well in our state (see Welfare and Child

Support Research and Training Group, September 1997 and March 1998).  Families

are leaving assistance voluntarily, not because of sanctions; most adults are getting and

keeping jobs and not returning to the welfare rolls; children are not coming into foster

care as a result of the new reforms.  The present report, using a much larger (n=3,171)

sample of exiting families, describes the baseline (at time of exit) characteristics of

families who left the Maryland welfare rolls during the first 18 months of reform (October

1996 - March 1998).  It also provides considerably more follow up data about these

families, particularly about their post-exit employment, quarterly earnings, and returns to

welfare (recidivism).

Today �s document also reports on two new analyses.  The first is a cohort

analysis to examine if  there has been any significant change in the profile of exiting

cases over time.  Here our interest is to determine whether the characteristics of those

who left welfare in the earliest months of reform (months 1-6) are similar to or different

from the characteristics of those who left in later months (i.e., months 7-12 and months

13-18).  This information should be useful in the strategic planning now underway for

the next few years of the still new and still evolving welfare system.  The second new

analysis is a drill-down look at data describing returns to welfare (i.e., recidivism) among

those who exited during the first months of reform.  Here the purpose is to more

precisely define what the nature of the recidivism phenomenon appears to be at this
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time.  Given time limits on benefit receipt, this type of information should be valuable in

agencies � essential efforts to prevent recidivism in the future.   

Like its two predecessors, today �s report does not provide definitive or final

answers about what happens, over time, to Maryland families who experience a cash

assistance case closing under the new welfare system.  It is still too early to know the

ultimate answer to that most important question.  However, this report, like the two

previous ones, does provide our state with additional information which can be used to

plan for the next few, likely more difficult, years of welfare reform.  
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Methodology

To address our main research question of what happens over time to Maryland

families who cease to receive cash assistance, we are conducting a large-scale, multi-

method, multi-year longitudinal study.  Today �s report provides more data, over a longer

period of post-exit time, for more families who have left welfare than did our two earlier

reports.  Nonetheless, this report still does not provide definitive answers about the

outcomes of welfare reform in Maryland.  The extent to which former clients can obtain

and retain jobs, move up the career and earnings ladder, and maintain financial

independence from cash assistance remain open questions for now.

Today �s report though does expand our knowledge about what has been

happening to former welfare recipient families in our state.  Using information about a

random sample of 3,171 families who left welfare during the first 18 months of reform,

our report provides expanded, though still interim, answers to key questions such as:

 What are the characteristics of those who leave welfare?

 Does the profile of early exiters differ from those who left in later months? 

 Why do families leave welfare?

 How many exiting adults get jobs?  How many keep working?

 What industries hire exiting adults?  What are adults � quarterly earnings?

 How many leavers return to welfare (i.e., what is the recidivism rate?)

 What is the nature of the present recidivism phenomenon? 

 What do recidivism risk factors appear to be at this time?



1 Readers interested in more methodological detail should consult our earlier reports,
noted in the List of References, or contact us by phone at 410-706-5134 (Dr. Born) or 410-706-
2479 (Ms. Caudill); or by email at cborn@ssw.umaryland.edu.
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Before presenting updated and/or new findings on these important issues, we

briefly describe the methodology being used in our Life After Welfare study and the

nature and sources of the data upon which this third interim report is based.1  We begin

with a description of sample size and the method of sample selection.

Sample

To insure that our longitudinal study sample is truly representative of the

universe of cases which exit (or are terminated), we draw a 5 percent random sample of

TCA cases which close each month.  Our first sample was drawn for October 1996, the

first month of welfare reform in Maryland and we have continued to draw samples for

each subsequent month.  It is important to note that, unlike some other welfare leavers

studies, our sample is not restricted to a particular type of case (e.g., those who left and

have not returned or those who left welfare for work).  Rather, our sampling frame 

includes the entire universe of cases which closed.  Thus, our study sample includes

the entire range of case situations - families who leave welfare for work, those who are

terminated for non-compliance, those who, eventually, come back on welfare, and those

who do not.  This all-inclusive approach is believed to best permit us to ascertain the

facts about  �life after welfare � in our state.  However, its use does mean that the positive

global findings we report on such things as post-exit rates of employment are


