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Abstract

In the wake of welfare reform, this study describes San Francisco Bay Area CalWORKS participants, support services, experiences with the CalWORKs program, and predictors of employment status. Findings indicate that many are working and more Stayers and Recidivists than Leavers are using Food Stamps and Medi-Cal. Multivariate analysis reveals that race and financial supports were the significant factors contributing to employability, namely the ability to find employment despite challenges of trying to get by on welfare payments and needing to supplement aid with earned income. To help people stay off of welfare, case management services are needed to help participants maintain employment and increase job skills. The implications for future practice and research are identified.
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Introduction

The 1996 welfare reform enacted substantial changes to the federal welfare program: a requirement that aid recipients participate in work or work-related activities; two year time limits on receipt of aid; and five year lifetime limits.  In response, California enacted California Work Opportunity and Responsibility to Kids (CalWORKs) legislation.  Since January 1998, county social service agencies in the San Francisco Bay Area have undertaken major reforms in order to provide employment services to welfare recipients.  Caseloads have dropped significantly and there is evidence that many of these individuals are working.  

However, the employment success achieved by welfare-to-work participants varies; they are a diverse group with differing strengths and barriers to employment.  While some participants have left welfare for work, and continue to make progress in achieving self-sufficiency, others have returned to the welfare rolls.  Another group of CalWORKs participants continue to receive aid and are approaching their five-year lifetime limit. In contrast to national studies, the purpose of this study is to develop an in-depth picture of the experiences of CalWORKs participants in eight California counties five years after the implementation of welfare reform.  The counties include Alameda, Contra Costa, San Francisco, San Mateo, Santa Clara, Santa Cruz, Solano, and Sonoma.  The study was conducted in the midst of major cutbacks to services as part of the statewide budget crisis of 2003. 

Literature Review

Welfare programs have been extensively evaluated since the 1970s.  With the enactment of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA), the volume and breadth of research examining welfare programs and populations have increased substantially.  One of the primary goals of the 1996 welfare reform legislation was to move families from welfare to work.  The achievement of this goal can be seen, in part, by the decline in caseloads. 

The national studies cited in this review show that most welfare recipients who left the welfare rolls have found employment.  However, research also shows that many of these families continue to live in poverty and are vulnerable to welfare recidivism.  Between 50% and 75% of those who left the welfare rolls were found to be working to some degree (Brauner & Loprest, 1999; Loprest, 1999; Moffit & Roff, 2000; Acs & Loprest, 2001; Bavier, 2001; Danziger, Heflin, Corcoran, Oltmans, & Wang, 2002).  However, only 33% to 50% of them were employed continuously, suggesting an inability to find stable, permanent employment (Moffit & Roff, 2000; Acs & Loprest, 2001; Bavier, 2001).  Further, at least 60% were employed in full-time jobs (Loprest, 1999, 2001; Moffit & Roff, 2000; Danziger et al., 2002).  One study found that about 75% of working exiters were employed in the service industry or wholesale/retail trades, which often means low wages and few benefits (Loprest, 1999). Studies show that 25% to 33% of those who left the welfare rolls and are working did not receive employer-sponsored health insurance, and less than 50% had paid sick leave (Loprest, 1999; Moffit & Roff, 2000; Acs & Loprest, 2001).  

Although welfare reform successfully moved many welfare recipients from welfare to work, poverty rates are high.  Studies show that about 50% to 75% of welfare leavers are below the poverty level (Acs & Loprest, 2001; Loprest, 2001; Danziger, et al., 2002; Moffit & Roff, 2000). Low wages, few benefits, and high poverty mean that many recipients experience significant material hardship after leaving welfare (Loprest, 1999; Acs & Loprest, 2001; Danziger, et al., 2002).  A significant minority of welfare leavers are not working.  Two studies found that 13% to 39% of welfare leavers reported being unemployed, while almost 20% had not worked at all since leaving welfare (Loprest 1999; Moffit & Roff, 2000; Danziger, et al., 2002).  Among former welfare recipients who did not succeed in transitioning from welfare to work, many return to the welfare rolls.  Research shows that about 20% to 33% of welfare leavers returned to welfare at some point (Loprest, 1999; Acs & Loprest, 2001; Bavier, 2001; Loprest, 2001).  

In the transition to work it is critical to identify barriers and supports.   Barriers can significantly impact an individual’s ability to find and maintain steady employment.  Many current and former welfare recipients have one or more barriers (e.g. lack of education, substance abuse, or physical disability) that may negatively affect employment.  Studies show that between 40% and 66% of welfare recipients reported at least two barriers, while 25% reported four or more (Zedlewski, 1999; Danziger, et al., 2000).  Current welfare recipients appear to have more barriers to employment than do former welfare recipients (Loprest & Zedlewski, 1999; Moffit, Cherlin, Burton, King, & Roff, 2002).  Multiple barriers are associated with poor employment outcomes, welfare recidivism, sanctions, and the continuous reliance on financial assistance.  Welfare recipients with multiple barriers are also more likely to be on welfare for longer periods (Danziger & Seefeldt, 2002). 

Lack of education and/or work experience, workplace discrimination, lack of transportation, physical or mental health problems, alcohol or drug dependency, having a child under one year of age, and lack of English proficiency have the greatest negative impact on employment (Zedlewski, 1999; Danziger, et al., 2000).  As families move from welfare to work, support programs that supplement earnings and programs such as food stamps, Medicaid, and housing assistance can help make this transition successful (Zedlewski, 2002; Blank & Riccio, 2001; Quane, Rankin, & Joshi, 2002; Polit, Widom, Edin, Bowie, London, & Scott, 2001).  

Based on this brief review of the extensive research on welfare reform implementation (Carnochan, Ketch, De Marco, Taylor, Abramson, & Austin, 2005), the following research questions guided this study as it sought to document the experiences of local CalWORKs participants:

1. What are the demographic characteristics of those who have left welfare (Leavers), returned to welfare (Recidivists), or stayed on welfare (Stayers)? 

2. How are the characteristics and experiences of these groups similar or different?

3. What are the services that each group of CalWORKs participants (Leavers, Recidivists, and Stayers) has utilized?

4. What factors are related to successfully obtaining employment? 

5. Are there any predictors of successful transitioning from welfare to work?

Research Methods
Sampling
Three groups of CalWORKs participants participated in this exploratory study:

1. Leavers: Respondents who have left aid for work and remained off aid for at least one year (since December 2001).

2. Recidivists: Respondents who have left aid for work and have subsequently returned to aid.

3. Stayers: Respondents who are approaching or have reached their five-year time limit on receipt of aid.  

Each county was asked to randomly sample 20 participants from each group so that the researchers could involve at least ten respondents per group. The sampling plan included interviews of 240 CalWORKs participants (30 from each county). However, due to difficulties in locating a number of the prospective subjects, a second sample was drawn in an attempt to increase the number of subjects interviewed.  Therefore, 436 participants were contacted and 143 interviews were completed for a response rate of 33%. The interviews were conducted by telephone between December 2002 and May 2003. 

Recruitment of Study Participants

To protect human subjects, CalWORKs staff in each county contacted clients by phone or in-person to asssess their willingness to participate in the study.  Once participants consented, each county forwarded their lists to the university research staff for interviewing.  If participants were not reachable by phone or in-person, information was mailed.  Participants who received mailings were asked to call the research staff if they were interested in participating.  While the initial plan was to randomly select 10 CalWORKs participants for each of the three groups of participants from the 20 provided by the counties, we found that we were unsuccessful in reaching a large number of those participants and decided to contact and interview every client on the lists.   The two major problems encountered in trying to reach potential study participants were: 1) phone numbers that were incorrect, disconnected, or non-existent, and 2) the lack of participant responses to phone messages.  

Variables


The major variables in this study are demographic and CalWORKs program variables.  

Demographic variables.  The variable of race/ethnicity include:  White, Latino, Asian/Pacific Islander, African American, and other.  Age and number of children are continuous variables.  Education level is dichotomized as less than high school and high school graduate and above.   The age of the participant’s youngest child is dichotomized as five and below or over five.  Citizenship and use of child care variables are dichotomous. The number of supports or benefits received is continuous and included counts of the following supports: SSI for oneself, SSI for a child, child support, informal support from a parent or other, a working partner, a Section 8 housing subsidy, MediCal, tax credits, and food stamps. 

CalWORKs variables. As noted in Figure 1, the array of support services or activities included: job club, job search, assessment/screening of learning needs, domestic violence services, mental health services, substance abuse services, transportation, child care, clothing, school expenses, support services while working, education, homeless assistance, and job training.  Participation in various types of welfare to work support services include: Work First services, Core services, Disability and Special Needs services, and Education and Support Services While Working.  To gather information on the perceptions of the participants’ experiences with CalWORKs, the following questions were asked:  1) How helpful was CalWORKs in getting a job (coded as “not at all helpful,” “somewhat helpful,” and “very helpful”)? 2) How much say did you have in your welfare to work plan (coded as “no say at all,” “some say,” and “a lot of say”)?  3) How much did you trust your worker (coded as “didn’t trust him/her at all,” “trusted him/her somewhat,” and “trusted him/her a lot”)?  and 4)  How much did your worker listen to you (coded as “didn’t listen at all,” “listened sometimes,” and “listened to me a lot.”)?

[Insert Figure 1 about here]

Data Analysis

Given the exploratory nature of the study, data analysis included descriptive statistics including frequency distribution, percentage, chi square and ANOVA.  They were used to summarize and analyze the data across the eight counties and to compare the three groups. Logistic regression was used to identify predictors of employment for the entire group of CalWORKs participants.  
Limitations

There are several limitations that relate to generalizability and potential bias.  First, due to the small numbers of clients interviewed per group in each county we are not able to compare groups by county.  However, we are able to provide a regional analysis of client groups.  Since several counties needed to modify the sampling process due to the limitations of their data management systems, participants across counties may differ in the length of time or reasons for leaving aid.  Finally, in a small number of instances respondents described their status (Leavers, Recidivists, Stayers) in a different way than did the county agency, often because they had left aid after the original sample was drawn.  As a result, the interviewees were asked to respond to the questions based on their prior status (Leavers, Recidivists, Stayers).
Results

Demographics.  

Table 1 displays demographics for the three CalWORKs groups in this study.  Overall, the vast majority of respondents were female (91%) and were US citizens (90%).  They were approximately the same age (late thirties) with two to three children. The youngest children of the CalWORKs Stayers were younger than those of CalWORKs Leavers.  More respondents in the Stayer group had a primary language other than English (31% versus 12% for Leavers and 18% for Recidivists).   Fewer Stayers had education beyond high school (20%) than Leavers (36%) and Recidivists (29%).  
[Insert Table 1 about here]

We asked respondents if they had experienced material hardships over the past 12 months (e.g. insufficient food, overcrowded housing, homelessness, utilities turned off, and inability to pay rent).  As noted in Table 2, more Recidivists (51%) and Stayers (44%) experienced at least one hardship compared to Leavers (33%), though the differences were not significant.  Inability to pay rent and insufficient food were the most frequently cited hardships across all three groups.  

[Insert Table 2 about here]

Employment

As expected, Leavers had the highest rates of current employment (91%) and employment in some part of the past year (97%).  However, while more Recidivists (67%) had been employed in the past year than Stayers (57%), more Stayers were currently working (48% versus 41%). Leavers tended to have held their jobs longer and to have earned more than either of the other groups.  When they were working, however, members of all three groups worked similar hours per week (approximately 35).  Although the average length of employment for Leavers (23 months) was higher than for the other two groups (11.5 months for Recidivists and 12 months for Stayers), respondents in each group had held jobs for a substantial period of time.  

While the great majority of former CalWORKs participants in the Leavers group were working, a substantial proportion of them earned poverty-level wages. The mean annual earnings of working Leavers were $22,493.95 (SD = $10,156.25).  In 2002 the federal poverty level for a family of three was $15,020 and for a family of four was $18,100 (Department of Health & Human Services, 2002).  Based on this criteria, one third (11 of 33) of the participants in this study, who had successfully left welfare, did not earn enough to move their families out of poverty.  However, four of the Leavers with wages below the poverty level had a working partner who may have earned enough to put the family above the poverty line.  The number of Leavers in poverty in this study was well below the rates of 50 to 75% found in other studies (Moffit & Roff, 2000; Acs & Loprest, 2001; Loprest, 2001; Danziger, et al., 2002; Burns, et al., 2003).  

The respondents were asked if they received any of the following employee benefits: retirement, health insurance, paid vacation, sick leave, subsidized child care, transportation, or family leave (Table 3).  Half of the employed Recidivists and Stayers received no employer-sponsored benefits, compared to only 23% of the Leavers.

[Insert Table 3 about here]

Significant differences were found for retirement, sick leave, health insurance, vacation, and family leave.  These rates of access to benefits were very similar to the rates reported in previous studies (Loprest, 1999; Moffit & Roff, 2000; Acs & Loprest, 2001; Gritz, et al., 2001; Danziger, et al., 2002).  

Respondents were also asked about previous employment experiences in the past year.  Compared to the Recidivists and the Stayers, most Leavers were employed in all of the previous 12 months.  Of the Leavers, 85% had either had one or two jobs in the past year, compared to 55% of Recidivists and 49% of Stayers.  About 40% of those currently on aid had not held a job in the past year.  

Most Stayers (78%) received cash aid while they were employed compared to only 25% of Leavers and 40% of Recidivists.  Since it might be assumed that 100% of Stayers would be receiving cash aid, the 22% who were not receiving aid while working may reflect sanctions or reductions in aid due to increases in earned income.  All Stayers and 90% of Recidivists reported their previous job to their CalWORKs workers, while only 33% of Leavers reported their employment.  This suggests that many Recidivists and Stayers did not earn enough through employment to exit CalWORKs and very few withheld the information from their workers.  Most Leavers did not report their employment to their workers, possibly because they were no longer receiving aid and were not required to share that information.  Many more Recidivists (71%) and Stayers (67%) had been out of work in the past year compared to Leavers (18%).  Further, their unemployment lasted longer (Recidivists median = 8 months and Stayers median = 12 months) than for respondents in the Leaver group (median = 4 months).

Supports

Respondents were asked about a number of support services that they had received. Approximately half of the Leavers (51%) and Recidivists (49%) use child care compared to only one quarter of the Stayers (25%).  ANOVA analysis revealed significant differences between groups for number of supports (p<0.001) such that Stayers have significantly more supports than either Leavers or Recidivists.  Only 58% of Leavers reported using Medi-Cal compared to 92% of Recidivists and 97% of Stayers.  This big drop in utilization may reflect Leavers belief in their Medi-Cal ineligibility or they were receiving employer coverage. Food stamp utilization by Leavers was also very low, possibly for similar reasons.  These findings are consistent with prior research documenting low food stamp participation (Loprest, 2001).  The use of Section 8 housing subsidies was lowest for Recidivists (39%), highest for Stayers (70%), and moderate for Leavers (52%).  It was not known how many of the respondents who did not receive vouchers were living in public housing.  Across all three groups, very few respondents received SSI for themselves or a child or had a working partner.  Somewhat more Leavers received child support (27%) than Recidivists (14%) or Stayers (21%).  Again, more Leavers (52%) received tax credits than Recidivists (31%) or Stayers (25%).

Experience with CalWORKs Staff

Respondents were asked about their experiences with staff members of the CalWORKs program related to seeking and maintaining employment (refer to Table 4).  

[Insert Table 4 about here]

Though not significant, more Leavers (61%) found the CalWORKs program very helpful in assisting them in getting a job compared to Recidivists (54%) and Stayers (42%).  However, when combining responses “somewhat” and “very helpful”, perceptions of helpfulness increased for all groups: 79% of Leavers, 85% of Recidivists and 79% of Stayers.  Only 20% or fewer of the respondents in each group reported that the CalWORKs program was not at all helpful in terms of job search and placement.  When asked about the helpfulness of CalWORKs post-employment services in maintaining employment, only 30 to 40% of all respondents reported that the CalWORKs program was very helpful.  Approximately the same percentage (30-40%) found CalWORKs not at all helpful, with the remainder (20-40%) selecting “somewhat helpful.”  Only respondents who actually found work responded to this question (55% of all respondents).  Finally, we asked respondents to assess how well the CalWORKs program assisted them in earning more money.  The most common response across the three groups was “not at all helpful,” as reported by 64% of Leavers, 58% of Recidivists, and 56% of Stayers.  More Stayers found the program to be very helpful (31%) than the other two groups (6% and 16%).     

Respondents were asked about experiences with the CalWORKs staff member with whom they had the most contact.  No significant differences were found with chi square analysis.  About 50% of the Leavers and Recidivists felt that they had a lot of involvement in the development of their welfare-to-work plan compared to only 41% of the Stayers.  When compared to Leavers (6%) and Recidivists (8%), more Stayers (25%) felt that they had “no say at all.”  The majority of subjects reported that they trusted their worker a great deal (Leaver = 70%, Recidivist = 57%, and Stayer = 62%).  When combining the responses “a great deal” and “somewhat,” the results were even stronger (Leaver = 97%, Recidivist = 88%, and Stayer = 90%).  Finally, respondents were asked how much they felt that their workers listened to them.  Many more Leavers (91%) felt that their worker listened to them than either of the other two groups (67% for Recidivists and Stayers). 

Participation in CalWORKs Services  

Respondents were asked about participation in CalWORKs services and how helpful each was. As noted in Table 5, the 14 available services were clustered into four groups: 1) Work First services (job club, job search, job training, and clothing), 2) Disability and Special Needs Services (assessment/screening for learning disabilities, domestic violence, mental health, and substance abuse services), 3) Core Support Services (transportation, child care, and homeless assistance), and 4) Education and Support While Working (English as a Second Language, high school diploma equivalency, vocation-related language training, adult basic education, tuition, certificate/degree programs, books and supplies, career advancement services, tattoo removal, and job support hotlines).  These four clusters are not necessarily used as categories by the CalWORKs agencies.  

[Insert Table 5 about here]

Work First services. The vast majority of all respondents participated in job club and job search.  The percentages were very similar across groups for job club, while Recidivists had higher rates of participation in job search than the other two groups.  More Leavers (67%) than Recidivists (50%) and more Recidivists (50%) than Stayers (40%) found the job club service to be very helpful.  Many more Leavers found job search to be very helpful (85%) when compared to Recidivists (49%) and Stayers (36%).  One possible reason why there was less satisfaction with these services among the Recidivists and Stayers is the misperception that these services are designed to provide job search skills but not actually locate a specific job for the CalWORKs participant.  

Respondents in each group reported job club as the most helpful CalWORKs service.  More Recidivists reported that job club was not helpful (23%), with many stating that they already knew these skills.  Other respondents, particularly Recidivists, mentioned job search as the most helpful service. Very few of the respondents participated in job training services (on-the-job training, community college vocational courses).  In contrast to job club and job search, job training was seen as very helpful by Recidivists (81%), Stayers (83%), and Leavers (69%).  Stayers were most likely to report that job training was one of the most helpful services.  Approximately 30 to 40% of the respondents in the three groups utilized clothing services through CalWORKs.  Every Leaver (100%) who participated found it to be very helpful compared to 53% of the Recidivists and 67% of the Stayers.  Nearly 20% of Recidivists reported that clothing services were not helpful at all.  

Disabilities and Special Needs services.  Overall, many more respondents participated in assessment/screening for learning disabilities (LD) than in domestic violence (DV), mental health, or substance abuse services.  Slightly more Stayers participated in LD assessment than the other two groups.  Most of the Leavers (77%) who did participate found the assessment service to be very helpful compared to 48% of the Recidivists and 38% of the Stayers.  Recidivists (19%) were more likely to be dissatisfied with the service than respondents in the other two groups (8% of Leavers and 10% of Stayers).  

Very few respondents in general reported participating in domestic violence services.  For those who used these services, all of the Leavers and the Recidivists, and 75% of Stayers stated that they were very helpful.  Only about a quarter of the respondents in each group participated in mental health services.  Although the number of respondents to this question is small, many more Recidivists (88%) and Stayers (71%) reported that mental health services were “very helpful” than did Leavers (50%).  Only a few respondents identified mental health services as the “least helpful” service, while a larger number, in all groups, reported these services as the most helpful.  Similarly, only a few respondents in each group reported participating in substance abuse services.  Most of those who did participate found the services to be very helpful.  

Core Support services.  Transportation services were well utilized by respondents in all three groups (61% of Leavers, 67% of Recidivists, and 59% of Stayers).  In addition, 90% of Leavers, 88% of Recidivists, and 75% of Stayers found the service to be very helpful.  Across the three groups, transportation services were reported to be one of the most helpful services.  Over half of the respondents in each group used child care services (67% of Stayers, 52% of Leavers, and 53% of Recidivists).  Over 80% of each group reported that child care services were very helpful.  When asked which services were the most helpful, child care services were the most often cited across all three groups of respondents.  Somewhat more Stayers (31%) utilized homeless assistance than Leavers (12%) or Recidivists (20%).  Most of those who participated, from 79% of Stayers to 100% of Leavers, found the services to be very helpful.  A few Recidivists and Stayers reported homeless assistance as the most helpful service.  

Education and Support Services While Working.  More Stayers participated in school expense services than the other two groups.  Nearly all of the participants found the service to be very helpful (90% of Leavers, 73% of Recidivists, and 93% of Stayers).  More Recidivists (37%) and Stayers (34%) than Leavers (24%) participated in education services.  The vast majority of participants (75% of Leavers, 78% of Recidivists, and 81% of Stayers) found the service to be very helpful.  A greater percentage of Leavers (33%) utilized support services while working compared to the Recidivists (12%) and the Stayers (23%).  This is logical since Leavers are the ones who have managed to maintain their employment.  Again, satisfaction ratings were very high across the three groups.  

Factors Related to Gaining Employment

Logistic regression was used to determine the effects of each of the independent variables on the dependent variable, currently employed or not employed.  Independent variables included in the model are participant age, highest level of education, number of children, age of youngest child, number of supports utilized, number of CalWORKs services utilized, citizenship status, race/ethnicity, child care use, participation in Work First services, Core services, Disability and Special Needs services, and Education and Support Services While Working, and perceptions of service delivery.    

Table 6 displays the variables that were significant predictors of employment status. Based on statistical significance at the p < 0.05 level, the results show that those with a greater number of supports (OR = 0.61) are less likely to be employed, those who felt that the CalWORKs program was helpful when they were getting a job (OR = 2.89) and those with no children in child care (OR = 4.25) were more likely to be employed.  Further, Asian/Pacific Islanders (OR = 8.8) are more likely to be employed than White respondents.  

[Insert Table 6 about here]

Neither the number of CalWORKs services utilized nor the type of services utilized were statistically significant predictors of employment status.  Education level, respondents’ age, age of youngest child, and citizenship status were also not statistically significant.  CalWORKs clients’ perceptions of their say in their welfare to work plans, their trust in their worker,  and the capacity of CalWORKs staff to listen were also not statistically significant predictors of employment.  

Discussion

This study documents the experiences of CalWORKs participants in the San Francisco Bay area five years after the implementation of welfare reform and identifies some of the factors that were predictive of employment.  The results reveal that participants who had fewer outside supports and felt that the CalWORKs program was helpful when they were trying to get a job were more likely than the other groups to be employed.  Furthermore, Asian/Pacific Islanders were more likely to make the transition from welfare to work.  Interestingly, the results showed that clients who did not have children in child care were more likely to be employed.

Participants who had other sources of support, such as SSI, child support, or informal support from friends or family may not have had as much incentive to seek employment.  A strong relationship between the participant and the worker, as evidenced by their perceptions of the helpfulness of the CalWORKs program, enabled participants to overcome barriers and receive the supports needed to attain employment.  

It is interesting to note that the number and type of CalWORKs services utilized were not predictive of employment status.  Evidently, participation in these services was either not directly related to gaining employment or participants had not reached a point where these services could be helpful.  The fact that the age of the youngest child was not significant was also surprising given that child care for very young children is particularly expensive and hard to find, thereby making employment more difficult.  It is possible that these participants had family and friends available to provide care for their young children enabling them to work.  The education level may not be significant because participants may have other barriers to employment, such as mental health issues, that are not related to their education or skills.  These barriers often need to be addressed before participants can begin activities related to job attainment.  

The following four major findings emerged from this exploratory study: 1) moderate to high levels of employment among Leavers, Recidivists, and Stayers, 2) fairly positive perceptions of the CalWORKs program staff, 3) active participation in CalWORKs services, and 4) limited predictors of employment.  

Moderate to high employment. Many respondents in each group were currently employed.  Nearly 100% of the Leavers were employed at some time in the last year.  More significantly, well over half of the Recidivists (67%) and Stayers (57%) were employed in the past year, even though their current employment was somewhat lower.  Employment seemed fairly long-term and stable across all groups. Leavers were more likely to receive benefits from their employers.  This finding has two implications.  First, many current CalWORKs participants have the desire and ability to find work despite the challenges that they face.  Second, this level of employment indicates that recipients are not able to make ends meet with the financial aid package alone, but must supplement it with additional income earned through work.   

Positive experience with CalWORKs. For the most part, the respondents had positive experiences with the CalWORKs program.  Most of the respondents reported that their CalWORKs case manager listened to them a great deal and could be trusted.  However, only about half of the respondents reported that they were highly involved with the development of their CalWORKs plan.  The vast majority of the respondents in each group found the CalWORKs program to be “somewhat” to “very helpful” when they were seeking employment.  However, across the three groups, respondents were less satisfied with the ability of CalWORKs staff to help them maintain their jobs or to earn more money.  Many participants felt that it was their responsibility alone to remain employed and earn raises.  Other respondents who hadn’t been able to keep their jobs or advance didn’t find CalWORKs services to be sufficiently helpful.  

Participation in CalWORKs services. Most of the respondents across the three groups participated in Work First services.  These services support the primary goal of the welfare program, namely to move participants from welfare to work.   Job club and job search had higher participation rates than job training.   Many of the respondents may have had the necessary job skills to enable them to find employment through job club and job search and therefore did not need job training.  The Core support services (child care, transportation, and homeless assistance) also had high participation rates.  Child care and transportation services were particularly well utilized.  In contrast, the disabilities and special needs services as well as the education and support services while working were less well utilized.  Participation in special needs services (e.g. mental health, substance abuse, and domestic violence services) may have been low because CalWORKs participants are required to self-identify in order to receive services.  With the increased emphasis on screening for learning disabilities, more cases are being identified and participants are receiving needed services.  

Factors predicting employment.  Some interesting findings emerged from the multivariate analysis.  CalWORKs participants were more likely to be employed if they were Asian/Pacific Islander, had no children in child care, and had more positive experiences with CalWORKs staff.  They were less likely to be employed if they had supplemental supports.  

Implications and Conclusions

The findings from this study of CalWORKs participants in the San Francisco Bay Area have a number of implications for improving services, especially when viewed as part of an approach to intensive case management.  The implications cluster into four themes: high employment participation, participation in CalWORKs services, experiences with CalWORKs staff, and challenges facing welfare leavers.  

High employment participation. Across the three groups, a substantial percentage of CalWORKs participants were working.  More Leavers in this study were working compared to the findings in many national studies.  With so many participants in the workforce, additional intensive case management in the form of support services are needed to help participants keep their jobs, especially when their wages are not high enough to exit the welfare system. Increased efforts are needed to provide services to both current and former CalWORKs participants in order to improve their job skills and help them secure higher-wage jobs.  

Participation in CalWORKs services. While several CalWORKs services were utilized extensively by all three groups, others were utilized only by one or two groups.  More than half of Leavers, Recidivists, and Stayers utilized transportation and child care services.  More Recidivists and Stayers participated in education services, while more Leavers participated in supportive services while working.  More Leavers found the job club and job search services to be particularly helpful.  One interpretation is that Stayers and Recidivists may not be finding job club and job search as helpful because they may have other unmet needs that prevent them from being job ready.  

Experiences with CalWORKs staff. Respondents across the three groups reported that they were not actively involved in the development of their welfare-to-work plan (only 40 to 50% reported active involvement).  They also reported that the CalWORKs program did not help them earn more money once they attained employment.  The implication for case management is that participants need to be more involved in providing input into the development and monitoring of their welfare-to-work plans.  Case managers need to help participants gain increased awareness and investment in their employment plans.  Additionally, plans related to on-going case management need to include assistance in exploring ways to earn more money.  

Challenges facing Welfare Leavers. Despite the high level of employment among the Leavers in this study, they continue to face major challenges in achieving self-sufficiency.  While most are working, about one third remain in poverty.  Furthermore, many Leavers are not accessing the services for which they are eligible; namely, subsidized child care and Medi-Cal for themselves and their children.  Additional efforts are needed to ensure that those no longer receiving aid are aware of the support for upgrading their job skills in order to access higher paying employment.

The reform of the welfare system in 1996 led to a number of policy changes (time limits and work requirements) that clearly impacted the provision of services to families on welfare.  In our study of CalWORKs participants in the San Francisco Bay Area we found that, while many recipients have found work, others continue to struggle to become self-sufficient.  A wide array of services is offered by county CalWORKs agencies to address these barriers and help participants move from welfare to work.  These efforts need to expand if they are to effectively improve the well-being and self-sufficiency of low-income families.
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Figure 1

Flow Chart for County Welfare-to-Work Services
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Table 1. Demographics of CalWORKs Groups1
	
	Leavers (n=33)
	Recidivists (n=49)
	Stayers (n=61)

	Female
	88%
	90%
	93%

	Years of Age 
	37.8 (SD=8.39)
	37.4 (SD=10.52)
	39.8 (SD=8.44)

	US Citizen
	94%
	94%
	84%

	English as Main Language
	88%
	82%
	69%

	Race
	
	
	

	    African-American
	24%
	29%
	35% 

	    Latino
	15%
	18% 
	20% 

	    Native American
	3%
	8%
	0

	    Asian/Pacific Islander
	9%
	22% 
	15% 

	    White
	33%
	16% 
	28% 

	    Other*
	15%
	6% 
	2% 

	High School Grad or Below
	64%
	71%
	80%

	Mean Number of Children*
	2.5 (SD = 2.06)
	2.2 (SD = 1.33)
	3.1 (SD = 1.65)

	Youngest Child Mean Age*
	9.8 (SD = 4.84)
	7.1 (SD = 4.74)
	8.4 (SD = 4.72)


1Chi square and ANOVA analyses were performed to compare the three groups with significant differences at p < 0.05*.

Table 2: Hardships Experienced in Past Year1
	
	Leaver (n = 33)
	Recidivist (n = 49)
	Stayer (n = 61)

	Experienced At Least One Hardship
	33%
	51%
	44%

	Not Enough Food
	15%
	37%
	33%

	Couldn’t Pay Rent
	24%
	27%
	20%

	Overcrowded Housing
	6%
	14%
	16%

	Utilities Turned Off
	3%
	12%
	7%

	No Place to Live
	3%
	8%
	7%


1Chi square analyses were performed to compare the three groups with no significant differences found.

Table 3: Benefits Provided by Employers1 

	
	Leaver (n = 33)
	Recidivist (n = 49)
	Stayer (n = 61)

	No Benefits
	23% (7)
	50% (10)
	52% (15)

	Retirement Benefits*
	23% (7)
	25% (5)
	10% (3)

	Health Insurance*
	57% (17)
	35% (7)
	14% (4)

	Paid Vacation*
	60% (18)
	25% (5)
	24% (7)

	Sick Leave*
	57% (17)
	25% (5)
	28% (8)

	Subsidized Child Care2
	3% (1)
	0
	3% (1)

	Transportation2
	7% (2)
	5% (1)
	3% (1)

	Family Leave*
	30% (9)
	30% (6)
	14% (4)

	Other2 
	17% (5)
	10% (2)
	10% (3)


1Chi square analyses were performed to compare the three groups with significant differences at p < 0.05*

2Chi square analyses were not conducted because 50% of the cells had less than five cases.

Table 4: Experiences with CalWORKs1 

	
	Leaver (n = 33)
	Recidivist (n = 49)
	Stayer (n = 61)

	How Helpful was CalWORKs in Getting a Job
	61% very helpful
	54% very helpful
	43% very helpful

	How Much Say Did You Have in Your Plan
	49% a lot of say
	53% a lot of say
	42% a lot of say

	You Much Did You Trust Your Worker
	70% trusted a lot
	58% trusted a lot
	66% trusted a lot

	How Much Did Your Worker Listen to You
	91% listened a lot
	67% listened a lot
	69% listened a lot


1Chi square analyses were performed to compare the three groups with no significant differences found.

Table 5. Participation in CalWORKs Services1
	
	Leaver (n = 33)
	Recidivist (n = 49)
	Stayer (n = 61)

	Participated in Work First Services
	82%
	76%
	74%

	Participated in Core Services
	79%
	76%
	84%

	Participated in Disability and Special Needs Services
	55%
	49%
	64%

	Participated in Education and Support Services While Working
	55%
	51%
	57%

	Total Number of Services Participated in
	4.9 (SD = 2.61)
	4.9 (SD = 2.65)
	5.4 (SD = 2.67)


1Chi square and ANOVA analyses were performed to compare the three groups, no significant differences were found.
Table 6.  Odds ratios and 95 percent confidence intervals (CI) resulting from logistic regression of variables on employment status
	Variable
	Odds Ratio
	95% CI

	Age
	1.07
	0.99 - 1.15

	Education Level
	0.73
	0.24 - 2.21

	Number of Children
	1.10
	0.81 - 1.51

	Age of Youngest Child
	0.78
	0.23 - 2.69

	Not a US citizen
	0.87
	0.19 - 4.04

	Hispanic/Latino
	3.64
	0.78 - 16.99

	Asian/Pacific Islander
	8.80*
	1.59 - 48.66

	African American
	2.92
	0.86 - 9.93

	Other Race
	1.18
	0.19 - 7.01

	No children in child care
	4.25*
	1.33 - 13.59

	Number of Supports
	0.61*
	0.39 - 0.96

	Number of Services
	1.11
	0.79 - 1.55

	How helpful was CalWORKs when trying to get a job1
	2.39*
	1.52 - 3.74

	How much say in Welfare-to-Work plan2
	1.44
	0.76 - 2.75

	How much did you trust your worker3
	0.85
	0.33 - 2.19

	How much did your worker listen to you4
	1.52
	0.52 - 4.49

	Participated in Work First services
	1.41
	0.33 - 5.94

	Participated in Core services
	0.67
	0.15 - 2.96

	Participated in Disability and Special Needs services
	1.39
	0.46 - 4.24

	Participated in Education and Support Services While Working 
	1.53
	0.44 - 5.36


*Statistically significant at p < 0.05

1 Question: How helpful was CalWORKs when you were trying to get a job?  Choices: not at all helpful, somewhat helpful, very helpful.

2 Question: How much say did you have in the development of your welfare-to-work plan?  Choices: no say at all, some say, a lot of say.

3 Question: How much did you trust your CalWORKs worker?  Choices: didn’t trust him/her at all, trusted him/her somewhat, trusted him/her a lot.

4 Question: How much did your worker listen to you?  Choices: didn’t listen to me at all, listened to me sometimes, listened to me a lot.
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