
University of Wisconsin-Madison 

IRP Discussion Papers 

David T. Ellwood 

WORKING OFF OF WELFARE: 
PROSPECTS AXD POLICIES FOR 
SELF-SUFFICIENCY OF WOHEN 
HEADING FAYILIES 

DP #803-86 



I n s t i t u t e  f o r  Research on P o v e r t y  
D i s c u s s i o n  Paper  no. 803-86 

Working Off of Welfare:  
P r o s p e c t s  and P o l i c i e s  f o r  

S e l f - S u f f i c i e n c y  of Women Heading Fami l i es  

David T. Ellwood 
John  F. Kennedy School of Government 

Harvard U n i v e r s i t y  

March 1986 

T h i s  paper w a s  prepared under t h e  Small Gran t s  program sponsored by t h e  
I n s t i t u t e  f o r  Research on Pover ty  and t h e  U.S. Department of Hea l th  and 
Human S e r v i c e s .  The a u t h o r  i s  g r a t e f u l  t o  John Dacey f o r  e x c e l l e n t  
r e s e a r c h  a s s i s t a n c e .  Helpful  comments were provided a t  a workshop a t  
IRP. The views expressed a r e  t h e  a u t h o r ' s  own and do n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  
r e f l e c t  t h o s e  of t h e  I n s t i t u t e  o r  of t h e  Department. 



ABSTRACT 

T h i s  paper  examines t h e  p ro spec t s  t h a t  mothers heading households 

w i t h  c h i l d r e n  can become s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  through t h e i r  own ea rn ings .  It 

c a u t i o n s  a t  t h e  o u t s e t  t h a t  a l though  work does o f f e r  a r o u t e  t o  s e l f -  

s u f f i c i e n c y ,  t h e  on ly  way women who head f a m i l i e s  can become f u l l y  s e l f -  

suppo r t i ng  i s  by working f u l l  t ime,  f u l l  yea r ,  and work t o  t h i s  e x t e n t  is  

v e r y  much t h e  excep t i on  among a l l  mothers,  e s p e c i a l l y  wives. 

The paper u s e s  d a t a  from t h e  Michigan Panel  Study of Income Dynamics 

t o  ana lyze  t h e  work e f f o r t  and ea rn ings  of women i n  t h e  Aid t o  Fami l i e s  

w i t h  Dependent Chi ld ren  program. It concludes  t h a t  even though work is  

obv ious ly  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  we l f a r e  mothers,  i t  does permit  an impor tan t  

m i n o r i t y  of them t o  become se l f - suf f ic ien t - -about  30 p e r c e n t  of t hose  who 

l e f t  w e l f a r e  through work e f f o r t  had ea rn ings  i n  t h e  f i r s t  yea r  a f t e rwa rd  

o f  more t han  $8000 (1981 d o l l a r s ) ,  and 4 2  pe rcen t  had ea rn ings  of over  

$6000. The women most a b l e  t o  l e ave  t h e  we l f a r e  r o l l s  through e a r n i n g s  

a r e  those  w i th  p rev ious  work exper ience  and more educa t i on  (h igh  s choo l  

o r  above). And women who have ea rn ings  i n  excess  of $6000 i n  t h e  f i r s t  

y e a r  a f t e r  l e a v i n g  t h e  r o l l s  a r e  u s u a l l y  those  who worked t o  some e x t e n t  

wh i l e  they r ece ived  AFDC. 

I conclude t h a t  j ob  s ea r ch ,  t r a i n i n g ,  and work exper ience  programs 

shou ld  be an impor tan t  p a r t  of a n t i p o v e r t y  po l i cy  f o r  female household 

heads ,  but t h e s e  e f f o r t s  w i l l  n o t  be s u f f i c i e n t  t o  permit  t h e  m a j o r i t y  of 

w e l f a r e  mothers t o  become'sel f -support ing.  Earnings  w i l l  have t o  be 

supplemented by some means, such a s  c h i l d  suppor t  o r  c h i l d r e n ' s  

a l lowance.  Earnings  a r e  an  important  p a r t  of t h e  move t o  s e l f -  

s u f f i c i e n c y ,  but  they  cannot be t h e  whole s o l u t i o n .  



Working Off of Welfare: 
Prospects  and P o l i c i e s  f o r  

Self-Suff iciency of Women Heading Famil ies  

Se l f - suf f ic iency  has long been t h e  u l t ima te  goal  of many who work on 

an t ipove r ty  pol icy.  But a f t e r  two decades of concerted e f f o r t ,  we seem 

no c l o s e r  t o  achieving a  s i t u a t i o n  permi t t ing  t h e  lowest economic s t ra tum 

of  Americans t o  provide f o r  themselves and maintain incomes above the  

poverty l i n e .  The group t h a t  commands most recogni t ion  i s  composed of 

women heading f ami l i e s  with ch i ldren .  Over 40 percent  of such women a r e  

poor. And because t h e r e  a r e  more ch i ld ren  i n  t he  l a r g e r  f a m i l i e s ,  which 

a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  be poor, nea r ly  60 percent  of ch i ld ren  i n  female- 

headed households a r e  poor, even a f t e r  counting welfare  income. 

This  paper explores  t he  prospects  f o r  making female family heads more 

s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  through t h e i r  own work. It considers  t he  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  

of  helping wel fare  mothers move from welfare ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  reduce t h e i r  

dependence on wel fare ,  through increased earnings.  The bas i c  theme i s  

t h a t  earn ings  a r e  an important and v i a b l e  source of self-support  f o r  some 

female household heads. Increased earnings a r e  an important way i n  which 

women escape welfare.  Many women leave  welfare  through earnings or  

o t h e r  methods q u i t e  quickly,  without much outs ide  help. And r ecen t  

demonstrat ions suggest t h a t  i n t e rven t ion  programs a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  help- 

f u l  f o r  women who would otherwise not  leave  the  r o l l s  quickly. 

But t h i s  paper i s  a l s o  f i l l e d  with c r i t i c a l  notes  of real ism.  The 

no t ion  t h a t  welfare  can l a r g e l y  be replaced by work on the  pa r t  of female 

fami ly  heads i s  without s t rong  foundation. The only way such women can 

become f u l l y  self-support ing is by working f u l l  year ,  f u l l  t i m e .  And 



c o n t r a r y  t o  popular b e l i e f ,  such complete work cont inues t o  be very  much 

t h e  except ion among mothers--par t icular ly  among wives. It does not  seem 

r e a l i s t i c  t o  expect  l a rge-sca le  s e l f - su f f i c i ency  from earnings alone.  

Work incen t ives  have only  modest e f f e c t s .  One c a n ' t  completely cu t  

people o f f  t h e  program. And the  most succes s fu l  programs t o  he lp  poor 

mothers only boost earnings by perhaps $1000 per year on average,  s u r e l y  

n o t  enough t o  ensure self-support .  

I conclude t h a t  job  search ,  t r a i n i n g ,  and work experience programs 

ought t o  be an important p a r t  of our an t ipove r ty  po l icy  f o r  s i n g l e  

mothers ,  but they w i l l  not  be s u f f i c i e n t  t o  boost most c u r r e n t  (and 

f u t u r e )  wel fa re  mothers t o  complete s e l f - su f f i c i ency .  I f  w e  a r e  r e a l l y  

concerned t h a t  t he se  women become se l f - suppor t ing ,  earnings w i l l  have t o  

b e  supplemented wi th  c h i l d  suppor t ,  c h i l d r e n ' s  allowances,  o r  the  l i k e .  

Earnings a lone ,  a l though an important pa r t  of t h e  push f o r  s e l f -  

s u f f i c i e n c y ,  cannot be t he  whole so lu t ion .  

WORK: THE HOPE FOR SELF-SUFFICIENCY 

Poor female household heads r e a l l y  have j u s t  t h r e e  op t ions  f o r  

escaping poverty: work, marr iage,  and o u t s i d e  f i n a n c i a l  help.  Very 

l i t t l e  i s  known about ways t o  encourage and f a c i l i t a t e  marriage. Outside 

f i n a n c i a l  he lp  can be arranged by the  government. The most obvious form 

i s  wel fa re ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  Aid t o  Famil ies  with Dependent Chi ldren 

program (AFDC) . Welfare can provide t h e  f i n a n c i a l  support  t o  push people 

up the  income l adde r ,  but  i t  does l i t t l e  t o  encourage self-support--  

indeed,  i t  i s  dependence on wel fa re  t h a t  those concerned with s e l f -  

suppor t  a r e  usua l ly  worried about.  An a l t e r n a t i v e  form of f i n a n c i a l  



s u p p o r t  would come from f a t h e r s .  Only 20 p e r c e n t  of poor s i n g l e  mothers1 

r e c e i v e d  any c h i l d  s u p p o r t  payments a t  a l l  i n  1 9 8 1 . ~  D r a m a t i c a l l y  

improved c h i l d  s u p p o r t  might h e l p  many escape  p o v e r t y ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  avo id  

t h e  need f o r  w e l f a r e .  T h i s  is a  d i r e c t i o n  t h a t  shou ld  be e x p l o r e d  v e r y  

c a r e f u l l y .  Wisconsin is  i n  f a c t  exper iment ing  w i t h  an expanded c h i l d  

s u p p o r t  system. S t i l l ,  we a r e  a  long  way away from a d o p t i n g  a  mass ive  

c h i l d  s u p p o r t  scheme t h a t  would l a r g e l y  e l i m i n a t e  t h e  need f o r  o t h e r  

s o u r c e s  of  f i n a n c i a l  suppor t .  Work a p p e a r s  t o  be  t h e  most immediate 

a l t e r n a t i v e .  

J u s t  how e f f e c t i v e  is  work i n  a l l e v i a t i n g  p o v e r t y  and AFDC use? 

T a b l e  1 shows t h e  a v e r a g e  e a r n i n g s  ( i n  1981 d o l l a r s ) ,  t h e  p r e w e l f a r e  

p o v e r t y  r a t e ,  and t h e  f r a c t i o n  of female  household heads  on AFDC, 

averaged  over  t h e  y e a r s  1977 t o  19813 on t h e  b a s i s  of number of h o u r s  

t h a t  t h e  mother worked. A l l  of t h i s  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  and a l l  of t h e  i n f o r -  

ma t ion  p r e s e n t e d  on T a b l e s  2-8, i s  t a k e n  from t a b u l a t i o n s  of t h e  P a n e l  

S tudy  of  Income Dynamics (PSID), a l o n g i t u d i n a l  s t u d y  of 5 ,000 American 

f a m i l i e s  t h a t  a l l o w s  one t o  t r a c k  income and w e l f a r e  u s e  f o r  p a r t i c u l a r  

i n d i v i d u a l s  over  t ime.  Cross - sec t iona l  r e s u l t s  from t h e  PSID t y p i c a l l y  

a g r e e  q u a l i t a t i v e l y  w i t h  r e s u l t s  drawn from o t h e r  d a t a  s o u r c e s ,  though 

magni tudes  a r e  no t  i d e n t i c a l .  Pover ty  r a t e s  d e r i v e d  from PSID d a t a  a r e  

u s u a l l y  somewhat lower t h a n  t h o s e  d e r i v e d  from Census Bureau d a t a  ( f rom 

t h e  annua l  Cur ren t  P o p u l a t i o n  Surveys) .  

Fu l l -yea r ,  f u l l - t i m e  work is normal ly  thought  of as 2000 h o u r s  (50  

weeks t i m e s  40 hours  pe r  week). As expec ted ,  work is a powerful  t o o l  i n  

l i f t i n g  female  household  heads o u t  of pover ty .  Those who work f u l l  t ime ,  

o r  n e a r l y  s o ,  a r e  poor l e s s  t h a n  10 p e r c e n t  of t h e  t ime.  By c o n t r a s t ,  a t  



Table  1 

Annual Earn ings ,  Prewel fa re  Pover ty  Rate, and Percen tage  of 
Female Household Heads Receiving AFDC Income (1977-81 averages )  

Average Percen tage  wi th  
Annual Hours Annual Earnings  Prewel fa re  Any AFDC 

Worked (1981 Dol l a r s )  Pover ty  Ratea Income 

None 

1 - 499 

500 - 999 $4522 

1000 - 1499 $6368 

1500 - 1999 $1  1386 

2000 and over $12255 

Average $8779 35% 

a ~ e r c e n t a g e  poor when we l f a r e  income (AFDC) i s  no t  inc luded  i n  
income. 

Source: Tabula t ions  from Pane l  Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). 



l e a s t  two- thi rds  of  mothers  who work fewer t h a n  500 h o u r s  a r e  poor. 

S i m i l a r l y ,  AFDC u s e  is q u i t e  uncommon among f u l l - t i m e  workers ,  bu t  is a  

f a c t  of l i f e  f o r  t h o s e  w i t h  l i t t l e  work. 

It is c l e a r  from Tab le  1  t h a t  f u l l - y e a r ,  f u l l - t i m e  workers  ( o r  per- 

s o n s  who work n e a r l y  t h a t  amount) a r e  g e n e r a l l y  independent  of w e l f a r e  

and a r e  n o t  g e n e r a l l y  poor. But when work s l i p s  below even 1500 

hours--30 h o u r s  a  week a l l  y e a r  long--the pover ty  r a t e  moves up s h a r p l y ,  

a s  does  w e l f a r e  use.  And women who work less t h a n  h a l f  t i m e  a r e  u s u a l l y  

poor  and r e c e i v i n g  we l fa re .  Thus pa r t - t ime  work a l o n e  is i n s u f f i c i e n t  t o  

g u a r a n t e e  s e l f - s u p p o r t .  T h i s  should  come a s  no s u r p r i s e .  I n  1981,  t h e  

minimum wage was $3.35 p e r  hour ,  and even 2000 h o u r s  of work a t  t h i s  wage 

d i d  n o t  push a  f a m i l y  of t h r e e  above t h e i r  pover ty  l i n e  of $7250. P a r t -  

t i m e  work would y i e l d  f a r  less. In  t h i s  sample f u l l y  employed female  

household heads  ea rned  $9500 a  y e a r  on average  ( o r  an  average  wage of  

a lmos t  $5.00 a n  h o u r ) ,  and t h o s e  who were almost  f u l l y  employed d i d  

n e a r l y  a s  w e l l .  But wages and e a r n i n g s  f a l l  s h a r p l y  a f t e r  t h a t  p o i n t .  

Below 1500 h o u r s ,  ave rage  e a r n i n g s  would n o t  have been s u f f i c i e n t  t o  sup- 

p o r t  even a  f a m i l y  o f  two above t h e  pover ty  l i n e .  

Thus t h e  hope f o r  complete s e l f - s u p p o r t  among female  household heads 

b o i l s  down t o  a  hope f o r  f u l l - y e a r ,  f u l l - t i m e  work. For e x p o s i t i o n a l  

purposes  l e t  u s  d e f i n e  women who work more than  1500 hours  a s  b e i n g  " f u l l y  

employed." U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  on ly  about  38 p e r c e n t  of female  household  

heads  a r e  f u l l y  employed. Hence most of t h e  r e s t  a r e  poor. 

HOW MUCH WORK SHOULD BE EXPECTED OF SINGLE MOTHERS WHO HEAD HOUSEHOLDS? 

There  a r e  d i f f i c u l t  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  and e t h i c a l  q u e s t i o n s  t i e d  up wi th  

society's expectations of single mothers. When work among mothers was 



v i r t u a l l y  unknown, no one expected work from any mother--wife o r  family 

head. But most mothers do some work now, and s o c i e t y  is  f a r  more ambiva- 

l e n t  about what expec ta t ions  a r e  r e a l i s t i c  f o r  them. Many express  t he  

view t h a t  s i n g l e  mothers ought t o  be expected t o  provide f o r  t h e i r  fami- 

l i e s .  The f e a r  of many conserva t ives  is  t h a t  wel fa re  r e l i e v e s  them of 

t h e  burden of being provider ,  thus  they a r e  not doing enough t o  make 

themselves s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t .  

Of course t h e  importance and b e n e f i t s  of s e l f - su f f i c i ency  must be 

weighed a g a i n s t  t h e  b a r r i e r s  a  s i n g l e  mother f a c e s  and the  worr ies  t h a t  

c h i l d r e n  may s u f f e r .  Typica l ly  lack ing  both t he  phys ica l  he lp  and the  

f i n a n c i a l  support  of a  husband, t h e r e  a r e  f a r  more l i m i t e d  resources  

w i t h i n  t h e  household t o  draw on when any problem a r i s e s  t h a t  might i n t e r -  

f e r e  wi th  work. And the  i n e v i t a b l e  problem of what i s  bes t  f o r  t he  

c h i l d r e n  s t i rs  end le s s  debate .  Most working women do not  l e ave  t h e i r  

c h i l d r e n  i n  a  formal day c a r e  cen te r .  I f  they d i d ,  and i f  they paid t he  

f u l l  c o s t s ,  t h e  n e t  income of many f u l l y  employed women might no longer  

be s u f f i c i e n t  t o  push them above the  poverty l i n e .  Governmental payment 

o f  such c o s t s  could be enormously expensive. Informal arrangements a r e  

f a r  more common, but f a r  more d i f f i c u l t  t o  monitor. And many be l i eve  a  

c h i l d  is  b e t t e r  cared f o r  a t  home with h i s  o r  her mother so  long a s  they 

mother i s  happy wi th  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  

S ince  t h e  impetus f o r  asking s i n g l e  mothers t o  work comes l a r g e l y  

from the  i nc reas ing  amount of work among wives, one po in t  of r e f e r ence  is  

t o  compare t h e  work behavior of wives and female household heads. Table 

2 o f f e r s  s e v e r a l  such comparisons. Several  very important p a t t e r n s  

emerge. F i r s t ,  mothers heading households work much more than  wives with 



Table  2 

D i s t r i b u t i o n  of Hours Worked by Wives and Female Household Heads, 
by Age of Youngest Chi ld  (1977-81 a v e r a g e s )  

Female Female 
Wives Household Heads Wives Household Heads 

Annual Hours w i t h  C h i l d r e n  w i t h  Chi ld ren  w i t h  C h i l d r e n  w i t h  Chi ld ren  
Worked under  6 under 6 Aged 6-18 Aged 6-18 

None 

1 - 499 

500 - 999 

1000 - 1499 

1500 - 1999 

2000 and over  

T o t a l  

Average annual  
h o u r s  worked 

Source:  T a b u l a t i o n s  from P a n e l  Study of Income Dynamics. 

Note: T o t a l s  may n o t  sum e x a c t l y  owing t o  rounding e r r o r .  



c h i l d r e n  of s i m i l a r  ages. Over 35 percent  of s i n g l e  mothers with 

c h i l d r e n  under 6 work 1500 hours or  more, versus  23 percent  f o r  com- 

pa rab l e  wives. S imi l a r ly ,  50 pe rcen t  of female household heads with 

o l d e r  ch i ld ren  a r e  f u l l y  employed; 36 percent  of wives a r e .  Average 

hours  worked by female household heads a r e  roughly 10 percent  g r e a t e r .  

Second, work i n  an amount of 1500 hours  or more remains t he  except ion  

r a t h e r  than the  r u l e  f o r  a l l  mothers. We have a l r eady  noted t h a t  less 

t h a n  a qua r t e r  of wives with small  ch i ld ren ,  and j u s t  over a t h i r d  of 

wives wi th  school-age ch i ld ren ,  a r e  f u l l y  employed. I f  female household 

heads a r e  going t o  be s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t ,  they must be f u l l y  employed. Y e t  

t h e  overwhelming major i ty  of wives do no t  work a t  t h i s  l e v e l .  Even among 

wives with school-age ch i ld ren ,  fu l l -year ,  fu l l - t ime  work is  the  

except ion .  

These f i g u r e s  obviously don ' t  r e so lve  t he  argument about whether 

female household heads work enough. One could argue t h a t  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  

they  a c t u a l l y  work somewhat more than wives, i n  s p i t e  of t h e i r  con- 

s i d e r a b l e  burdens,  i s  a tes tament  t o  t h e i r  s t r e n g t h  and d e s i r e  t o  provide 

f o r  themselves. On the  o t h e r  hand, one might argue t h a t  mothers heading 

households ought t o  work much more than wives because they have respon- 

s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e  maintenance of t he  household. I f  the  family is  poor, 

t hey  should g e t  out  and provide more. They cannot and should not  be 

accorded the  same " luxur ies"  wi th  r e spec t  t o  work a s  wives. 

Another t a b l e  may shed l i g h t  on t h i s  i s sue .  Perhaps t he  r i g h t  com- 

pa r i son  group f o r  female household heads is  wives whose f a m i l i e s  would be 

poor i f  they d id  no t  work--i.e., wives whose husbands' income and any 

o t h e r  sources  of income a r e  s o  small  t h a t  t he  f ami ly ' s  income excluding 



any earn ings  from t h e  w i f e  l i e s  below t h e  pover ty  l i n e .  Le t  us compare 

s u c h  wives t o  women who head f a m i l i e s  w i th  incomes, exc lud ing  t h e i r  ea r -  

n ings  and exc lud ing  we l f a r e ,  below t h e  pover ty  l i n e .  Table  3 makes t h e s e  

comparisons. 

The t a b l e  shows t h a t  "poor" female household heads a c t u a l l y  work more 

t h a n  "poor" wives. Note t h a t  I ' m  comparing t h e  behavior  o f ,  on t h e  one 

hand, wives whose f a m i l i e s  remain poor a f t e r  a l l  o t h e r  sources  of income 

o t h e r  than  t h e  woman's ea rn ings  have been counted,  t o ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, 

female  household heads who a r e  poor be fo r e  e i t h e r  we l f a r e  o r  e a rn ings  a r e  

counted.  Arguably t h e  wives ought t o  be more l i k e l y  t o  work than  t h e  

female  household heads i n  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n ,  s i n c e  t he  l a t t e r  can a t  l e a s t  

t u r n  t o  we l f a r e  f o r  support .  And t h e  wives may have an unemployed hus- 

band a v a i l a b l e  t o  he lp  w i th  c h i l d  c a r e  and o t h e r  chores .  I n  f a c t ,  j u s t  

t h e  oppos i te  i s  observed. 

Tab l e s  2 and 3 g i v e  u s  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  t h e  f a i r n e s s  ques t i on ,  and they  

a l s o  bear  on t h e  r ea l i sm  of any hope t o  make female household heads 

l a r g e l y  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t .  As t o  f a i r n e s s ,  t he se  two t a b l e s  s u r e l y  do no t  

prove t h a t  female household heads work a s  much a s  can be expected.  

C e r t a i n l y  t h e r e  i s  l o g i c  t o  t he  argument t h a t  women who have more respon- 

s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e  f i n a n c i a l  suppor t  of c h i l d r e n  ought t o  work more. Yet 

t h e  f i g u r e s  ought t o  g i v e  us pause. Apparently poor wives f i n d  i t  j u s t  

a s  d i f f i c u l t  o r  d i s t a s t e f u l  t o  go t o  work, i n  s p i t e  of s e v e r e  f i n a n c i a l  

burdens and l i t t l e  a cce s s  t o  welfare .  

Perhaps  even more t o  t h e  po in t ,  i f  j u s t  over 25 pe r cen t  of a l l  wives 

w i t h  young c h i l d r e n  a r e  f u l l y  employed, can we r e a l i s t i c a l l y  expect  most 

female  household heads t o  be f u l l y  employed? Over ha l f  of poor women 



Table 3 

D i s t r i b u t i o n  of Hours Worked by Wives and Female Household Heads 
i n  Famil ies  Poor When Woman's Earnings and Welfare Payments 

Are Excluded from Income, by Age of Youngest Child 
(1977-81 Averages) 

Poora Female Poora Female 
Poora Wives Household Heads Poora Wives Household Heads 

Annual Hours with Children with Children with Children with Children 
Worked under 6 under 6 Aged 6-18 Aged 6-18 

None 40% 32% 37% 21% 

2000 and over  12 17 17 24 

T o t a l  100% 100% 100% 100% 

Average annual  
hours  worked 771 

Source: Tabula t ions  of Panel  Study of Income Dynamics. 

Note: To ta l s  may not  sum exac t ly  owing t o  rounding e r r o r .  

aFamily income, exluding wi fe ' s  o r  s i n g l e  mother 's  earnings and 
excluding AFDC income f o r  t h e  l a t t e r ,  f a l l s  below t h e  poverty l ine--i .e. ,  
fami ly  income excluding t h e  con t r ibu t ion  of the  woman and t h e  wel fa re  
system i s  below poverty l i n e .  



heading households have p r e schoo l e r s  at home. Women do work much more 

t h a n  they  used t o ,  but mothers u s u a l l y  work p a r t  time. We a r e  f a r ,  f a r  

from t h e  po in t  a t  which most mothers work f u l l  t ime ,  even mothers of 

school-age ch i l d r en .  The norm i s  s t i l l  t h a t  mothers spend cons ide r ab l e  

t ime  w i th  t h e i r  ch i l d r en .  Even i f  one d i d  no t  b e l i e v e  t h a t  such time was 

impor tan t  f o r  a c h i l d ' s  development and even i f  one thought adequate  

c h i l d  c a r e  could be provided f o r  a l l  s i n g l e  mothers who head households ,  

i t  seems hope l e s s ly  u n r e a l i s t i c  t o  expect  a behavior  from them t h a t  is  

f a r  beyond t h e  norm f o r  o t h e r  mothers. 

Thus i f  t h e  hope f o r  se l f - suppor t  is  earn ings  a lone ,  t h e  p ro spec t s  

a r e  r a t h e r  dim. Female household heads a l r e ady  work more than  wives ,  on 

average.  And t h e  changes i n  work l e v e l s  and s o c i e t a l  norms t h a t  would be 

nece s sa ry  a r e  enormous. 

These f i g u r e s  make t h e  c h i l d  suppor t  i d e a s  championed by I rwin  

Ga r f i nke l  ( a t  t h e  I n s t i t u t e  f o r  Research on Pover ty)  and o t h e r s  seem a l l  

t h e  more app rop r i a t e .  The on ly  r e a l i s t i c  hope f o r  a r ea sonab l e  l e v e l  of 

s u p p o r t ,  independent of we l f a r e ,  f o r  a ve ry  l a r g e  p o r t i o n  of s i n g l e  

mothers  is  a d d i t i o n a l  income from o t h e r  sources .  F a t h e r s  a r e  an obvious 

s o u r c e  of help .  Female household heads a r e  poorer  than  wives because 

t h e y  don ' t  have t h e  suppor t  of t h e  f a t h e r .  I f  we are f e a r f u l  of t h e  

consequences of c h i l d r e n  growing up i n  poor households w i t h  a heavy 

dependence on we l f a r e ,  c h i l d  suppor t  combined wi th  ea rn ings  may be t h e  

real hope f o r  se l f - suppor t .  

But acknowledging t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  of t h e  t a s k  of v a s t  i n c r e a s e s  i n  

s e l f - suppo r t  does no t  l e s s e n  t h e  importance of look ing  f o r  ways t o  stimu- 

l a t e  and a i d  i t .  To l e a r n  more about t h e s e  i s s u e s  l e t  us f i r s t  look at  



what we can d iscover  about t he  earnings p a t t e r n s  of women on wel fa re ,  

looking  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  a t  those who do i n  f a c t  ea rn  t h e i r  way o f f .  

THE ROLE OF EARNINGS I N  ESCAPING WELFARE 

Bane and Ellwood (1983) sought t o  c l a s s i f y  t h e  methods people use t o  

escape  welfare .  They used the  12-year sample of t h e  PSID and t racked 

people  who spen t  time on welfare .  When ind iv idua l s  moved onto o r  o f f  of 

we l f a r e ,  t h e  au tho r s  sought t o  c h a r a c t e r i z e  t he  primary reason f o r  t he  

e x i t ,  s i n c e  t h e  Panel survey asks no d i r e c t  ques t ion  about how or  why 

former r e c i p i e n t s  l e f t .  

The Bane-Ellwood c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  scheme is  h i e r a r c h i c a l .  It begins by 

looking f o r  events  t h a t  caused a  female head with a  c h i l d  t o  cease being 

one and thus l o s e  e l i g i b i l i t y  f o r  AFDC. I f  she marr ied,  remarr ied,  o r  

reconc i led  s o  t h a t  she was no longer c l a s s i f i e d  a s  a  s i n g l e  mother i n  our 

d a t a ,  t h e  ending was a t t r i b u t e d  t o  "becoming a  wife" ( f o r  l a ck  of a  

b e t t e r  term). I f  a  s i n g l e  mother ceased t o  have any c h i l d r e n  l i v i n g  with 

h e r ,  e i t h e r  because a l l  t h e  ch i ld ren  moved out  o r  because they had a l l  

reached t h e i r  19 th  b i r t hday  and were no longer  c l a s s i f i e d  a s  c h i l d r e n ,  

t h e  e x i t  was l abe l ed  "no longer  had an e l i g i b l e  chi ld ."  I f  the  woman 

remained a  household head a f t e r  l eav ing  wel fa re ,  t h e  procedure looked f o r  

a  reasonably l a r g e  change (over $500 i n  1978 d o l l a r s )  i n  nonwelfare 

income t h a t  might expla in  t he  departure .  I f  such a  change was found, t he  

component of income (head ' s  earn ings ,  t he  earnings of o t h e r s ,  o r  o the r  

t r a n s f e r s )  which had t h e  l a r g e s t  change was designated t h e  primary reason 

f o r  depar ture .  Thus, i f  t h e r e  was a  s u b s t a n t i a l  ea rn ings  change, and i f  

t h e  person remained a  household head with c h i l d ,  then he r  e x i t s  was 



c l a s s i f i e d  a s  an earn ings  e x i t .  I f  no major income change was found, 

Bane and Ellwood looked f o r  a  family-size change o r  f o r  a  move t o  another  

s t a t e .  F i n a l l y ,  i f  none of t he se  changes had occurred,  t h e  reason f o r  

l e av ing  wel fa re  was c l a s s i f i e d  a s  un iden t i f i ed .  

The Bane-Ellwood c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  scheme was appl ied  t o  t h e  15-year 

PSID sample, and t h e  r e s u l t s  a r e  shown on Table 4 . 4  Roughly one-third of 

a l l  persons l eave  wel fa re  when they become a  wife;  11 percent  l e ave  when 

they  no longer  have e l i g i b l e  ch i ld ren ;  21 percent  l eave  v i a  earn ings ;  and 

t h e  rest a r e  s c a t t e r e d  ac ros s  o the r  types  of e x i t s .  

C lea r ly  it  is  poss ib l e ,  even common, f o r  AFDC r e c i p i e n t s  t o  escape 

we l f a r e  v i a  earnings.  Yet t h e  v a s t  major i ty  of people who l eave  t he  

w e l f a r e  r o l l s  a r e  c l a s s i f i e d  a s  leav ing  f o r  o ther  reasons.  The f a c t  t h a t  

such escapes account f o r  l e s s  than one qua r t e r  of a l l  e x i t s  would seem t o  

r e i n f o r c e  t h e  no t ion  t h a t  one probably should have modest expec t a t i ons  

f o r  self-support  through earnings.  

S t i l l ,  t h e  Bane-Ellwood c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  scheme does no t  n e c e s s a r i l y  

provide a  sense of t h e  f u l l  importance of earnings i n  he lp ing  people 

escape.  Since t he  scheme is h i e r a r c h i c a l  and al lows only one c l a s s i f i c a -  

t i o n  per e x i t ,  i t  is  poss ib l e  t h a t  s i g n i f i c a n t  earn ings  changes a r e  more 

common than t h e  21 percent  f i g u r e  would suggest.  A woman who marr ies  and - 
h a s  s u b s t a n t i a l  earnings i n  t he  year she leaves AFDC w i l l  be c l a s s i f i e d  

a s  having l e f t  v i a  becoming a  wife.  

An a l t e r n a t i v e  way t o  examine the  pos s ib l e  r o l e  of earn ings  is  t o  ask 

what f r a c t i o n  of a l l  former welfare  r e c i p i e n t s  had earn ings  i n  excess  of 

some amount--say $6000--in t h e  f i r s t  year  they were off  of welfare .  

Table  5 examines t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  women who became wives or  who were 



Table 4 

D i s t r i b u t i o n  of AFDC Ex i t  Types 
Using Bane-Ellwood C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  System 

Bane-Ellwood C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  D i s t r i b u t i o n  

Head's earn ings  increased  21.3% 

Female household head became a  wife 34.6 

No longer  had e l i g i b l e  c h i l d  11.2 

T rans fe r  income increased  14.2 

Earnings of o t h e r s  increased 4.9 

Family became smal le r  

Family moved 

Un iden t i f i ed  

Tot a 1  100 .O 

Source: Tabulat ions from Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics. 



Table  5 

D i s t r i b u t i o n  of Persons  Who Exi ted  AFDC, 
C l a s s i f i e d  by Earnings  i n  F i r s t  Year a f t e r  Leaving Welfare and 

by Bane-Ellwood E x i t  Reason C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  

Bane-Ellwood E x i t  C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  

Earn ings  i n  Household 
F i r s t  Year Head' s Female No Longer 
a f t e r  AFDC Earnings Household Head Had E l i g i b l e  

E x i t a  Inc reased  Became a Wife Chi ld  Other  T o t a l  

None 

$1-2,000 

$2,001-4,000 

$4,001-6,000 

$6,001-8,000 

$8,001-10,000 

Over $10,000 

Source:  Tabu la t ions  from Pane l  Study of Income Dynamics. 

aThese t o t a l s  d i f f e r  s l i g h t l y  from t h e  numbers on Tab le  4 because  
p e r s o n s  w i t h  miss ing  e a r n i n g s  have been excluded. F i g u r e s  may n o t  sum 
e x a c t l y  due t o  rounding e r r o r .  



c l a s s i f i e d  a s  leav ing  wel fa re  f o r  o t h e r  reasons had s u b s t a n t i a l  ea rn ings  

i n  t h e i r  f i r s t  year  o f f  of welfare .  The t a b l e  g ives  a somewhat more 

encouraging p i c tu re .  We see  i n  t h e  l a s t  column t h a t  42 percent  of former 

we l f a r e  r e c i p i e n t s  ea rn  over $6000 i n  t h e i r  f i r s t  year  of f  of t h e  

program. Some 30 percent  ea rn  over $8000--enough t o  push a family of 

t h r e e  above the  poverty l i n e .  Many of t he se  "high" ea rne r s  were 

c l a s s i f i e d  a s  having l e f t  f o r  reasons o t h e r  than earn ings  .5 

Thus many former welfare  mothers a r e  a b l e  t o  l eave  t h e  r o l l s  wi th  

s u b s t a n t i a l  earnings.  The view t h a t  women who go onto  the  wel fa re  r o l l s  

a r e  i n e v i t a b l y  embroiled i n  dependence u n t i l  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  g e t  t o  be too 

o l d  o r  u n t i l  they marry is not  supported by the  f a c t s .  There r e a l l y  is 

no r i g h t  answer t o  t h e  ques t ion  of j u s t  how important earn ings  a r e  i n  

he lp ing  people escape welfare ,  but  t he  answer must l i e  between t h e  21 

pe rcen t  f i g u r e  found using t h e  Bane-Ellwood c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  and t h e  42 

pe rcen t  of former r e c i p i e n t s  who have s i z a b l e  earn ings .  It is  d i f f i c u l t  

t o  know j u s t  how c r u c i a l  ea rn ings  a r e  f o r  those  who both boost t h e i r  earn- 

i ngs  and become wives. It i s  poss ib l e  t h a t  work presented the  

oppor tun i ty  t o  meet men i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  providing earn ings  and was there-  

f o r e  c r u c i a l  even f o r  those  who l e f t  through marriage. Conversely,  

marr iage  may have given t h e  woman more f l e x i b i l i t y  i n  schedule  and thus 

more freedom t o  work, s o  the f i nd ing  t h a t  many work while  newly married 

may g i v e  a misleading impression about the  a b i l i t y  of female household 

heads t o  work. 



WHAT CHARACTERISTICS SEEM TO BE ASSOCIATED WITH MOVING OFF OF WELFARE 
V I A  H I G H  EARNINGS? 

L e t  u s  t a k e  t h e  b r o a d e s t  d e f i n i t i o n  of women who escaped w e l f a r e  w i t h  

t h e  a i d  of e a r n i n g s :  women who have e a r n i n g s  i n  e x c e s s  of $6000 i n  t h e i r  

f i r s t  yea r  o f f  we l fa re .  What p e r s o n a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  h e l p  p r e d i c t  t h o s e  

who w i l l  l e a v e  w e l f a r e  and have h i g h  e a r n i n g s  i n  t h e  f i r s t  year?  That  

i s ,  u s i n g  t h i s  broad d e f i n i t i o n  f o r  t h o s e  who e a r n  t h e i r  way o f f  of 

w e l f a r e ,  what can we s a y  about  t h e  odds t h a t  someone w i l l  l e a v e  w e l f a r e  

w i t h  h igh  e a r n i n g s  and when t h e y  w i l l  do i t ?  

For  each  pe r son  i n  a sample of w e l f a r e  r e c i p i e n t s  drawn from t h e  

PSID, i n  each  yea r  they  were on AFDC, t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  p o s s i b l e  outcomes. 

They can remain on AFDC t h e  nex t  y e a r ,  they  can l e a v e  AFDC and have earn-  

i n g s  i n  e x c e s s  of $6000, o r  t h e y  can l e a v e  AFDC but  have e a r n i n g s  below 

$6000. Using a mul t inomia l  l o g i s t i c  model, one can e s t i m a t e  t h e  odds 

t h a t  a woman w i l l  e x p e r i e n c e  each outcome a s  a f u n c t i o n  of v a r i o u s  inde- 

pendent  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  and a s  a f u n c t i o n  of t ime i n  t h e  s p e l l  t o  da te .6  

Using a sample of roughly  700 p e r s o n s ,  I e s t i m a t e  a three-outcome l o g i t  

model .7 

L i k e  a s t a n d a r d  r e g r e s s i o n ,  t h e  l o g i s t i c  model c a l c u l a t e s  t h e  e f f e c t  

o f  each  independent  v a r i a b l e  a f t e r  c o n t r o l l i n g  f o r  a l l  o t h e r  v a r i a b l e s .  

Because t h e  c o e f f i c i e n t  e s t i m a t e s  themselves  a r e  d i f f i c u l t  t o  i n t e r p r e t ,  

I have conver ted  them i n t o  a more r e a d a b l e  form; t h e  c o e f f i c i e n t  e s t i -  

ma tes  a r e  g i v e n  i n  Appendix T a b l e  A.1. Table  6 p r o v i d e s  e s t i m a t e s ,  

d e r i v e d  from t h e  mul t inomia l  model, of t h e  p r o b a b i l i t y  t h a t  a woman ( 1 )  

w i l l  l e a v e  w e l f a r e  w i t h i n  two y e a r s  of s t a r t i n g  a s p e l l  and have "high" 

e a r n i n g s ,  ( 2 )  w i l l  l e a v e  w e l f a r e  w i t h i n  two y e a r s  bu t  have l i t t l e  o r  no 

e a r n i n g s ,  o r  ( 3 )  w i l l  remain on w e l f a r e  a f t e r  two y e a r s .  



Table  6 

Marginal Impact of Independent Va r i ab l e s  
on  t h e  F r a c t i o n  of Those Who Leave w i t h i n  Two Years 

w i t h  Earnings  Over $6000, t h e  F r a c t i o n  Who Leave 
w i t h  Earnings under $6000, and t h e  

F r a c t i o n  Who Do Not Leave w i th in  Two Years 

E x i t  w i t h i n  Ex i t  w i th in  
Two Years Two Years Do Not 

w i t h  Earnings w i th  Earnings E x i t  w i t h i n  
over $6000 under $6000 Two Years V a r i a b l e  

Race 
White 
Black 
0 t he r  

Educat ion 
Under 8 y e a r s  
9-11 y e a r s  
Over 11 

M a r i t a l  S t a t u s  
Divorced 
Never marr ied 
Widow 
S e p a r a t e  

Age of Youngest Child 
Under 3 
3-6 y e a r s  
7-10 y e a r s  
Over 10 

Number of Chi ld ren  
0 -1 
2 -3 
Over 3 

Age - 
Under 22 
2 2-30 
3 1-40 
Over 40 

(Table continues) 



Table 6 ,  continued 

E x i t  wi th in  Ex i t  w i th in  
Two Years Two Years Do Not 

w i t h  Earnings with Earnings Ex i t  w i th in  
Var iab le  over $6000 under $6000 Two Years 

Work E x ~ e r i e n c e  
No recenta  work 

exper ience  
Recent work 

exper ience  

Maximum AFDC Payment 
Under $250 
$250-350 
Over $350 

Reeion 
West 
North 
North Cent ra l  
South 

Note: This  t a b l e  was der ived from the c o e f f i c i e n t s  i n  Table A . l ,  
assuming a l l  v a r i a b l e s  o the r  than the  one reported were held a t  
t h e i r  mean. 

a ~ i d  no t  work during two years  before  s t a r t  of welfare .  



The t a b l e  i s  d e r i v e d  by assuming t h a t  a  person has  t h e  sample average  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  on a l l  v a r i a b l e s  excep t  one. For example, t h e  t a b l e  shows 

t h a t  a  woman who has  more than 11 y e a r s  of e d u c a t i o n  and i s  average  on 

a l l  o t h e r  dimensions is  p r e d i c t e d  t o  l e a v e  w i t h i n  two y e a r s  w i t h  h i g h  

e a r n i n g s  21  p e r c e n t  of t h e  t ime ,  l e a v e  i n  two y e a r s  w i t h  low e a r n i n g s  27 

p e r c e n t  of t h e  t ime,  and remain on w e l f a r e  a f t e r  two y e a r s  52 p e r c e n t  of 

t h e  time. Thus t h e  t a b l e  shows t h e  independent e f f e c t  of each  v a r i a b l e .  

The two most powerful p r e d i c t o r s  of moving o f f  of w e l f a r e  q u i c k l y  and 

having h igh  e a r n i n g s  a r e  having worked i n  t h e  year  p r i o r  t o  w e l f a r e  

r e c e i p t  and having a  r e l a t i v e l y  h igh  l e v e l  of educa t ion .  These a r e  

peop le  who have had exper ience  i n  t h e  l a b o r  market o r  who a r e  most l i k e l y  

t o  have marke tab le  s k i l l s .  They ought t o  be a b l e  t o  move i n t o  work 

q u i c k l y .  

The t a b l e  a l s o  shows t h a t  t h e  l e v e l  of w e l f a r e  b e n e f i t s  i n  a  s t a t e  

h a s  an  impor tan t  i n f l u e n c e  on t h e  chances of a  h igh  e a r n i n g s  e x i t .  T h i s  

e f f e c t  should  n o t  be i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  n e c e s s a r i l y  i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  women i n  

low-benef i t  s t a t e s  work more. Even i f  AFDC b e n e f i t  l e v e l s  had no impact 

on behav ior ,  we would expec t  e a r n i n g s  e x i t s  t o  be more common i n  

M i s s i s s i p p i  o r  Texas,  where b e n e f i t  l e v e l s  a r e  extremely low, than  i n  

s t a t e s  where b e n e f i t s  a r e  t h r e e  o r  f o u r  t imes  h igher .  I n  low-benef i t  

s t a t e s  a  woman wi th  a  par t - t ime j o b  w i l l  have too h igh  an income t o  

q u a l i f y  f o r  AFDC; i n  h igh-benef i t  s t a t e s  t h i s  i s  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  be t r u e .  

Thus,  even i f  t h e  same f r a c t i o n  of women o b t a i n e d  par t - t ime work i n  low- 

and i n  h igh-benef i t  s t a t e s ,  a  much l a r g e r  f r a c t i o n  would be pushed o f f  of 

w e l f a r e  i n  t h e  low-benefit  s t a t e s .  

One a l s o  f i n d s  t h a t  having s e v e r a l  c h i l d r e n  e x e r t s  a  powerful nega- 

t i v e  e f f e c t  on o v e r a l l  d u r a t i o n s  and i n  p a r t i c u l a r  on t h e  odds of l e a v i n g  



w i t h  h igh  e a r n i n g s ,  when a l l  e l s e  i s  he ld  equa l .  But t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  

e v i d e n c e  t h a t  age  of youngest  c h i l d  has  any impact on t h e  odds of making 

a n  e a r l y  and high-earnings d e p a r t u r e  from w e l f a r e  a f t e r  such o t h e r  fac -  

t o r s  a s  number of c h i l d r e n  a r e  c o n t r o l l e d  f o r .  The r e s u l t  i s  i d e n t i c a l  

t o  t h a t  r e p o r t e d  i n  Bane and Ellwood (1983) ,  which used a  much more 

r e s t r i c t i v e  (and p a r t l y  e r roneous)  d e f i n i t i o n  of e a r n i n g s  e x i t s .  It does 

s u g g e s t  t h a t  age  of youngest  c h i l d ,  by i t s e l f ,  may n o t  be a s  s e r i o u s  a  

d e t e r r e n t  t o  l e a v i n g  w e l f a r e  through work a s  many a s ~ u m e . ~  On t h e  o t h e r  

hand,  having a d d i t i o n a l  c h i l d r e n  lowers  t h e  chances of s e l f - s u p p o r t  q u i t e  

s t r o n g l y  . 
Race has  no e f f e c t  on high-earnings  e x i t s ,  but  i t  d i m i n i s h e s  o t h e r  

t y p e s  of e x i t s .  Being young and never  mar r ied  a r e  i n h i b i t o r s  t o  moving 

o f f  wi th  e a r n i n g s .  These two c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a r e  d e t e r r e n t s  t o  o t h e r  

t y p e s  of e x i t s  a s  we l l .  

Tab le  6 p o i n t s  t o  a n o t h e r  impor tan t  r e s u l t .  I n t e r g r o u p  v a r i a t i o n s  i n  

t h e  odds of e x i t i n g  v i a  o t h e r  means a r e  o f t e n  f a r  g r e a t e r  than  v a r i a t i o n  

i n  e a r n i n g s  e x i t  r a t e s .  For example, never-married mothers have somewhat 

lower  chances of e a r n i n g  t h e i r  way o f f  w e l f a r e  q u i c k l y ,  but  v a s t l y  lower 

p r o s p e c t s  of l e a v i n g  wi th  low earn ings .  I n  l a r g e  p a r t  t h i s  f i n d i n g  

r e f l e c t s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  f a r  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  marry t h a n  o t h e r  

women. S i m i l a r l y ,  number of c h i l d r e n  has  a  much l a r g e r  e f f e c t  on e x i t s  

w i t h  low e a r n i n g s  than  on e x i t s  w i t h  h igh  ea rn ings .  These f i n d i n g s  r e i n -  

f o r c e  o n c e ' a g a i n  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  whi le  work behavior  is  an  impor tan t  

means t o  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y ,  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  e a r n i n g s  a r e  no t  t h e  dominant 

f a c t o r  i n  w e l f a r e  d u r a t i o n s  o r  d e p a r t u r e s .  

Although t h e s e  r e s u l t s  d e s c r i b e  t h o s e  who e a r n  t h e i r  way of f  of 

w e l f a r e ,  they  s a y  no th ing  about how i t  i s  done. We t u r n  nex t  t o  t h a t  i s s u e .  



WHAT I S  THE PROCESS OF EARNINGS GAINS AMONG WELFARE RECIPIENTS? 

No one h a s  s e r i o u s l y  i n v e s t i g a t e d  t h e  p rocess  by which people  e a r n  

t h e i r  way o f f  of we l fa re .  I d e a l l y  we would l i k e  t o  unders tand  how (and 

why) peop le  a r e  a b l e  t o  become s e l f - s u p p o r t i n g .  U l t i m a t e l y  one would 

l i k e  t o  s e e  whether women fo l low p a r t i c u l a r  o c c u p a t i o n a l  and employment 

p a t t e r n s  which u l t i m a t e l y  l e a d  t o  s u c c e s s f u l  s e l f - s u p p o r t .  There  a r e  few 

d a t a  a v a i l a b l e  t o  p rov ide  a  s e r i o u s  o r  comprehensive unders tand ing  of t h e  

e a r n i n g s  p rocess .  But t h e  PSID d o e s  o f f e r  an  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  examine an 

i m p o r t a n t  q u e s t i o n :  do women who u l t i m a t e l y  l e a v e  AFDC w i t h  h i g h  earn-  

i n g s  do s o  by a  sudden l e a p  t o  a  job ,  o r  i s  t h e  p rocess  g r a d u a l ,  punc- 

t u a t e d  by i n c r e a s i n g  work hours  and improving wage r a t e s ?  

I f ,  f o r  example, women who u l t i m a t e l y  escape dependence th rough  earn-  

i n g s  f r e q u e n t l y  work whi le  on w e l f a r e  b e f o r e  making a  d e f i n i t i v e  move 

o f f  t h e  r o l l s ,  one might f a v o r  u s i n g  a  v a r i e t y  of mechanisms t o  encourage 

pa r t - t ime  o r  pa r t -yea r  work f o r  t h o s e  on AFDC. And i f  w e l f a r e  mothers  

g r a d u a l l y  become accustomed t o  working and then make t h e  l e a p  o f f  of 

w e l f a r e ,  any p o l i c y  which discouraged pa r t - t ime  work could  be s h o r t -  

s i g h t e d .  A major  component of many t r a i n i n g  programs, Suppor ted Work i n  

p a r t i c u l a r  bu t  a l s o  work e x p e r i e n c e  programs, i s  a  g r a d u a l  i n c r e a s e  i n  

work d i s c i p l i n e  and e x p e c t a t i o n s .  The i d e a  i s  t h a t  c l i e n t s  b u i l d  s e l f -  

c o n f i d e n c e  and e v e n t u a l l y  can make i t  on t h e i r  own. They a l s o  become 

prepared  f o r  b e t t e r  and b e t t e r  jobs .  

Tab le  7 examines t h o s e  who r e p o r t e d  r e c e i v i n g  w e l f a r e  i n  t h r e e  o r  

more con t inuous  y e a r s .  For t h a t  group,  i t  g i v e s  e a r n i n g s  and work i n f o r -  

ma t ion  i n  t h e  n e x t - t o - l a s t  y e a r  of w e l f a r e ,  i n  t h e  l a s t  y e a r  of w e l f a r e ,  

and i n  t h e  f i r s t  y e a r  a f t e r  i t .  The f i g u r e s  a r e  r e p o r t e d  s e p a r a t e l y  f o r  



Table  7 

E a r n i n g s ,  Hours,  Wages, and Employment of Pe r sons  
Who E x i t e d  AFDC w i t h  Earnings  above $6000 

and Persons  Who L e f t  AFDC w i t h  Earnings  below $6000 
d u r i n g  Two Years P r i o r  t o  E x i t  and One Year Following E x i t  

( o n l y  persons  wi th  s p e l l s  of 3 o r  more y e a r s )  

Next-to-Las t Las t  Year F i r s t  Year 
Year of S p e l l  of S p e l l  a f t e r  S p e l l  

Women e x i t i n g  wi th  
e a r n i n g s  over  $6000 

Average a n n u a l  e a r n i n g s  $4,039 $6 ,181 $10,008 

Average annua l  work hours  83 1 1,269 1,844 

Average wage $5.03 $5.65 $6.40 

P e r c e n t a g e  who worked 
a t  a l l  66% 86% 100% 

P e r c e n t a g e  who worked 
o v e r  500 h o u r s  5 9% 81% 97% 

Women e x i t i n g  w i t h  
e a r n i n g s  under  $6000 

Average annua l  e a r n i n g s  $844 $1,245 $1,093 

Average annua l  work hours  233 424 428 

Average wage $5.05 $4.06 $4.32 

P e r c e n t a g e  who worked 
a t  a l l  

P e r c e n t a g e  who worked 
o v e r  500 hours  



people  who have ea rn ings  over $6000 i n  t h e i r  f i r s t  year  o f f  of we l f a r e  

and f o r  those  who l e ave  v i a  o t h e r   route^.^ I n  i n t e r p r e t i n g  t h e s e  t a b l e s ,  

i t  i s  impor tan t  t o  cons ide r  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  PSID o f f e r s  only annual  

i n fo rma t ion  on we l f a r e  and work. Women who work f o r  p a r t  of t h e  yea r  and 

who r e c e i v e  we l f a r e  f o r  t h e  remainder w i l l  show up with  bo th  work and 

wel fa re .  Thus, f i nd ing  t h a t  people work dur ing  a  year  i n  which they  a l s o  

r e c e i v e  we l f a r e  should no t  be i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  evidence t h a t  they  a r e  

working i n  t h e  same months t h a t  we l f a r e  is  rece ived .  

The t a b l e  shows q u i t e  c l e a r l y  t h a t  women who w i l l  e ven tua l l y  l e ave  

w i t h  high ea rn ings  work a  g r e a t  d e a l  even two years  p r i o r  t o  t he  time 

when they  l e ave  AFDC completely.  I n  t h e i r  next- to- las t -year  of we l f a r e  

r e c e i p t ,  some two-thirds of those  who w i l l  l a t e r  be o f f  of AFDC wi th  

h i g h e r  ea rn ings  a r e  a l r e ady  working a t  l e a s t  some of t h e  t ime,  and 59 

pe r cen t  work more than 500 hours .  By c o n t r a s t ,  of those  who w i l l  l e ave  

v i a  o t h e r  r o u t e s ,  on ly  one- thi rd  work a t  a l l  i n  t h e  nex t - to - las t  yea r  and 

on ly  o n e - f i f t h  work more than 500 hours .  Women who a r e  a b l e  t o  e a r n  

t h e i r  way of f  appear  t o  mix work and we l f a r e  ( a t  l e a s t  on an annual  

b a s i s )  f a r  more than those  who do no t  e a rn  t h e i r  way o f f .  

Fur thermore,  those  who even tua l l y  l e ave  we l f a r e  wi th  h igh  ea rn ings  do 

show gradua l  i n c r e a s e s  i n  annual ea rn ings  and wage r a t e s  over t h e  t ran-  

s i t i o n  per iod.  By c o n t r a s t ,  those  who l e ave  i n  o t h e r  ways show very 

l i m i t e d  work e f f o r t  whi le  on we l f a r e  and exper ience  only modest i n c r e a s e s  

i n  work hours.  One cannot ,  of course ,  a t t r i b u t e  a  c a u s a l  i n f l u e n c e  t o  

work whi le  on wel fa re .  It may wel l  be t h a t  women wi th  b e t t e r  e a rn ing  

c a p a c i t i e s  and g r e a t e r  d e s i r e  t o  work a r e  those  who both work whi le  on 

w e l f a r e  and who e v e n t u a l l y  achieve high ea rn ings .  Nonetheless ,  t h e s e  



r e s u l t s  a r e  c e r t a i n l y  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  a  p o t e n t i a l l y  c r i t i c a l  r o l e  of 

pa r t - t ime  o r  pa r t -yea r  work i n  h e l p i n g  women e s t a b l i s h  themselves . l0  

THREE BASIC POLICY DIRECTIONS 

Toge the r  t h e  r e s u l t s  p o i n t  t o  s e v e r a l  c o n c l u s i o n s  r e g a r d i n g  work and 

w e l f a r e .  While work is  obv ious ly  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  w e l f a r e  mothers ,  i t  does  

o f f e r  a  r o u t e  t o  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  f o r  an impor tan t  minor i ty .  A t  p r e s e n t  

t h e  women who seem most a b l e  t o  use  work t o  e s c a p e  w e l f a r e  a r e  t h o s e  w i t h  

p r e v i o u s  work e x p e r i e n c e  and more educa t ion .  And women who do escape  

w e l f a r e  and a t t a i n  h igh  e a r n i n g s  ( o v e r  $6000 i n  t h e  f i r s t  y e a r )  have 

u s u a l l y  worked i n  some amount d u r i n g  t h e  y e a r s  i n  which they  a l s o  

r e c e i v e d  AFDC. 

Ellwood (1986) r e p o r t s  t h a t  when an e n t i r e  l i f e t i m e  h i s t o r y  of 

w e l f a r e  is  cons ide red  and when a l l  o t h e r  v a r i a b l e s  a r e  n o t  h e l d  c o n s t a n t ,  - 
young, never-married women who e n t e r  AFDC when they  have a  c h i l d  have 

v e r y  long  p r o j e c t e d  w e l f a r e  ep i sodes .  S imula t ion  work n o t  d e s c r i b e d  h e r e  

a l s o  conf i rms t h a t  such women have a  low chance of e scap ing  w e l f a r e  w i t h  

e i t h e r  h igh  e a r n i n g s  o r  through o t h e r  r o u t e s .  

Toge the r  t h e s e  r e s u l t s  s u g g e s t  t h a t  work on t h e  p a r t  of w e l f a r e  r e c i p -  

i e n t s  ought t o  be s t r o n g l y  encouraged,  and t h a t  t h e  groups  who most need 

t o  g a i n  t h e  c a p a c i t y  t o  work a r e  women w i t h  poor e d u c a t i o n a l  and work 

h i s t o r i e s  and young women e n t e r i n g  t h e  r o l l s  w i t h  young c h i l d r e n .  There 

a r e  t h r e e  p o s s i b l e  p o l i c y  approaches  t o  encouraging work. The t r a d i -  

t i o n a l  approach has  been t o  use  more l i b e r a l  d i s r e g a r d s  and d e d u c t i o n s  t o  

lower  t h e  e f f e c t i v e  t a x  r a t e  on earned income and t h e r e b y  make work more 



a t t r a c t i v e .  A r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  tack would be t o  sharp ly  lower bene- 

f i t s  i n  some way, e i t h e r  across  t h e  board o r  perhaps a f t e r  r e c i p i e n t s  

have been on AFDC f o r  a few years .  The t h i r d  approach i s  t o  use 

employment and t r a i n i n g  programs t o  he lp ,  encourage, and even coerce 

people  i n t o  working. 

Adjust ing Tax Rates 

S ince  a t  l e a s t  t h e  mid-sixt ies  t h e  primary pol icy  t o o l  d i scussed  by 

academics f o r  i nc reas ing  work among welfare  r e c i p i e n t s  has  been t o  reduce 

e f f e c t i v e  t ax  r a t e s  on income. In  order  t o  t a r g e t  welfare  b e n e f i t s  t o  

low-income persons,  b e n e f i t s  must be reduced a s  income r i s e s .  Thus t he  

e f f e c t i v e  t a x  r a t e  on earn ings  i s  o f t e n  q u i t e  high. The t r a d i t i o n a l  

method of encouraging work without c u t t i n g  b e n e f i t s  i s  t o  reduce t he  

e f f e c t i v e  t ax  r a t e ,  thereby increas ing  the  rewards t o  work. 

Yet t h e  a v a i l a b l e  evidence sugges ts  t h a t  lowering t ax  r a t e s  through 

more l i b e r a l  deduct ions and d i s r ega rds  is  un l ike ly  t o  have a major impact 

on t h e  work of r e c i p i e n t s .  Lower t ax  r a t e s  do inc rease  t he  reward t o  

working, but  they  a l s o  i nc rease  t he  amount of wel fa re  payments t h a t  

people  who a r e  working p a r t  time w i l l  rece ive .  These higher  b e n e f i t s  

a l s o  have an income e f f e c t  which tend t o  induce work. Moreover, s i n c e  a 

l a r g e r  number of people a r e  e l i g i b l e  f o r  welfare  when t ax  r a t e s  a r e  low 

(because b e n e f i t s  a r e  reduced l e s s  quickly wi th  r i s i n g  income), more 

people  a r e  brought i n t o  t h e  welfare  system with i t s  modest b e n e f i t s  and 

h igh  tax r a t e s .  For those  made newly e l i g i b l e  f o r  b e n e f i t s ,  t he  e f f e c t  

on work i s  unambiguously negat ive.  

And women who work r a r e l y  c o l l e c t  AFDC a t  t he  same time. There i s  

some prel iminary evidence t h a t  women who have both earn ings  and wel fa re  



income i n  a given year  r a r e l y  rece ive  both a t  t he  same time; work and 

we l f a r e  i s  sequen t i a l  r a t h e r  than simultaneous. Incen t ives  f o r  women on 

we l f a r e  m y  not  have an apprec iab le  e f f e c t  on work i f  t h e  two a r e  i n f r e -  

quen t ly  combined, i n  any case.  And i f  t he  goal  is  t o  encourage work on 

t h e  p a r t  of those with l i t t l e  previous work experience and poor educa t ions ,  

and among those with young ch i ld ren ,  i t  seems un l ike ly  t h a t  lowered 

e f f e c t i v e  t ax  r a t e s  a lone  w i l l  he lp  women overcome t h e i r  problems with 

c h i l d  ca re  and the  l abo r  market. Thus i t  i s  not  c l e a r  t h a t  lower t a x  

r a t e s  w i l l  encourage work very much, and a l l  a v a i l a b l e  e s t ima te s  suggest  

t h a t  t h e  o v e r a l l  e f f e c t  i s  modest a t  bes t .  Moreover, lower t ax  r a t e s  a r e  

c o s t l y ,  s i n c e  they i n c r e a s e  the  e l i g i b l e  populat ion,  i nc rease  b e n e f i t s  

f o r  those  who a r e  working, and seem t o  have very modest e f f e c t s  on 

behavior.  

The Reagan admin i s t r a t i on  seems t o  have taken t h i s  argument t o  i t s  

l o g i c a l  extreme. Since 1981, r e c i p i e n t s  face  marginal t a x  r a t e s  on 

earned income of a t  l e a s t  100 percent  a f t e r  four  months. This  po l icy  has 

been a t tacked  on equ i ty  and e f f i c i e n c y  grounds. Current evidence shows 

r e l a t i v e l y  l i t t l e  impact on t he  subsequent work behavior of those who 

were e l imina ted  from t h e  program. L i t t l e  r e sea rch  has been done on 

people  whose b e n e f i t s  were reduced but who remained on AFDC--they a r e  the  

ones who r e a l l y  face  a 100 percent  t ax  r a t e .  And the  long-run impact is  

unc l ea r .  It seems hard t o  j u s t i f y  t h i s  harsh  t reatment  and i t  seems 

l i k e l y  t h a t  100 percent  t ax  r a t e s  w i l l  d iscourage work. But t he  r e s u l t s  

of t h i s  Reagan experiment c l e a r l y  po in t  t o  the  p o l i t i c a l ,  budgetary,  and 

pragmatic weaknesses of focusing pr imar i ly  on t a x  r a t e s  a s  a means of 

encouraging work. 



Lowering Benef i t s  

The second pol icy  d i r e c t i o n  would be t o  sharp ly  reduce t h e  b e n e f i t s  

a v a i l a b l e  t o  some wel fa re  mothers. For example, b e n e f i t s  might be cu t  

back f o r  women with c h i l d r e n  over age s i x  a f t e r  they had been on wel fa re  

f o r  a c e r t a i n  period of time--say two o r  t h r e e  years .  The l o g i c  behind 

such a proposal i s  t h a t  wel fa re  should not be a permanent home f o r  women 

i f  we expect them t o  work. Analogously, Unemployment Compensation i s  of 

l i m i t e d  dura t ion .  Y e t  concerns f o r  t he  well-being of ch i ld ren ,  t he  

ques t i on  of day ca re  c o s t  and a v a i l a b i l i t y ,  the  o f t e n  weak job market,  and 

t h e  l ack  of a l t e r n a t i v e s  f o r  a one-parent family i f  t h a t  parent  becomes 

unemployed tend t o  m i l i t a t e  a g a i n s t  such a s t ra tegy--at  l e a s t  i n  i so l a -  

t i o n .  AFDC b e n e f i t s  have a l ready  been cu t  by over one-third ( a d j u s t i n g  

f o r  i n f l a t i o n )  over t h e  pas t  decade o r  so. Fur ther  c u t s  seem c r u e l  and 

probably w i l l  have the  l e a s t  i ncen t ive  e f f e c t s  and the  worst  f i n a n c i a l  

impacts  on the  hardest-to-employ groups t h a t  probably deserve t he  most 

a t t e n t i o n .  

Tra in ing  f o r  Work 

The t h i r d  approach i s  t o  use employment and t r a i n i n g  programs t o  

h e l p ,  encourage, even coerce  people i n t o  working. Employment and 

t r a i n i n g  programs have i n  theory always been a p a r t  of t he  AFDC program. 

The Work Incent ive  program (WIN) supposedly r e q u i r e s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of 

h e a l t h y  mothers with c h i l d r e n  over age f i v e .  Various s e r v i c e s  a r e  sup- 

posed t o  be o f f e r e d ,  bu t  i n  f a c t  few have been served.  Moreover, the  

program t y p i c a l l y  seeks high job-placement r a t e s ,  and the  h ighes t  place- 

ment r a t e s  can be achieved by serv ing  women who would be l i k e l y  t o  have 



moved i n t o  jobs on t h e i r  own. As a r e s u l t ,  those wi th  t he  poorest  

p rospec ts  a r e  poorly served. Those with young ch i ld ren  a r e n ' t  served a t  

a l l :  a young unmarried woman who begins wel fa re  r e c e i p t  when her  c h i l d  

i s  born w i l l  be on welfare  f o r  a t  l e a s t  f i v e  years  u n t i l  any programs a r e  

d i r e c t e d  toward her--even longer ,  i f  she has another  ch i ld .  

One of t h e  most encouraging developments i n  recent  years  comes from 

experimental  d a t a  which seem t o  show t h a t  employment and t r a i n i n g  

programs a r e  most e f f e c t i v e  a t  he lp ing  exac t ly  those people who a r e  

l i k e l y  t o  be long-term r e c i p i e n t s .  Table 8 ,  taken from Grossman and 

Mirsky (1985) ,  shows es t imated  e f f e c t s  of pas t  experiments on var ious  

subgroups. The most s t r i k i n g  r e s u l t  is t h a t  people wi th  l i t t l e  work 

exper ience  ga in  t he  most from the  programs. And those  wi th  l im i t ed  edu- 

c a t i o n  a l s o  seem t o  be helped more. These promising r e s u l t s  of work 

exper ience  programs were a l s o  found i n  s e v e r a l  recent  Job Search 

"workfare" demonstrat ions,  inc lud ing  ones i n  San Diego and Maryland.11 

Women with l i t t l e  previous work experience seem t o  be helped f a r  more 

t han  o thers .  

More d e t a i l e d  d i s cus s ions  of t he  exac t  con f igu ra t i ons  of employment 

and t r a i n i n g  s t r a t e g i e s  l i e  beyond the  scope of t h i s  paper. But i t  does 

appear  t h a t  t h e  most p r a c t i c a l  and product ive ways t o  encourage work is  

through the  use of these  s o r t s  of programs. P a r t i c u l a r  a t t e n t i o n  and 

energy should be focused on the  hard t o  employ. Though placement r a t e s  

a r e  lower, t h e  ne t  impact seems t o  be g r e a t e r .  





REALISTIC EXPECTATIONS 

The push toward encouraging work and t h e  apparent  successes  i n  r ecen t  

y e a r s  of c e r t a i n  programs designed t o  he lp  s i n g l e  pa ren t s  work more g ive  

t h e  impression t h a t  many s i n g l e  mothers could be made se l f - suppor t ing  i f  

we were w i l l i n g  t o  make t h e  investment. There is  no b a s i s  f o r  such op t i -  

m i s m .  The very low fu l l -yea r ,  fu l l - t ime  employment r a t e s  among mothers 

w i t h  young ch i ld ren  o f f e r  l i t t l e  hope t h a t  t he se  women can be made 

completely self-support ing.  The c h i l d  c a r e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  a lone  make 

more than  part-t ime work extremely d i f f i c u l t ,  even i f  day c a r e  were 

o f f e r ed .  And t h e  "impressive" ga ins  i n  annual earn ings  shown on Table 8 

r a r e l y  amount t o  more than $2000 per  year.  Such income he lps ,  but  i t  is  

ha rd ly  enough t o  guarantee s e l f - su f f i c i ency .  

For t he  fo re seeab le  f u t u r e ,  female household heads w i l l  cont inue t o  

r e l y  heavi ly  on o t h e r  sources  of income. But those  sources  need not  be 

i n  t h e  form of welfare .  I f  an expanded c h i l d  support  system were adopted 

i n  which a minimum l e v e l  was guaranteed by the  government, i t  might 

r e p l a c e  wel fa re  t o  a l a r g e  degree and provide an income f l o o r  which, i n  

combination with part-t ime work, would permit independence. 

S t i l l ,  promoting work, and emphasizing and even r equ i r ing  i t ,  sends 

h e a l t h y  s i g n a l s  about t he  mission of our wel fa re  system t o  t he  gene ra l  

p u b l i c  and t h e  wel fa re  c l i e n t s .  I f  most people want t o  work, a s  many 

c la im,  high expec ta t ions  coupled wi th  genuine oppor tun i ty  can make a d i f -  

f  e rence  . 



Table A.1 

Multinomial Logit Regression Coefficients 
Used i n  the Preparation of Table 6 

( t - s t a t i s t i c s  in  parentheses) 

Earnings over Earnings under 
$6000 $6000 

CONSTANT 

BLACK 

OTHER 

EDUC<9 

EDUC9-11 

MARRIED 

S INGLE 

WIDOW 

SEPARATED 

NORTH 

NORCENT 

SOUTH 

MAXPAY 

AGE22-30 

AGE3 1-40 

AGEOVER40 

NUMCHLD2-3 

NUMCHLD4 

WORKEXPER 

AGEYNG3 -6 

(Table continues) 



Table A . l  continued 

Earnings over Earnings under 
$6000 $6000 

AGEYNG7-10 

AGEYNGOV 10 

L EN2 

LEN3 

LEN4 

LEN5 

LEN6 

L EN7 

LEN8 

LEN9 

LEN1 0 

Y R70 

YR71 

YR72 

YR73 

YR74 

YR75 

YR76 

YR77 

YR78 

YR79 

YR80 



NOTES 

' In  t h i s  paper,  t h e  term " s ing l e  mothers" r e f e r s  t o  never-marr ied,  

widowed, d ivorced ,  o r  separa ted  women who head households wi th  ch i ldren .  

2 ~ . ~ .  Bureau of t h e  Census (1983). 

3 ~ h e  averaging was done t o  reduce v a r i a b i l i t y  due t o  economic con- 

d i t i o n s  and t o  i n c r e a s e  sample s i z e s .  

41n most ca se s  t h e  r e s u l t s  a r e  very s i m i l a r  t o  those  repor ted  i n  Bane 

and Ellwood (1983). However, t h e r e  a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  fewer earn ings  

e x i t s  repor ted  here.  Most of t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  r e f l e c t s  a coding e r r o r  i n  

t h e  previous work t h a t  had t h e  e f f e c t  of causing some people who l e f t  

when t r a n s f e r s  t o  them from o t h e r  sources  grew (such a s  Soc i a l  S e c u r i t y  

Surv ivors '  b e n e f i t s  o r  c h i l d  support  payments) t o  show up a s  leav ing  due 

t o  earn ings .  Other r e s u l t s  and t h e  b a s i c  conclusions of t h a t  r e p o r t  a r e  

no t  a f f e c t e d  by t h i s  e r r o r .  

50 the r  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  schemes a l s o  suggest  t h e  earn ings  may be more 

impor tan t  than  t h e  f i g u r e  of 22 percent  suggested under t h e  Bane-Ellwood 

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n .  For example, over 40 pe rcen t  of a l l  persons who l e f t  

w e l f a r e  and f o r  whom e n t r y  could be observed had an earn ings  ga in  of more 

t h a n  $2000 between t h e  year  they  began and t h e  year  they  l e f t .  

6 ~ h e  methodological d i s cus s ion  given here  i s  q u i t e  s h o r t ,  s i n c e  t h e  

methodology i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  i d e n t i c a l  t o  t h a t  d i scussed  i n  Bane and 

Ellwood (1983). 

7 ~ o r  f u r t h e r  d e t a i l  on l o g i s t i c  models, see McFadden (1973, 1976). 

8 ~ t  is  important  t o  no t e  t h a t  these  r e s u l t s  do no t  imply t h a t  when 

a l l  else i s  not  held equa l ,  women wi th  young ch i ld ren  a r e  j u s t  a s  l i k e l y  



t o  leave  with high earnings.  Age of youngest c h i l d  i s  c o r r e l a t e d  wi th  

m a r i t a l  s t a t u s ,  work experience,  and mother 's  age--all of which have 

l a r g e  i n f luences  on high-earnings exits.  Ellwood (1986) r e p o r t s  t h a t  

when a l l  else is  not  held equa l ,  age of youngest c h i l d  i s  a powerful pre- 

d i c t o r  of wel fa re  du ra t i ons ,  even though it has no independent marginal 

e f f e c t .  In s imula t ion  work no t  descr ibed here ,  I have a l s o  found t h a t  

women wi th  ch i ld ren  under 3 a r e  considerably less l i k e l y  t o  l eave  wi th  

h igh  earn ings  when o t h e r  v a r i a b l e s  a r e  allowed t o  vary. 

90bviously one cannot judge whether movement o f f  of wel fa re  is  grad- 

u a l  o r  sudden f o r  people wi th  on ly  one-year s p e l l s  of welfare .  Thus 

f i g u r e s  a r e  repor ted  on ly  f o r  people with s p e l l s  l a s t i n g  t h r e e  years  o r  

more. I f  those wi th  two-year s p e l l s  were included,  t he  f i g u r e s  would 

change l i t t l e ,  but  t h e i r  next- to- las t  year of wel fa re  would a l s o  be t h e  

f i r s t  year ,  which makes t he  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of t h e  f i g u r e s  more d i f f i c u l t .  

1 0 A F D ~  program s t a t i s t i c s  show f a r  less work than is repor ted  here.  

These r e s u l t s  a r e  no t  n e c e s s a r i l y  i ncons i s t en t .  A s  noted below, t h e r e  is 

some evidence t h a t  many women who have both earn ings  and wel fa re  during a 

y e a r  t y p i c a l l y  do no t  r ece ive  wel fa re  i n  t he  per iod they a r e  working 

(Goldman, 1985); wel fa re  and earn ings  episodes a r e  s e q u e n t i a l ,  no t  

simultaneous. Moreover, we a r e  no t  looking a t  a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  sample of 

r e c i p i e n t s  a t  a po in t  i n  t i m e .  We a r e  looking a t  a group who leave. 

Those who leave  i n  a given year  t y p i c a l l y  have s t ronge r  work and o t h e r  

q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  than t h e  average r ec ip i en t .  This  r e f l e c t s  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  

between r e c i p i e n t s  a t  a po in t  i n  t i m e  and those a t  t he  beginning of a 

s p e l l ,  descr ibed  by Bane and Ellwood (1983). 

llsee Goldman e t  a l .  (1986); Fr ied lander  e t  a l .  (1985). 
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