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Foreword

After much debate, Congress passed the Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) in 1996, giving
states wide latitude in designing their own welfare policies.  Significant
caseload reductions ensued nationwide, and debates over what caused
those reductions began.  As usual, there were at least two sides.  One view
was that the booming economy of the late 1990s brought about huge
reductions that would have taken place without welfare reform.  Another
view was that time limits and employment requirements encouraged
many more people to seek work than had ever been the case before.
There were, of course, many nuanced positions in between these
extremes.

In 1997, PPIC began to track this seminal change in welfare policy
with the publication of Thomas MaCurdy and Margaret O’Brien-
Strain’s Who Will Be Affected by Welfare Reform in California?  Since
then, PPIC has published six other reports on various dimensions of
welfare in California, from the basic skills of welfare recipients to the role
of disabled children in fostering family vulnerability and dependency.  In
this latest addition to that body of work, the authors find that

• California has been able to blend relatively generous benefit
levels and eligibility rules with declines in recipiency rates that
are comparable to the average for all other states.

• After 1996, the exceptional performance of the economy was not
the key factor in explaining the variation in recipiency rates
across the five largest states.  Rather, that variation was largely
due to welfare policy at the state level.

• Had welfare benefits in California been reduced to the national
average, the caseload decline would have been even greater.

• Although the state’s percentage decline in recipency rates was
lower than the national average, California moved more people
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off welfare—almost 1.4 million—than any other state in the
nation between January 1996 and June 2000.

Taken together, these findings point to a policy success.  The state
was able to balance all three sides of the iron triangle of welfare benefits,
incentives, and costs.  To be sure, benefits could have been more
generous, and some families may have suffered without the assurance of
regular benefits over a longer period of time.  And certainly smaller
grants, higher income cutoffs, and tougher sanctions would have brought
even greater savings to the state.  In general, however, the state’s
programs worked as they were designed, and few have faulted the overall
results.

The story is not over, however.  In the event of a recession, which
now appears likely, the time limits and cost consequences of such
programs as Temporary Aid for Needy Families (TANF) will set family
well-being against pressures to balance the state budget.  California’s
policy to cover child-only cases places it in the vanguard of states willing
to pick up coverage no longer compensated by federal dollars.  The
coming months and years will put TANF to yet another test, and this
one is likely to be more challenging than the ones it faced in its first five
years.  But if the immediate past is any measure of the future, the
prognosis is encouraging.

David W. Lyon
President and CEO
Public Policy Institute of California
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Summary

In the absence of other measures, California’s performance on
welfare reform is being judged on the decline in its welfare caseload.
California ranks 36th out of the 50 states and the District of Columbia
in percentage drops in welfare recipiency since the enactment of federal
welfare reform legislation.  Although the national declines in welfare
recipiency rates are unprecedented, California’s position in this ranking is
not.  Between 1989 and 1996, the state’s recipiency rate grew by 44
percent, compared to 11 percent in the median state.  Before 1996,
however, welfare rules were fairly uniform across all states with only
limited variations permitted through federally approved waivers.  The
1996 welfare reforms gave states enormous flexibility in the design of
their welfare programs.  As a result, states are now held responsible for
their program performance in a way they never were before.

How much control does a state have over the size of the welfare
caseload?  Clearly, welfare recipiency is related to many factors, such as
economic conditions and demographic trends, that are beyond the
control of program designers.  When caseloads began to drop between
1993 and 1996, the Clinton administration primarily credited the role of
federal waivers to welfare regulations that allowed early reforms in certain
states.  More recent work concluded that the improving economy was
responsible for the vast majority of these caseload drops.  Is the same true
in the postreform period?

This report examines state variation in increases in welfare recipiency
rates between 1989 and 1996—the prereform period—and in decreases
since 1996—the postreform period—to address two interrelated
questions:

• How much of California’s relatively low decline in welfare
recipiency since 1996 can be attributed to the state’s policy
choices?
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• Do factors such as economic conditions and state policies play
the same role in explaining the variation across states before and
after welfare reform?

We compare California’s performance to that of other states, especially
those with high populations and large numbers of immigrants, including
New York, Texas, Florida, and Illinois.

In the prereform period, California faced a number of challenges that
helped drive up welfare caseloads.  It had an unusually severe recession,
which precipitated a larger drop and slower recovery of wages for workers
at the bottom of the income distribution.  It also had high nonmarital
birth rates and an extremely high proportion of immigrants legalized
under the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 (IRCA)—two
demographic trends that place a relatively large population at risk for
receiving welfare.1

Our analysis assesses little role for differences in state welfare policies
in explaining the wide variation in caseload growth seen across states in
the 1989–1996 period.  Compared to California, for example, Illinois—
another state with a large population and a large number of
immigrants—experienced an increase in recipiency one-sixth as large as
California’s.  Although Illinois had waivers permitting higher sanctions
and termination time limits, these waivers had virtually no effect on the
caseloads.  In fact, out of six types of waivers granted to states by the
federal government, in our empirical analysis only three appeared to have
any influence on caseloads:  full-family sanctions, termination time limits
and reduced exemptions from training and employment programs.
However, full-family sanctions and termination time limits are correlated
with state variation in recipiency rates in 1989–1992 but not in 1992–
1996—the period when the waivers were actually granted.  This pattern
suggests that waiver policies did not themselves reduce caseloads; instead,
much of the correlation between waivers and caseloads is due either to
states’ reacting to caseload changes with waivers (so the caseload changes
lead to waivers instead of the other way around) or to unobserved
____________ 

1IRCA legalized undocumented immigrants, making them eligible for welfare
benefits after a five-year moratorium.
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differences in states that affected both their recipiency rates and their
application for waivers.  Such a finding leads us to conclude that policy
differences across states in the prereform era exerted little if any influence
over caseload trends.

Economic and demographic factors, on the other hand, explain
much of state variation in changes of recipiency rates in the prereform
period, and the combined effect of these variables accounts for the gap
between California and other states.  We estimate that California’s
welfare recipiency would have increased by 45 percent of the observed
value if, for example, it had Illinois’s smaller IRCA population.  Had
California faced the same economic conditions as Illinois, which saw
both its unemployment rates and low-skilled wages improve rather than
worsen as in California, California would have had a caseload increase of
only one-third its observed value.

Since the adoption of welfare reform, the situation has changed
substantially.  California’s lagging decline in its caseload cannot be
blamed on its economy or demographics.  Whereas differences in these
factors played consequential roles in caseload dynamics before welfare
reform, after this event, a state’s Temporary Aid for Needy Families
(TANF) program became the most crucial item governing how its
welfare recipiency rates evolved relative to other regions.  State policies
differ a great deal in the generosity of their sanction and benefit levels.
More severe sanctions, especially full-family sanctions the first time a
recipient fails to comply with program requirements, are associated with
significant caseload reductions.  Less generous benefits, taking into
account both the maximum grant and the income cutoff for receiving
aid, also lead to large recipiency rate reductions.  California is one of the
most generous states on both of these dimensions.  Illinois, in
comparison, is near the middle on both measures.  These differences
account for an extra 18 percent decline in Illinois’s recipiency rate
compared to that in California.  Adding such a percentage gain to
California’s performance would bring its caseload drop above the median
for all states.

California’s decision to be relatively generous in maintaining a safety
net for children and in encouraging welfare recipients to work has
resulted in a slower reduction in welfare recipiency compared to other



viii

states.  This is clearly a political choice.  Low benefits and severe
sanctions reduce caseloads, but we do not yet know the price families pay
under these alternative policies.  The size of caseload drops alone will not
be the final arbiter of success in welfare reform.  If California wants to be
judged successful in designing new income-support programs, it needs to
develop more direct evidence on how its families are faring compared to
families elsewhere.
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1. Introduction

Five years after the enactment of the Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA), caseload
declines have become the most commonly used indicator of a state’s
success in reforming welfare.  Despite the recognition that caseload
numbers say little about the economic well-being of current and former
welfare recipients, they are easily and consistently measured, allowing
comparisons over time and across states.  California does not do well by
these most commonly used measures of performance.  In particular,
comparing percentage declines in welfare recipiency,1 this state ranks
36th out of the 50 states and the District of Columbia.   Between 1996
and 2000, California’s recipiency rate fell by 43 percent, compared to the
median of 50 percent and the maximum of 86 percent.  Figure 1.1 shows
how California’s experience compares to that of other states.  Of course,
relying on alternative measures of caseload drops can improve
California’s performance ranking.  In absolute terms, California’s
recipiency rate has fallen more than that of any other state except West
Virginia.  Figure 1.2 places this aspect of California’s experience into
context, showing the pattern of level declines in TANF recipiency rates
across all states since welfare reform.  By moving from 122 cases per
1,000 women to 69, California now has 53 fewer cases per 1,000 women
than it had in 1996.  Even after this large decline, however, California’s
recipiency rate in June 2000 ranked third highest among states behind
the District of Columbia and Rhode Island, implying that one-quarter of
the national caseload resides in California.
____________ 

1Throughout this report, recipiency rates are calculated as the number of cash aid
cases per 1,000 women aged 15 to 44, a rate that therefore controls for the changes in the
population.  Before welfare reform, cash aid cases are cases receiving Aid to Families with
Dependent Children (AFDC).  After welfare reform, these are cases receiving Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF).
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Figure 1.1—Decline in Welfare Recipiency Rate Since Welfare Reform,
1996–1999

California is obviously not a typical state.  Two demographic
characteristics in particular distinguish it from many others:  the size of
its total population and the immigrant share of this population.  Both are
higher than in any other state.  How does California’s performance
compare to that of other states with large populations and larger numbers
of immigrants?  To answer this question, this report illustrates many of
its major findings by comparing California to four other states that also
have a population over 10 million people and at least 900,000 foreign-
born residents:  New York, Texas, Florida, and Illinois.  Inspecting
Figure 1.1, it is clear that neither large populations nor large numbers of
immigrants are closely linked to recipiency rate declines.  New York is
the only state of the five to do worse than California, and Texas, Florida,
and Illinois all performed above the U.S. median.
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Figure 1.2—Change in Welfare Recipiency Rate Since Welfare Reform,
1996–2000

Figure 1.3 shows how welfare recipiency rates have evolved for
California, New York, Texas, Florida, and Illinois in the past two
decades.  Figure 1.4 plots recipiency rates for California and the average
for these other states as well as for the rest of the nation.  Each rate is
shown relative to its 1989 value, which highlights the differences in
growth rates.  We see from these figures that California’s experiences
match those of the other states until the mid-1990s, when California’s
rate pulls ahead.  As a group, states with a large share of immigrants
always lead the balance of the nation in caseload increases after 1989.

If we look at the individual welfare recipiency rates for these five
states during the 1990s, presented in Figure 1.3, we see a great deal of
variation across these states throughout the period.  For example,
California has consistently had the highest recipiency rate, but Florida
experienced the greatest percentage growth in that rate early in the
1990s.  By 1992, however, Florida’s rate began to drop quickly, erasing
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its earlier growth by 1998.  Texas had a similar experience, although it
never experienced as high a growth rate.  California and New York, on
the other hand, had rising recipiency rates through 1994 and turned
around only in 1996.
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What accounts for these tremendous differences?  The current
literature focuses on the importance of two basic categories of
explanations:  economic circumstances and policy differences.  The
economy-policy tradeoff has been a source of controversy among
economists seeking to identify the determinants of national caseload
trends, particularly for the caseload decline that began nationally around
1993.  Much of the debate was triggered by a 1997 analysis by the
Council of Economic Advisors (CEA), claiming that 40 percent of the
caseload decline between 1993 and 1996 was explained by overall
economic growth, but one-third was explained by the effects of waivers
to federal regulations that permitted states to make changes to the AFDC
program.  The CEA findings have been disputed by a number of
researchers who give much greater credit to the economy and far less
credit to the waivers.  Figlio and Ziliak (1999), for example, reexamined
the data for 1993 to 1996 and concluded that the economy accounted
for three-fourths of the decline and that waivers had only negligible
effects on caseloads.

The effect of waivers on welfare caseloads is critical to the reform
debate because waivers represented the first substantial state-level
experimentation with welfare program design.  Before the introduction
of these waivers, welfare rules were consistent across states.  Other than
the generosity of the maximum grant—which in 1994 ranged from $120
per month in Mississippi to $923 in Alaska—the federal government
controlled most aspects of the AFDC program.  Around 1992, the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services began granting a growing
number of regulatory waivers, allowing individual states to experiment
with a variety of reforms, including time limits, work requirements,
expanded earnings disregards, and increased sanctions for
nonparticipation in welfare-to-work programs.

Following the passage of PRWORA, many of these waiver
components were incorporated into newly designed state welfare
programs.  By replacing AFDC with block grants to states, called TANF,
this legislation gave states much more control over welfare program
design than was possible under even the most generous waivers.  The
flipside of this flexibility is greater public scrutiny of state outcomes.
Welfare recipiency rates, like program design, are now assumed to be
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largely under state control, making them the most convenient measure of
state performance.  The CEA critics believe that the economy, not policy
choices, explained most of the prereform variation in state recipiency
rates.  If they are correct, either the economy is still the main
determinant of recipiency rates or the policy changes embodied in post-
PRWORA programs have had a much more profound effect on
recipiency than any of the state-level policy differences in the prereform
era.

This report considers this dilemma by addressing two related
questions:

1. How much of California’s relatively low percentage decline in
welfare recipiency since 1996 can be attributed to the state’s
policy choices rather than to other factors, especially the
economy?

2. Do factors such as the economy and state policies play the same
role in explaining the variation across states before and after
welfare reform?

Chapter 2 reviews state policy differences before and after the 1996
reforms.  Chapter 3 considers trends in other factors deemed relevant for
understanding welfare recipiency rates:  economic conditions and a
variety of demographic characteristics including nonmarital birth rates,
immigration status and ethnicity, family composition of the welfare
population, and educational attainment of recipients.  Chapter 4
describes our analytical approach.  Because much of the literature to date
has focused on the prereform era, we begin our empirical analysis in
Chapter 5 with an examination of the determinants of state differences in
welfare recipiency across the 1989–1996 period, comparing these
findings to those of other authors.  Chapter 6 roughly repeats this
analysis for the 1996–2000 period, comparing the role of different
factors in the pre- and postreform periods.  We offer our conclusions in
Chapter 7.
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2. Waivers and Reform:  The
Changing Welfare Landscape
of the 1990s

By block-granting welfare funding to the states—and ending the
federal entitlement to welfare—the passage of PRWORA opened the
door to substantial state variation in the delivery of cash assistance.
State-level experimentation did exist before PRWORA, however, in the
form of federal waivers to provisions of the Social Security Act covering
the AFDC program.  Although the federal government had waiver
authority starting in 1962, both the number and the nature of waivers
granted to the states changed in the 1990s.  In this chapter, we outline
the variation in state welfare programs that existed before the 1996
reforms and how the reforms changed the welfare policy landscape at the
end of the decade.  To place California in context, we use the four largest
states (New York, Texas, Florida, and Illinois) as a comparison group.

State-Level Policy Differences Before August 1996
Historically, welfare policy was dictated at the federal level, with

states controlling little more than the generosity of the maximum aid
payment.  Of course, a higher maximum grant increased the income
cutoff for AFDC receipt, so setting the level of the maximum payment
affected the number of families eligible to receive aid.  States providing
higher grants, therefore, had relatively high recipiency rates.  In the
1980s, California’s maximum grant was consistently among the five
highest, and its recipiency rate was consistently about 38 percent above
the average for the rest of the United States.  As Table 2.1 shows, the five
example states include two of the most generous, one of the least
generous, and the median state in a ranking of the maximum benefit for
a family of three in 1996.
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Table 2.1

Prereform Maximum Benefit Levels

State
Maximum

Grant, 1996 Rank
California $607 4
New York $606 6
Texas $197 48
Florida $318 37
Illinois $396 26

Starting in the late 1980s and early 1990s, federal waivers introduced
an additional source of state variation in the AFDC program.  Before
that time, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services rarely
granted waivers, and those early waivers each enacted only a few program
changes.  The number of waivers granted began to increase during the
Bush administration and then rose rapidly under Clinton.  In 1988, only
five states had waivers; by 1996, 40 states had waivers approved, and
another six had waivers pending or under development.  The average
number of program changes per waiver also rose, from two in 1986–
1991 to nine in 1996.  Whereas the earliest waivers had been granted to
allow formal experiments testing alternative program elements for federal
policy, by the mid-1990s waivers devolved program authority to the state
as innovators for welfare reform (Boehnen and Corbett, 1996).

The CEA (1997) focused on six major categories of waiver
provisions.  In their simplest form, they can be described as follows:

• Termination time limits eliminated benefits to either the entire
family or just the adult recipients after a given duration of
receiving benefits.

• Work requirement time limits provided benefits to adults after
the time limit only if they complied with work requirements.

• Family caps prevented the grant from increasing (or put
restrictions on the additional support) when an additional child
was born into an AFDC household.

• JOBS exemptions waivers narrowed (or in a few cases expanded)
the categories of recipients exempted from participating in the
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Job Opportunities and Basic Skills (JOBS) training program, a
requirement of the 1988 Family Support Act.

• JOBS sanctions waivers increased the penalties for
noncompliance with JOBS, typically by imposing full-family
sanctions (terminating the grant for all family members).

• Earnings disregard waivers allowed families to keep one-third of
their earnings rather than having their grant reduced dollar for
dollar with additional earnings.

Appendix Table A.1 recreates the CEA list of waiver provisions by
state.   Table 2.2 lists the types of statewide waivers in our five example
states as of August 1996.

California had two major statewide waivers in place by August 1996.
It had a waiver to increase the earnings disregard by ending the time
limit on the “$30 and a third” rule, which allowed families to keep one-
third of their additional earnings.  The state also had a waiver requiring
that adults participate in community work experience if they received
AFDC for 22 out of 24 months.  Not included in this table is the state’s
family cap waiver.  This waiver was approved in August 1996 but
implemented only as part of the state’s TANF program, so it is not
counted in the pre-TANF period.

Among our example states, Florida and Illinois also had major
waivers in the years leading up to PRWORA.   Florida had one of the
earliest and most severe termination time limits, limiting AFDC receipt
to 24 months out of any 60-month period, starting in 1994.  On the
other hand, it had an earned income disregard of over 50 percent, similar

Table 2.2

Waivers Granted Before August 1996

State

Termina-
tion Time

Limits

Work Re-
quirements
Time Limits

Family
Caps

JOBS Ex-
emptions

JOBS
Sanctions

Earnings
Disregard

California Y Y
New York
Texas
Florida Y Y
Illinois Y Y Y Y Y
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to California’s under the TANF program.  Illinois was one of six states
with waivers in at least five of the six CEA categories.  These included a
two-thirds earnings disregard, a 24-month time limit for recipients with
older children, a work requirement after one year, full-family sanctions
after the fourth instance of noncooperation, and a family cap.1

State-Level Welfare Policies Under PRWORA
The passage of PRWORA fundamentally changed the American

welfare system, moving cash welfare assistance from a federal program to
a series of state programs partially funded through federal block grants.
These block grants have some important strings attached.  States must
meet a “maintenance of effort” requirement, continuing to fund
programs for low-income families at 70 to 80 percent of the level funded
under AFDC.  TANF still requires that families include a minor child.
Benefits paid using federal funds are time-limited, and states must ensure
that a sizable share of recipients work or participate in work-related
activities.

Nevertheless, PRWORA basically devolves control of welfare to the
states.  As a result, state TANF regulations now vary on a number of
different dimensions, including whether welfare is an entitlement, how
income and assets are treated, what family members count in
determining eligibility, and what activities for how many hours count as
meeting work participation requirements.2  Perhaps the most important
distinctions have to do with the sanction policies, the generosity of
benefits, work requirements, and time limits—the same key components
that showed up in welfare waivers.  Appendix Table A.2 shows our
categorization of states on these four dimensions.

Table 2.3, which shows key TANF features for our comparison
states, demonstrates much of the range of state policies in the postreform
era.  California has the third highest maximum grant in the nation and
____________ 

1Florida’s time limit waiver policy applied in eight counties and Illinois’s waivers
made statewide program changes.

2A detailed listing of state regulations on most major elements of TANF (as well as
other assistance programs) is provided through the State Policy Documentation Project at
http://www.spdp.org.
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Table 2.3

Selected TANF Program Features

State
Maximum

Granta
Earnings
Limitb

Immediate
Work Re-
quirement

Full-Family
Sanction

Lifetime
Limit

(months)
California $626 $1,477 60 (adults)
New York $577 $1,157 60c

Texas $197 $317 Y 60
Florida $303 $806 Y Immediate 48
Illinois $377 $1,131 Eventual 60

aFor a family of three with no earnings.
bFor a family of three in 13th month of earnings.
cAfter 60 months, the grant continues but 80 percent becomes a noncash basis.

the highest income cutoff for aid receipt.  At the opposite extreme, Texas
has the fourth lowest grant and the third lowest income cutoff.  Illinois
combines a relatively low grant with a generous earnings disregard,
creating a high income cutoff.   On other features, New York has the
lowest penalties for noncompliance and remaining on aid.  Like
California recipients, New York recipients do not face full-family
sanctions.  After 60 months, California removes the adults from the
grant, but New York continues the grant, although most of it is
converted to noncash payments such as rental vouchers.  In contrast,
Florida has an immediate full-family sanction (Illinois has a milder
sanction to start and then escalates to a full-family sanction), and a 48-
month lifetime limit on receiving aid.

For simplicity, it is helpful to summarize state policies by grouping
states according to their benefit generosity and sanction policies.  We
define three levels of benefit generosity (see Table 2.4).  Low benefit
means that a recipient would no longer qualify for benefits if he or she
fulfilled the participation requirement by working at a minimum wage
for the minimum number of hours.  High benefit means that the income
cutoff for a family of three is at least $1,000 per month in earnings and
the maximum grant is at least $400.  Benefits that do not meet the low
or the high criteria, such as those in Illinois, are classified as moderate.
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Table 2.4

Categorization of TANF Program Parameters

Program Characteristic
Classified as: Sanctions Benefits
High Full-family sanctiona at first

instance of noncompliance
Earned income cutoff > $1,000 and

maximum benefit > $400 per month
Moderate Full-family sanction at later

instance of noncompliance
Earned income cutoff < $1,000 or

maximum benefit < $400 per month
Low No full-family sanction Maximum grant < federal minimum

wage earnings at minimum hours
require to count for federal
participation standards

aGrant terminated or suspended for all adults and all children in aid unit.

Similarly, we group sanction policies into three categories, where a low
sanction state never applies full-family sanctions; a moderate sanction
state starts with partial grant sanctions and escalates to termination of the
entire family; and a high sanction state applies full-family sanctions
immediately.

Table 2.5 assigns all 50 states and the District of Columbia to nine
benefit generosity-sanction severity categories.  The upper left corner
represents the most generous states on these two dimensions; the lower
right corner represents the least generous.  Our five states fall into four
different cells.  California and New York are both in the upper left.
Florida is a moderate benefit but high sanction state; Texas is a low
benefit and low sanction state.  Illinois is in the middle on both
dimensions.  We will return to this categorization in our empirical
findings on postreform recipiency rates in Chapter 6.

Summary
To understand how welfare policies affect state performance in

reducing welfare recipiency, we need to consider the role of state policy
differences both before and after welfare reform.  Before the passage of
PRWORA, state variation derived from differences in the maximum
grant levels and from the application of federal waivers to AFDC
regulations.  By 1996, most states had at least one waiver in effect,
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Table 2.5

Categorization of State TANF Programs by Sanction Policies
and Benefit Generosity

Sanctions

Generosity of Benefit

Low (14 states
and the District
of Columbia)

Moderate
(22 states)

High
(14 states)

High
(14 states)

Alaska
California
Hawaii
Maine
New Hampshire
New York
Rhode Island
Washington

Oregon
Connecticut
Massachusetts
Utah
Vermont

Wisconsin

Moderate
(19 states and the
District of Columbia)

District of
Columbia

Indiana
Minnesota
Montana

Arkansas
Illinois
Iowa
Nevada
New Jersey
New Mexico
North Dakota
Pennsylvania
South Dakota

Florida
Kansas
Michigan
Nebraska
Ohio
Oklahoma
Virginia

Low
(17 states)

Kentucky
Missouri
Texas

Alabama
Arizona
Colorado
Delaware
Georgia
Louisiana
North Carolina
West Virginia

Idaho
Maryland
Mississippi
South Carolina
Tennessee
Wyoming

waiving federal rules in the areas of time limits, sanctions, exemptions
from work and training requirements, family caps, or earnings disregards.
These same areas cover many of the important distinctions in state
TANF policies since welfare reform, although the states have much more
flexibility in how and to whom these policies apply.
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percent.  Our analysis in Chapters 5 and 6 examines the degree to which
these differences in low-skilled wage growth explain any of the changes in
recipiency rates during the 1990s.

Demographic Trends
In examining California’s caseload trends (MaCurdy, Mancuso, and

O’Brien-Strain, 2000), we identified two demographic factors that
appeared to influence California’s welfare recipiency rates:  nonmarital
births and immigration status as it related to the Immigration Reform
and Control Act of 1986 (IRCA).  Recognizing that the California
experience may not be typical, we examine in this section the relative
magnitude of these demographic factors for the country as a whole and
for our example states.

The nonmarital birth rate factor is clearly linked to welfare
recipiency rates, given that the absence of a parent has traditionally been
a criterion for welfare eligibility.  As Figure 3.5 illustrates, the nonmarital
birth rate in the United States and in California (measured as number of
births to unmarried women per 1,000 women aged 15 to 44) was
climbing in the early 1990s—the continuation of a trend established
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Figure 3.5—Nonmarital Birth Rates, 1985–1998


