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ABSTRACT: 
Studies since the 1996 welfare reform found caseload reductions and little improvements in well 
being. This paper provides qualitative analysis of program experiences a decade later. From 
telephone interviews of Michigan recipients, we observed that respondents' identify one of four 
combinations of needs for services. They highlighted unmet needs for further education, health-
related challenges, interim unemployment-related services, or concrete help with cyclical low 
wage work. The depth and duration of joblessness and hardship of the Recession and recent 
state-level cutbacks underscore the urgency of client-driven policy guidelines to address the 
diverse challenges of low income families. 
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Title:  We’re Not All Deadbeat Parents: Welfare Recipient Voices on Unmet Service Needs   
 
 

Introduction 
 

 Many scholars have assessed that the primary goal of the 1996 welfare reform was to 

move people off of the welfare rolls and into employment, rather than alleviate poverty (Morgen, 

Acker, & Weigt, 2010; Seccombe, 2007; Hays, 2002). This goal has been largely realized, as the 

number of individuals receiving cash welfare in an average month fell since the passage of the 

Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) in 1996 from 4.5 

million families (12.6 million recipients) to 1.8 million families (4.3 million recipients) in FY 

2010 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2011).  

Despite the high levels of poverty at the end of this decade (the official poverty rate in 

2010 was 15.1%, the highest since 1994) and a twofold increase in the number of unemployed 

individuals in the U.S. between 2007 and 2009 (Pavetti, Trisi, & Schott, 2011), the number of 

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) recipients remained relatively stable over the 

same time period. This indicates that many individuals and families who need financial help are 

not turning to cash assistance.  Indeed, a lower proportion of poor families with children 

participated in TANF in 2008 than in 1996, despite the presence of an economic recession in 

2008 (Zedlewski & Golden, 2010).  

Simultaneously, however, food stamp usage increased 45% between 2007 and 2009 

(Pavetti, Trisi, & Schott, 2011), demonstrating that many families are experiencing serious 

material hardship. In 2008, 1.2 million low-income women were considered “disconnected” – 

unemployed and not receiving TANF or SSI (Loprest & Nichols, 2011). Since the onset of the 

Great Recession, the number of disconnected women has likely increased, given the growing 

poverty rate and continuing high unemployment.  It is for these disconnected individuals that 
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TANF might have been an important safety net, especially because the majority of these 

individuals were disconnected due to job loss, not the loss of TANF benefits (Loprest & Nichols, 

2011).  

As Morgen, Acker, and Weigt (2010) note, there is a clear need for a “restored, stronger, 

and more accessible” social and economic safety net (p. 7). Yet, the lack of a significant TANF 

caseload increase during the Great Recession as poverty and unemployment are rising suggests 

that many needy families who are likely eligible are not participating.  In this paper, we examine 

how TANF recipients in 2007, immediately prior to the Great Recession, assessed the program’s 

responsiveness to their needs.  Through in-depth telephone interviews of welfare recipients in 

Michigan, we found that 38 out of 50 participants, or 75% of our sample, believed TANF was 

not meeting their needs. We argue that a key reason so many clients were not satisfied with their 

experiences in the system is because this version of TANF, like the majority of state programs, 

utilizes a “one-size-fits-all” model, where clients either participate in a “Work First” track or are 

deferred or exempted from participation altogether1.  This model does not respond to the widely 

varying circumstances (and often multiple and diverse types of barriers to work) of recipients or 

low-income jobless families more generally.  Our respondents’ self-assessments suggest that 

impoverished single parent families may be better served through a variety of interventions, and 

TANF as currently delivered largely misses the mark of what these women feel is needed to help 

their families move up the economic ladder.  

This is not an altogether new argument, as others have asserted that an effective safety 

net should take into account the multiple needs of low income families instead of providing a 

narrow work search approach (Pavetti, 2011; Strawn, 2010; Mallon & Stevens, 2010; Morgen, 

                                                 
1 Although, as Pavetti (2011) notes, very few recipients are exempted indefinitely – most either are expected to work or become 
disconnected if they are unable to qualify for Social Security disability.  
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Acker, and Weigt, 2010; Kissane, 2008). Rather, our contribution is the creation of a specific 

framework that is reflective of women’s own assessments that policymakers and local officials 

should consider in designing a more diversified and responsive set of benefits and services.  We 

find that most of our respondents (50 out of 52) can be grouped into one of four categories based 

on the primary barriers they reported and the particular bundle of services they felt would be 

most helpful. These client-suggested services are both practical and feasible; they are also 

consistent with innovations reported in the welfare-to-work policy research that were occurring 

just prior to the Great Recession.  We believe that by considering the diversity of needs 

identified by these parents, services could be envisioned to target the wide range of issues that 

low-income families face. While some policy makers continue to focus on reducing welfare 

reliance (Haskins, 2007), alternative models of components of the safety net could aim to match 

effective supports to family-identified needs and thereby provide more effective help to families.  

In this paper, we first review the relevant literature on welfare recipient perspectives, 

clarify the state policy context for this study, and describe our research design. We then present 

findings on how the recipients’ diverse needs and experiences related to their sense of the 

deficiencies and promises of the program. We discuss these respondents’ ideas for services and 

how these are consistent with the research evidence on alternatives to narrowly structured 

welfare-to-work models. Finally, we discuss the expanded need for tailored or supplemental cash 

welfare programs to better meet the diverse self-assessed needs of low-income families.    

Previous Research on Recipient Perspectives 

Although there has been a great deal of research on the effects of PRWORA, only a 

handful of studies have focused on clients’ views of welfare programs after 1996, assessments of 

their needs, and whether clients believe the programs addressed these needs. These studies 
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utilized focus groups, in depth interviews, and survey data and documented that recipients (a) 

report high levels of dissatisfaction with the welfare system2 and (b) often have multiple, 

complex barriers that impede their welfare-to-work progress. While a number of qualitative 

studies explored the lives of low-income individuals on public assistance (Seccombe, 2007; 

Reimer, 2001; Shirk, Bennet, & Aber, 1999; Dodson, 1999), we were specifically interested in 

those that focused on (a) recipients’ perspectives on the welfare system itself and (b) recipients’ 

perspectives after the passage of welfare reform in 1996.  

Recipients have reported that the welfare system does not do enough to meet their needs 

(Morgen, Acker, & Weigt, 2010; Kissane, 2008; Scott et al., 2004; Anderson & Van Hoy, 2006; 

Boushey, 2002; Hays, 2002).  In particular, recipients have noted that programs are unable to 

resolve the tension they experience between managing family responsibilities and financial needs 

(Boushey, 2002; Kissane, 2008; Morgen, Acker, & Weigt, 2010). They also noted that welfare-

to-work activities are a waste of time and are unlikely to prepare them for (or result in) paid 

employment (Kissane, 2008; Morgen, Acker, & Weigt, 2010). Finally, studies of current and 

former recipients across the country indicated that respondents have a wide range of barriers to 

employment and that those who made the most employment gains after the 1996 reform reported 

fewer barriers (Danziger & Seefeldt, 2000; Danziger et al., 2000; Scott, Edin, London & 

Kissane, 2004; Dworsky & Courtney, 2007; Siegel & Abbott, 2007; Pandey, Porterfield, Choi-

Ko, & Yoon, 2003).  

The Policy Context 

                                                 
2 This is not always the case, as some researchers (Hays, 2002, for example) found that many of the welfare 
recipients they interviewed had positive things to say about welfare reform. However, these recipients were often 
talking about the ideas underlying welfare reform in general - that recipients should work, for example – as opposed 
to their own personal experiences with the program. It is also important to note that Hays’ respondents were 
interviewed in the late 1990s when the economy was strong and there was a sense of national enthusiasm for the 
reform of the welfare system, as well as a large influx of cash to local programs that enabled them to spend 
generously on clients (Hays, p. 118).  Indeed, many of Hays’ respondents said they appreciated the program because 
they received tangible goods, such as assistance with transportation, computer classes, or childcare.   
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The first decade after the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 

Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) ushered in a great deal of consistent research findings on welfare 

recipient barriers and the lack of long-term economic progress of welfare leavers (Loprest & 

Nichols, 2011; Pavetti, 2011; Mallon & Stevens, 2010; Danziger, 2010; Edin & Kissane, 2010). 

As caseloads continued to plummet, some states began to alter their welfare-to-work programs. 

In Michigan, for example, the Governor sought to revamp the state’s Work First program in 

2004.3  The resulting Jobs, Education and Training (JET) pilot program began in four sites across 

the state in April 2006,4 while Michigan’s economy was experiencing a continuous decline in 

employment, prior to the recession that spread across the nation in late 2007.5  

 The JET pilot program toughened the consequences of noncompliance6 by increasing the 

length of sanctions (from 30 to 90 days for the first offense and from 90 days to one year for the 

second offense). The program also introduced a set of tools and procedures intended to funnel 

clients with diverse needs into different program pathways, rather than universally refer all 

applicants to Work First. An implementation study of the JET pilot found, however, that with the 

exception of increased sanctions and the newly legislated time limits, many of the alternative 

services were being implemented sporadically or not at all.  The pilot program continued to 

operate largely as a Work First model (Danziger, Karb, & Wiederspan, 2007).   

Methods 
Design  

                                                 
3 Interestingly, Michigan was one of only six states that did not have a time limit on its welfare benefits after the 
passage of PRWORA (Danziger, 2010); after a client had been on welfare for five years, the state used its own funds 
to continue providing benefits to clients. In 2006, the Michigan legislature voted to enact a 48-month lifetime limit 
on benefits and the new time limits went into effect in 2007. 
4 Michigan’s TANF program is operated by the state’s Department of Human Services and called the Family 
Independence Program (FIP); the cash benefit is referred to as the FIP grant. 
5 Between September 2007 and September 2008, during our interview period, Michigan’s unemployment rate grew 
overall from 7.3% to 8.7%. 
6 This reform was passed legislatively through the state and The Deficit Reduction Act of 2005, P.L. 109-171, Feb. 
8, 2006. 
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 We designed a semi-structured telephone interview to document how clients experienced 

the JET pilot in the geographically dispersed areas of the state where it was rolled out: three 

largely urban areas, in Kent County, Oakland County, and the Glendale-Trumbull office in 

Detroit, and one rural area, Sanilac County. Because the pilot program was spread across four 

areas in the state, telephone interviews were the most feasible and cost-beneficial method of data 

collection. We developed a survey instrument with open-ended questions to capture client 

program experiences and perceived needs and structured questions on demographics, income, 

employment, education and training, and selected brief screening scales on mental, physical, and 

material well-being. We chose to include some measures of hardships, health and mental health 

status, and other potential barriers to work and well-being because of their validity, high 

prevalence among low-income single mothers, associations with welfare-to-work outcomes in 

previous studies, alignment with policy goals, and brevity appropriate for telephone-based 

interview methods (Danziger et al, 2000; Danziger, 2010; Acs & Loprest, 2005).  

Sample Selection and Study Participants 

 We aimed to contact by telephone a random sample of recipients identified from 

administrative records provided by the Michigan Department of Human Services (DHS) of 

active adult cases in June 2007 in the four pilot sites. We focused on cases with administrative 

participation codes that signaled potentially different program experiences: those coded as (1) 

referred to a workforce agency, (2) meeting work requirements through full-time employment, or 

(3) deferred from participation in work activities but subject to other requirements. Because 

recipients in the first two groups have (theoretically) had the most experience with program 

services, we oversampled these two groups and under sampled among the deferred population.  

This is a valid approach given that the deferred population had typically been receiving cash 
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assistance for a longer period of time than the average client referred to Work First in the pilot 

(an average of 6 months or longer in our population).  Due to our expected small sample size and 

allocation by administrative code, we chose not to selectively sample based on race or gender. 

We aimed for up to 100 survey participants and assumed a low rate of success in making 

contact with people from the administrative database.  We assumed that for many of these 

families, the provided address and phone number would be incorrect or out of service by the time 

we made contact several months later (given possible frequent moves and/or disruption in 

telephone service of the poor).  We sent all individuals on the list a recruitment letter, which 

conveyed that we received respondent names from the state’s listing and that the goal of the 

interview was to learn about “customers’ experiences” with the cash assistance program.  Given 

the public stigma attached to welfare receipt, we assumed some reticence to be interviewed or 

distrust of the independence of the university-based research. 

We drew a random list of 200 names and sorted them in each of the 12 subgroups based 

on pilot site and administrative codes (“Kent County Referred,” “Sanilac County Deferred,” etc).  

A total of 193 individuals were sent letters. Of these 193 recipients, we failed to contact 115 

individuals, despite repeated mail and telephone attempts.  Some letters were returned as 

“address unknown,” many people had disconnected phone numbers, and others did not answer 

multiple efforts (10 or more) to call them.  

Of the 78 individuals with whom contact was made, we completed 52 telephone 

interviews, or 67%. Of the 26 people we did not interview, six refused to participate and nine 

never spoke to the interviewer even though the phone number was correct (the interviewer spoke 

with another family member, friend, or resident.). The other 11 individuals expressed interest in 

participation, but did not follow through to complete the interview.  Study participants 
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represented the full range of types of cases across all four pilot sites.7 Interviews were conducted 

between October 2007 and May 2008.  

Our participants had a diverse range of characteristics similar to welfare caseloads in 

Michigan and in the U.S. as a whole over this period of time.  Just over half of our respondents 

were African American (52%, 27 of 52) and most of the other participants were white, although 

a few participants described their racial/ethnic background as Latina, multi racial, Assyrian, 

“mostly” white, Native American/German/Irish, and “other.” One person declined to give their 

race and/or ethnicity. The sample included three fathers. Age of respondents may be relevant for 

amount of prior work experience or education, and 52% of our sample (27 of 52 people) were 

under age 30.  Sixty-two percent of our respondents (32 of 52 people) were primarily 

unemployed and the same proportion was still receiving cash assistance; by definition, most of 

our sample had not yet made the welfare-to-work transition. Many studies highlight that low 

education and health or mental health problems are associated with difficulty meeting welfare 

program work requirements (Shook Slack et al., 2007; Danziger & Seefeldt, 2003). Thirty-three 

percent of our respondents (17 of 52 people) lacked a high school diploma and 31% (16 of 52 

people) reported either health problems or psychological distress.8  

Research Instrument 

                                                 
7 The respondents represented all 4 of the pilot sites; of the 52 completed interviews, 13 (25%) were from the 
Wayne/Detroit district office, 20 (38%) from Kent County, 12 (23%) from Oakland district office and 7 (13%) from 
Sanilac County.   
8 Except for the health and mental health status of recipients, comparisons on these indicators in the national and 
statewide 2005-2006 caseload are available from federal administrative statistics (U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services Administration for Children and Families, 2006). For example, the proportion of adult recipients 
who were African American in the U.S. was 37.2%; in Michigan, the proportion was 47.5%. The proportions under 
age 30 were 55.7% and 47.2%, respectively.  The proportion that had less than 12 years of education was 53.8% 
nationally and in Michigan, 54.9%.  The percent of adult recipients that was not working in that year was 88% 
nationally and 74% in Michigan.  
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Once individuals agreed to be interviewed, informed consent was obtained using IRB-

approved methods. The interviews averaged an hour and ranged in length from 30 minutes to 

almost two hours.  Participants were reimbursed for their time with a $30 gift certificate.  

The research instrument was designed to capture as much of the program experience and 

personal, family, and background context as deemed relevant to the planned adaptations to Work 

First, but within the constraints of the telephone format.  The open-ended questions about 

program experiences explored participants’ views on whether they benefited from the program 

and their expectations about their economic future.  Participants were asked how comfortable 

they felt talking to their caseworkers and how useful these conversations were. We asked if they 

expected to receive cash assistance in the following year, what they hoped to be doing in five 

years, and what their biggest challenges were in paying for their needs. Finally, clients were 

asked whether and how the welfare program helped families.  

We assessed respondents’ physical health with the self-rated health question from the SF-

12 Health Survey (Ware, Snow, Kosinski, & Gandek, 1993), a short and reliable measure of 

health status often used as a health screening tool.  Mental health risk was assessed using the 

brief K-6 screening tool (Kessler et al., 2003) that is commonly used to assist service providers 

in detecting a possible mental health condition.9 Child health was evaluated using questions from 

standardized survey measures included in data such as the National Longitudinal Survey of 

Youth (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2002). Substance use was screened using the CAGE (Ewing, 

1984), a brief survey frequently used to assess drug and alcohol problems. We assessed material 

hardship by asking how difficult it was to live on one’s current household income and whether, 

in the next month, the respondent expected to face actual material hardships, such as inadequate 

                                                 
9 We recognize that a number of poverty and employment researchers utilize the CES-D scale to detect possible 
mental health risks (see Iverson and Armstrong, 2007), but we were concerned that using a 20 question screening on 
a telephone interview would be unreliably long for respondents. 
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food, housing, or medical care. Finally, individuals reported their age, race, marital status, and 

their participation in other state benefit programs.10  

Data Analysis 

The calls were taped and the surveys transcribed verbatim.  The study team reviewed the 

transcripts and coded them for the full range of attitudes, characteristics, and experiences 

reported in both the in-depth and structured information in the interview. Two members of our 

research team read through the transcripts, coding interviews line by line for the factors that 

might impact client experiences with the welfare system. The third team member reviewed the 

coding and transcripts when discrepancies or inconsistencies arose in order to obtain consensus.  

For the analysis, we focused on how participants characterized their employment and 

education history, the issues and constraints they identified as their biggest challenges, their 

experience of health, mental health, food insecurity and material hardships, their stated goals, 

and the degree to which they felt the program was helpful in meeting those needs and goals. 

Most of the coding for the closed-ended questions, such as their educational attainment, the 

length of their work history and welfare receipt, and whether they had children at a young age 

was relatively straightforward.  Coding the open-ended questions was often more subjective, 

however, as some of the participants’ responses were more open to interpretation.  For example, 

one area of specific interest for us was whether clients were generally satisfied or unsatisfied 

with their experiences in the program and the degree to which it met their needs. Some 

individuals might have had positive experiences with one case worker but believed the job search 

                                                 
10 Due to time constraints, their sensitive nature, and the difficulties of obtaining reliable screening data over the 
telephone, we chose not to include more detailed measures of well-being that have been studied in families 
transitioning from welfare to work. We did not directly assess child behavior problems (Duncan & Chase-Lansdale, 
2001; Johnson, Kalil, & Dunifon 2010) or domestic violence  (Raphael, 1999; Tolman & Raphael, 2000). Several of 
our respondents brought up experiences of domestic violence in the course of the interview but even in these few 
cases, clients did not indicate that the abuse was a primary issue in their current lives; thus, we did not identify 
domestic violence as criterion for classification in our typology. 
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activities provided by the program were unhelpful.  In such cases, the research team read through 

the transcripts separately and together and discussed how each individual’s response should be 

coded. Due to the complexity and range of individuals’ experiences, the study team revisited the 

coding multiple times in order to ensure agreement across coders. The codes for each respondent 

were then entered into a matrix and, as a group, the research team examined whether any overall 

themes emerged among the participants in terms of their articulated needs.  

Based on these analytic processes, we identified four thematic groupings of respondents 

that seemed to fairly characterize all but two of 52 participants.  While respondents often had 

multiple needs, each of the four categories represents a distinctive bundle of top priority 

concerns that were most salient to respondents and against which they calibrated their program 

experiences.  Respondents were distributed fairly evenly across the four profiles, with the 

exception of a relatively smaller third category.  The final two respondents faced so many 

challenges that we could not prioritize one type of thematic needs over any of the others for 

them.   These multiply challenged recipients are omitted from the following analysis.  

Our goal in developing these thematic clusters was not to reify a certain ‘type’ of welfare 

recipient, but rather to demonstrate the shared and differing challenges and needs expressed by 

our respondents. While welfare and other low-income support programs cannot be individually 

tailored to fit the needs of every client, we argue that examining clusters of self-assessed needs 

from a systematic caseload-drawn sample can reveal patterns of need within a wide range of 

recipients across the caseload.  We further suggest that these subjectively assessed unmet and 

met needs have important implications for understanding experiences of a wider swath of 

economically needy families who may be eligible for but not receiving assistance in the 

continuing caseload decline and current economic downturn.  
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Findings 

Categories of Need 

We found that recipients fell into the following four categories characterized by the 

prevalence and primacy of issues reported by respondents and the types of services they felt 

would best respond to their concerns: 1) Education First, 2) Health-related Challenges, 3) New 

Poor, and 4) Chronic Working Poor.11 Table 1 provides the number of respondents within each 

category of need and the frequency of particular social attributes prevalent in national caseloads. 

These attributes represent risks for economic well-being: age (under age 30), education (had 

neither a high school diploma nor GED), unemployed at the time of the interview, currently 

receiving cash welfare, and met screening criteria for either a health or mental health problem. 

Such structured indicators were part of the comparisons we made across groups and were used in 

conjunction with the qualitative information participants provided about their well-being and the 

program’s contribution to their situation. This section discusses the unique needs and 

experiences of respondents by category. 

Category One: Education First. 

This subgroup includes 17 respondents who were single mothers in their 20s and early 

30s. They typically had their first child when they were teenagers, most between the ages of 15 

and 17. A number of the individuals in this category had not obtained a GED or high school 

degree, although several had acquired some post-secondary education.  As shown in Table 1, 

respondents in Category One were younger, had lower levels of education, and were more likely 

                                                 
11 These groupings did not necessarily correspond to the respondent’s administrative participation code that was in 
her welfare record at the time of the sample selection.  For example, a recipient who was coded in the administrative 
data as working in the month of June 2007 could have left the program and stopped working by the time of the 
interview in fall 2007.  
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to be unemployed and receiving cash assistance than other sample members. In comparison to 

other respondents, they tended to have a lower average level of hardship (see Table 2). 

Recipients who fit this profile expressed strong interest in further education and training; 

they stressed that this was their best chance at qualifying for jobs that would foster financial 

independence.  Without financial and child care assistance, however, they saw full-time school 

or vocational training as unachievable.  Most of these respondents found the welfare program’s 

primary emphasis on job search unhelpful. They felt the program was unable to deliver on its 

(and their) education and training goals given the limited time allotted for training and the few 

available opportunities, such as short term GED tutoring or referrals to Certified Nurse’s Aid 

training. A common sentiment was frustration about the lack and inflexibility of educational 

options. For example, one respondent with a high school degree hoped to take business classes 

but was unable to select her activities. She explained, “It just seemed like I was getting pushed 

wherever.  Wherever there was room, you got thrown into the class.”12 

The following profile highlights ‘Whitney,’ a 27-year-old African American woman from 

Wayne County who typifies a Category One Education First respondent. 

  Whitney left school after completing the 11th grade and had four children under the 
age of eight.  In the last few years, she worked at a factory and in customer service with 
hours that varied by the week. She reported interest in returning to school but her 
unreliable work schedule and lack of childcare made this difficult.  She explained, “I’m 
trying to go back to school, but at the same time I have to take care of my children.  
That’s why I’ve been looking for another job just so I can get steady hours.  It’s gonna 
be easier for me to go to school because with these job hours every which way, I might 

                                                 
12 Respondents’ appraisals of these limits were consistent with federal regulations in the 2005 Deficit Reduction Act, 
which does not include GED preparation as a ‘core’ work activity for individuals receiving cash assistance.  Thus, 
participants could only work on their GED or obtain Adult Basic Education if they were also working or doing other 
‘countable’ work activities for 20 hours a week (if they had a child under age six) or 30 hours a week (if they had a 
child over age six) (Person, Pavetti, and Max, 2008).  Because many of the participants had young children or were 
single parents, it was difficult for them to obtain basic education when they also had to complete 20-30 hours of core 
work activities. And, childcare was only subsidized during TANF mandated activities or while working. These 
difficulties of many low-income parents in securing childcare have been documented in previous literature (see, for 
example, Basta, 2007).  
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close tomorrow and open the next day.” Whitney hoped to get her GED and some 
college experience to obtain a better paying job. 
 According to Whitney, her welfare caseworker thoroughly explained the available 
opportunities, but she had struggled to actually obtain assistance with childcare because 
the state delayed processing the application and her provider refused to continue caring 
for her child without payment. Whitney expressed needing appropriate tools to move up 
in the job market such as further education and childcare supports and she felt that the 
welfare program should but failed to provide them. 
  

Category 2: Health-related Challenges. 

A second group of 12 participants included mostly older mothers in their 30s and 40s 

who reported multiple personal and family health, mental health, or disability-related needs that 

prevented or limited their ability to work.  Respondents in this category tended to be more 

educated, but also more likely to be unemployed and receiving cash assistance (Table 1). They 

also reported some of the highest levels of need, such as difficulty living on their current income 

and degree of expected future hardships (Table 2).   

 These women expressed needing longer-term financial assistance and comprehensive 

services, particularly disability benefits and services as well as medical care. Unlike respondents 

in Category One, the basic unmet needs of Category Two respondents made it impossible for 

them to worry about educational and employment obstacles such as childcare and transportation. 

The program’s planned emphasis on vocational services was designed to be more responsive to 

health barriers than a strictly Work First approach, yet many respondents continued to be missed 

and not tracked toward these support programs.  None had been successful in their applications 

for SSI/SSDI and only a small proportion had been referred to vocational rehabilitation.  

One respondent described her struggle with this process: “I applied for disability twice, 

twice I got denied, I think this is my second or third time trying, I don’t even know for sure.  But, 

yeah, they denied me and said I could work part time. I couldn’t do the work I used to do. I’m on 

the waiting list for that [social security] hearing. It’s a bunch of stuff that’s occurred, like my 
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back and my bones and my feet and…I had a lot of crazy spills and falls.”  Only a handful of 

respondents with this profile expected to be able to return to work in the near future. ‘Stephanie,’ 

a 47-year-old white woman from Oakland County, was representative of Category Two 

respondents in her complex set of problems. Like others, she had applied for SSI/SSDI.  

 ‘Stephanie’ had been on and off welfare for approximately 25 years. She had a 
high school diploma in business. She suffered from a number of health conditions 
including a back injury, balance problems, anxiety and depression, and chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease.  As a result, she had difficulty breathing and was often 
unable to function through the day.  She explained, “When I am in my depression, 
which I have been a lot in the last 30 days, it’s an effort just to get up out of the bed.”  
Her anxiety caused her distress and made it challenging to complete everyday tasks, 
such as filling out forms or seeking much-needed services.  She reported, 
“Sometimes…I feel like all my brain cells are not working or not getting enough 
oxygen.” 
 At the time of the interview, Stephanie was deferred from work activities. She 
received $400 per month in cash assistance, plus food stamps and Medicaid.  Her 
SSI/SSDI application had recently been denied and she was in the appeal process.  
Acknowledging that it could take more than a year, Stephanie explained, “It’s more or 
less…a waiting game now.”  Stephanie voiced frustration that her welfare workers were 
skeptical of her disability and too quick to sanction clients for noncompliance.  

 
Category 3: New Poor.  

The four respondents in Category Three were unique in the sample as recent first time 

applicants to cash assistance, parents with few personal challenges, and fairly strong records of 

prior work history. While this was a small subset of our 2007 respondents, they may represent 

“the canary in the coal mine,” the first wave of a growing proportion of recently impoverished 

families who may turn to welfare programs for interim assistance during the Great Recession.  

As shown in Table 1, these respondents were older, more educated, and healthier than other 

sample members. Their levels of financial and material need were relatively average for the 

sample, although they reported higher-than-average levels of food insecurity (Table 2). 

Possessing prior job stability and skills, Category Three clients had, for the first time in their 

adult lives, been jobless or sporadically employed for so long that they had finally sought cash 
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assistance as a last resort.  They reported the need for a better labor market, jobs with decent pay, 

and financial counseling to get back on their feet.  They did not find the required job search 

activities or the push to accept a minimum wage, entry-level job to be helpful.  As one 

respondent described, “They shouldn’t expect someone to take a minimum wage job in this 

economy.  It’s not going to get them off assistance, especially if they have children.  If the goal is 

to get them independent of the system, this won’t work – they will be right back.” 

The welfare program did not address this group’s obstacles of labor market conditions 

and structural economic problems, nor did these individuals report that their workers were 

particularly aware of these aspects of their situation.  Several families in our sample were 

considering moving out of state to find work. ‘Melanie’ was a 46-year-old African American 

woman from Kent County with two children.  Like other Category Three respondents, she had a 

college degree and a history of steady employment.  Melanie and two other recipients in this 

category were currently employed, but they settled for either part-time work or a substantial pay 

cut in the face of the economic downturn, which made their financial situation tenuous. 

  ‘Melanie’ had a Bachelors degree in Criminal Justice. She had worked as a security 
guard for twelve years and was then employed as a para-professional.  For lack of better 
options, she recently accepted a position at a gas station earning $9 an hour. Melanie 
hoped to purchase health benefits from her employer but worried that she would not be 
able to afford them. Melanie was new to welfare; with many years of work experience 
and a college education, she rarely had difficulty getting or keeping a job.  Like many 
other workers in Michigan, however, she had struggled as of late.  She explained, “I’ve 
always had a job two or three years, you know, I’ve never had a problem getting one.  
And then the past couple years is the most times I’ve ever lost a job.”   
 Melanie expressed dissatisfaction with the welfare program. She explained, “I 
think they need to communicate more with us…when we’re not in trouble… When you 
do something wrong, they’re on you.  But when you need their help, they tend to take 
time.  I mean…they got a million people, and…you’d at least like to know they know 
you’re alive … I had to…be homeless in order to get total help.”  
 Melanie was not in need of ‘typical’ welfare to work services – resume building or 
other job search training – due to her education and work experience.  In the declining 
economy, Melanie needed public provision of supports for cash, healthcare, childcare, 
and food stamps to keep her head above water until the economy recovers.  She fully 
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expected that eventually, given her record of steady and skilled employment, she would 
be competitive for better employment as soon as the economy improved.  

 

Category 4: Chronic Working Poor. 

The fourth category included 17 individuals across the age spectrum of the sample, 

mostly in their early 30s, who had substantial work experience but very low job stability.  Many 

had only sporadic, part time or minimum wage work over recent years so they remained fairly 

continuously on cash assistance (see Table 1).  This subgroup of respondents was at particular 

risk as the focus of the state’s time limits that went into effect after 2007, since parents in this 

category tended to view the program as something they would repeatedly turn to in times of 

hardship. Category Four participants were very similar to Category One participants in their 

levels of material and financial hardship (Table 2). 

These respondents had a wider range of educational and employment experiences than 

people in the other categories. One recipient, for example, was trained as a medical assistant and 

was holding down two jobs to pay her bills. She was unable to obtain higher quality, stable 

employment, but did not plan on pursuing additional education. Another recipient in this 

category joined the labor force only two years prior to the interview despite being in her late 

forties. Similar to a “displaced homemaker,”13 this client turned to entry-level employment and 

cash assistance after her divorce. 

Despite having basic skills and education, this group of respondents had never been able 

to progress out of the lowest rungs of the labor market. They blamed their trouble with keeping 

                                                 
13 “Displaced homemakers” are typically defined as women who have been historically dependent on spouses for 
income and are no longer supported in this fashion, primarily because of death or divorce. See Yarbrough (1986) for 
a discussion of discrimination against displaced homemakers in the workforce; also see Michigan DELEG (n.d.) for 
a brief overview of Michigan’s Displaced Homemaker program. 



 

 19

or advancing in jobs on childcare problems14, challenges in the work environment, and unreliable 

transportation.  They described their situations as being mired or stuck in this cycle of juggling 

bad jobs yet needing assistance to get by. The unifying theme between these respondents, who 

had cycled between the low wage labor market and welfare programs, was their inability to 

escape episodic reliance on public sources of assistance. One client explained the cycle: “I didn’t 

have any money to pay my rent or my light and gas bills this month at all because I haven’t, I 

was laid off… every time I do get laid off, that’s what I have to do, go attend the orientation, so I 

can start going to classes the following week.” In the face of low wages and employment with 

little hope of advancement, these clients expressed needing regular concrete assistance with 

childcare, bus tokens, clothing, electrical bills, and/ automobile repairs to supplement their 

incomes.  They had no expectations of their lives vastly improving in the future.  There were a 

handful of respondents in this category who were pleased that the welfare program had funded 

such needed services as getting their utilities restored, fixing their car, or paying for childcare. 

The majority, however, felt that although their caseworkers spoke about offering such resources 

in theory, they rarely materialized in practice. Respondents also repeatedly discussed the 

impossibility of surviving on either the wages they were paid or the cash benefits they received. 

Despite a variety of money-making and saving strategies, they just did not have enough money 

available to make ends meet, and the welfare program only scratched the surface of this problem.  

 ‘Julie’ was a 26-year-old white woman from Oakland County. Although she was slightly 

younger than the average respondent in Category Four, her extensive and varied work history 

was shared with others in this category and included holding down multiple jobs simultaneously. 

                                                 
14 These childcare problems might include issues or delays in the state’s processing of the subsidies, the inability of 
the individuals to find available care during the second or third shift, or unreliable providers.  These respondents 
reported that these issues caused them to miss work and then lose their jobs.  
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Like others, Julie had encountered obstacles such as childcare and transportation but primarily 

expressed frustration with continually falling short of income.  

 ‘Julie’ was a high school graduate with two children.  She had been employed 
consistently since high school, first as a factory worker and then at a fast food chain.  
Hoping to pursue a more long-term career, she left fast food three years ago for a 
position in a group home with full benefits.  Despite her experience, Julie expressed 
struggling to make ends meet.  At the time of the interview, she lived in a trailer park 
and reported not always having enough food for her children.  She described her biggest 
challenge as “pretty much just money.  Not enough money.” Julie had received welfare 
benefits sporadically over the last few years.   
 Although the welfare program was able to help repair her van, she reported being 
frustrated with the program’s inability to assist with childcare. She explained that her 
caseworker was extremely difficult to get in touch with and made her “jump 
through…loops” to receive childcare stipends. Julie frequently referenced the attitudes 
of the caseworkers at her welfare workforce development office: “They just act like 
we’re deadbeat parents and all we want is free money.  When, you know, we’re 
working our butts off – most of us – and we’re trying, and we just need a little bit of 
push.  We’re not trying to take advantage of the system.”   
 

Summary of Met and Unmet Needs   

 Although respondents in different categories were characterized by unique bundles of 

needs, we found consistent and widespread levels of dissatisfaction with program experiences.15 

As illustrated in Table 3, 38 out of 50 respondents were dissatisfied with the program and did not 

believe it met their needs. The particular aspects of the program that frustrated them tended to be 

specific to their category of need, as discussed in the previous section. Consistent with previous 

literature, we also found that clients mentioned two other overarching themes of dissatisfaction 

across categories of need: the insufficiency of cash benefits and the treatment they received from 

their caseworkers. 

                                                 
15 Evaluation of whether clients were satisfied with the program reflects both semi-structured and open-ended 
responses in the telephone interview. We asked respondents about the helpfulness of their various caseworkers. 
They evaluated whether their program involvement contributed to gainful employment, skill development, or an 
increase in confidence. We explored whether they were comfortable approaching their workers with personal 
problems and if they had made such attempts. Finally, a probe at the end of the survey asked whether respondents 
were generally satisfied with the services provided to families by the program. As with the categories of need, we 
coded client satisfaction with multiple coders over several iterations to determine whether respondents were 
generally satisfied or dissatisfied with the program components. 
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 Despite widespread dissatisfaction, twelve participants expressed more positive than 

negative sentiments about the fit of the program for their needs. These respondents were spread 

throughout Categories One, Two, and Four, while none of the Category Three respondents were 

positive about their experiences.16 Compared to the overall sample, satisfied participants tended 

to be older, healthier, and more likely to be currently receiving assistance.  

 Across the interviews of more satisfied recipients, some expressed gratitude for a single 

individual service (such as help paying for heat or assistance, or completing the GED). As one 

respondent explained, “I’m glad that [the caseworkers have] helped me out with my GED cause I 

was really getting frustrated at first because I couldn’t afford the tests and they actually pay for 

the tests for you over there….It really does help people wanting to get out of the system and just 

want to do better with their life, period.” Others credited program staff with helping them to find 

jobs. Other respondents benefited from the program’s overall bundle of services. The following 

account exemplifies this type of experience: “[The program] helped me as far as it gave me a job. 

Helped me with bus tickets. Helped me with my self-esteem. And like I say, it helped me to get 

out and I made goals.” She continued, “Yes it helps - if you put an effort into something you will 

get something out of it. Like I say, they have helped me become a better person. And motivated 

me and they are helping me with my Medicaid as far as my daughter, and assistance on the food 

stamps is helping us also, and I appreciate that.” These respondents saw themselves at a stage of 

getting on their feet and moving ahead, and some reported receiving encouragement and support 

from welfare workers. Most of the respondents who were satisfied with the welfare program 

continued to experience substantial difficulties in their lives but did not report program 

deficiencies.  

                                                 
16 Respondents who expressed overall satisfaction represented 29% (five of 17) of Category One, 25% (three of 12) 
of Category Two, and 24% (four of 17) of Category Four. 
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Program and Practice Implications 

 Michigan’s pilot program aimed to provide more services than Work First.  Yet despite 

these intentions, only 25% (12 of 50) of clients felt that the program met their needs. If we 

consider the program assessments of the two respondents whose multiple difficulties were too 

complex to categorize them in one or another profile, the proportion who appraised the program 

as meeting their needs is reduced to 23% (12 of 52). The following section draws from the 

specific areas in which clients reported unmet programmatic needs to highlight program designs 

developed in other localities that are intended to respond to such self-identified concerns.  

More Educational Opportunities 

 The experiences of Category One respondents echo a critical finding that in the changing 

economy, earnings for individuals with higher education is remaining steady while income for 

those with only a high school diploma is plummeting (Strawn, 2010). However, the Deficit 

Reduction Act of 2005 does not allow GED or adult basic education to be counted as a core work 

activity for welfare recipients, and the majority of participants who expressed interest in higher 

education said they were never offered additional training but were instead instructed to 

participate in routinized, standard ‘job search’ activities. Without the ability to count the time in 

school for participation requirements and receive financial support and child care reimbursement 

while in school, it is unlikely that participants will access training that could help them compete 

for better jobs.  This finding is consistent with research noting that since 1996, most states have 

made it very difficult for welfare recipients to pursue higher education (Furstenberg, 2007; 

Shaw, Goldrick-Rab, Mazzeo, Jacobs, 2007.)   

 Programs do exist, however, that aim to integrate educational opportunities (ranging from 

adult basic education to post-secondary credentials) with the TANF work requirement. Examples 

of this type of program (sometimes called a “bridge” program) are the Work and Learn and 
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Ready to Work programs in Kentucky (see Bone, 2010a, Person et al., 2008; Ganzglass, 2006), 

the Smart Steps Program in New Jersey (State of New Jersey Department of Labor, 2011), 

Arkansas’s Career Pathways Program (Bone, 2010b, Strawn, 2010), Washington’s I-BEST 

program (Strawn, 2010) and the New Visions program in California (see Fein and Beecroft, 

2006; Ganzglass, 2006). Kentucky’s programs, for example, allow TANF recipients to earn their 

GED or receive vocational training, a certificate, or an associate’s degree while fulfilling work 

requirements through work-study programs, which are often on-site at the community college 

where they are taking classes.  

 An additional concern of some respondents was that even when GED programs were 

offered, they were not especially useful. Nationally, success for welfare recipients in GED 

programs has been low, as only one in five participants typically earn the credential (Bos, 

Scrivener, Snipes, & Hamilton, 2002).  However, studies have identified characteristics of 

successful programs  (Elbert & Ziegler, 2005; Bos et al., 2002), which include a well-defined 

mission, specially targeted classes to welfare recipients, staff and teacher development and 

communication, varied instructional techniques, relatively intensive class schedules, high 

degrees of teacher/student and student/student interaction, and efforts to identify and address 

learning disabilities. The last point is of particular importance, as standard GED classes may not 

be appropriate for individuals who have learning or cognitive disabilities, and these problems are 

prevalent among welfare recipients (Meckstroth, Ponzo, & Derr, 2002).  

 Recent research by the Center for Law and Social Policy suggests that TANF clients can 

benefit from similar educational opportunities as other low-income workers, as long as the 

recipients are provided childcare. Basic educational programs are most effective for wage 

increases when they are offered concurrently with job training and postsecondary education, and 
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when they include more instructional hours and high expectations for attendance and progress 

(Foster, Strawn, & Duke-Benfield, 2011; Strawn, 2010). One example of a promising model 

program is the multi-staged Promise of a Job proposal by Mallon and Stevens (2010), which 

includes short-term training and subsidized employment with the goal of eventually moving 

participants into unsubsidized jobs.    

A Faster Route to SSI/SSDI 

 Individuals in Category Two (Health-related Challenges) were compromised in their 

ability to become self-supporting and were in need of long-term income support due to extensive 

physical or mental health needs, similar to findings of the prevalence of such challenges among 

welfare recipients in other post-welfare reform research.  Many in our sample were in the process 

of applying or re-applying for SSI/SSDI.  

 Service workers who assist low income parents with short or long term health and mental 

health challenges of themselves or their family members need better training to assist clients with 

filling out successful SSI/SSDI applications. For example, Pavetti, Derr, and Martin (2008) 

described tools that can be administered by trained staff and documented on an SSI application 

that both speed up determinations and increase the success of an individual’s application.  

Instead of having individuals with high needs cycle on and off of cash assistance while waiting 

for application approval, TANF and community programs could invest resources to match 

individuals who are eligible with appropriate disability or rehabilitation support. The cost of 

processing these revolving door applications and adding to the stress and hardships of families 

may exceed the cost of more timely movement onto disability assistance. 

More Job Creation Networks and Caseworker Recognition of the Difficult Economy 
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 The most salient stated needs for respondents in Categories Three and Four were for 

resources to help them become stably employed with wages and benefits that could lift them out 

of continual safety net need and stagnating poverty. Caseworkers and advocates should 

recognize the challenges of looking for relatively “good” jobs during bad economic cycles.  

These mismatches between client needs and job search services have only escalated since we 

collected these data in 2007.   

 The individuals in our sample who were struggling to stay employed were not only those 

who had low educational attainment, skills or weak ties to the labor market.  Category Three 

recipients were life-long workers who recently had become victims of the economic downturn. 

They did not need help with job search; rather, they would have benefited from a sustained effort 

by the agencies to develop relationships with employers willing to hire and train (at least 

temporarily) welfare clients. The importance of these networks has also been cited in the 

literature (for example, Beimers and Fischer, 2007), and a number of programs in Montana, 

Utah, Washington, Kentucky, and New York utilize subsidized jobs models (see Pavetti et al., 

2008, for a comprehensive discussion of these programs).  Further, Pavetti (2010) notes that a 

number of states, including Florida and Illinois, used their (now-expired) TANF emergency 

funds to create such job matching programs. Florida, for example, created an online system for 

employers and employees to use in the matching process. Building and utilizing networks with 

local employers and creating systems to ease the process of job matching might help those 

participants with a strong work history.  

 While the agenda of President Obama and the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 

of 2009 did not include prescriptions to reform cash welfare programs directly, the 

administration’s policies increased TANF emergency contingency funds, especially for 
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subsidized employment for recipients, and targeted a number of conditions of low-income 

families (ARRA, P.L. 111-115, whitehouse.gov; recovery.gov). Over 2009-10, 39 states and the 

District of Columbia placed over 260,000 recipients in jobs.  Unfortunately, the TANF 

emergency funds were allowed to expire in September 2010, and it is unlikely that they will be 

reauthorized in the current political and economic climate.   

Conclusions 

We suggest that welfare recipients and those not on the rolls but equally distressed (see 

Loprest & Nichols, 2011) require multiple service options, and that these may be more effective 

if targeted according to the priority the person places on her self-assessed bundle of needs and 

concerns. The Education First recipients wanted and needed access to a variety of education and 

training programs.  Health-challenged recipients needed efficient disability processing, supports, 

and service referrals to improve access to care and appropriate benefits. The New Poor and 

Chronic Working Poor needed work-related supports that bridge periods of unemployment, 

underemployment, and low wage employment and that adapt to and match local labor market 

conditions.   Each of these recipient subgroups envisioned a distinctive set of services to help 

them overcome their greatest challenges to meeting their families’ economic needs.  No single 

type of program add-on would address these diverse needs.  Across these categories, we found 

that only about 25% of the individuals we interviewed believed that participation in their current 

welfare program was helpful to them.  

By extension, this lack of fit between what they were receiving and what they needed 

could only be exacerbated by the failure of TANF to respond to rising needs.  The program’s 

focus on caseload reduction is increasing in the current state fiscal context.  Pavetti recently 

noted the trend among states to cut benefit levels and shorten time limits (Pavetti, 2011). 
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Although more research is needed to determine whether this typology represents the range and 

distribution of the current and shrinking welfare caseload and/or the growing set of families 

disconnected from both work and welfare, these categorizations derived from our analysis can 

assist scholars and policymakers as they seek to improve how we address the diverse multiple 

needs of impoverished families.   

Limitations and Future Research 

 We assert that the presence of a specific bundle of needs and barriers is related to how 

recipients experience the cash assistance program; however, the nature of our semi-structured 

design and small sample does not allow for a thorough test of this hypothesis. It is possible that 

variables other than respondents’ self-assessed needs and barriers may better explain their 

experiences in the welfare program. For example, perhaps there was something similar about the 

individuals who were satisfied with the program that we did not systematically measure in our 

interview guide. In future research, a structured study design with a larger random sample of 

recipients might provide complementary information to help determine how well our categories 

represent the variation in experiences of families served by these programs and families who lack 

access to but may be in need of such support. 

We conducted our interviews across four areas in one state and only included recipients 

who had a working home or mobile telephone, answered their telephone, and were willing to 

participate in an interview on their welfare program participation. To generalize our findings, 

more research is needed on disadvantaged parents in other locations using methods other than 

mail and telephone recruitment in order to reach those unable or unwilling to participate in a 

phone interview. Conducting in person interviews may allow researchers to gather more detailed 
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information about sensitive topics that could yield other categories of bundled needs and service 

demands in addition to the four types we identify in this study.  

Policy Recommendations 

 Policy reforms would better address the self-reported needs and barriers of poor families 

in need of income support if they were aimed away from a “one size fits all” model of service 

delivery.  Targeted service delivery and measures of performance should be designed to allow 

more recipients to receive services they deem helpful in attaining an economic foothold and 

coping with material hardship.  

With welfare caseloads not widely increasing along with spikes in food assistance and 

rises in unemployment since late 2007 (Lower-Basch, 2010), the current caseload is likely to 

have a higher proportion of the New Poor group.  Policy researchers are beginning to worry that 

the recession is perhaps the greatest test of TANF since it began, arguing that its narrow work 

verification mission has limited states from delivering needed services and helping families 

(Pavetti, Trisi, and Schott, 2011, Kissane & Edin, 2010, Danziger, 2010, Zedlewski & Golden, 

2010).  The Administration and Congress need to consider the many concerns raised by 

researchers, advocates, and especially the clients themselves regarding the mismatch between the 

narrow and punitive role of this program and the complex needs of poor families in this era of 

rising family poverty, unemployment, and material hardship. 

Table 1. Social Attributes By Categories of Need 

Characteristics 
1: 

Education 
First 

2: Health-
related 

Challenges 

3: New 
Poor 

4: Chronic 
Working 

Poor 
Total 

Under Age 30  
Freq (Prop) 

14 (82%) 4 (33%) 1 (25%) 6 (35%) 25 

No GED or High School 
Diploma  
Freq (Prop) 

9 (53%) 3 (25%) 0 (0%) 4 (24%) 16 
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Table 2: Hardship Worries by Categories of Need 

Hardships 
1: 

Education 
First 

2: Health-
related 

Challenges  

3: New 
Poor 

4: Chronic 
Working 

Poor 

Overall 
Average 

Average difficulty with 
getting by on income  (1 
= not at all difficult; 
5=extremely difficult 

2.65 3.08 2.75 2.59 2.8 

Average anticipated 
material hardship (1= not 
at all; 5 = a great deal) 

1.24 1.92 1.25 1.26 1.44 

Proportion who were food 
insecure 

0.41 0.42 0.5 0.41 0.43 

Total 17 12 5 17 50 
 

Table 3: Program Fit by Categories of Need 

Program Fit 
1: 

Education 
First 

2: Health-
related 

Challenges 

3: New 
Poor 

4: 
Chronic 
Working 

Poor 

Total 

Overall lack of fit of 
program with client 
needs  
Freq (Prop) 

12 (71%) 9 (75%) 
4 

(100%) 
13 (76%) 

38 
(76%) 

Total 17 12 4 17 50 
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