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One of the biggest debates in welfare policy has been the impact of work requirements on

participant outcomes. Proponents of work requirements argue that conditioning aid on work will

incentivize employment and increase earnings, while opponents argue that these requirements

are only a burden and take up precious time that can be used for activities that will actually

benefit the individual, like further education, taking care of children, or receiving medical care.

This paper seeks to analyze the extent to which either of these theories holds true: what is the

impact of work requirements on welfare program success? More specifically, how do

county-wide variations in the amount of activities they consider work impact metrics of program

success in California? To answer this question, I compared various CalWORKS (California’s

cash welfare program) performance metrics, including changes in wages, program reentry rates,

and post-program employment rates across 55 California counties between 2017 and 2019.

Context and Significance

In 1996, Congress passed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity and

Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), also known as welfare reform. This law ended the previous

welfare program, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and replaced it with

Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF). TANF differed from AFDC in a few crucial ways: it

required participants to work in order to receive aid, was temporary, and was funded via block

grants to states (Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity and Reconciliation Act, 1996).

The work requirements were a particularly contentious subject. Opponents argued that revoking

or reducing aid to participants who are unable to meet work requirements was detrimental,
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needlessly punitive, and would only hurt the most vulnerable. Proponents, on the other hand,

argued that these measures would incentivize work and raise incomes.

To adapt to these changes, California created a list of “work activities” that CalWORKS

(the state’s cash welfare program) recipients can participate in to fulfill their work requirements.

This list includes more traditional conceptions of work, including actually working, looking for a

job, and vocational training, along with other activities less directly related to employment, like

educational programs and substance abuse treatment (California Work Opportunity and

Responsibility to Kids Act, 1997). The list has 20 activities in total, along with a blanket “other

activities necessary to assist individuals in finding unsubsidized employment,” that allows

counties to surpass 20 activities. Counties can pick and choose which work activities they choose

to support.

The importance of CalWORKS at the state level and TANF at the federal level, along

with the broad discretion state and local governments have in implementation make this an

important topic to study. Approximately 825,946 households received TANF dollars in the 2023

fiscal year, subject to varying state work requirements. 306,907 of these are from California and

received the TANF money via CalWORKS (Office of Family Assistance, 2023). An improved

understanding of the impact work requirements have will allow policymakers, especially those at

the state and local levels, to craft more effective programs to help the estimated 4.5 million

Californians living under the poverty line (US Census Bureau, 2023).

Furthermore, despite the passage of TANF, the debate on work requirements has still not

ended. For example, in the 2023 debt ceiling negotiations between the Biden Administration and

Republican House, conservative leaders conditioned raising the debt ceiling on establishing work
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requirements for SNAP recipients (Freking, 2023). These debates demonstrate the need for more

research on the efficacy of work requirements.

Literature Review

Early research on work requirements generally found positive impacts on earnings, with

major caveats. Some of the earliest studies were published in the late 1980s to the early 1990s

and mostly analyzed state-level implementations of work requirements. One study, for example,

analyzed seven welfare-to-work programs across the country, comparing participants who were

subject to work requirements with those who were not. Researchers found that in five of these

programs, participants who were subject to work requirements were earning at rates ranging

from 10-30% higher than those in the control group, and were 4-6% more likely to be employed

(Gueron, 1987). However, subsequent studies of these programs also found that work

requirements had different effects on different subsets of people. Crucially, the earnings of some

of the most disadvantaged subgroups, long-term welfare recipients with no prior earnings, were

not benefited by work requirements. In Virginia, work requirements actually led to less earnings

for this subgroup (Friedlander, 1988). The authors did not speculate about this relationship – it

was a relatively minor finding in a rather broad paper – but opponents of work requirements will

typically argue that the lack of flexibility work requirements offer makes it especially difficult

for disadvantaged groups to benefit from cash welfare.

Another series of studies analyzed the Greater Avenues for Independence (GAIN)

program, California’s welfare-to-work program prior to the passage of PRWORA. The last in the

series, which looked at impacts three years out, found major earnings differences among single

parent families: families subject to the GAIN work requirements made, on average, $1,414 more
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than those who were not. Furthermore, these earnings were expected to increase over time. Raw

earnings differences were also similar for two-parent households at $1,168, but this was not

expected to increase over time. There were also positive impacts on employment: participants

subject to work requirements were more likely to be employed three years after data was initially

collected than those who were not. However, it is important to note that the control group

participants did not receive the same services from GAIN that the experimental group did. GAIN

recipients had access to county social workers, for example, who could help them with the job

search or connect them with other resources. It is therefore unclear if it was the work

requirements or services that resulted in such impacts. Furthermore, while average impacts on

earnings were positive, county-level outcomes varied significantly – two out of six counties

studies did not see major earnings gains, indicating that work requirements may not be the

primary predictor of earnings gains (Riccio, 1994). Overall, a meta-analysis of 24 studies prior to

the implementation of PRWORA found that job search requirements and sanctions (reductions in

aid as a consequence for not meeting job search requirements) have a positive impact on

participant earnings, but that the characteristics of participants and location, like age, race,

poverty rates, and unemployment, are also strong, and sometimes stronger, predictors of program

success. Furthermore, vocational training participation had a negative impact on earnings.

(Ashworth, 2004).

After the passage of welfare reform in 1996, researchers began to compare pre-TANF and

post-TANF outcomes. One Wisconsin study compared the outcomes of people who left welfare

in 1995 and 1997, before and after the implementation of welfare reform. Researchers found, in

contrast to previous findings, that participants who exited under the much more work-focused

TANF earned around $1,400 less than participants who exited earlier and were not subject to the
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TANF work requirements. They theorize that it is because of the type of work attained:

participants who left under TANF typically found jobs in lower paying sectors in order to meet

stricter work requirements, resulting in less earnings over time (Cancian et al., 2002). A paper

that examined the effects of sanctions, a necessary component of work requirements, found that

sanctioned participants are at a higher risk of food, housing, and medical insecurity (Reichman et

al., 2005). On the other hand, there were also some indicators of success. One Louisiana study on

the types of work activities found that the types of activities TANF incentivizes: employment,

job training, and vocational education increase participant earnings. However, other activities

like job search and work experience (unpaid work) had a negative effect on earnings (Davis et

al., 2001).

In addition to comparing pre and post-TANF outcomes, researchers could also look at

longer term impacts of earlier welfare-to-work programs. One re-examination of the GAIN

program, for example, found that the positive impacts on earnings observed in work-first

counties with stricter requirements shrunk over time, whereas in counties that focused more on

education and skills development, the positive impacts grew (Hotz et al., 2000). Broadly

speaking, the impacts of work requirements and welfare reform were initially not as positive as

prior research suggested.

As time passed, researchers could begin to examine the long-term impacts of welfare

reform. One study interviewed single mothers in Wisconsin, comparing women in different

financial situations and program enrollment statuses over ten years. They found that TANF was

often unable to overcome the barriers of deep poverty and chronic illness. Furthermore, the

work-first approach overlooked issues that prevented subjects from getting work in the first

place, like educational barriers and poor health. Overall, they found that impoverished
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participants were not significantly helped by the TANF program (Hildebrandt & Keller, 2012).

Other studies have more positive findings regarding welfare reform. A comparison of poverty

rates pre and post PRWORA found that rates for female-headed families with children are lower

after PRWORA (Haskins, 2016).

The literature, clearly, has not reached a consensus regarding the efficacy of work

requirements. That being said, there are still broad conclusions one can draw. First, work

requirements do seem to have a positive impact on short-term earnings. However, these benefits

usually dissipate after a few years, and are not distributed evenly across subgroups. Secondly, the

sanctions that work requirements necessitate have negative financial and health impacts on the

sanctioned. Thirdly, environmental factors like economic conditions seem to have at least an

equal effect on participant earnings as work requirements.

This research can serve to fill certain gaps in the literature. I analyze a different time

period than prior studies of California’s welfare program has. I also take many more variables

into account: most prior research has focused solely on employment, earnings, and the size of

welfare rolls. Using more metrics, like overall poverty rates and reentry rates, will provide a

more comprehensive understanding of the impact of work requirements.

Theory

I theorize that the impact of work activities on CalWORKS program success depends on

the specific metric of success. More specifically, I hypothesize that an increase in the amount of

work activities a county supports is associated with worse performance on short-term raw

earnings measures but a better performance on long-term mobility and resilience measures. This

means a lower post CalWORKS employment rate and a lower exits with earnings rate but also a
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lower reentry rate, a lower reentry after exits with earnings rate, a higher wage progression rate,

and a lower poverty rate. This is because, in theory, participants in counties with more work

activities will have an easier time meeting their work requirements. This means that more

immediate and narrow measures of CalWORKS success, like employment and exits with

earnings, may suffer: recipients are likely to stay on CalWORKS for longer and will likely

prioritize other non-employment based methods of advancement, like education. However, the

metrics that focus on long-term resilience, like wage progression, reentry rates, and poverty

rates, will benefit, as recipients are more likely to participate in activities that will help them in

the long-term.

I also theorize that we will see different impacts based on county poverty levels. A high

poverty county, for example, may be more vulnerable to the effects of chronic poverty, like low

education and poor health, that can negate the effects of work requirements. As such, I

hypothesize that the overall positive impacts that reducing work activities has will be weaker in

counties with above-average poverty rates.

Research Design

I compared outcomes for 55 California counties between 2017 and 2019, stopping at the

COVID-19 state of emergency. This is because, during the state of emergency, counties were

able to issue blanket exemptions from work requirements due to COVID-19, which could

produce unwanted variations. These exemptions have since been removed. Mono, Tulare, and

Tuolumne counties were excluded from the analysis due to inadequate data.
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The independent variable is the strictness of work requirements, measured as the number

of work activities a county offers. Figure 1 shows the distribution of the amount of work

activities a county offers. Some of the most common work activities include unsubsidized

employment (working at a job), job search (looking for a job), and vocational education. A more

detailed breakdown of the types of work activities can be found in Appendix C. I chose this

specific operationalization because this is the primary way counties are allowed to vary in their

work requirements: other characteristics of work requirements, like the amount of hours or

parameters for waivers, are set by the state. This data was obtained from the California

Department of Social Services. Each county has to publish a county plan that, among other

things, lists the amount of work requirements they offer. These plans are published on the CDSS

website (California Department of Social Services, n.d.).

My dependent variables are all various performance metrics for CalWORKS participants.

Wage progression is the percent change in a participant's earnings between program entry and
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both two and four quarters after program exit. Exits with earnings is the proportion of program

exiters that left the program with earnings. Reentry rates are the percentage of participants that

reentered CalWORKS within 12 months of exiting. Reentry after exit with earnings is the reentry

rate for participants who left with earnings. Post-CalWORKS employment rates are the percent

of former participants who have earnings two and four quarters after program exit. This data was

taken from the California Outcomes and Accountability Review (Cal-OAR) dashboard, which

started collecting data in 2017 (California Outcomes and Accountability Review, n.d.). I

collected and averaged observations for 2017-2019. My last dependent variable is poverty rates,

taken from the American Community Survey (ACS). I used the 2019 5-year estimates, because it

had data for all 58 California counties and is closest to the time period being analyzed. I chose to

measure such a broad array of metrics in order to a full and deep understanding of program

success.

My first control will be race, measured as the percent of a county that is not white. I am

controlling for race because race tends to be a major confounding variable, and that holds true

for this project as well. For example, one of the work activities a county can support is adult

basic education, which includes English classes. A county with a higher proportion of people

who do not speak English, typically racial minorities, may be inclined to offer English classes as

a work activity, whereas a county with a higher proportion of English speakers may not feel that

need. However, non-native speakers may also face challenges with economic mobility that native

English speakers do not face. This would make it look like the extra work activity (adult basic

education) is negatively impacting participant outcomes, even when the true cause of both is

race. Controlling for race will allow me to avoid these pitfalls. The second control variable will

be unemployment rates. Counties with high unemployment may want to increase the amount of
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work activities because the labor market prevents participants from being able to participate in

more traditional definitions of work. But a poor labor market will also affect earnings and

employment, making unemployment an important measure to control for as well. Lastly, I will

be controlling for the county’s median income. Wealthier counties may have more access to

resources like substance abuse treatment and educational programs, making supporting these

programs easier on a county’s social services office. At the same time, these counties also have

more opportunities for advancement, making income another confounding variable to control for.

All the control variables are taken from the ACS: both economic controls were taken from the

2019 5-year estimates. The race variable, measured as the percent of a county that is not white,

was taken from the 2020 census data.

Methodology

To analyze the relationship between my variables, I ran a series of OLS regressions. Each

dependent variable received four models: one model with no economic control variables

included, one with all control variables included, and two that included race and one of the

economic conditions measures: median income or unemployment. This resulted in 32 models. I

also ran separate regressions for counties above and below the average poverty rate, bringing the

number of models up to 96. I also ran Pearson’s R correlation tests between the number of work

activities and each dependent variable. Not all results will be included in the main text of the

paper, but all results can be found in Appendices A and B. In addition, not all 55 counties were

included in every model. Any county with four or less observations for any dependent variable

was excluded from that dependent variable’s model. Lassen County, for example, only had

earnings with exits with observations for four quarters, and was excluded from the exit with

earnings regression models.



12

Results

I found almost no relationships between work activities and performance measures. Only

one dependent variable, wage progression after two quarters, was significantly impacted by the

amount of work activities offered by a county. Socioeconomic factors, on the other hand, were

much more likely to have a significant impact on the dependent variables.

Short-term Earnings Measures

As Table 1 demonstrates, the number of work activities a county offers did not have a

significant impact on any short-term earnings metrics. Race and median income, on the other

hand, did have significant impacts on some of these variables. Median income had a positive

effect on post-CalWORKS employment rates measured after two quarters: every extra dollar in

household median income was associated with 0.0001 increase in post-CalWORKS employment

rates after two quarters. Going from Trinity county’s lowest median income ($40,846) to Santa
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Clara county’s highest ($124,055) would result in an approximate increase of 8.33. This

relationship, however, does decay over time, and was statistically insignificant by four quarters.

Median income also had a positive relationship with exits with earnings: a one dollar increase in

household median income was associated with an 0.0001 increase in the exits with earnings rate,

and going from the lowest to highest household median income would increase a county’s exits

with earnings rate by around 8.33.

Race also had a significant impact on all three short-term earnings measures. Higher

diversity was associated with more positive results. For post-CalWORKS employment, a one

percent increase in the population of racial minorities was associated with a 0.093 increase in

rates after two quarters and a 0.143 increase after four quarters. Going from the lowest percent

minority county (Nevada) at 19% to the highest (Imperial) at 90.6% would result in an

approximated increase of 6.66 in post-CalWORKS employment rates at two quarters and a 10.24

increase at four quarters. For exits with earnings, the coefficient was 0.109: a one percent in

minority population was associated with a 0.109 increase in exits with earnings rate. Going from

the lowest minority county to the highest would increase the exits with earnings rate by

approximately 7.8.

Work activities did not have any significant impacts on short-term earnings measures.

Median income had the expected result: higher county median incomes were associated with

better performance on exits with earnings and post-CalWORKS employment after two quarters.

More diversity was also associated with better performance on these measures: counties with

higher percentages of racial minorities saw higher post-CalWORKS employment and exits with

earnings rates.
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Separating the counties into high and low poverty categories slightly altered the results.

For exits with earnings, there were no significant differences between high and low poverty

counties (see Appendix B). There were some small differences for post-CalWORKS



15

employment rates: median income only had a statistically significant impact at two quarters for

high poverty counties (Table 2), and at four quarters, race had a slightly stronger relationship in

low-poverty counties (Table 3).

Mobility Measures
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Table 4 shows the regression results for measures that capture the economic mobility of

CalWORKS participants: work activities have a positive relationship with wage progression after

two quarters. Each extra work activity was associated with an approximate 4.061 increase in

wage progression rates. A county going from the lowest amount of work activities at 11 to the

highest at 23 would see an approximately 48.73 increase in wage progression rates measured
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after two quarters after program exit. However, as figures 2 and 3 demonstrate, this relationship

deteriorates to a statistically insignificant one by four quarters after exit. Work activities also did

not have a significant impact on poverty rates.

None of the socioeconomic measures – race, unemployment, and median income – had a

significant impact on wage progression, but all had an impact on poverty rates. Race had a

positive relationship on poverty: each additional percent minority was associated with an 0.042

increase in poverty rates. Going from the lowest to highest percent minority would increase a

county's poverty rate by around 3.01. Unemployment rates also had a positive relationship on

poverty rates: each additional point of unemployment was associated with an 0.912 increase in

the poverty rate. Going from the lowest unemployment rate (3.7%) to the highest (14.2%) would

increase a county’s poverty rate by approximately 9.58. Median income had the expected effect

on poverty – each additional dollar of median income was associated with a 0.001 decrease in

the poverty rate. Moving from the lowest to highest median income would decrease a county’s

poverty rate by around 8.32 points.
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There were some differences between high and low poverty counties regarding wage

progression: race had a negative effect on wage progression after four quarters for high poverty

counties (see Appendix B). Also, as Table 5 demonstrates, there were differences for high and

low poverty counties regarding poverty rates. While median income had a similar effect for both

low and high poverty counties, race only had a significant effect on low poverty counties, while

unemployment only had a significant effect on high poverty counties.
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Resilience Measures

Work activities did not have a significant impact on reentry rates. Furthermore, the only

variable that had a significant impact on the resilience metrics was median income: every extra

dollar in median income was associated with an approximately 0.0001 decrease in reentry rates.

Going from the lowest to the highest median income will decrease a county’s reentry rate by

approximately 8.32 points. There were also no major differences between high and low poverty

counties regarding both reentry measures.

Discussion

This project sought to examine the impact the amount of work activities had on the

success of CalWORKS, and if this impact differs between high or low poverty counties. The data
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seems to indicate that there is neither a major impact nor a major difference. This contradicted

my hypothesis, which predicted that counties with a higher amount of work activities would

perform worse on short-term earnings measures but better on mobility and resilience measures.

Notably, work activities had a positive relationship with wage progression after two

quarters. Wage progression is essentially how much a participant’s income changes between

entering CalWORKS and two or four quarters after leaving the program. This positive

relationship could be due to the flexibility that an increased amount of work activities offers:

participants with more choice are able to actually do the activities that best benefit them,

allowing them to make much more rapid gains once off of CalWORKS. However, this

relationship decays by four quarters to one that is statistically insignificant. One theory to explain

this decay is that, by four quarters, participants who had less work activities to choose from now

had more time to catch up to their counterparts, making other factors like personal characteristics

and economic situations much more important to success than the amount of work activities they

were offered in a program. A broader reason for this decay could be that the current cash welfare

system is not a long-term solution to financial instability: any benefits received from

CalWORKS could decay over time.

Aside from wage progression, work activities did not have a significant effect on any

other CalWORKS performance metrics. There are a variety of explanations for this. First, it

could simply be that work requirements do not have an effect on these particular measures, and

that socioeconomic factors outweigh and outperform the specific design of a welfare system as

predictors of program success. However, it could also be that work activities are not the

dimension of work requirements that matters most, but other aspects of work requirements, like

hours required or the severity of sanctions, still do impact program success metrics. Lastly, the
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lack of a relationship could stem from differences in the county administration of the work

requirements. Counties have a certain amount of discretion in implementing their work activities:

in addition to the number, they can also limit work activities to certain populations or limit the

amount of hours a participant is allowed to allocate to certain work activities. It is possible that

counties with more work activities choose to place such restrictions on their extra work

activities, limiting the actual variation in work requirement flexibility and obfuscating the true

effect of work activities.

One last notable finding is the impact of race: for my short-term earnings variables, more

diversity had a beneficial impact. However, higher proportions of racial minorities are also

associated with higher poverty rates. There are a few explanations for this split impact. One is

that the growth in race-specific programs (business loans to black-owned businesses, for

example), especially in more diverse, progressive counties, makes it easier for racial minorities

to make gains in the short term, but that the impact of these programs is still not enough to

overcome the impacts of racism. If this were true, the findings would theoretically show an

impact of race on wage progression as well, as these programs should also allow for greater

wage growth. However, my findings do not show this, indicating that there may be other

explanations. Another theory is that the measure is fighting itself: some of the most diverse

communities in California include the wealthy Bay Area and Los Angeles counties, but also the

more impoverished counties of the Central Valley. For short-term earnings measures, the

demographics of the wealthy Bay Area counties are felt more strongly, whereas for poverty, the

demographics of the Central Valley were felt more strongly. Lastly, due to historically strong

relationships between race and economic conditions, it could be the case that race is simply

functioning as a proxy for some sort of economic measure that was not accounted for in the
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models, one that raises short-term earnings measures for CalWORKS participants but also raises

poverty rates.

Policy Implications

One major policy takeaway from these findings is that the theory behind work

requirements that eventually led to welfare reform was not supported: counties with stricter work

requirements were not associated with better results for any dependent variables. If anything, the

wage progression results may suggest that there are benefits to loosening work requirements.

Another important takeaway is that socioeconomic factors are typically stronger predictors of

financial conditions than the specific design of a welfare system. While there may be other

administrative reasons to implement work requirements, policymakers implementing them to

improve the economic conditions of participants should consider other measures that more

directly address the issue they are attempting to solve.

Limitations & Extensions

One major research limitation was the operationalization of my independent variable.

While work activities are an important aspect of work requirements, other methods to measure

this, like the amount of work hours required, are compelling and more direct alternatives.

However, counties in California are all subject to state law regarding many other aspects of work

requirements, limiting the variation in the independent variable. Future research could broaden

the scope of this project and compare state outcomes using a more direct measure of work

activities.
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Additionally, the study struggled with data availability. There were only two years of data

to work with, and a lot of smaller more rural counties had to be excluded from certain models at

certain points. Furthermore, for one measure I wanted to analyze, sanction rates, there was no

data at all for 2017-2019, and only a few counties had more recent data. Future research could

wait for another decade of Cal-OAR data to be collected and re-run the study with better data

and sanction rates included.

Another research limitation was the control variables: the “economic conditions” of a

county are somewhat difficult to capture, and it could be possible that the two variables I chose

to measure this with, median income and unemployment, failed to effectively control for

confounding variables. Future research could re-run this study with different economic control

variables, like GDP per capita, average home prices, or county revenue per capita. Another

potential way to control for economic conditions is to limit the counties analyzed. A model of

just the Bay Area counties, for example, would be less susceptible to economic factors

confounding the results, as the Bay Area counties are quite similar in these factors already.

Future researchers could compare results between Bay Area, Central Valley, and Los Angeles

metro counties as a way to control for economic conditions.

One final research limitation was that I did not perform separate analyses for different

subgroups of CalWORKS participants. We know from prior research that work requirements

impact different subgroups differently, and future research could compare results between

different ethnic groups, household status, or language spoken.
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Conclusion

Work requirements, generally, did not have a significant impact on CalWORKS

performance metrics. While counties with more work activities, and thus more flexible work

requirements, saw greater wage growth, this impact decays over time, and there were no other

significant relationships between work activities and CalWORKS performance metrics.

Socioeconomic factors were much more likely to have significant impacts on the dependent

variables. Unemployment and income had the expected results: higher incomes and lower

unemployment was generally associated with better performance. Race had a more nuanced

effect: high proportions of racial minorities were associated with better performance on short

term earnings measures, but also high poverty rates. Overall, the findings suggest that work

requirements are not doing what they were theorized to do by proponents, but that they may not

be having as negative of an effect on outcomes as opponents argued.
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Appendix A: Regression Results

Wage Progression After 2 Quarters
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Wage Progression After 4 Quarters
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Exits With Earnings
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Reentry Rates
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Reentry After Exits With Earnings
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Post-CalWORKS Employment After 2 Quarters
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Post CalWORKS Employment After 4 Quarters
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Appendix B: Pearson’s R Test Results
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Appendix C: Work Activities Breakdown




