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I.
PROJECT NARRATIVE
A. Project Overview

This study reports on the status of former welfare recipients in the District of Columbia.  It focuses on two groups of families who left the TANF program: those who left  in the last quarter of 1997 and those who left in the last quarter of 1998 . These families are referred to interchangeably as TANF or welfare leavers or exiters.  The study uses administrative data from the DC Department of Human Services for the 1997 and 1998 groups as well as interviews with a sample of those who left in 1998, conducted approximately one year after they left.  These administrative data allow us to accurately identify past and present cash assistance receipt as well as on-going participation in food stamps and Medicaid after leaving TANF.  We also use administrative information on employment and quarterly earnings after exit for our 1997 cohort provided by the Office of Child Support Enforcement of the US Department of Health and Human Services. But these administrative data alone miss crucial aspects of post-TANF family situations. Consequently, we use our survey of 1998 TANF leavers one year after leaving to examine more thoroughly the status of TANF leavers in the District including employment, job characteristics, earnings, other sources of income, reasons for leaving TANF, and the economic struggles these families may be experiencing. 

We begin by setting the context of welfare reform in the District of Columbia.  We then provide a detailed description of the administrative and survey data we use in this report.  Next, we examine the characteristics of welfare leavers and compare them with the entire welfare caseload in DC.  We then assess the status of TANF leavers focusing on their employment situations, sources of support, living arrangements, and the material hardships they may be experiencing.

"Acs, Gregory and Pamela J. Loprest.  THE STATUS OF TANF LEAVERS IN THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA: FINAL REPORT."   January 2001, Urban Institute.

Acs, Gregory and Pamela J. Loprest.  "INITIAL SYNTHESIS REPORT OF THE FINDINGS FROM ASPE'S "LEAVER'S" GRANTS"    January 2001, Office of the Assistant Secretary of Planning and Evaluation. 




B. Survey Design and Administration

The following section provides an overview of the study’s survey methodology and administration protocols.  Additional information about survey administration may also be found in the “Survey Summary Table” included as Appendix 5.

1. Survey Questionnaire

{Describe the survey questionnaire, including situations where questions may be benchmarked against other surveys.  If multiple survey efforts are being documented include, a description of each questionnaire.}
2. Survey Administration

The survey of welfare leavers in the District of Columbia was conducted in the Fall of 1999 and in early 2000 by the Institute for Social Research (ISR) at the University of Michigan.  The bulk of the interviews were conducted over the telephone using a computerized survey instrument; certain respondents who lacked telephones we attempted to interview in-person.  The average interview lasted about 30 minutes.

Because we have administrative data for respondents as well as non-respondents (both those we could not locate and those who refused to complete the interview), we can compare these two groups to see if our survey findings can be applied to all leavers in this cohort.  If non-respondents appear to be appreciably different from respondents, then our findings from the survey may paint a misleading picture of the well-being of TANF leavers.

Appendix table 6 shows that non-respondents are slightly more likely to be teenagers and have children under the age of 1 than respondents:  6.8 percent of non-respondents are under the age of 20 (v. 2.9 percent of respondents) and 13.6 percent have an infant (v. 8.7 percent for respondents).  Given that young mothers with infants could not have been eligible for benefits for very long prior to exit, it is not surprising that non-respondent leavers had shorter spells of welfare receipt prior to exit than respondents.  Further, non-respondents are slightly more likely than respondents to be off TANF a year later (90.3 v. 83.0 percent).   Thus, our sample of leavers  has slightly fewer young mothers who turned to welfare only briefly.  It is important to note that these women make up a small proportion of all leavers, and it is not clear if these women fare appreciably differently than other leavers.  In general, these comparisons lead us to believe that our sample is broadly representative of all leavers, though we would caution against using our data to focus on sub-groups like teen mothers or short-term welfare recipients

.

Another way to examine the representativeness of the sample is to compare cases that were easy to interview with cases that were hard to locate and interview.  Some analysts believe that the characteristics of the hard to interview cases lie between the easy-to-interview cases and the non-respondents.  If the hard-to-interview leavers appear to be much worse off (or much better off) than the easy-to-interview leavers, then the non-respondents may be unlike the respondents in important ways, and this would call in to question the representativeness of the sample.

We define an easy-to-interview case as one in which the interview was completed within eleven or fewer telephone calls—this comprises 76 percent of the sample.  The hard-to-interview cases required between 12 and 43 telephone calls and comprise 24 percent of the sample.  We find that the hard-to-interview cases are neither clearly better nor worse off than the easy-to-interview cases—rather, their experiences are more diverse (see appendix table 7).  For example, easy-to-interview cases are slightly more likely to work than hard-to-interview cases (61.9 v. 55.2 percent), but among those who work, the hard-to-interview have higher wages ($9.14 v. $8.50 per hour on average).  To the extent that non-respondents are more likely to resemble the hard-to-interview cases, this bifurcation in outcomes among the hard-to-interview suggests that our survey results are not likely to misrepresent the outcomes for the ‘average’ leaver, although they may miss some of the variation in outcomes.

Many of the questions in the survey allows the respondent to answer freely.  In some of these cases, a large number of “other” responses were compiled.  The authors recoded these “other” responses from the verbatim answers given by the responses, creating several new variables.  These variables have all been noted in the data dictionary and all of the variables used to produce tabulations in the paper have been noted.





C. Study Population Description

In the District of Columbia, a leaver is defined a someone who stopped receiving TANF in September, October, or November of 1998 and remained off TANF for at least the following calendar month.  For example, whether the data indicate that a particular case closed September 2 or 29, 1998, that case would need to remain closed through the balance of September and all of October for us to classify it as a TANF leaver; cases need to remain off of assistance for two months to be counted as a leaver.  We refer to the first month without TANF benefits as the month of exit; in the example above, the month of exit is October, 1998.  Note also, that in order to avoid counting people who received TANF for less than one month as a leaver, we require all our leavers to have been on TANF for at least two consecutive months.  Two-parent cases are included in our analysis although they comprise a very small share of the caseload.  Child-only cases are excluded from analysis. 





D. Survey Sample Approach



{

E.
Survey Response Rate and Calculation

The following section provides additional information about the survey’s response rate and how it was calculated.

Out of the 1,304 families that left TANF in the last quarter of 1998, ISR randomly selected 453 to interview.  Out of these 453 cases, ISR was able to contact 290 families; only 13 families refused to participate in the survey, resulting in a sample of 277 leavers and a response rate of 61 percent.  To contact families, ISR made repeated calls to the last known telephone number for leavers, and if the leaver no longer resided there, ISR asked for help in locating the respondent.  ISR also sent representatives out into the field to help locate leavers who have moved.  Survey respondents were paid $20 for participating.  In addition, when the contact information provided by DC did not lead directly to the sample family but rather to a friend or relative, ISR offered a small “finders fee” ($10) to help in locating the family.






II. TECHNICAL AND PROGRAMMING INFORMATION

This section of the documentation presents an overview of the technical and programming information researchers need to understand the survey data file.  This overview includes a summary “file guide” and other information about how the file may be used.

A. Survey Data File Guide

The following survey data file has been produced:

survey98 file guide
A file guide that includes the following information has been produced for this file.

· File name.

· File type (e.g., ASCII).

· Number of observations or records in contained within each file.

· Maximum record length.

· Record format (e.g., fixed, comma delimited).

· Name of the record identification, or sort key.

· Unit of analysis (e.g., casehead, child).

· List of files to which these data may be linked.

· File description.

This guide may be found in Appendix 5.

B. Survey Data File Information

The following section presents a brief overview of the structure and format used to create the survey data file. 
1. File Format

The survey data file was produced using an ASCII fixed-field format.  A data dictionary (in the form of an annotated survey questionnaire) is provided in Chapter 3 and a record layout that corresponds with this file is provided in Chapter 4. 
2. File Relationships



3. Variable Naming Convention

In general, survey variable labels correspond with question numbering or other labels present in the survey questionnaire. A copy of the survey questionnaire with the correct variable names is included as the file’s data dictionary in Chapter 3.
4. Record Identifiers

All cases included in the survey data files have been assigned a unique record identifier comprised of a combination of the state FIPS code and a randomly assigned record number.  The state identifier is located in the first two columns and the random number is located in columns 3 through 10.  The random number assigned to a particular case is not correlated with any case characteristics.

If a particular case is located in more than one administrative or survey data file, the same identifier has been assigned to this case in all files.  Information in the File Guide (also see above description on “File Relationships”) outlines where researchers may link files using these record identifiers.

This random identifier is called "masterid."
5. Data Dictionary and Record Layout Formats

A data dictionary, in the form of an annotated survey questionnaire, and a record layout have been created for the survey data file. 
The annotated questionnaire includes the following information for every survey variable in a particular file:

· Variable name associated with specific questionnaire response.

· Skip pattern instructions.

· Allowable values and formats for specific questions.

· Known problems or limitations associated with a particular variable.

A separate data dictionary has been produced for data elements that are not listed in the survey questionnaire (e.g., constructed variables, survey administration items).  In the case of variables constructed for analysis, this separate data dictionary includes a description of how these elements were constructed.  Additionally, this dictionary includes information as to which variables include imputed values and how these imputations were calculated.

A copy of the data dictionary is provided in Chapter 3.

The survey data file record layout includes the following information for every variable in the file:

· An item number.

· The variable’s beginning and ending position within the file.

· Variable length.

· Data type (i.e., character or numeric).

· Variable name.

A copy of the record layout is included in Chapter 4.
III. DATA DICTIONARY

IV.
RECORD LAYOUT

V. OTHER ITEMS FOR RESEARCHERS

The following items have been included as appendices to this documentation:

Appendix 6: Respondents vs Non-Respondents: A Survey of Welfare Leavers in the District of Columbia, 1998.

Provides a comparison of survey respondents to those who were not included in the survey sample to determine response bias.

Appendix 7: Hard to Reach Respondents: A Survey of Welfare Leavers in the District of Columbia, 1998.

Examines the differences between the respondents with whom contact was made with 1-12 phone calls and those who required more than 12 phone calls to determine if there were substantial differences in the survey sample.

Appendix 8: Final Survey Dispositions

Lists the final survey dispositions of all of the cases in the survey cohort.

Survey Data File Documentation
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