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Foreword

More than ten years have passed since Basic Books published the
first edition of Richard P. Nathan's Social Science in Government. In
the intervening decade, the author has been involved in many new pub
lic policy research projects that offer rich material- new case studies
- to highlight both the pitfalls and possibilities of demonstration and
evaluation research. These new cases do not merely pile up examples in
support of an old argument. By highlighting the pluses and minuses of
this kind ofpublic policy research, they have stimulated a fresh look at
Nathan's basic argument from beginning to end.

Once the new version of this book was fmished, Dick Nathan was
faced with a question about next steps and asked me what he should do. I
said he ought to publish this book with the Rockefeller Institute Press.
Many ofthe case studies described are based on research done at the Insti
tute. More to the point, the book's central argument makes the case for the
Institute's core mission. Dick agreed, but was unsure about what the pro
cess should be. The Institute Press's success depends on its reputation.
Manuscripts go through a normal process ofanonymous peer reviews, and
these reviews can lead to rejection as well as extensive rewriting. There
was no way the Press could conduct these peer reviews properly ifNathan
were to be the person to solicit reviewers, as he does for other books.

So, for this volume, I acted as publisher during the book's early
stages. I solicited reviews, passed them on anonymously, and wrote one
myself. These were serious comments that led - as good reviews will

ix



Social Science in Government

- to considerable revisions. The book is better for the work of the re
viewers, and I believe the Rockefeller Institute Press is stronger for hav
ing adopted this process. The final product speaks for itself.

Michael J. Malbin
Rockefeller Institute and University at Albany,

State University of New York
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Preface to the New Edition

ThiS is a new edition of a book I published a decade ago with Basic
Books. Since the earlier version ofthis book is out ofprint, I decided to
revise and reissue it. The ideas presented are important to me, and I
have continued to develop and refine them. The new edition reflects this
further contemplation. It also contains several additional chapters that
update the earlier edition with new case material to bring to life impor
tant questions about how social science can be useful and used in
American government.

Besides the five new chapters, a number of the original
chapters have been updated. This edition also contains a new final chap
ter on the limits and possibilities ofapplied social science. The case ma
terial used in this book focuses on major public policy issues,

highlighting applied social science research in one policy area-wel
fare reform and related employment programs and social services. I
hope the book can serve three purposes: as a primer for people inter
ested in how social scientists can help social policymakers learn about
what works; as a history of welfare policy research; and as a personal
retrospective on a career in applied social science in which learning
what works and what doesn't has been a central endeavor.

Many people have influenced the ideas advanced in this book, par
ticularly those who worked on the studies used as case material. One of
the main sources ofcase material is ten field network evaluation studies I
conducted with colleagues at three policy research centers - the

xi
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Brookings Institution, the Urban and Regional Research Center of the
Woodrow Wilson School at Princeton University, and the Nelson A.
Rockefeller Institute of Government in Albany, the public policy re
search arm of the State University ofNew York.

The second major source of case material is research by
the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC),
founded in 1974. MDRC has conducted a large number ofsocial experi
ments to test new programs designed to deal with the hardest problems
of society's most disadvantaged people. I was a member ofthe board of
directors of the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation from
1974 to 1997. I admire the work done by its extraordinary staff, dedi
cated to applied public policy research that makes a difference. At the
same time, I should make it clear that I did not participate as a re
searcher in the conduct of MDRC studies. My discussion of lessons
drawn from these studies represents my own personal interpretations.

I also have drawn on the work of other public policy researchers,
many ofwhom are friends of long standing, who willingly (and in some
cases without realizing it) helped to shape my ideas. Scores ofpeople, a
number of them mentioned along the way in this book, have produced
books and papers on which parts of this book are based. I also want to
thank colleagues who read the manuscript for the earlier edition of this
book and provided valuable reactions and suggestions: Orley C.
Ashenfelter, Rebecca Blank, Robert F. Cook, Martha A. Derthick, Paul
R. Domme1, Eli Ginzberg, David A. Long, Gilbert Y. Steiner, Donald
E. Stokes, Aaron Wildavsky, and Michael Wiseman.

Michael Ma1bin served as publisher of this new edition and pro
vided valuable advice and assistance. Thomas L. Gais and Irene Lurie
are co-authors of two of the new chapters in this book on welfare and
employment studies. Robert L. Cohen provided editorial assistance.
Howard Rolston of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser
vices, Rebecca Blank, and Burt Barnow read this new manuscript and
made valuable suggestions.

The Ford Foundation and the Florence and John Schumann Foun
dation provided the financial support for the original version of this
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Preface to the New Edition

book, written during a sabbatical year from Princeton University in
1986-1987. Special appreciation for this support is due to Susan
Berresford and Shepard Forman of the Ford Foundation and William
Mullins of the Schumann Foundation. Martin Kessler, my original edi
tor at Basic Books, was a wise critic and a reservoir of helpful advice;
Suzanne L. Wagner at Basic Books served as project editor for the orig
inal book. Nan Nash, my secretary at Princeton University, helped me
put many versions of the original manuscript into our word processors;
Carol Kuh1 patiently followed suit at the Rockefeller Institute for this
edition. Jonathan Jacobson and John Lago proofread the original manu
script, and John Lago provided research assistance as well. Michael
Cooper, director of publications at the Rockefeller Institute, took
charge of producing this second edition assisted by Marilyn McCabe.
Irene Pavone ably provided proofreading and research assistance for
this new edition.

New chapters in this book discuss two laws passed after
the earlier version ofthe book was written. Fortuitously for me, evalua
tion studies of these two national welfare reform laws were helpful in
updating this edition in a way that carries forward the earlier discussion
ofthis central social policy issue. Appreciation needs to be expressed to
two federal agencies - the U.S. Departments of Health and Human
Services, and Labor. They funded the evaluations conducted by the
Rockefeller Institute of Government discussed in the new chapters on
welfare reform. I also greatly appreciate the support provided by the W.
K. Kellogg Foundation for the field network research by the
Rockefeller Institute on the implementation of the Personal Responsi
bility Act signed into law by President Bill Clinton in 1996.

Richard P. Nathan
Albany, New York
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INTRODUCTION
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1

Applying Social Science

to Government

Social scientists who conduct applied research have a role, and it is

an important one — to provide intellectual input in order to inform and

assist the governmental process. My view is that the proper role for this

action research is to educate, not advocate. But this is not an easy role to

play. There is an understandable tendency among social scientists to

want to use expert knowledge to advance their own ideas and values.

The way the media behaves encourages this. Journalists frequently cite

experts on both sides of controversial issues, thereby reinforcing the

temptation for applied social scientists to act like politicians since their

work is so often used as fodder for argument. The result is that too much

of the time too many social scientists act too much like politicians.

This is an especially serious problem in fields of social policy. It is

institutionalized in research conducted in graduate schools of social

welfare, public health, education, and public affairs. In a parallel way,

position-taking behavior has become standard and expected behavior in

the professional organizations aligned with these institutions. Young

people are trained as social scientists with the idea that activism involv-

ing the definition of public problems and the presentation of recommen-

dations for their solution is good professional behavior in the social

sciences. The net result is that applied research in the field of public af-

fairs has become infused with an op-ed mentality that in an automatic

and unconscious way mitigates against research that has a traditional

and rigorous knowledge-building purpose.
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It is not a simple standard to say that public policy research should

be evenhanded and dispassionate and that policy researchers should not

take sides. In fact, there has been an almost constant debate in academic

circles over whether it is possible to be evenhanded as a social scientist.

In one sense, social science, believing as it does in the scientific method

and in rational analysis, is a point of view. My reference here to

evenhandedness is meant in the ideological sense of not being liberal or

conservative, centrist or decentralist, coddlers or admonishers, in public

affairs.

Politicians have a very different role from public policy research-

ers, involving two incompatible jobs — to serve as transmitters of val-

ues, and to advance their own values and ideas. The way politicians

carry out this delicate balancing act is a good basis on which to judge

whether they are good politicians. Politicians make decisions on several

grounds — on the ground of what their constituents want, on the ground

of what they themselves believe, and on the basis of expertise — that is,

the intellectual input to the policy process. This third input to the policy

process is the focus of this book.

Politicians also and increasingly vote their pocketbook, reflecting

the views of large contributors who finance ever more costly electoral

campaigns. I hope this problem of the undue influence of large cam-

paign contributions will be alleviated despite the fact that it stubbornly

resists reform efforts.

A newspaper column by Michael M. Weinstein of The New York

Times on how economists view the issue of school classroom size

showed how hard it is to sort out social science knowledge and opinion

in the political process. Weinstein juxtaposed the work of two econo-

mists whom he referred to as an “odd couple.”1 The occasion for his ar-

ticle was the long-standing debate on President Clinton’s proposal for

new federal spending to put 100,000 more teachers in elementary and

secondary school classrooms. Democrats supported him. Republicans,

while not opposing the $1 billion plus in new funding to be provided for

education, argued that it should be appropriated flexibly to the states,

since more teachers may not be every state’s top priority.

4
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One member of Weinstein’s odd couple was Alan Krueger, an

economist at Princeton University. Krueger, according to Weinstein,

produced “some of the research results that the Administration uses to

bolster its case for smaller class size.” The other member of the odd

couple is also an economist, Eric Hunushek, a professor at the Univer-

sity of Rochester, who was described by Weinstein as publishing “one

study after another arguing that additional spending on schools wastes

taxpayer money.”

Neither Krueger nor Hunushek are offenders in the sense just dis-

cussed of abandoning impartiality and joining the political fray in their

research activities. In fact, it is hard to see why they are an odd couple at

all, as they are very much alike. Both are respected policy researchers

and empiricists. Weinstein’s column, published under the rubric “The

Economic Scene,” depicted the two scholars as agreeing on only one

thing. They agreed, said Weinstein, “that Congress should resolve the

many unanswered questions by running careful demonstration projects

to figure out whether a national program to cut class size can work.”2

For me, the moral of this tale is twofold. One moral is that it is very

hard for even the best applied social scientists to avoid being drawn into

the political thicket. The second moral is more subtle and pertains to the

quality and nature of proof in social science. I am not sanguine that what

Weinstein calls the “careful demonstration projects” advocated by

Krueger and Hunushek can ever fully resolve questions like “whether a

national program to cut classroom size can work.” Applied social sci-

ence by public policy researchers can aid the political process by ampli-

fying issues and elucidating options, but it can rarely unequivocally and

conclusively settle the most emotional, big-stakes political issues.

The Point of View of This Book

A common abbreviation used in filmmaking to show how the camera is

positioned is “POV,” standing for point of view. Movie scripts are not

easy to read. The camera is always moving. It is much easier to get the

picture on film than by reading a script on paper: What is the camera

looking at? Who is doing the looking? As a teacher, I have found this

5
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convention a useful one in the classroom. I tell students studying Amer-

ican government, especially students interested in public service ca-

reers, that they should always be mindful of their own POV. And more

importantly, they also and always should be mindful of the POV of the

people they are dealing with.

It is a good idea in writing to state one’s point of view clearly and

up front. The purpose of this book on the role of policy researchers in

government is to present lessons I have learned in a career in applied so-

cial science. The focus is on the work public policy researchers do out-

side of government. The book also discusses the role of applied social

science inside government. Many of my colleagues among policy re-

searchers, as has been my own case, move in and out of government as

“inners and outers.”* My experience in the federal government helped

me develop ideas that influenced my choices of research subjects and

the conduct of studies I have worked on; however, the largest part of my

career has been as a political scientist engaged in policy research out-

side of government.

Most of the research projects I have worked on are field network

evaluation studies. My role in this kind of policy research began with a

national study of the effects of the general revenue sharing program en-

acted in 1972. (The idea of revenue sharing was to provide flexible

grants-in-aid to states and localities on a basis that enabled them to set

and carry out their own priorities.) Previous to 1972, I had directed do-

mestic policy studies for Nelson A. Rockefeller’s presidential cam-

paigns, which included the fields of federalism and intergovernmental

relations. Later on, during the first term of the Nixon administration, I

served as an assistant director of the U.S. Office of Management and

Budget, and in this capacity participated in drafting federal revenue

sharing legislation. Shortly after Nixon was elected for his second term

in 1972, I left government and moved back to the Brookings Institution,

where I had previously been a research staff member from 1966 to

1969. At the request of the Ford Foundation, I organized a

6
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nineteen-state evaluation at Brookings of the effects of the new revenue

sharing law.

The questions that had to be dealt with in designing this first field

network evaluation study help to make my point about how hard it is to

study the effects of government policies. Arthur Okun, who had chaired

the Council of Economic Advisors under President Johnson, was then a

senior fellow at Brookings. He had doubts about the field-research ap-

proach. What would you say, he asked, if your mother gave you a check

for your birthday and wanted to know what you did with it? His point

was that the fungibility of federal grants-in-aid (the essential notion be-

ing that all money is green) makes it difficult — well nigh impossible, I

think he said — to know what happens to such a gift.

My career was at a critical juncture. I responded to Okun that I was

confident that studying state and local behavior in policy-making and

implementation with regard to the uses of revenue sharing funds would

tell us a great deal about what different governments (rich and poor, big

and little) do with their shared revenue. Afterwards, Gilbert Y. Steiner,

director of governmental studies at Brookings, said he was disposed to

march ahead. After all, we had the research money.

The conclusion I reached years later, when we were deeply in-

volved in the field evaluation of the revenue sharing program, was that

my instinct in responding to Okun was correct. We did learn a great deal

systematically about the uses of shared revenue. Many recipient juris-

dictions, as it turned out, were wary of adding these funds to their pro-

gram base — i.e., using this found-money for ongoing operating

purposes. One-time capital purposes were a major use. This was espe-

cially the case for small, relatively well off, and fiscally conservative lo-

cal governments. They feared locking revenue sharing money into their

fiscal base and later having to raise taxes or lay off civil service workers

when the federal government changed the rules or turned off the spigot,

which it eventually did.

Not satisfied with focusing only on this fiscal question, the revenue

sharing evaluation also examined the effects of the program in the func-

tional areas where these funds were used for new-spending purposes. We

7
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also studied their distribution: Was the allocation of shared revenue

redistributive? And we studied their political effects: Who decided on

the use of the funds? How was the political role and structure of differ-

ent types of governments affected?

Later on, the Brookings Institution was approached by the research

office of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development to

conduct a similar field network evaluation of another form of federal fi-

nancial aid to states and localities — block grants — specifically in this

case, the Community Development Block Grant program. In the same

way, we were asked soon afterwards to conduct a study of the public

service employment program established under the Comprehensive

Employment and Training Act (CETA). Seven other field evaluation

studies have been conducted over the years by networks of indigenous

researchers in multiple governmental jurisdictions, including:

❖ A study of the effects of all federal grants on large cities.

❖ A study of the effects of President Reagan’s “New Federal-

ism” cuts and changes in federal grant-in-aid programs.

❖ A study in New Jersey of the effects of Urban Develop-

ment Action Grants (UDAG).

❖ A study of the implementation of the Job Opportunities and

Basic Skills Training (JOBS) program for welfare reform

under the Family Support Act of 1988.

❖ A study of the start-up and early implementation of Presi-

dent Clinton’s Urban Empowerment Zone and Enterprise

Community program.

❖ A study of the Neighborhood Preservation Initiative spon-

sored by the Pew Charitable Trusts to aid working-class

neighborhoods.

❖ A study, still ongoing, of the effects of the national welfare

reform law, the Personal Responsibility and Work Oppor-

tunities Reconciliation Act, signed by President Clinton in

1996.

8
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The main units of analysis in all ten studies are institutions. The

studies have been conducted by networks of field researchers coordi-

nated by a central staff. The focus has been on the implementation of

new policies, broadly assessing their fiscal, programmatic, distribu-

tional, and political effects on state and local governments, nonprofit

organizations, and private contractors. Were the policies we studied im-

plemented the way they were supposed to be?

My “POV,” which is central to my reason for writing this book, is

that these applied social science studies were useful and used in govern-

mental processes, and at the same time that they contributed to scholar-

ship on American federalism. Almost all of the field researchers were

professors at universities. In these studies, they answered the same sets

of questions in preparing their analytical reports that were then com-

bined by a central staff. While the basic approach is inductive, in the

sense of learning as we went along, there tended to be an implicit, and

sometimes explicit, set of expectations (which could be called “hypoth-

eses”) about likely program effects built into the framework for each

round of the data collection for these studies. Most of these studies were

longitudinal; in some cases they involved three or four rounds of field

data collection.3 This book, which considers the way these policy re-

search projects assisted governmental processes, also looks at the work

of other policy researchers with different research purposes and meth-

ods.

This is a good time to reissue the book for two reasons. One is that I

have clearer ideas now about the themes developed in the original edi-

tion. A second reason is that welfare policy, which is the main subject of

the studies used in this book as case material, has changed greatly in the

decade since the first edition was written. Two major national welfare

reform laws have been enacted, both of which I have studied with col-

leagues using the field network evaluation methodology. A virtual cor-

nucopia of other studies also have been undertaken on the effects of

these two welfare reform laws, so the subject is a big and interesting

one.

The first new welfare law passed since the earlier version of this

book was written is the 1988 Family Support Act, enacted in the final

9
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year of Ronald Reagan’s presidency. The bottom line with respect to

this law is that it did not make much of an impact. The second national

welfare law examined is the Personal Responsibility and Work Oppor-

tunity Reconciliation Act of 1996. In contrast to the earlier act, the 1996

act has already had a pervasive impact in American federalism on a

wide range of public agencies and nonprofit organizations at every level

of government.

The Role of Applied Social Science

As stated earlier, politicians act on the basis of their beliefs and those of

their constituents. They also act on the basis of expert knowledge. This,

however, is only one — and often not the main — input to public pol-

icy-making. One reason for this is that we simply don’t have definitive

knowledge that would enable politicians to base all, or even most, pub-

lic policy decisions on uncontrovertible scientific evidence. Over the

years, social scientists have developed three bad habits that are impor-

tant for the discussion in this book of the need for a realistic view of the

role of applied social science.

The first bad habit of social scientists is the tendency to want to

emulate the natural sciences. Beatrice Webb, who worked with Charles

Booth in England on the early development of survey research meth-

ods, considered this problem in a book about her life as what she called

a “social investigator.” Webb’s family had a close friendship with Her-

bert Spencer, whose philosophizing about unfettered capitalism could

not have been more antithetical to the career and political path later fol-

lowed by Webb. In her book, Webb used her relationship with Spencer

to illustrate her ideas about the meaning and role of social science. Re-

ferring to Spencer’s writing, she said, “There was a riddle in the appli-

cation of the scientific method to human nature which continuously

worried me, and which still leaves me doubtful. Can the objective

method, pure and undefiled, be applied to human mentality; can you,

for instance, observe sufficiently correctly to forecast consequences,

mental characteristics which you do not yourself possess?”4 This is at

the nub of debates about the meaning of social science: Can social

10
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sciences predict human behavior using “the objective method, pure and

undefiled?” My view can be summed up as follows:

Social scientists should be realistic about the nature of the terrain

in relation to the strength of their theories and methods. The data simply

do not exist, nor can they ever be collected, which would tell us every-

thing we want to know about every attitude, emotion, and form of be-

havior of every individual and relevant group in society in such a way

that we could use these data to construct models and produce theories

that would approach the predictive power of theories in the natural sci-

ences.

The second bad habit of social scientists that is pertinent here is

overspecialization. Modern social science is a bubbling pot of disci-

plines and subspecialties that have compartmentalized human society.

A generation ago, economist Joseph Schumpeter said, “Our time re-

volts against the inexorable necessity of specialization and therefore

cries out for synthesis, nowhere so loudly as in the social sciences in

which the non-professional element counts so much.”5 In a similar way,

social theorist Abraham Kaplan was caustic in comments about the

fragmented and competitive character of the social sciences. “The frag-

mentation of science into ‘schools’ is by no means unknown in as rigor-

ous a discipline as mathematics; what is striking in behavioral science is

how unsympathetic and even hostile to one another such schools are.”6

This bad habit of social science is reflected both in teaching and profes-

sional practice. The boundaries between fields and subfields are rooted

in reward systems that measure achievement by one’s ability to do inde-

pendent work in a single discipline. The most common operational

mode of modern social science is one computer terminal in one office

operating in one discipline.

The third bad habit of social scientists is closely related to the first

two, the tendency for social scientists to prefer quantitative research de-

signs and techniques and downgrade qualitative research methods and

data. Qualitative research can and does use numbers to interpret obser-

vations made by social scientists. It often involves presenting such data

and in the form of generalizations with an empirical base, although typi-

cally (but not always) short of being able to bring to bear mathematical
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proofs based on samples of sufficient size to infer causality. Quantita-

tive studies, on the other hand, may use data that are less than ideally

precise, but in this case with the emphasis on having an adequate sam-

ple size to be able to attempt to identify causal relationships. Again,

Abraham Kaplan was on target when he criticized what he called “the

law of instrument” in referring to quantitative studies. Said Kaplan,

“Give a small boy a hammer, and he will find that everything he en-

counters needs pounding.”7 The hammer of modern social science is the

computer.

This book highlights three types of applied social science that can

be useful and used in the governmental process: (1) demonstration re-

search to test possible new policies and major programmatic depar-

tures; (2) evaluation research to assess the effects on ongoing public

programs; and (3) studies of conditions and trends. The bulk of my at-

tention is devoted to the first two of these categories, demonstration and

evaluation research. Four key points are:

1. Demonstration studies to test new policies and program ap-

proaches and evaluation studies of ongoing policies and programs

are different in ways that have not been sufficiently taken into ac-

count by the sponsors and funders of public policy research and by

researchers.

2. Evaluation research to assess ongoing public programs is the fron-

tier of applied social science. Social scientists interested in policy

research have the most untapped potential and some of the hardest

challenges in this area.

3. In designing and conducting both demonstration and evaluation re-

search, greater attention should be given to the missing links of

applied social science research. Two missing links highlighted in this

book are those between disciplines within the social sciences and

those between quantitative and qualitative research methods and data.

4. In selecting the subjects for both demonstration and evaluation

studies, priority should be given to situations in which three condi-

tions apply: first, that policymakers and government officials are
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genuinely interested in the questions being asked; second, that

they are uncertain about the answers; and third, that they are will-

ing to wait for them.

These ideas reflect a view about a role for public policy research that

is both positive and limiting. I view applied social science as a supporting

player on the political stage. We have come a long way in our thinking

from the over-optimism of the post-World War II period, which is dis-

cussed in the next chapter. Implicit in the earlier view was the idea that so-

cial engineering could replace what many intellectuals viewed as an

excessively competitive political process dominated by self-interest. Dan-

iel Patrick Moynihan, whose extraordinary career bridges the worlds of so-

cial science and public policy, said in 1969, “the role of social science lies

not in the formation of social policy, but in the measurement of its results.”8

This is the view of public policy research presented in this book.

In sum, I believe applied social science research should emphasize

how to do things rather than what should be done. Combining social sci-

ence disciplines in such studies involves much more than bringing addi-

tional data to bear. It adds variables to the research equation. When we

leave out disciplines, we leave out dimensions of human behavior. Dis-

ciplinary compartmentalization rooted in a single intellectual paradigm

distorts human experience. Economists, to their credit, have been the

dominant players in applied social science, stressing quantitative meth-

ods and data. Other disciplines that place greater emphasis on qualita-

tive methods and data need to be brought into the picture, especially

political science and sociology.

Ultimately, the kind of applied social science that is conducted de-

pends on the role played by government and foundation officials acting

as the sponsors and funders of policy research; they are in the catbird

seat. They occupy the critical territory between the producers and the

consumers of public policy research. The last chapter of this book con-

siders the role of the sponsors of policy research, how they behave, and

how their behavior might change.
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Optimism and
Disillusionment

In the immediate post-World War II period in the United States, there
were high expectations for applied social science. In the lead essay to a
volume on what was called "the policy sciences," Harold Laswell
wrote, "It is probable that the policy-science orientation in the United
States will be directed towards providing the knowledge needed to im
prove the practice ofdemocracy."l Laswell's co-editor for this volume,
Daniel Lerner, wrote that he envisioned a future in which social science
would deal with "the new human problems raised by the endlessly
changing lifeways ofmodern society."2 There is, remarked Lerner, "an
integral connection between social science and social democracy."3

Education in the social sciences was infused with the idea of im
proving social and economic conditions. It was hoped that practitioners
of different social science disciplines would work together. Robert S.
Lynd, in a book entitled Knowledgefor What? The Place ofSocial Sci
ence in American Culture, called for merging the work ofthe social sci
ences by focusing "on the concept ofculture." By culture, Lynd referred
to "all the things that a group ofpeople inhabiting a common geograph
ical area do, the ways they do things and the ways they think and feel
about things, their material tools and their values and symbols." Lynd
saw this as meeting "the need for an all inclusive frame ofreference for
all the social sciences.,,4

In this period, as efforts to apply social science in government came
into vogue, one discipline, economics, increasingly came to have the
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upper hand. There are several ways economics is applied in government.
Theories of macroeconomics support policies for producing stable,
noninflationary economic growth. Microeconomics, in tum, is applied to
government in two ways - in budgeting, for example, through the "plan
ning-programming-budgeting" system, and through the demonstration
and evaluation research movement involving large research projects to
test new program ideas and to evaluate ongoing programs.

Applying Macroeconomics

Under President Kennedy in the 1960s, a feeling ofebullience emerged
that the economy could be managed in a way that would repeal the busi
ness cycle. In an unprecedented action, Kennedy proposed a large re
duction in federal personal and corporate income taxes in 1963
explicitly to apply Keynes's theories to national economic pol
icy-making by deploying unused resources to create jobs and stimulate
growth. After Kennedy was assassinated, Lyndon Johnson carried
through on this tax-cut proposal; Congress enacted a $16 billion tax re
duction in 1964. Walter W. Heller, then chairman of the Council of
Economic Advisors, who was both the principal architect of the tax cut
plan and an artful phrasemaker for it, described this economic policy as
the nation "declaring a fiscal dividend" to combat "fiscal drag" in a fal
tering economy.

The following year, Heller delivered the Godkin Lectures at Har
vard University on the subject of the new role of economics in govern
ment. The first sentence set the tone: "Economics has come ofage in the
1960s." Heller went on, "The age of the economist arrived on the New
Frontier, and is firmly entrenched in the Great Society." The Keynesian
influence was clear. "What economists have wrought is not the creation
of a 'new economics' ," said Heller, "but the completion of the Keynes
ian revolution - thirty years after John Maynard Keynes fired the
opening salvo."s

Unfortunately, the business cycle was not repealed. Stagflation
(recession and inflation occurring simultaneously) in the 1970s gener
ated major controversies among and between economists and
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politicians. Consensus on Keynesian economics fell away. This is not to
suggest that economists lost their voice in macroeconomic pol
icy-making. Quite the contrary. At the highest levels, they have gained
influence as members of the Council of Economic Advisors and the
Federal Reserve Board and as officials of the u.s. Treasury Depart
ment, the Office of Management and Budget, and other government
agencies.

The Planning-Programming-Budgeting System

A major development of the 1960s for the application to government of
microeconomics was Lyndon Johnson's effort in the mid-1960s to re
make the budget process by establishing the Planning-Programming
Budgeting (PPB) system. This system, which involved a large number
of economists working inside government, was initially applied in the
Defense Department by Robert S. McNamara, formerly president ofthe
Ford Motor Company, who was appointed by President Kennedy as
secretary of defense. McNamara and his "whiz kid" policy analysts
used systems analysis to compare alternative weapon systems in an ef
fort to increase the leverage ofthe secretary of defense in relation to the
individual services. Before the Vietnam War escalated, the McNamara
system was riding high. As a result Johnson decided that this approach
should be applied, not just in the defense sector, but to all of govern
ment. He embraced PPB with typical gusto. An executive order issued
in August 1965 directed all agencies to apply the systems' analysis ap
proach to the entire budget process. The government-wide approach an
nounced by Johnson set forth extensive and detailed requirements that
were supposed to take effect immediately. All federal agencies were re
quired to prepare planning documents and issue-analysis papers to back
up recommendations to the Budget Bureau (the name of the bureau be
fore it was reorganized and renamed the Office of Management and
Budget under President Nixon.)

According to the Bulletin issued by the Budget Bureau to set up
this new system, the objective ofPPB was "to improve the basis for ma
jor program decisions in the operating agencies and in the Executive
Office of the President. Program objectives are to be identified and
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alternative methods to be subjected to systematic comparison." The
system consisted ofthree main reports to be prepared by all government
agencies: (l) program memoranda, comparing the cost and effective
ness of major alternative programs and describing the agency's strat
egy; (2) special analytic studies on current and longer-term issues; and
(3) program andfinancial plans, multi-year summaries of agency pro
grams in terms of their outputs, costs, and financing needs over a
five-year period.6

The experience ofPPB was, to say the least, disappointing. The pa
per just didn't flow. Or else it overflowed. Federal officials used bu
reaucratic stratagems to continue to manage the budget process in the
way that they were used to doing. In some cases, they simply did not
submit the required planning memoranda and analysis documents.
Agency officials and the staff of the Bureau of the Budget operated in
these cases as ifnothing had changed. In other cases, agencies swamped
the Bureau of the Budget with elaborate planning documents and issue
papers that few if any high officials of the submitting agency had even
seen. Three years after President Johnson's bold announcement of a
government-wide PPB system, his successor, Richard M. Nixon, qui
etly issued a presidential memorandum abolishing the system.
"Agencies are no longer required to ... " it stated, and then it summa
rized the steps of the PPB system. Political scientist Allen Schick ob
served in an article on this non-event (or at least relatively unnoticed
event) called "A Death in the Bureaucracy," that "No mention was
made in the memo of the three initials which dazzled the world ofbud
geting" when the PPB system was announced?

The unfortunate thing to me is that it seems as if government, at
least the federal government, is incapable oflearning when it comes to
management reforms like PPB. The PPB system was followed by other
systems with similarly inflated expectations under Presidents Nixon
and Carter. President Nixon's management reform system was called
MBO, standing for "management by objectives." Carter's plan was
called ZBB, standing for "zero-based budgeting." Both had ambitious
and elaborate requirements and no large or lasting effects. In 1993,
Congress got into the act with the Government Performance and Re
sults Act, which requires all federal agencies to produce annual reports
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on their progress in converting programs from being process-oriented
to focusing on results. Because it is embedded in law with a long lead
time for setting it up, and because both the legislative and executive
branches are on record as supporting it, there is hope that this new law
will have a more lasting influence in enhancing the role ofpolicy analy
sis and research as inputs to government decision making.s

Demonstration and Evaluation Research

The second development in the application of microeconomics to pol
icy-making is the one I am most interested in, the demonstration and
evaluation research movement. As emphasized in the first chapter, I
make a distinction between these two types ofapplied social science re
search - demonstrations to test new programs and evaluations of on
going programs.

Most observers ofgovernment policy-making think the high point
ofthe influence ofeconomists coincided with the Democratic presiden
cies of the 1960s and fell off when Nixon and the Republicans came
into power. It is true that the PPB system died a quiet death during
Nixon's presidency, but other applications of economics discussed in
this chapter lasted longer.

As it turned out, the timing ofthe demonstration and evaluation re
search movement was decidedly different from that of applied macro
economics and the PPB system. Because ofthe long period ofgestation
required to design, conduct, and report on demonstration and evaluation
studies, the bulk of the work done under this heading for applied social
science was done in the 1970s and afterwards, not in the 1960s. Some of
the major demonstration and evaluation studies, notably the negative
income tax experiments described and discussed in the next chapter,
were begun in the 1960s, but the results of these studies, which were
planned and designed under President Johnson, did not emerge until
well beyond his presidency. Most of the negative income tax research
was carried out in the Nixon years, and in addition a number of large
new demonstration and evaluation studies were launched under Nixon
and his successors.
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Cynics have depicted Nixon's interest and that of other Republi
cans in social experimentation as a strategy to delay the development of
new programs or as an excuse for not enacting them. The same point is
made - with more basis for doing so - about the Reagan administra
tion. However, a look at the record of new program adoptions, policy
changes, and domestic spending in the Nixon and Ford years casts
doubt on this interpretation with respect to them. Large domestic initia
tives were adopted under Nixon, and many existing programs were ex
panded. Nixon did not say so, but he was a big spender on the home
front, and President Ford tended to follow suit. Total domestic spending
by the federal government under Nixon rose from 10.3 percent of the
gross national product at the outset of his presidency to 13.7 percent in
1974. Social Security accounted for less than half (1.4 percentage
points) of this increase. Federal aid to state and local governments,
which includes the revenue sharing program (mentioned in chapter 1)
and block grants and other federal grant-in-aid programs that Nixon ad
vanced, accounted for most of the rest of this 3.4 percentage point in
crease in the gross national product attributable to domestic public
spending.

Although the PPB system is long departed from the scene, it left a
legacy. Its legacy was the growth in the size and stature ofthe planning
staffs in federal agencies throughout government, created to participate
in PPB processes. In point offact, PPB and its successor budgetary re
forms have made the budget process at all levels of government (fed
eral, state, and local) more analytical. They brought people trained in
economics and policy analysis into government big time. Many ofthese
people stayed, and more of them came, and their contributions have
been important and lasting. Moreover, government planning and analy
sis offices often were, and in many cases still are, the sponsors of large
demonstration and evaluation research projects.

Outside ofgovernment, the legacy ofPPB is the army ofcontract re
searchers whose role is conducting demonstration and evaluation re
search - i.e., testing potential new programs and evaluating ongoing
programs. Indeed, one reason for treating the demonstration and evalua
tion research movement separately has to do with precisely this point 
its organization. Unlike the PPB system, the operation of the
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demonstration and evaluation research movement for the most part in
volves researchers working outside of government at universities, think
tanks, and private consulting firms. Moreover, many universities across
the country, seeing PPB and the growth ofapplied economics in govern
ment, public policy analysis, and demonstration and evaluation research
as a new market, established and expanded public policy graduate
schools in the 1970s. However, doubts rose in the late 1960s and 1970s
about the efficacy of social science as a guide to policy-making.

Doubts Arise

The basic question as to whether human behavior can be studied the
way it is in the natural sciences was the theme of a popular book in the
1980s on the limits of economics by Lester C. Thurow. Thurow wrote
that economists "can't find hard empirical constants, such as the speed
oflight in physics, because economists are not studying the immutable
rules ofnature but the mutable laws that govern human behavior."9 He
added that mainstream economics reflected "more an academic need
for an internal theoretical consistency and rigor than it reflects observ
able, measurable realities in the world we live in."l0

Among the best-known statements associated with such self-criticism
in economics was that by Wassily Leontief, a Nobel laureate as the in
ventor of input-output analysis. In his address in 1971 as president of
the American Economic Association, Leontiefcriticized his colleagues
for their overemphasis on theory building and their failure to establish
"systematic cooperative relationships across the traditional frontiers
now separating economics from these adjoining fields."l1 More than a
decade later, Leontief identified his principal concern as the use of de
ductive models grounded in data inadequate to the task at hand. "Page
after page ofprofessional economic journals are filled with mathemati
cal formulas leading the reader from sets of more or less plausible but
entirely arbitrary assumptions to precisely stated but irrelevant theoreti
cal conclusions." These data, he said, "fall short of what would have
been required for concrete, more detailed understanding ofthe structure
and function of a modern economic system."12
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In a similar vein, a book published in this period by Andrew M.
Karmarck complained that economists "insist on quantification but
completely overlook the need to understand how much precision is ac
tually attainable in the accuracy of the numbers used.... Very little at
tention is paid to the quality ofdata - data are dumped into a computer
without close examination." Echoing Thurow, Karmarck said, "Fore
casting future parameters or variables, is incomparably more difficult in
economics than in the physical sciences.... In fields concerned with
human behavior like economics, in contrast, constant or stable phenom
ena can rarely be relied on.,,13

A good suggestion made in response to Leontiefs 1982 letter to
Science magazine was contained in an article by Barbara R. Bergmann,
who urged economists to broaden their scope of inquiry and rethink
their position toward other, and what she called "softer" social science
disciplines. "Economists might look with profit to the practice ofsocial
scientists in other disciplines, whose lower status and whose methods of
research economists have been wont to scorn.,,14 In a similar vein, Rob
ert Kuttner, in the Atlantic Monthly, criticized economists for being
"highly abstract, mathematical, and deductive rather than curious about
institutions." Kuttner quoted Charles L. Schultze, like Leontief a for
mer president of the American Economic Association, as saying,
"When you dig deep down, economists are scared to death ofbeing so
ciologists. The one great thing we have going for us is the premise that
individuals act rationally in trying to satisfy their preferences. This is an
incredibly powerful tool because you can model it.,,15

Other Views

At one time, there was an active institutional school ofeconomics in the
United States, led by John R. Commons, an economist at the University
of Wisconsin. In the 1920s, Commons contended that institutions, as
collectivities ofpeople, behave differently than the sum ofthe individu
als within them. Commons believed institutional economics should
give greater emphasis to political and organizational behavior. This of
course is the point I expressed earlier about the need for
inter-disciplinary applied social science, although by no means

22



Optimism and Disillusionment

gainsaying the fact that economics as a discipline deserve the most
credit for the rise of applied social science in government in recent
years. In my opinion, other social science disciplines, especially politi
cal science, sociology, and psychology now should be involved in a
broadened paradigm for public policy research.

In one such effort to tie economics to psychology, Robert E. Lucas,
Jr., of the University of Chicago, in the 1980s questioned the ability of
economists to forecast the future on the ground that they do not give ad
equate attention to attitudes and shifts in opinion that influence behav
ior,16 Lucas's critique was the key point of the "supply-side" challenge
to macroeconomic theory advanced under President Reagan. Actually,
Keynes made this same point about the importance ofthe psychological
aspect of economic behavior in assessing economic systems.

Another economist whose work I admire, Albert O. Hirschman,
has observed that economists neglect mood and attitudinal variables at
their peril. Modem economics, he said, "oversimplifies." Specifically,
he criticized "parsimony" in the discipline, asserting that the conven
tional approach presents "too simple minded an account of even such
fundamental economic processes as consumption and production.'m

Donald McCloskey, an economist who became something ofa his
torian ofhis discipline, traced these and otherideas about the discipline.
In the lead article in the June 1983 Journal ofEconomic Literature,
McCloskey called the methodology of economics "modernism." Mod
ernism for McCloskey refers to "the credo of Scientific Methods,
known mockingly among its critics as the Received View," which "is
an amalgam of logical positivism, behavioralism, operationalism, and
the hypothetico-deductive model of science."18 But then McCloskey
added a more positive comment. He said that in practice economists do
not follow their official rhetoric, and that in his view it is a good thing
they don't. "If they did they would stand silent on human capital, the
law of demand, random walks down Wall Street, the elasticity of de
mand for gasoline, and most other matters about which they commonly
speak." Looking at the role economists play in government, in business,
and in their classrooms, McCloskey argued, "economists in fact argue
on far wider grounds. Their genuine workaday rhetoric, the way they
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argue inside their heads or their seminar rooms, diverges from the offi
cial rhetoric."19

For purposes of this chapter, my point is not that economists
should lose standing as leaders ofapplied social science. They have the
strongest body oftheory and the most workable tools to aid governmen
tal decision making. Walter Heller's vision in the 1960s ofa Keynesian
consensus assuring stable, noninflationary economic growth has been
tempered, but not in a way that diminishes the influence of macroeco
nomics in government. In the case of microeconomics, the same situa
tion applies in terms of lowered, but more realistic, expectations.

Demise of the PPB System

Charles L. Schultze, who is mentioned above as suggesting that econo
mists might usefully act more like sociologists, is an important figure in
the story of the P1anning-Programming-Budgeting system. Schultze
was a leader ofthe effort in the mid-1960s to apply microeconomics in
government; he was director ofthe Bureau ofthe Budget when the PPB
system was put in place.

After leaving the Johnson administration, Schultze in a thoughtful
series of retrospective lectures delivered at the University of California
in 1968 described his experience implementing PPB.20 Schultze began
by describing the aims and elements ofthe PPB system. But it is what he
did next that is most interesting. He addressed the critique ofPPB asso
ciated with the views ofCharles E. Lindblom. Throughout his academic
career, Lindblom has emphasized the inherently incremental nature of
the American political process and the ways it is antithetical to the plan
ning values embodied in government and management textbooks and in
the PPB system.

After setting forth Lindblom's critique of PPB, Schultze pro
ceeded to wrestle with Lindblom's incrementalist position. Some read
ers may find, as I did, that Lindblom seemed to come out the winner.
Schultze indicated sympathy with Lindblom's argument about the diffi
culty of specifying the objectives of government programs.
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Considerable precision, he said, is a necessary precondition for assess
ing programs rigorously and then comparing them according to the de
gree to which they achieve their objectives, as the PPB system required.
Lindblom on the other hand argued that in most cases the goals ofpub
lic programs cannot be precisely specified because politicians often are
purposefully, and from their point ofview, rationally vague about their
objectives in the belief that this enhances their chances of putting to
gether a sufficiently broad coalition to ensure that policies they favor
are adopted.

Digging deeper into Lindblom's ideas about what he calls "the sci
ence of muddling through," Schultze argued that PPB must adapt to,
and become part of, the political process. He noted that this is what ac
tually happened under President Johnson. According to Schultze, "pro
gram planning and evaluation staffs in the agency head's immediate
office, created by the PPB system, strengthen the role of the agency
head in relations with the operating units." Schultze observed: "Cynics
to the contrary notwithstanding, knowledge is power.'m In effect, PPB
made economists actors in the political process. This is a good thing,
but it is surely a different thing from the exuberance of early advocates
of applied social science that it could be the basis for scientific pol
icy-making.

Like Lindblom, Bertram Gross argues that the major problem with
PPB was that "microeconomists who have repeatedly used the term ef
fectiveness have been chary about admitting, let alone explicitly stat
ing, that they have been engaging in attempts at cause-effect analysis."
Continuing, Gross said, "Once this is brought into the open, it becomes
clear that estimates of presumed results must take into account many
possible causative factors other than the program under analysis, and
that many such factors, being social, psychological, and political in na
ture, are not readily understandable in terms ofeconomics, or any other
single discipline."22 Again, the emphasis is on combining social science
disciplines.

An important part of Charles L. Schultze's rethinking of the PPB
system in his Gaither Lectures was what he said about the scope of the
system. Looking back, Schultze said he saw wisdom in narrowing the
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scope ofPPB: "I propose as a working hypothesis that analysis can op
erate with fewer constraints and can profit from a consideration of a
wider range ofalternatives in programs that produce pure public goods
and do not directly affect the structure of institutional and political
power than in programs that produce quasi-public goods, and funda
mentally affect income distribution, or impinge on the power struc
ture.',zs This is a substantial concession. It is hard to think of
government programs, particularly domestic programs, that do not, in
Schultze's terms, "fundamentally affect income distribution" and "im
pinge upon the power structure." In fact, in the earlier development of
cost-benefit analysis, the focus was on relatively narrow-gauged studies
ofpublic works programs, such as water resource projects. Economist
Roland McKean, a pioneer of cost-benefit analysis, contended that this
analytical method is generally most useful for lower-level decisions in
volving "comparatively narrow problems of choice" where "the alter
natives are usually rather close substitutes."24

Assessing Demonstration
and Evaluation Research

What I call the demonstration and evaluation research movement can be
seen as both a reaction to, and an outgrowth of, the PPB system. In ef
fect it was a more modest effort to do part of what the PPB system was
supposed to do. It concentrated on a limited number of problems and
programs. Properly viewed, the demonstration and evaluation research
movement reflects this same idea that some subjects should be selected
for serious, rigorous study, and furthermore that this should be done
without assuming, as under PPB, that experts can compare all major and
related uses of governmental resources. Economist Richard R. Nelson
in commenting on the relationship between demonstration and evalua
tion research and the PPB system sounded very much like Charles L.
Schultze and Charles E. Lindblom. "It does seem fair to question," said
Nelson, "... whether the new philosophy ofexperimentalism represents
greater sophistication regarding the implications ofmodels ofoptimiza
tion over time under conditions ofuncertainty, or disguised acceptance
of a strategy of muddling through."25

26



Optimism and Disillusionment

In reviewing issues raised about applying economics in
government, I have relied mainly on the writings ofeconomists, who in
many cases were themselves participants in the events described. In
considering the demonstration and evaluation research movement, I
follow the same practice, beginning with a book published in 1985 by
Henry J. Aaron, entitled Politics and the Professors: The Great Society
in Perspective. Aaron was a high-level official on the policy research
staff of the U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare in the
1960s and served as the assistant secretary for planning and evaluation
ofthe successor department (the Department ofHealth and Human Ser
vices) in the Carter administration in the late 1970s.

The theme and tone of Aaron's book on applied social science
were pessimistic. His conclusion was not only that demonstrations and
evaluations in the field of social policy are very difficult to do, but that
these studies often produce findings about programs that fall far short of
what was promised by politicians. Aaron portrayed program evaluation
as "a newly developed art" that "certified the ineffectuality ofthese pro
grams," referring to social programs launched in the Great Society pe
riod under President Johnson. "Far from being an instrument for
evenhanded, objective deliberation, evaluation was transmuted into
'forensic social science' ."26

When I began collecting material for this book, I was aided in do
ing so by teaching seminars on applied social science at Princeton
University. In one seminar session, a participant, a mid-career student
from the U.S. Department of Defense, questioned why applied social
science is so focused on social programs, particularly programs to aid
the poor. "Liberals have shot themselves in the foot," he said, "by em
phasizing studies that often show the limits of social programs and only
rarely their successes." The image this suggests fits Henry Aaron's cri
tique; applied social science in many instances has ended up undermin
ing the case for social programs. According to Aaron, evaluation
studies often revealed modest, if any, program results. Assuming that
most researchers believe not only in the utility ofapplied social science,
but also in the value of social programs, this is a gloomy situation from
their point ofview. Aaron summed up in the following terms: "The role
that research and experimentation played in the demise of the simple
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faiths ofthe early 1960s was not accidental. The process by which R&E
[research and experimentation] is created corrodes the kind of simple
faiths on which political movements are built.,,27

Two points in Aaron's conclusion stand out. One is his accent on
"faith" as the basis for political action. The other is his reference to re
search and experimentation as "corrosive" of the "simple faiths on
which political movements are built." Several years after Aaron's book
was published, he made a tongue-in-cheek comment about the role of
demonstration evaluation research, this time directed at the efforts of
Ronald Reagan's budget director, David A. Stockman, to cut spending
on social research:

Mr. Stockman is making a grave mistake in trying to put us all
out ofwork. He has not realized that we are the instrumental
ity for inaction. By diverting us to teaching rather than re
search or even to still more reputable ways ofearning a living,
he will make easier the growth of ideas for activist social
change undisturbed by critical analyses when the mood ofthe
country shifts.28

Aaron was not alone in expressing doubts about demonstration and
evaluation research. There were other critics in this period. Sar A.
Levitan and Gregory Wurzburg said,

It is not just a question of obtaining better data or spending a
few million more dollars on evaluations. The problem lies in
the basic assumptions of the methodologies employed by
most evaluations, and in the choice of who is entrusted with
the task. This entire field remains an art. The much-touted ob
jective scientific conclusions of evaluations are too often
found to be based on hidden political and social value judg
ments or personal interest.29

In a similar vein, Richard F. Elmore reviewed the studies of youth em
ployment programs and concluded: "The fact that we find it easy to dis
credit interventions that merely deliver services, but difficult to find
scientifically valid solutions to chronic social problems, may mean that
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we have gotten too sophisticated in using the rhetoric of social science
to justify social interventions."3o

On the conservative side, Charles Murray, in his influential book
Losing Ground: American Social Policy, 1950-1980, made many of the
same points as Aaron, Levitan and Wurzburg, and Elmore. He, too,
served as an evaluator of social programs in the 1970s. Murray's book is
best known for his conclusion, presented as a "thought experiment," that
goes one step - a very big step - further than Aaron. He maintained not
only that social programs enacted in the 1960s failed, but that in many
cases they contributed to the problems they were supposed to solve.
Murray said such programs should be abolished. He contended that
"white condescension towards blacks" took a form that undermined work
incentives, family structure, and self-esteem. His solution was "to repeal
every bit of legislation and reverse every court decision that in any way
requires, recommends, or awards differential treatment according to race,
and thereby put us back on the track that we left in 1965." Murray was
specific in naming programs that should be eliminated.

The proposed program, our final and most ambitious thought
experiment, consists of scrapping the entire federal welfare
and income support structure for working-aged persons, in
cluding AFDC, Medicaid, Food Stamps, Unemployment In
surance, Worker's Compensation, subsidized housing,
disability insurance, and the rest. It would leave the work
ing-aged person with no recourse whatsoever except the job
market, family members, friends, and public or private lo
cally funded services. It is the Alexandrian solution: cut the
knot, for there is no way to untie it.31

Besides lambasting social programs, Charles Murray devoted ma
jor attention in Losing Ground to applied social science research. One
section of his book on the role of research is called "Hard Noses and
Soft Data," In it, Murray said: "In the spirit of cost-effectiveness that
McNamara has taken to the Pentagon, the early poverty warriors were
prepared to be judged on the hardest of hard-nosed measures of suc
cess." Murray went on, "Social scientists who had been at the periphery
ofthe policy process - sociologists, psychologists, political scientists
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- had the answer: scientific evaluation. The merits of doing good
would no longer rest on faith." The reference here to faith parallels
Henry Aaron. Murray copcluded his critique of applied social science
research as follows: "Starting with the first evaluation reports in the
mid-sixties and continuing to the present day, the results of these pro
grams have been disappointing to their advocates and evidence offail
ure to their critics."32

If I had scrambled the various quotes about problems of applied
social science, the reader would be hard put to sort them out on the basis
ofwhich statements had been made by liberals and which by conserva
tives. One is reminded of the riddle once posed by Aaron Wildavsky:
What is the difference, he asked, between the New Deal and the Great
Society? The answer, he said, evaluation research.

Of all the critical commentaries cited on the demonstration and
evaluation research movement, the most despairing is from a technical
paper by Gary Burtless and Robert H. Haveman, "Policy Lessons from
Three Labor Market Experiments." The three experiments considered
were the negative income tax experiments conducted in Seattle and
Denver, the supported work demonstration undertaken by the Man
power Demonstration Research Corporation, and the Employment Op
portunities Pilot Project carried out in the Carter years. Burtless and
Haveman drew this conclusion: "Our experience in the last fifteen years
has taught us that large-scale experiments can be relied on to teach us
something ofvalue about the policy in question, but what we are taught
can seldom be relied on to aid the cause ofreforming or improving pol
icy."33 They went on to say, "There is a moral here, and it is illustrated
by the three experiments we have considered: ifyou advocate a particu
lar policy reform or innovation, do not press to have it tested."34 The
motion picture scene this suggests (Woody Allen should direct it)
would have social scientists sitting around a table trying to decide what
program ideas they dislike most in order to test them and undermine
their chances of adoption, if you will, "corroding the simple faiths" on
which they are based. My view, as expressed in Parts II and III of this
book is more upbeat, conditioned on realism and a broadened disciplin
ary perspective. Part II deals with demonstration studies; Part III with
evaluations of ongoing programs.
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The Nature of
emonstration Research

W hen the members ofthe House and Senate conference committee
worked out a compromise on an emergency jobs bill to combat the
1981-82 recession, they added a provision at the behest ofRepresenta
tive Jamie Whitten, the powerful chairman ofthe House Appropriations
Committee, to include $33 million for a highway project "demonstrat
ing how a two-lane road can be widened to four lanes." A reporter for
The New York Times covering the conference committee noted that
"Mr. Whitten refused to say so, but all of the conferees expect that the
money will wind up in Mr. Whitten's home district." It did. No mention
was made in the Times story of a research design or a comparison road
to be used as a basis for determining the efficacy of this road-widening
demonstration. 1

The use ofthe word "demonstration" in this way is not unusual. In
some cases, the guise of research is more elaborate, but the underlying
aim is the same - to use the cover of research to obtain funds for a pet
project or program even though there is no or very little intention of
studying its results systematically to decide whether a particular pro
gratni~ea should be replicated on a broader scale. This is not the mean
il1~()~tge\Vord "demonstration" used in this book. I am interested in
4y~~~~t~~tionresearch as a type of applied social science, conducted
1.l11dTrC9~~iti9ns in which trained researchers apply their tools to pro
du(;eresu1ts~hatcan be used by policymakers to decide whether or not
toadopt~iP~rticu1ar course of action. Unfortunately, the line between
real demonstrations and those with an ostensible, but not genuine,
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research purpose is often more subtle than in the case ofRepresentative
Whitten's highway project.

The next section provides a vocabulary lesson that defines what
is tested in a demonstration study, the way social scientists think about
program impacts, the "counterfactual" state, control groups, quasi
experiments, comparison sites, simulation techniques, dependent and
independent variables, and the replication of the results of demonstra
tion studies. The first and most significant demonstration research pro
jects, which were central to the emergence of this kind of applied social
science in the United States, were the negative income tax experiments.
The chapter pays special attention to these demonstrations and their in
fluence.

The Vocabulary of Demonstration Research

A potential new program being tested in a demonstration research pro
ject is referred to as a treatment or an intervention. Researchers seek to
determine the impact ofa particular policy by measuring selected char
acteristics ofthe members ofthe treatment group before, during, and af
ter they have participated in a demonstration project. These
characteristics are then compared to the characteristics for an untreated
group ofsimilar persons. The acid test is: Did the tested treatment make
a difference? If so, what kind of a difference and how much of a differ
ence did it make?

The hardest job is identifying an untreated group to be compared
with the treatment group in order to establish the counterfactual state.
The counterfactual state is what would have happened had there been
no tested treatment. It is impossible to know the counterfactual for cer
tain - that is, to have the same people both participate and not partici
pate in a tested treatment. Instead researchers attempt to approximate
this condition. One method for doing so is to have eligible participants
randomly assigned, as in a lottery, either to a treatment group or to an
untreated group called a control group. This experimental approach us
ing random assignment in demonstration research was mcmeere:d
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British statistician R. A. Fisher, and was used extensively in medicine
before it was applied in the field of social policy.

Random assignment is strongly preferred by most social scientists
over other research designs because it enables them to employ statisti
cal techniques to establish causality and to assign a level ofprobability
to the impact of a tested treatment. I am somewhat, but not fully, in
agreement with this position. I believe random assignment is a good ap
proach. Nevertheless, in my view many social scientists have gone
overboard in advocating it. In other Western countries, the idea of con
ducting social experiments with random assignment has not taken hold
as strongly as it has in the United States.

Random assignment is not always used in public policy demon
strations. Researchers also use what are called quasi-experimental
methods. Thomas D. Cook and Donald T. Campbell define
quasi-experimental studies in precisely these terms, as demonstration
studies that do not use random assignment. Quasi-experimental studies,
according to Cook and Campbell, "have treatments, outcome measures,
and experimental units, but do not use random assignment to create the
comparisons from which treatment-caused change is inferred."2 The
baseline group in a quasi-experiment is usually referred to as a compari
son group rather than a control group. Researchers construct compari
son groups in various ways. Comparison groups can be groups of
people who are similar to treatment groups but are located in other
places, for example, in a different city where the treatment being tested
is not being administered. A popular alternative approach employs sta
tistical techniques, using available data sets about people similar to the
people in the treatment group for a demonstration study. This is the sim
ulation or econometric method for establishing the counterfactual.

In some cases, demonstration studies are conducted without either
a randomized control group or a statistically constructed comparison
group, the object being to compare the treated group before and after
they have participated in a tested program. Most public policy research
ers do not like this approach because it is possible that the presumed ef
fects (the before-and-after differences) might have occurred in any
event, that is, in the absence of the tested treatment. In the field ofjob
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training programs, this is called "the aging-vat effect," referring to the
idea that certain things happen to people (for instance, they work more
and earn more) simply because they get older. This effect could con
found a demonstration study that did not have either a randomly as
signed control group or some kind of comparison group.

The bottom line is that random assignment is preferred by most
public policy researchers because they believe it is the best way to pre
dict whether a tested treatment will work if it is replicated, whereas the
techniques used in quasi-experiments are regarded as less certain.

Two key terms need to be added - dependent variables and inde
pendent variables. Dependent variables refer to the outcomes of the
tested treatment. They are also called "right-hand" variables. Independ
ent variables, which are on the left-hand side of the equation, include
two main types ofvariables, the treatment being tested and the charac
teristics of the people being treated.3

The Negative Income Tax Demonstrations

The most famous early demonstrations in the field of social policy in
the United States that used random assignment were the negative in
come tax experiments. The negative income tax is an approach to wel
fare reform. Its aim is to provide financial incentives to working-age,
able-bodied welfare recipients to encourage them to enter the labor
force and ultimately become self-supporting. In order to provide these
recipients with an incentive to work, those who work are allowed to re
tain some portion oftheir earnings. The rate at which their earnings are
"taxed" (that is, reducing welfare benefits by some portion ofeach addi
tional dollar earned) is called the "negative income tax rate," or more
understandably the "welfare-reduction rate." This approach to welfare
reform generated great enthusiasm, especially among liberals, in the
1960s and 1970s; some conservatives (notably economist Milton Fried
man) embraced it too.

Negative income tax experiments were initiated under President
Johnson. The main proponents of the negative income tax, who
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originally sought to have this idea adopted as part of President John
son's "War on Poverty," were economists both inside and outside of
government. This group included James Tobin, Robert Lampman, Jo
seph Pechman, Joseph Kershaw, Robert Levine (Levine was head ofre
search in the Office of Economic Opportunity during this period), and
Worth Bateman, a policy analyst in the U.S. Department ofHealth, Ed
ucation, and Welfare. A negative income tax plan was proposed to the
Johnson White House staffin September 1965, but, according to Robert
Levine, "never taken seriously by the administration."4 President John
son and his secretary ofHealth, Education, and Welfare, Wilbur Cohen,
were strongly opposed to it.

The most widely discussed and controversial issues about propos
als for a negative income tax involved the effects ofwork incentives on
able-bodied, working-age adults: Would a negative income tax increase
or undermine work incentives, and by how much would it influence
them? Proponents of the negative income tax argued that it would in
crease work incentives because recipients would be better off if they
worked. Their total income (their earnings plus their welfare income)
would rise as their earnings increased, so they would work more and
work harder. But, as we shall see, this aspect of negative income tax
plans also has its downside, and is more complicated than may appear
on the surface.

The critical point about the labor-market effects of a negative in
come tax is that such plans also add people to the welfare rolls by virtue
of introducing the work-incentive feature. While a negative income tax
may increase work effort of people already on the welfare rolls, at the
same time it may reduce the work incentive for people added to the rolls
- i.e., because now these people do not need to work as hard to receive
their current level of income.

People added to the welfare rolls were not getting welfare pay
ments before, but are now eligible iftheir earnings from work are below
what is known as the "break-even point," that is, the point at which wel
fare income phases out to zero as income rises. The ultimate question is
what is the net effect of a negative income tax. Will the totality ofpeo
pIe affected by a negative income tax - both those already on the rolls
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and those added to the rolls - work more or less because of the intro
duction of the negative income tax?

Politically, the negative income tax experiments inaugurated by
the U.S. government in the 1960s represented a fallback. Rather than
jettisoning this idea when it was advanced by senior officials of the De
partment ofHealth, Education, and Welfare (HEW) to Johnson's White
House staff and rejected by them as the basis for a new national policy,
supporters ofthe negative income tax approach saw a demonstration as
a way to keep the idea on the policy agenda, although in a downgraded
status. Officials of the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO), which
was the lead agency ofLyndon Johnson's "War on Poverty," advanced
a plan developed by Heather Ross, then a doctoral student working for
the White House Council of Economic Advisors, to conduct a demon
stration with random assignment to test the negative income tax idea.
OEO contracted with the Institute for Poverty Research at the Univer
sity of Wisconsin in Madison and Mathematica Policy Research of
Princeton, New Jersey, to design the experiment. Economists at Prince
ton University's Industrial Relations Section, working with the staff of
Mathematica, had a major hand in the design ofthe experiment.

The role of social scientists in launching the negative income tax
> experiments raises an interesting political question. Some readers may

feel that there is something wrong when social scientists conducting re
search are testing a policy they themselves favor, which was the case for
most of the participants in the negative income tax experiments. Al
though I do not believe this is a problem, an important point needs to be
added here: Social scientists can more legitimately conduct demonstra
tion research to test new ideas they themselves favor if their research
uses random assignment. Random assignment protects them. It reduces
the problem of bias toward the tested plan on the part of both the re
searchers and the sponsors of a demonstration research project. But the
catch is that randomized tests are expensive, time-consuming, and very
hard to conduct.

A negative income tax is best viewed as having a number ofmov
able parts. The design of a particular plan involves arranging these parts
in a way that maximizes the objectives of the policymakers who support
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it. Invariably, they will want to achieve several purposes simultaneously,
purposes that often are not compatible. Three major and frequent pur
poses are: (1) to establish an "adequate" level of income support; (2) to
provide a work incentive for the people receiving this support; and (3) to
avoid having a particular plan involve "excessive" costs. Typically, the
two most movable parts in determining how these three objectives can
be achieved simultaneously are the benefit level and the wel
fare-reduction rate. Holding the third purpose constant - i.e., setting
the cost as a certain fixed amount - policymakers in the 1960s experi
mented with different combinations of benefit levels and wel
fare-reduction rates that in tum dictated varied break-even points. (The
break-even point, to repeat, is the point at which a person's benefits un
der the terms of a particular negative income tax plan are reduced to
zero. That is, as earnings rise and welfare benefits gradually decline,
this is the point at which benefits end.)

Overall, the income-incidence pattern of the U.S. population is di
amond-shaped. There are relatively smaller numbers of people in the
bottom and top income groups. The largest numbers ofpeople are in the
middle ranges. Hence, coverage in population terms under a negative
income tax plan increases materially as it adds people higher up the in
come ladder, into the middle ranges. The people added to welfare rolls
in this way under a negative income tax plan receive a smaller benefit
than people who are very poor, but the number ofpeople involved can
be large. The higher the break-even point under a negative income tax,
the greater will be the cost for the people added. This can present prob
lems to politicians who support the basic idea ofa negative income tax,
that is, if the costs of a given plan are regarded as too big.

The common and not surprising response ofpoliticians in this situ
ation is to compromise. They may, for example, decide to lower the
welfare benefit or raise the welfare-reduction rate (say from a 30 per
cent welfare-reduction rate to 50 percent) in order to fit their plan within
a cost parameter they regard as acceptable. The inexorable arithmetic
involved here produces a conundrum for the designers of a negative in
come tax. The problem can be likened to squeezing a balloon: As you
squeeze the air out of one area, it goes into another. Each time a com
promise is made, such as lowering the basic benefit or raising the
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welfare-reduction rate, one of the arguments for the idea of having a
negative income tax is weakened.

In the mid-1960s, when, the original negative income tax experi
ments were being advanced, and as these aspects ofthe negative income
tax idea became increasingly well understood, concerns about the im
pact of such a program in expanding the rolls and raising the costs of
welfare gave po1itica11eaders cold feet about even testing the concept.
When the time came to announce the start of the first demonstration,
planned for New Jersey, officials of the Office of Economic Opportu
nity hesitated. The director ofthe OEO at the time was Sargent Shriver,
John F. Kennedy's brother-in-law and a former head of the Peace
Corps. Despite qualms, Shriver decided to proceed, but on a low-key
basis. The contract for the first phase ofthe work on the New Jersey ex
periment was paid out of previously appropriated funds, so it was not
necessary to seek an appropriation from the Congress. And the an
nouncement of the demonstration was held up until after Congress had
recessed for Labor Day in 1967. In recognition ofpotential political pit
falls, Shriver's aides also convinced him to change the name of the pro
gram from a "negative income tax" to a "work incentives" program.5

The new name, however, did not stick.

The first payments in the New Jersey negative income tax demon
stration were made in Trenton, New Jersey, in 1968. This demonstra
tion, which also included other New Jersey cities, along with Scranton,
Pennsylvania, focused on two-parent welfare families. Altogether, the
demonstration had a total sample of 1,350 families in the treatment and
control groups. The families in the treatment group were targeted for
varying levels of payments combined with varying welfare-reduction
rates applied to the earnings they received from work. Eight negative
income tax plans were tested, with ranges ofthe basic income guarantee
from 50 percent to 125 percent of the poverty line and with three wel
fare-reduction rates ono percent, 50 percent, and 70 percent.6 The ex
periment lasted three years.

This capsule description does not begin to do justice to the great
complexity of the task of designing and mounting this first big Ameri
can social experiment. One year into the work, the State ofNew Jersey
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introduced a welfare plan statewide that aided two-parent welfare fami
lies on a more generous basis than several ofthe tested negative income
tax plans. As a result, a new negative income tax experimental plan with
a higher benefit level had to be quickly instituted. The dispute that arose
between the University of Wisconsin's Institute for Poverty Research
(which was responsible for designing the New Jersey study) and
Mathematica Policy Research (which had the operations contract for
this study) about how to do this became so intense that at the last minute
it was assigned to an outside expert, James Tobin, a professor of eco
nomics at Yale, for arbitration.7

Owing to these and other complications of the New Jersey study,
experts at the Department ofHealth, Education, and Welfare (which in
herited the responsibility for the negative income tax experiments from
the Office of Economic Opportunity in the Nixon years) took the posi
tion that results from the New Jersey demonstrations should not be used
for policy purposes. Instead, they said, major policy reliance should be
placed on the results from larger successor experiments designed dur
ing the execution phase ofthe New Jersey study. These successor nega
tive income tax experiments were conducted in two cities, Seattle and
Denver, as well as a number of smaller rural communities in three
states, Indiana, Iowa, and North Carolina.8 This expanded negative in
come tax research is known as SIME/DIME. (The "IME" portion ofthis
acronym stands for "income-maintenance experiment," the "s" for Se
attle, and the "D" for Denver.) Planning for this next series ofnegative
income tax experiments began under President Nixon in 1970. Even
tually, they included 4,800 families, both intact (two-parent) and sin
gle-parent families in both the urban and rural sites; this was over three
times larger than the New Jersey sample.

As it turned out, the idea of a negative income tax as tested both in
the New Jersey and the SIME/DIME (Seattle/Denver) studies seeped
into the policy process long before the final results of the experiments
were available. Welfare expert Gilbert Y. Steiner characterized this as
"research following reality."9 Nixon's welfare reform plan, called the
Family Assistance Plan or FAP, was announced in 1969,just as the first
payments were being made in the New Jersey and Scranton, Pennsylva
nia demonstrations. Nixon's plan embodied many of the ideas of a
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negative income tax, and it was heavily influenced by holdover policy
analysts inside the government.

I was involved in the development of Nixon's proposals for wel
fare reform as a federal official during this period (assistant director of
the Office of Management and Budget and later deputy undersecretary
of the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare). Eventually, I
came to view Nixon's FAP plan, grounded as it was in the concept of
the negative income tax, as the wrong road to welfare reform. However
that was later on. For purposes of this chapter, what is most interesting
is the way in which the results of the negative income tax demonstra
tions affected the debates in Congress about Nixon's welfare reform
plan.

Nixon's Family Assistance Plan, which he actively and strongly
advocated and which received wide publicity at the time, passed the
House twice under the strong leadership of Ways and Means Commit
tee Chairman Wilbur Mills.10 However, it came under fire in the Senate.
Several senators, notably Finance Committee Chairman Russell Long
(D-LA) and John Williams of Delaware, then the ranking Republican
member of the committee, attacked the plan on the grounds that it
would undermine, rather than enhance, work incentives. Both senators
became astute analysts of the negative income tax idea. Under the pres
sure of their attacks and those of others, officials in the Office ofEco
nomic Opportunity, which still existed at the time (but soon afterwards
was abolished), released "preliminary" results of the New Jersey dem
onstration in February 1970. These results indicated no adverse effects
on work effort under the New Jersey negative income tax experiments.
The OEO report went so far as to state that there was "in fact, a slight in
dication that participants' overall work effort actually increased during
the initial test period."n Senator Williams, by then a vociferous oppo
nent ofNixon's Family Assistance Plan, was indignant. He questioned
both the veracity and the timing of the OEO report and called on the
U.S. General Accounting Office (an investigative arm ofthe Congress)
to review the OEO findings. The GAO responded saying that the report
on the New Jersey study was "premature."12 It is unlikely that this con
troversy over the early release ofthe New Jersey findings had an effect
on the chances for passage of Nixon's Family Assistance Plan. It was
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already in deep trouble; however, it certainly did not help the advocates
of social experimentation.

A similar political backfire occurred later over the results of the
SeattlelDenver income maintenance demonstration. By now, a coterie
ofpeople had experience with the negative income tax experiments. In
particular, Daniel Patrick Moynihan's role - always central on these
issues - exemplifies the rise and fall of the negative income tax idea.
Moynihan had been a senior advisor in the White House during Nixon's
first term. Despite the fact that in his prior government service in the
Kennedy and Johnson administrations and also as a professor at Har
vard University he had been a proponent ofuniversal children's allow
ances (rather than a negative income tax) as the best road to welfare
reform, Moynihan became a leading and influential advocate of the
negative income tax approach to welfare reform as embodied in
Nixon's Family Assistance planY He teamed up with the secretary of
Health, Education, and Welfare and long-time Nixon aide Robert Finch
to convince Nixon that this plan, largely drafted by Worth Bateman and
other holdover HEW policy analysts, was the best and most dramatic
approach for overhauling welfare.

In this period, concern was widespread about the problems ofwel
fare - rapidly rising costs and caseloads and large disparities in benefit
levels among the states, with very low benefits in some states. Many ob
servers believed that welfare (then called the Aid for Families with De
pendent Children program, AFDC) encouraged families to break up or
never form, and that it discouraged work effort. Vincent J. and Vee
Burke, in their book on the history ofNixon's Family Assistance Plan,
emphasized the part played by fast-rising welfare rolls in getting the is
sue of welfare reform, "typically shunned by the White House," on
Nixon's agenda. In the decade ofthe 1960s, the Burkes said, the propor
tion of children on relief had doubled from 3.5 percent of those under
eighteen in 1960 to 6.8 percent in 1969 and 8.7 percent in 1970. Accord
ing to the Burkes, "The welfare explosion angered taxpayers and put se
vere pressure on state treasuries, especially in states with very big cities,
such as Illinois, California, Pennsylvania, and New York.,,14
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In this setting, Nixon saw welfare reform as an opportunity to sur
prise and outmaneuver liberals on social policy. He was especially in
fluenced by Moynihan, then a White House aide, whose knowledge of
the subject was extensive and whose engaging personality and knack
for an elegant tum ofphrase appealed greatly to Nixon. Nixon delighted
in Moynihan's sprightly memos and conversations on this subject,
compared with the buttoned-down style ofmost ofhis advisors.' This is
not to say that Nixon lacked a personal commitment to his welfare re
form plan. I saw him often in this period, and am convinced he was gen
uinely excited about this plan.

Nixon's Family Assistance Plan was announced in August 1969.
As already mentioned, the New Jersey negative income tax experi
ments were barely under way. Full results of the New Jersey experi
ments would not appear for another four years. In 1978, a decade after
Nixon's welfare reform plan was announced, the results of the Seat
tlelDenver negative income tax demonstrations became available. By
then, the roles of many of the players had changed. Moynihan, now a
Democratic U.S. Senator from New York, chaired the welfare subcom
mittee ofthe Senate Finance Committee. He used his subcommittee as a
forum to examine the results of the SeattlelDenver research. The hear
ing record makes interesting reading.

Moynihan was the only senator in. attendance. His exchanges with
witnesses (most ofwhom were social scientists in fields closely related
to Moynihan) resembled a graduate seminar in social science more than
a congressional hearing. The main idea that emerged from this postmor
tem on the Seattle/Denver experiments was that the results undercut the
idea of a negative income tax. At the hearing, researchers disagreed
about the seriousness of the problems involved in ways that generally
reflected their political orientation. Liberals among researchers ac
knowledged that the results undercut the case for a negative income tax,

* I still have a notebook of Moynihan's memos to Nixon. The first line of the first
memo, dated January 13, 1969, is pure Moynihan: "Like the girl in the book about
the crocodiles, I fear that I may end up telling you more about welfare in New York
City than you want to know." The reference to crocodiles eludes me; nevertheless,
this reflects the style Moynihan used in establishing an engaging personal
relationship with Nixon.
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but they tended to downplay the magnitude of these effects. Conserva
tives on the other hand were almost gleeful in their use of findings from
the research to show the futility of the idea of a negative income tax.

Moynihan, in an interesting way, was in the middle. He had sup
ported the idea of the negative income tax in the Nixon years, but now
he sided with the conservative analysts in assessing its implications for
social policy. Writing to WilliamF. Buckley in 1978, he said, "We were
wrong about a guaranteed income. Seemingly, it is calamitous."15

The results ofthe SeattlelDenver experiments undercut arguments
ofthe proponents ofthe negative income tax in two ways. The payment
schemes tested resulted in reduced net earnings and hours of work for
recipients. They also appeared to have an adverse effect on families, en
couraging family break-up rather than enhancing family stability, as
was claimed would be the case.

In November 1978, when Moynihan held his second hearing on
the experiments, Robert Spiegelman, director ofthe Seattle/Denver re
search for the Stanford Research Institute, presented what was treated
as dramatic testimony on the adverse effects of these experiments on
family stability. The report on the Seattle/Denver study also showed
that the tested negative income tax plans caused substantial reductions
in labor activity for persons enrolled. Gary Burtless and Robert
Haveman, in summarizing these results, wrote that, "prime-aged men
reduced their annual hours ofwork by 9 or 10 percent; ... their spouses
reduced annual hours by 17 to 20 percent; and ... women heading sin
gle-parenf families reduced annual hours by more than 20 percent 
perhaps as much as 28 to 32 percent."16Again, the policy pot was boil
ing. These findings were issued just when officials ofthe Carter admin
istration were putting together Carter's welfare reform plan, which like
Nixon's had basic features ofa negative income tax. The immediate re
sult was a decision to trim back the Carter plan, because the research re
sults increased the cost estimates for its benefit schedule.

Moynihan's view of these events is contained in a book on social
policy he published in 1986, eight years after the hearings. In this book,
he was especially critical ofCarter's secretary ofHealth, Education and
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Welfare, Joseph Califano, for his failure to present an assessment on the
adverse effects ofthe SeattlelDenver demonstration on family stability,
calling his behavior "inexcusable."17 However, the most interesting ele
ment of Moynihan's postmortem in 1986 is his comments on the testi
mony presented by economist John Cogan of the Hoover Institute,
which is located at, but not officially part of, Stanford University.
Cogan, politically a conservative, testified at the Moynihan hearings in
1978 about his reanalysis of the New Jersey results. He showed much
larger reductions in employment and earnings than those reported by
the researchers who conducted the experiment. Although Cogan's
methodology was debated among researchers, his reanalysis indicated a
work-withdrawal effect as much as four times greater than that reported
by Spiegelman of the Stanford Research Institute.

Cogan divided the treatment group according to whether people
did or did not participate in the demonstration. In the case of the con
trols, he divided them in a similar way according to whether the mem
bers of the control group did or did not receive welfare benefits.
Although many social scientists objected to Cogan's methodology and
still do, it is notable that Moynihan, both in 1978 and in 1986, did not.
At the hearing in 1978, Moynihan expressed indignation at Cogan's
findings, remarking that the earlier reports on the New Jersey study
were "bordering on malpractice" in light of Cogan's testimony.18 He
asked for, and received, agency comments on Cogan's work. Agency
officials believed (at least this is what they told me) that Moynihan later
accepted their reasoning as to why Cogan's reanalysis was flawed.
However, the written record differs from what agency officials claimed.
In his 1986 book, Moynihan described Cogan's testimony as follows:
"The subcommittee, which is to say the general public, learned nothing
until one afternoon in November 1978 when John Cogan, a young econ
omist from Stanford, came to testify and told us, 'They won't tell you
this, but it hasn't worked. ",19

The little drama was complete. The high hopes of supporters of
demonstration research failed to materialize. Henry Aaron was right.
The effects of the negative income tax demonstrations were perverse
from the point of view of supporters of this approach to comprehen
sive welfare reform as advanced by Presidents Nixon and Carter. In
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retrospect, I believe the negative income tax demonstrations were
moderately successful as research projects, although much less suc
cessful as an aid to policy-making. Their results came very late in the
policy process and were at best ambiguous from the point of view of
advocates of the negative income tax concept.

However, the experiments should not be judged solely on policy
grounds. The purpose ofresearch is to answer questions. Moynihan put
it well in an exchange with Spiegelman of the Stanford Research Insti
tute at the September 1978 hearings. He observed: "The bringing of
systematic inquiry to bear on social issues is not an easy thing. There is
no guarantee ofpleasant and simple answers, but ifyou make a commit
ment to an experimental mode it seems to me - I am not enjoying this
hearing one damn bit, but ifyou make a commitment to an experimental
mode, something larger is at stake when you begin to have to deal with
the results.,,2o At its roots, the reason for the essentially negative find
ings ofthe negative income tax experiments involves the inexorable po
litical arithmetic of this approach to welfare reform.

Policy researchers, although they learned a lot from these experi
ments, did a great deal ofsoul searching in the aftermath. Having partic-

, ipated in the appraisal (but not the launching) of the negative income
tax experiments, I came away a skeptic. As I see it, the value ofdemon
strations in the field of social policy is very much a function ofthe type
ofprograms being studied.

For me, the key distinction is between testing income-maintenance
and service-type programs. I have reservations about the usefulness of
demonstrations to test programs such as the negative income tax, where
the establishment ofsuch a program would be universal* and highly vis
ible. After a national debate on such a policy change where it becomes
widely known that the rules of the game have changed because a uni
versal program has been adopted, there is every reason to expect that
people "exposed" to the new program would change their behavior in
ways that could not be known in a research environment in which such a
debate and event had not taken place. You cannot test for such

* By "universal," I mean that if adopted a program would apply to everyone in the
country who is eligible.
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big-picture attitude and behavioral changes. On the other hand, ser
vice-type interventions are not as intrusive. A new service program (in
volving, say, an intensive job training or a special child care program) is
not as likely to change attitudes and behavior in the society, because
fewer people will be aware that such a new policy has been adopted.

Demonstration studies are expensive and time-consuming. They
should be undertaken, as stated previously, in situations in which three
conditions apply: (1) Politicians and program administrators are genu
inely interested in the new policies or major new program departures to
be tested; (2) they are uncertain as to how they will work; and (3) they
are willing to wait for the results ofa demonstration study. The negative
income tax experiments did not satisfy the first ofthese conditions. The
impetus of the demonstration came from the research community. To
the credit of many of the researchers involved, the experiments did
show that it is possible in the United States to conduct large-scale dem
onstration research projects with random assignment, and they pro
vided valuable insights about program design and operations, but in my
opinion that was not enough.

An additional important lesson of the negative income tax experi
ments relates to their disciplinary auspices. At a 1974 postmortem con
ference at the Brookings Institution on the New Jersey negative income
tax experiments, sociologist Peter Rossi said he thought it was "para
doxical" that despite the heavy reliance of sociologists on primary data
collection and the extensive use by psychologists of experimental de
signs, it was economists who "played the major role in designing and
fielding the income maintenance experiments."21 In a similar vein, soci
010gist Lee Rainwater complained that what was learned about social
behavior in the negative income tax experiments was "remarkably
skimpy." In a paper for a conference on the lessons of this research,
Rainwater argued that more qualitative data were needed about the peo
ple in the experiment and its effect on their lives.22 For such critics, the
challenge involved is to devise ways to incorporate other variables 
psychological, social, and political - into demonstration research.
Among the kinds ofquestions one would like to have asked in the nega
tive income tax demonstrations were: What were the effects on people's
feelings of self-worth and achievement? What were its effects on
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children, on families, on communities with a concentration ofpoor fam
ilies, on state and local governments, on public agencies, and on the so
ciety? I realize that not all such variables can be taken into account. Yet,
trying to get at these kinds of questions is basic to the argument of this
book about the missing links between social science disciplines in the
conduct of applied research. If we leave out disciplines in demonstra
tion research, we are likely to be neglecting important outcomes that are
of importance to policymakers.

Other Income Maintenance Demonstrations

The negative income tax studies were the foremost income mainte
nance demonstration studies, but not the only ones. Other
demonstrations have been conducted since the New Jersey flagship
study was launched. Such research projects (some of them very large)
were initiated, and much of this research was conducted, under the
Nixon and Ford administrations. Besides the negative income tax dem
onstrations, income maintenance demonstrations were conducted to
test housing allowances (vouchers to poor people to change their de
mand for housing and the supply of housing), health insurance for
low-income families and individuals, and the use of education vouch
ers. By far the largest ofthese demonstrations were the housing voucher
demonstrations.

The Housing and Urban Development Act of 1970 provided fund
ing to test alternative approaches to converting existing housing pro
grams of the federal government, which focused on producing new
units, into housing allowances that subsidized low-income residents.
The idea ofa housing allowance is to influence the demand for housing
by providing low-income people with an allowance that increases their
purchasing power for housing. Most housing programs at the time sup
ported the construction oflow-income housing, thereby stimulating the
supply side of the housing market.

Three housing-allowance demonstrations were conducted. The
first was a demand-side demonstration in two sites (the Pittsburgh and
Phoenix metropolitan areas), which studied how families would
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respond to housing allowances; the second was conducted in two
smaller metropolitan areas to assess the effects of housing allowances
on housing markets (their supply-side effects). The third was an admin
istrative demonstration to collect information about the management of
housing allowances: Could they be implemented effectively?23 These
demonstrations were carried out in the mid-1970s. The largest demon

.stration in terms ofthe number ofparticipants was the housing-demand
demonstration conducted by the Rand Corporation. Altogether $160
million was spent on this study. Half of the federal funds were used to
pay for the tested programs and half for data collection and research.
Some features of the housing-allowance approach have influenced
housing policy; however, a number of the main questions raised by the
demonstrations were never answered, and controversy still exists
within the housing policy community about the design and usefulness
of these demonstrations.

Another set of demonstrations, which began in 1974, was linked
to proposals that Presidents Nixon and Ford advanced to establish a
national health insurance system. (Ironically, Nixon's plan was simi
lar to the plan unsuccessfully advanced by the Clinton administration
two decades later.) The aim of the health insurance demonstrations
was to answer questions that could not be "reliably resolved through
analysis of non-experimental data. "24 The demonstrations, conducted
in six sites over an eight-year period (November 1974 to January
1982), enrolled more than 7,000 people. The research, conducted by
the Rand Corporation, tested a range of health insurance alternatives
to determine the effects of different benefit structures and financial
features on the utilization of services, the health status of the partici
pants, and the type and quality of the care they received. 25 All things
considered, these health insurance demonstrations were of question
able value and were very costly. As far as I know, the uses of this re
search were limited.

Another case in which a demonstration was used to study an income
transfer was education vouchers. This was the most flawed ofall the stud
ies conducted of income maintenance programs. This demonstration
emerged not under Lyndon Johnson's Great Society, but in the Nixon
years, to test a favorite idea of University of Chicago economist Milton
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Friedman. He argued then (and still does) that governments should pro
mote competition in elementary and secondary education by providing
families with vouchers to purchase educational services for their chil
dren. The demonstration study ofthis idea, funded initially by the Office
of Economic Opportunity and later by the National Institute for Educa
tion, was developed by the Harvard University Center for the Study of
Public Policy and was conducted by the Rand Corporation.26 Although
six school districts initially came forward as candidates to participate in
this demonstration, three of them dropped out when they learned more
about the terms. As it turned out, only one school district (Alum Rock in
San Jose, California) received research funds. The Alum Rock school
voucher demonstration lasted five years and cost $9 million. The story
is long and complicated, but the plot is clear. Just about everything that
could go wrong did go wrong. Not only did the project narrow down to
one school district, but the State of California failed to pass the neces
sary enabling legislation, teachers and parents resisted essential fea
tures ofthe voucher plan, and parents were confused by what in the final
analysis turned out to be a program with limited variation between the
conventional and tested approaches. Although the idea of school
vouchers later caught on, it was not because this research showed the
way.

Demonstrations of Service-Type Programs

The other major category of demonstration research that has been con
ducted with random assignment is the study of service-type programs.
Although a larger number of demonstration studies have been con
ducted of service-type programs than in the case of income mainte
nance programs, in the aggregate the amount of money involved is
much less. Some service-type demonstrations predated the New Jersey
negative income tax demonstration. The best known project was the
Perry preschool demonstration in Ypsilanti, Michigan, initiated in
1962.27 Despite the fact that the sample for the Perry preschool demon
stration was very small (123 black children at risk offailing in school),
the positive benefits ofthis program over a long period oftime (through
age nineteen in the fourth phase of this study as reported in 1984) were
widely cited in the media and in the literature on education.
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In considering service-type demonstrations in this book, which I
argue is the most appropriate area for the application of randomized
demonstration research, I rely heavily on the experience of the demon
strations I know best, those conducted by the Manpower Demonstration
Research Corporation (MDRC). The Manpower Demonstration Re
search Corporation is a nonprofit intermediary corporation based in
New York City: It conducts applied social science research, using
funds from governments and foundations. The studies conducted by
MDRC focus on the most disadvantaged groups in society. They em
phasize welfare policy, job training, and related social services. MDRC
came into existence in 1974 to conduct the national supported work
demonstration. The chapter that follows immediately examines the
challenges involved in conducting demonstration studies. Chapter 5
then describes several demonstration research projects conducted by
the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, including the
supported work demonstration.
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4

Hurdles of
emonstration Research

his chapter considers eight hurdles that must be cleared in conduct
ing demonstration research to test possible new approaches to public
problems. They involve: (1) selection bias; (2) the null hypothesis; (3)
contamination; (4) relations with program operators; (5) the quality and
consistency ofthe treatment being tested; (6) the cost and quality ofthe
data used in demonstration studies; (7) the treatment ofhuman subjects;
and (8) the uncertainty of cost-benefit analysis as the final step in the
demonstration research process. Taken together, these hurdles indicate
the wide range of scientific and operational decisions involved in se
lecting the subjects for demonstration research, developing the design
to be used, and executing such studies.

Selection Bias

Selection bias is the most important challenge in thinking about demon
stration research. The aim of such studies is to compare the effects of a
tested new program to the counterfactual state - that is, the situation
that would have obtained without the treatment. It is necessary to make
such a comparison in order to answer the bottom-line question: Did the
tested treatment make a difference? And, furthermore: What kind of a
difference did it make, and what was its magnitude? An example helps
to show what is involved here.

59



Social Science in Government

Suppose state education officials are considering a new method
to improve the reading proficiency ofjunior high school students who
have reading problems. The new method is a computer-assisted read
ing-remediation program, which was tried on a pilot basis and seemed
to be successful. Further assume that the program was sponsored by
the state government, administered in a number ofjunior high schools,
and that the decision to be made now is whether it should be replicated
statewide. School administrators seek to compare the reading scores
of students in the special program with the scores of students who
were not in the program.

One way to do this is to compare changes in the scores of the stu
dents in the computer-assisted reading program with the average
change in the reading scores for all junior high school students in the
school districts in which the pilot program was conducted. But this
may not be a good basis of comparison from the point ofview ofpeo
ple who like the program. Assume, for example, that the average in
crease in reading scores for all students was 105 percent compared
with 78 percent for the students in the pilot program. School officials
may reject this "normal" achievement increase of 105 percent as the
standard for comparison, arguing that the proper approach is to com
pare the results of the pilot program with the scores of other students
who have reading problems. Still, would this be a satisfactory baseline
for comparison?

Assume the pilot program was offered to all students with reading
scores below a certain level in the schools in which it was conducted.
Some students applied for the program, some didn't. Maybe what really
mattered was the motivation of the students who came forward and the
motivation of parents who wanted special help for their children. If we
compare the reading scores of students in the program with the scores of
apparently similar students who were not in the program, we may find a
positive impact, but actually it may reflect the impact ofthe "M factor" of
motivation. This would be unfair in the opposite direction; it would give
too much credit to the pilot program. The point is not that motivation may
have made the difference, but that we do not know what made the differ
ence. This is what is involved in the idea of selection bias, the possibility
that the results of a tested program are biased - consciously or
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unconsciously, deliberately or accidentally - because the people se
lected for the program were special in some way.

This is where random assignment has its great strength. If we
had tested the reading program on a basis in which eligible students
were randomly assigned (like a lottery) to either a treatment group or
a control group, we would be in a better position (not perfect, but
better) to say what difference the pilot program made. Random as
signment allows school officials to control for a bias that might be
introduced either by teachers or parents in selecting the students to
participate in the new program from among those who met the pro
gram's eligibility standards. This applies either to a deliberate bias,
for example, a "T factor," because teachers selected their best or
worst students, or the "M factor" whereby students came forward be
cause they were motivated to do so, or because they came from a
home environment in which family support and encouragement had
more of an effect than the special program being tested. Random as
signment solves the problems of T factors, M factors, and X and Y
factors because it creates conditions under which, if the sample is
large enough and properly drawn, there is just as much chance that a
T- or M-factor or other factor student will be in the control group as
in the treatment group.

There is little dispute among researchers that random assignment
is the best way to deal with the problem of selection bias; however, it is
an expensive and often difficult procedure to use. A key question there
fore is whether we can find an acceptable alternative when for some rea
son relating to cost, feasibility, the time frame involved, or the ethics of
a given research setting, random assignment is deemed not to be possi
ble. Researchers often use statistical modeling procedures to attempt to
control for selection bias when random assignment is not used, but in
the opinion ofmost experts this alternative is not as good as random as
signment.

The history of the Manpower Demonstration Research Corpora
tion's work is helpful in making this point. The most striking finding
from the MDRC supported work demonstration mentioned earlier was
that this program showed positive results for two of four tested

61



Social Science in Government

participant groups.' Although the participants in each of the four
groups were randomly assigned to a treatment group or a control group,
the results were by far the strongest for one group -long-term female
family heads on welfare. While it gets a little ahead ofthe story (this re
search project is described in more detail in the next chapter), it works
well here to examine how one expert used this demonstration study to
devise an ingenious approach to test the efficacy ofrandom assignment.

Using data from MDRC's supported work demonstration, labor
economist Robert J. LaLonde studied whether a research approach
other than random assignment could have replicated the supported
work control group for female welfare family heads. IfLaLonde could
have used a statistical modeling technique to identify a comparison
group that was just like the supported work control group for long-term
welfare family heads, or even very similar to this group, then research
ers could have saved themselves a lot of time and expense. They could
have used statistical modeling to create a comparison group and mea
sured the impact ofthe supported work program by comparing the out
comes for the people in the tested program with the people in the
statistically simulated comparison group.

According to LaLonde, when researchers do not have a randomly
selected control group, "an econometrician must first select a group of
individuals from the population to serve as a comparison group and then
specify an econometric model that accounts both for the difference in
earnings between the treatment and the comparison groups and for the
treatment groups' decision to participate in training.... MDRC's ex
perimental data offer labor economists an opportunity to test the
non-experimental methods ofprogram evaluation."l LaLonde used ec
onometric techniques and data from three sources (the University of
Michigan's Panel Study on Income Dynamics, the U.S. Bureau of the
Census, and the Social Security Administration) to compute the

* The supported work approach tested a way ofhelping four groups ofpeople with
limited employment experience and skills enter the regular labor market. It
consisted of a series ofgradual steps - called "the graduated-stress approach" 
that would get them acclimated to, and prepared for, regular employment. The four
treatment groups were long-term female welfare family heads, ex-addicts,
ex-offenders, and problem youth.
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earnings ofa group ofpeople like the female welfare family heads in the
MDRC supported work program.

In short, LaLonde's experiment on experimentation did not
work. He concluded: "The econometric models used to evaluate train
ing programs generate imprecise estimates of training effects. This
imprecision underscores the importance of a classical experimental
design both to the evaluation of the national supported work program
and perhaps other programs as well. Without random assignment an
econometrician faces a considerable range of training effects; it is un
likely he will choose the correct one.,,2 The MDRC supported work
demonstration showed net additional earnings of$851 per year for fe
male family heads on welfare, the group most aided by the supported
work program being tested. LaLonde compared this outcome with the
earnings offour simulated comparison groups ofpoor women. The re
sult for one of his four groups was close to the findings from the
MDRC study; it showed a net gain for program participants of$1,090.
A second simulation was also positive, but exaggerated the benefits
for supported work, showing an earnings gain of over $3,000. Two
other simulations showed negative results. The women in these simu
lated comparison groups earned less than participants in the demon
stration. In one case the negative earnings difference was $2,822; in
the other, $3,357.

The clinching argument for LaLonde on the desirability of using
random assignment in demonstration research was that he could find no
basis on which to know how to select the right comparison group from
among these possible simulated comparison groups. Labor economist
Orley Ashenfelter, head of the Princeton University Industrial Rela
tions Section, ofwhich LaLonde was a member, commented as follows
on his study: "The evaluation of the economic benefits of training pro
grams will be greatly enhanced by the use of classical experimental
methods.... Much ofthe non-experimental estimation ofthe effects of
training programs seems dependent on elements ofmodel specification
that cannot be subjected to powerful statistical tests.... In sum, it ap
pears that in the area of analysis of training programs the econometric
methods available may not be able to deliver the benefits that random
ized trials offer.,,3
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LaLonde's work stimulated other researchers to examine alterna
tives to random assignment. Labor economist Rebecca Maynard, who
had a long-standing interest in this subject, co-authored an article with
LaLonde supporting his skeptical view of alternative methodologies.
Later, a special issue of the journal Evaluation Review (August 1987)
was devoted to this subject, including the LaLonde-Maynard article and
a contrary position advanced by James J. Heckman. Heckman's article,
written with associates at the University of Chicago, expressed his be
liefthat "reliable non-experimental evaluation methods can and will be
developed in the future for all subsidized employment and training pro
grams.,,4

As previously stated, I believe random assignment is the best
methodology for demonstration research. It was already observed that
researchers who conduct demonstration research, especially in the
field of social policy, often test programs they favor. One can think of
this as a potential problem ofselection bias - selecting programs they
like - on the part of the researchers. The best way to deal with this
problem is to use random assignment. Once researchers have designed
a demonstration research project with random assignment, it greatly
limits their opportunities (consciously or unconsciously) to manipu
late their data.

Nevertheless, random assignment, because of its high cost and
the difficulties involved in using it, is not the only way demonstration
research is conducted. Researchers sometimes compare people in
other places with those in the places in which a demonstration is car
ried out. This is called the "comparison-site" approach. Also, re
searchers sometimes use a before-and-after design to assess a
program. This approach is especially flawed because we don't know if
an observed effect would have occurred anyway over time. In still
other studies, people who fit the eligibility standards of a particular
program, but for some reason did not participate in it, are used as the
comparison group. They may be applicants who initially came for
ward but eventually did not apply, or they may be applicants for whom
space was not available. In other studies (and this, as already men
tioned, is the most common alternative approach used), econometric
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techniques are applied to data sets as LaLonde did statistically to sim
ulate a control group.

My view is that some ofthese "less-good" approaches (that is, less
good than random assignment) are better than others. The research hur
dle of selection bias is high and crucial. However, I do not believe it jus
tifies the rigid position, which unfortunately is widely held by public
policy researchers, that there are no acceptable alternatives to random
assignment for demonstration research. For now, suffice to say that the
problem of selection bias is important enough to make random assign
ment the best methodology for demonstration research.

The Null Hypothesis

The second hurdle for demonstration research is the "null hypothe
sis." This has to do with the choice ofprograms to test, not the choice
ofthe method to test them. The key point here is that in real world set
tings in which many factors and forces impinge in rapid fire fashion on
people's lives, the only kind of program one can test is one that is big
enough to make a detectable difference.

Again, the history of the Manpower Demonstration Research Cor
poration's supported work demonstration helps to explain what is in
volved here. When MDRC was designing the supported work
demonstration, Robert Lampman, a welfare economist at the University
ofWisconsin and an MDRC board member, stressed that this interven
tion must be large enough and last long enough so that it could reason
ably be expected to have a significant impact. Lampman wanted to be
sure we did not load the deck in favor of the null- or no-effect - hy
pothesis. Lampman said: "When persons with severe employment
handicaps and disabilities are singled out for remediation, positive and
lasting effects are not likely. In the case of supported work, the odds in
favor of the null hypothesis were even greater ... since the four groups
chosen were from among those least likely to succeed in the labor mar
ket.,,5 Lampman was right. If funders are going to the expense of con
ducting a demonstration research project with random assignment, such

65



Social Science in Government

studies should be ofpolicy interventions that can be expected to make a
discernible difference in the lives of the people treated.

Contamination

Contamination is the third hurdle of demonstration research. In high
school chemistry classes, students are often told about the need to avoid
contamination by conducting experiments in an airtight chamber to ,,'.'
avoid having contaminants in the air impair its results. In demonstration
research, we use the word "contamination" in a way that some people
may find objectionable. If, for example, we are testing a program to pro-
vide health care for infants, on scientific grounds we would like the
treatment and control groups to be "pure" in the sense that one group
gets the treatment and the other does not. But what if we are studying
such a program in a particular community, and while the study is under
way a local group decides that it should open a clinic to provide similar
health care services for infants? Ifwe are using a research design with
random assignment, the result might be that the treatment would have
no or a small impact because the infants in the control group are receiv-
ing services similar or identical to those provided to the infants in the
treatment group. Occurrences like this are not unusual. Under such con
ditions, we are comparing apples with apples. We are comparing the
treatment that is the subject ofthe demonstration with other treatments
provided in the community in which the demonstration is being con
ducted.

In another ofMDRC's studies, this issue came into play in an im
portant way. The case involved Project Redirection, a program to pro
vide integrated, intensive social services to young welfare mothers.
(The treatment group can be thought of as "children with children.")
The research design in this case was a quasi-experimental approach us
ing comparison sites. What MDRC found in this case was that the im
pacts ofthe program were "mixed but disappointing." Overall, its report
said, "the early benefits proved to be largely transitory: By twenty-four
months after baseline, most had disappeared."6 The apparent reason for
this was that the people in the comparison sites received services like
parenting classes, medical care for the baby, birth control counseling,
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educational counseling, and employment counseling - similar to those
provided to the participants in Project Redirection. The MDRC report
said: "... the comparison teens received many more services than had
been anticipated. For example, 43 percent of these teens were enrolled
in a special teen parent program after their entry into the research sam
ple and during Redirection's first operational period."?

This situation is referred to as contamination, although this use of
the term should not imply that there is something wrong. It should be
noted that this problem was not a function of the decision to use com
parison sites. Random assignment was found to be infeasible for politi
cal reasons. The participating organizations in the demonstration were
small. MDRC staff members faced resistance from program adminis
trators on the grounds that they did not have a large enough pool of ap
plicants to select randomly for treatment one out of every two (or some
other proportion) ofapplicants. Actually, program operators often have
a different point of view from researchers about research methods. In
any event, the contamination that occurred in the case of Project Redi
rection could just as easily have occurred with a research design that
used random assignment.

'Relations with Program Operators

The hurdles discussed in this chapter indicate the kinds of research
compromises that often are necessary in demonstration research be
cause of the complexity of the real world. In the case ofMDRC's Pro
ject Redirection, the reason for using a comparison-site design, as
opposed to random assignment, was that program operators objected to
random assignment. In discussions with MDRC staff, they maintained
that the limited size of the pool of eligible young welfare mothers who
could be expected to come forward would not allow them to run a pro
gram that required them to tum away some applicants. Besides, they did
not want to do this. It is not unusual for program operators to resist hav
ing to assign needy people who are otherwise eligible for a social ser
vice they provide to a no-treatment group. The challenge to researchers
under these conditions is to convince the operators of a program to be
tested that they should participate in research that employs random
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assignment. This can require extensive and complicated negotiations.
MDRC staffmembers are very good at this, but they don't always suc
ceed. Program operators in this situation are being asked systematically
to reject eligible applicants who, they argue, are people, not research
objects.

Researchers have two main types of leverage under these condi
tions. One is money. Typically, the sponsors ofa demonstration pay for
the tested program. This may influence program operators to join a
demonstration project despite their misgivings. Their reasoning in this
case could be that they are getting something extra for people they want
to serve in a situation in which they could not otherwise afford this ser
vice. Indeed, the rationing ofthis service on a random-assignment basis
can be viewed as justifiable. One can argue that random assignment,
like a lottery, is the fairest method of rationing a service under condi
tions of limited resources. The second argument that the managers of a
demonstration can bring to bear in this situation involves the case for re
search. If the people who provide a service can help to prove that it
works, then that service eventually may be provided on a broader basis
to more people who need it because of the effect the research findings
have on policymakers and on the political process.

Quality and Consistency of Treatment

Once a research purpose and design are decided upon and a sponsor
agrees to pay for a demonstration study, other critical issues come into
play. Consider, for example, the case in which a preschool education
program being tested in a demonstration project is not being provided in
the way the researchers intended. It may be because the staff of the or
ganization providing the service do not like the research specifications,
or it may be because they simply do not perform well. What is a re
searcher to do under such conditions?

We have what might be called, "the repair dilemma." Should re
searchers see to it that the quality ofthe program is maintained at a high
level? In this case, researchers would be taking the position that what
they are testing is a treatment that is well administered. This issue arose
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in one ofMDRC 's demonstrations, the Youth Incentive Entitlement Pi
lot Project. This demonstration was mandated by Congress to test a
"saturation" program in selected communities designed to provide em
ployment to all disadvantaged youth, both those in school and school
dropouts, on the condition that the participating youth remained in or
returned to school. Over a period of two-and-a-half years, a huge sum
($240 million) was spent on this demonstration study in seventeen com
munities in which 76,000 persons were program participants. The U.S.
General Accounting Office reported that this demonstration was well
managed by MDRC, but they said the demonstration was artificial.8

GAO said MDRC' s management oversight was too intrusive. The argu
ment GAO made was that in the conduct of this program, were it to be
replicated on a broad basis, the responsible authorities (mainly states
and localities) could not be expected to be as demanding and rigorous in
maintaining the quality of the program as was MDRC. My view is that
this is one research hurdle we can't clear, namely to improve the stan
dards ofongoing governmental program management. The main lesson
of this experience is that it points up the challenge of maintaining ac
ceptable standards with respect to the character and consistency of the
treatment in a demonstration study.

> Cost and Quality of Data

Almost any large-scale demonstration project is bound to confront
mundane but crucial problems involving the data needed to conduct the
research. Data must be collected in three time periods for both the treat
ment group and a control or comparison group in a demonstration: (1) a
baseline period before the program starts up; (2) the in-program period
(that is, the period during the demonstration); and (3) a post-program
period. This third period, after the tested treatment is administered, can
last a long time, sometimes five to seven years, sometimes longer, as in
the case of the Perry preschool demonstration described in chapter 3.
The data needed for both program participants and controls often must
be obtained from a number of sources, for example, program operators,
surveys, and governmental records and statistics.
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Data collection tasks associated with a demonstration study are
easiest to carry out for the people in the treatment group while they are
participating in the tested program. But even this can be difficult. Re
searchers and program operators often do not see eye to eye. Conflicts
can arise about what program sponsors regard as intrusive data require
ments. Other problems can also arise. An example is the requirement in
research protocols for program sponsors to collect data for the people in
the research sample who are selected as participants but do not show up
and participate in the program being tested.

However, compared to the in-program period, it is more difficult
to obtain data for participants after they leave a program. Program oper
ators usually cannot be enlisted to administer questionnaires to this
group, so it is often necessary to employ a survey firm to obtain infor
mation from participants in the post-program period. Surveys are ex
pensive, and if former participants cannot be located, the success of a
demonstration may be threatened.

Still, all of the problems of collecting data on the participants en
gaged in a demonstration project pale in significance in comparison to
those involved in collecting data on the people in control or comparison
groups, people who were not in the tested program at all. Data for them
are needed for all three time periods - baseline, program, and
post-program. Often, the members ofcontrol groups are paid when they
are interviewed, but this is not always or necessarily enough to over
come the problems of finding them and winning their cooperation. The
people in control or comparison groups are likely to be highly mobile
and hard to locate; they may also have limited language skills, which
can add to the difficulty of obtaining information about them. Compro
mises are often made. Data elements that are considered desirable are
dropped in order to reduce the time needed to conduct interviews and
the costs involved in doing so. In other cases, the frequency ofdata col
lection is sacrificed to cut costs or to limit the intrusiveness of the re
search process. In still other cases, public data files are used instead of
interviews in the follow-up period, in which case the data may be less
complete and accurate than in situations where a survey is adminis
tered. Wherever compromises are made, questions arise about the effect
such decisions have on the integrity of the research. These nitty-gritty
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issues are not the kinds ofchallenging issues that fascinate social scien
tists. They are nonetheless crucial in the conduct of demonstration re
search.

Treatment of Human Subjects

As demonstration research gained ground in the U.S. in the late 1960s
and 1970s, so did concerns about the protection of human subjects in
such studies. In 1974, the U.S. Department of Health, Education, and
Welfare issued regulations that required researchers receiving HEW re
search funds to establish "institutional review boards" to ensure that
demonstration research projects protect the rights of human subjects.9

At first, the President's Office ofManagement and Budget required that
these regulations be applied on a government-wide basis. Later, this
policy was changed, and the regulations were applied only to demon
strations (and even then not all demonstrations) paid for by HEW or its
successor department, the Department of Health and Human Services.

Two main premises are reflected in the HEW rules for dealing with
human subjects and in the similar standards of other groups. Both pre
mises are derived from medical research. One premise is that social pro
gram operators, like medical practitioners, should do no harm. They
should make certain that no one is disadvantaged by virtue of being a
member of a treatment or control group for a demonstration study. The
second premise is positive, requiring that researchers obtain informed
consent, that is, that participants in a demonstration study (both those
treated and the members of a control group) should be given an expla
nation about the research and should be asked if they are willing to
agree to participate in it. Writing in the mid-1970s, P. Michael Timpane
and Alice Rivlin said that "informed consent is by now an entrenched
canon of medical experimentation and has been adopted implicitly by
most social experimenters."10 Although few policy researchers quarrel
with these premises, their implications for both the substance and pro
cess of demonstration studies are considerable.

The Brookings Institution held a conference in 1975 on the ethical
and legal issues ofsocial experimentation. The conference considered a
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number of questions: Can children be the subject of a social experi
ment? Who can give informed consent for them? Their parents? School
officials? Some participants at the conference ruled out all social exper
iments involving children, along with other groups for whom it was ar
gued informed consent cannot be obtained effectively, such as
prisoners and mental patients. This view was challenged by other par
ticipants at the conference who saw little risk, only potential gains, for
the subjects of social experiments. They argued that all decisions in
volving social programs involve risks similar to those ofa social experi
ment' yet we do not require informed consent in every case in which
society intervenes in a life situation.

Despite the fact that the requirement to obtain informed consent is
now widely accepted by researchers, questions of execution (how re
searchers tell potential participants about a research project and how
much they tell them) can introduce problems. For example, people may
react to a social experiment in a way that reflects what they perceive to
be the expectations of its sponsors as expressed in what they are told in
obtaining their informed consent. They may try to "prove" that a pro
gram works regardless ofwhether they are in the treatment group or the
control group, thus confounding the research. Or members of the treat
ment group may decide to undermine the program for reasons having to
do with their attitude toward what researchers tell them, toward pro
gram operators, or toward social programs generally. This is called the
"Hawthorne effect," people reacting simply to being the subjects of an
experiment.*

Although issues having to do with obtaining informed consent are
important, the most serious ethical issues concerning the treatment of
human subjects come after informed consent has been obtained. Sup
pose we are testing a home health care program for the elderly with a

* The Hawthorne effect occurs when behavior is altered because people know they
are being observed. Its name derives from studies at the Hawthorne Works of the
Western Electric Company during the 1920s and 1930s. The studies showed
productivity increased when lights were darkened and rest periods shortened,
which researchers attributed to the extra effort made by workers who knew they
were part of an experiment. See Theodore H. Poister, Public Program Analysis:
Applied Research Methods (Baltimore, MD: University Park Press, 1970), pp.
266-67.
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demonstration using random assignment. Assume the service is expen
sive and that the key dependent variable of interest to the funders and
the researchers is whether the service over the long run reduces the
costs of institutionalization in a nursing home or hospital. An older per
son comes into a senior citizen center and finds that she is eligible for
"Home-Help." She is urged to sign up but she is told that she mayor
may not be one of the participants selected. She decides to apply and
fills out the necessary application and certification forms and also an in
formed consent agreement. The program director then checks by phone
with the research staff and is told that this particular participant is as
signed to the control group. The director is face to face with the appli
cant and must tell her that she was not selected for the program. Assume
the applicant asks, "Is there another program I can get into?" This raises
a troublesome, yet not unusual, issue. The program director knows that
ifthe applicant is referred to another program and is aided, this could re
duce the likelihood that the program that is the subject of this demon
stration will have an impact, because the difference between the
treatment and control group is likely to be less than what it might other
wise be. Moreover, showing that there is a big difference between the
two groups often is precisely the reason the program director agreed in
the first place to join the research project.

This is the "program director's dilemma." The director is between
a rock and a hard place. We can make this dilemma even more difficult
ifwe assume that the program director is sitting across the desk from an
applicant who does not ask about another program, yet the director
knows about one that exists and has openings. Should she make a refer
ral even though it wasn't solicited? There are no easy answers to these
questions.

The Uncertainty of Cost-Benefit Analysis

The eighth hurdle of demonstration research concerns cost-benefit
analysis, appropriately treated here as the final hurdle because it is the
last step in the demonstration research process. In this final step, infor
mation about all of the costs of a program being tested and all of the
benefits are combined in an effort to come to a bottom-line number,
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which identifies the full and long-term impact of the program. Re
searchers typically present their cost-benefit findings according to three
perspectives - to participants (were they better off?), to taxpayers (that
is, nonparticipants as a group), and to the society as a whole. Often, big
assumptions are needed to do cost-benefit analysis.

The aim of a cost-benefit analysis is appealing. In an ideal world,
one would want policymakers to be in a position to compare the
cost-to-benefit ratios for all, or anyway a number of, program alterna
tives designed to achieve a particular policy objective, and then select
the most effective one. Cut down to size, this was the aim of Lyndon
Johnson's Planning-Programming-Budgeting (PPB) system described
in chapter 2. But, as we have seen, the task ofconducting demonstration
research is so complicated, time-consuming, and expensive that we can
only study the effects of those few programs where we decide circum
stances warrant the conduct of rigorous research. No matter how good
our intentions may be to use social science in making social policy, de
cision makers will never be able to choose among all possible govern
ment programs to achieve a given purpose on the basis of definitive
cost-benefit findings.

Where demonstration studies are carried out, the immediate pur
pose is to determine whether the tested program had a sufficiently
strong measurable impact when it was tested to justify its replication on
a broader basis. Unfortunately, this is not enough for policymakers who
want to know the long-term costs and benefits of the program.

My view is that this step often involves problems that go beyond
what researchers can do in a demonstration study. Frequently they do
not have sufficient data for the far out years - that is, projected way be
yond the study period. Attempts to ascertain the cost-benefit ratio of a
tested program often require going beyond the time period of observed
variables in a demonstration project.

It is wise to be cautious about cost-benefit analysis, and indeed
many governmental and foundation research sponsors take this posi
tion. Cost-benefit analysis is an uncertain art form. Policy researchers
and the sponsors ofpolicy research are best advised to stop at the point
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of ascertaining the observed impacts of the tested program and let the
political process take it from there.11 There are two reasons for this con
clusion: (1) that there are likely to be costs and benefits ofa social dem
onstration that are left out of the cost-benefit equation, or are included
with such rough approximations as to be of questionable value; and (2)
that the methods for estimating the effects of a tested program way be
yond the study period are often highly uncertain.

On the first point, the problem is that outcome variables that are
omitted from a demonstration often are left out precisely because they
are difficult to measure. In the case ofthe "Home-Help" program for the
elderly mentioned earlier, we may decide that the fact that participants
are happier in their own home is a very important benefit. Yet, how
would we monetize this variable for a cost-benefit analysis, which some
readers of research results are likely to think should be or is part of the
analysis? This point can be shown using MDRC's supported work dem
onstration as an illustration. Policymakers may be interested in the ef
fects of supported work on distressed communities. They may believe
that in the long run a positive and cumulative community effect is desir
able for the society, and they may also believe that over time this will re
sult in lowering welfare costs. However, we would be hard put to
measure these community-improvement and long-term welfare
cost-reduction outcomes of supported work. The same holds for the ef
fects of supported work on the children of program participants: Are
they better off, happier, more or less successful in school? These de
pendent variables (effects on communities, the society, and children)
were not included in the design for the MDRC supported work demon
stration. But, the idea ofa comprehensive cost-benefit analysis that pur
ports to show the whole picture may suggest to some readers that
factors such as these were included.

Other types ofbenefits are often included in a cost-benefit analysis
that are very hard to measure. A good example is the cost-benefit study
that was conducted of the Job Corps. Researchers reported a favorable
cost-benefit ratio for the society as a whole of$1:1.46 - that is, $1.46
in benefits for every $1.00 spent on the Job Corps. This was regarded as
a very good result. However, 40 percent of these benefits came from re
ductions in criminal behavior; accordingly, the values assigned to
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reduced injuries and loss of life due to reduced criminal behavior had a
very large effect on the cost-benefit findings. A murder was estimated
to cost society $125,305.12 The cost-benefit ratio of the Job Corps
would have been negative (.8: 1) ifcrime reduction had not been consid
ered.13

Long-term impacts also can be hard to assess. As already noted,
the follow-up data collected in a demonstration study often do not cover
as long a time period as is believed to be needed for a cost-benefit analy
sis. Because of this, researchers sometimes make assumptions about
what are known as the "decay rates" of program benefits over time.
They measure the benefits for a given period and then estimate or as
sume how they will be sustained or taper off in future years. The litera
ture on this subject is complicated, but the point is that decay rates are
extremely difficult to measure. This is another soft ingredient that goes
into some cost-benefit analyses.

In sum, the task of assigning a single overall cost-benefit ratio to
programs tested in demonstration studies often gets researchers into
difficult terrain. This is not to say that costs and benefits should be ig
nored, but only that public policy researchers should focus their atten
tion in demonstration studies on measured impacts. They should tell
policymakers what they measured, how and for how long they did so,
and what they found. This knowledge can be combined by policy ana
lysts with other types of information, including what is known or be
lieved about longer-term program effects. But this should be done in a
more modest way than is the practice in cost-benefit analyses, often per
formed with high levels ofprecision, as the final step in the conduct of
social experiments.14 Some readers may acknowledge the validity of
these admonitions, but take the position that politicians want - some
even demand - one clear, simple, bottom-line number. This is true.
But I would argue that scientific considerations should outweigh these
political exigencies. Candor is required on the part of researchers in
their discussions with policymakers about the strengths and weaknesses
of the findings from demonstration research.

Since I rely heavily on the research conducted by MDRC, I feel
obliged to discuss MDRC's practice in the use of cost-benefit analysis.
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In most of its studies, the MDRC has presented cost-benefit findings,
but with considerable care and soul searching. When the corporation is
sued its summary report on the national supported work demonstration,
its first demonstration study, a carefully crafted statement about the
limitations of cost-benefit analysis was included:

Although the approach is useful in providing an overall as
sessment of supported work's effectiveness, it has limitations
and risks. Certain important benefits and costs simply cannot
be accurately measured and are therefore not included in the
summary estimates. Moreover, this type of analysis calls for
assumptions about the value of specific items and for judg
ments on the longer term extrapolation of benefits and costs
that were directly measured only for up to 27 or 36 months.15

Perhaps MDRC should have stopped there and not presented an
overall cost-benefit analysis. Labor economist Lloyd Ullman argues
that the uncertainty of cost-benefit analysis produces an "expert wit
ness" mentality whereby the proponents and opponents of a given pro
gram can trot out experts to argue both sides on a basis that often
undermines the value of a well conducted demonstration.16 At the very
least, researchers should express cost-benefit findings using ranges of
numbers for their findings, and also should present tables and text that
clearly and prominently indicate qualifications.

Conclusion

These eight hurdles to demonstration research point to the same con
clusion: Rigorous research on what works can be a useful and impor
tant input to the policy process, but it is not easy to do.
Understandably, politicians and policy makers are bound to ask: Does
a given new program idea work? Demonstration studies are most ef
fective when policymakers care about a particular issue, are genuinely
uncertain about how to handle it, and are willing to wait for the find
ings of a research project.
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It needs to be added that the demonstration research has an impor
tant byproduct: It teaches. The history of MDRC is a success story in
these terms. It has deepened understanding of social programs - what
they are, how they work, and how they should be assessed. This is an
important outcome in and of itself. The next chapter carries the MDRC
story further and shows how the results of demonstration studies can be
and are used in the policy process.
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5

Welfare
Demonstration Studies

T his chapter uses studies conducted by the Manpower Demonstra
tion Research Corporation to show how demonstration research af
fects public policy. The way the corporation developed was very
much a function of decisions made about the conduct of the original
supported work demonstration. The supported work program was de
veloped by the Vera Institute of Justice in New York City to provide
employment for people accused ofminor offenses in the criminal jus
tice system. The aim was to provide participants with work experience
in a group situation, under conditions ofgradually increasing stress, as
an alternative to incarceration. An operating subsidiary ofthe Vera In
stitution, the Wildcat Service Corporation, was established in 1969 to
run the supported work program; its roster grew from six participants
in the fall of 1969 to nearly 1,400 in mid-1974. Participants worked in
jobs such as cleaning, plastering, and painting buildings being re
stored; clearing refuse from vacant lots; serving as messengers; pro
viding building- and park-maintenance services; clearing
construction sites; interpreting for Spanish-speaking hospital pa
tients; and driving for the elderly.

Early studies of the Vera Institute's supported work program
showed promising results.1 As a consequence, Mitchell Sviridoff,
vice-president for national affairs ofthe Ford Foundation, decided to set
up a national test of the supported work idea. Sviridoff sought assis
tance from a number of federal agencies and established a research
committee, on which I served, to advise the Ford Foundation. The
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advisory committee, headed by economist Eli Ginzberg of Columbia
University, recommended a multi-site national demonstration with par
ticipants randomly assigned either to a supported work program or to a
control group. Six federal agencies, with the Department ofLabor as the
lead agency, committed funds to this research, which began in March
1975. Over the full three-year period of the supported work demonstra
tion, 6,616 people were in the research sample - 3,214 as participants
and 3,402 in the control group.

As planning for this national demonstration moved forward, it be
came apparent that the management tasks involved were formidable.
The list ofparticipating organizations was growing - the Ford Founda
tion, six federal agencies, the fifteen sites operating the program, the re
search contractors, plus a central staff to coordinate and manage the
demonstration. By mid-1974, the total cost of the demonstration, in
cluding funds from local sources, was estimated at $80 million, most of
which was to be spent on participants.

The assumption up until this time had been that an interagency
committee of federal officials would administer the suppOlied work
demonstration. However as the planning proceeded, it became increas
ingly clear that an interagency committee would have great difficulty
managing such a multi-pronged, dispersed project. Hence, it was de
cided in mid-1974 to convert the advisory committee for the study into
a nonprofit corporation, chartered in Delaware, which would receive
funds from federal agencies and the Ford Foundation to manage the
supported work demonstration. Because the intermediary corporation
formed for the supported work demonstration proved to be an effective
device, it has continued in existence (now in its 26th year) to conduct
many other large demonstration studies.

I was an original member of the corporate board, as were Eli
Ginzberg, Robert Lampman, Robert Solow, Gilbert Steiner, and Phyl
lis Wallace (all academic social scientists). Ginzberg chaired the
board from 1974 to 1981, when I succeeded him. I served as chairman
unti11997. The first president ofMDRC was William G. Grinker. He
was followed in 1982 by Barbara B. Blum, who served until 1986,
when she was succeeded by Judith M. Gueron, who has been an
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officer of the corporation from its inception. MDRC has had an in
creasingly diverse research portfolio and a staff in some years as large
as 200 people. •

In addition to the supported work demonstration, other demon
stration studies conducted by MDRC include: (l) a study ofthe tenant
management approach for administering public housing projects; (2)
a saturation guaranteed-job program known as the Youth Incentive
Entitlement Pilot Project, which was established by federal law as a
demonstration project; (3) Project Redirection to provide services to
very young women receiving welfare benefits; (4) an employment and
training program (called the WIN-Laboratory or WIN-Lab project2)

conducted in Denver; St. Louis; Madison and Racine, Wisconsin; and
Louisville, Kentucky; (5) the Structured Training and Employment
Transition Services (STETS) demonstration (a program similar to
supported work) for young mentally retarded workers; (6) an
eight-state test of work/welfare as an approach to welfare reform in
the early 1980s; (7) an intensive remediation and training program for
school dropouts called Jobstart; (8) New Chance, a comprehensive
service program for very young welfare mothers; (9) the Parents' Fair
Share Demonstration project for noncustodial welfare family heads
(mostly fathers); (l0) a study of a large employment subsidy program
in Canada; and (11) a study of the effects of welfare reform in dis
tressed neighborhoods in four large urban counties after the enactment
of the 1996 national welfare reform law.

As the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation gained
experience, it moved from relatively small and focused demonstration
projects to broad-scale evaluations of large ongoing programs. Exam
ples of the latter are the corporation's evaluation of the statewide
work/welfare program in California and its "Urban Change" study of
the effects ofthe 1996 national welfare reform law on distressed neigh
borhoods in large urban counties. The discussion of MDRC's experi
ence in this chapter highlights the corporation's demonstration
research. Later, in chapter 7, the discussion considers MDRC's evalua
tions of large ongoing social programs.
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Supported Work

Since the early 1970s, welfare reform for able-bodied, working-age
adults and their children has been the Mount Everest ofU.S. social pol
icy - climb it if you can! Two different approaches to welfare reform
have been championed. One is the income strategy as embodied in the
negative income tax idea discussed in chapter 3. (The aim of this ap
proach is to structure welfare benefits so they provide an incentive for
working-age, able-bodied parents to enter and stay in the labor force.)
The other major approach is the service strategy. It emphasizes ser
vices, such as job placement and counseling, child care, transportation,
and training and education to enable poor family heads to move offwel
fare and enter and stay in the regular labor force. The two approaches
can go together, but the emphasis of different plans advanced or tested
tend to be very different.

In 1962 under President Kennedy, the federal government first en
acted legislation embodying the service strategy - to provide job coun
seling, job training, and related rehabilitative services to welfare family
heads. Then, toward the end ofthe 1960s, the emphasis ofnational wel
fare policy-making shifted to the income strategy. The negative income
tax demonstrations were initiated in 1968; and in 1969 President Nixon
proposed the Family Assistance Plan (FAP) for welfare reform. Al
though Nixon's proposal was a hybrid ofthe income and service strate
gies, the newest and most controversial features of his plan
incorporated the negative income tax approach. Nixon's plan died in
the Congress in 1972 just before his re-election as President. Because of
Watergate, it could not be revived afterwards, despite efforts to do so.
President Carter later went down this same road, also unsuccessfully.

MDRC's supported work demonstration, although not initiated
with the main purpose of studying welfare policies, reflects the service
strategy as an approach to welfare reform, which is the approach that
has come to dominate nearly three decades later under President
Clinton. The supported work demonstration began operations in 1974,
not long after last rites were administered for Nixon's Family Assis
tance Plan. The idea of supported work, as its name implies, is that
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disadvantaged people ofworking age should be "supported" as they en
ter the workforce. As they increasingly become adjusted to the work
place, this support is gradually withdrawn, the goal being to help
participants acquire work experience and job skills so eventually they
can become regular members of the labor force. Presumably, experi
ence interacting and working with peers, meeting deadlines, and relat
ing successfully to supervisors are skills that later on will help people
with limited work experience obtain and stay in unsupported jobs.

The supported work program as originally developed by the Vera
Institute ofJustice did not apply to welfare family heads; it was focused
on criminal justice offenders as an alternative to incarceration. The aim
ofMDRC's national demonstration was to test the supported work ap
proach on a broader basis, both geographically and in terms of the
groups aided. Question number one was: What groups should be aided?
A key factor was money. The funders ofthe demonstration, particularly
the federal agencies involved, had different interests and constituen
cies. The Labor Department was interested in youth. The Department of
Justice was interested in previous offenders. The drug-abuse prevention
agency was interested in former addicts. The Department ofHealth, Ed
ucation, and Welfare (now the Department of Health and Human Ser
vices) initially was reluctant to participate in the funding consortium for
the national supported work demonstration. Caspar Weinberger, at that
time secretary of HEW, had reservations about the administrative ar
rangement whereby a nonprofit intermediary would coordinate and
manage primarily federal funds for the demonstration. Although HEW
eventually provided money for the supported work demonstration, a de
cision was made by MDRC prior to HEW's decision to participate to in
clude long-term female welfare family heads as one ofthe target groups
in the demonstration. This was done on the assumption that MDRC
could use Ford Foundation and some federal funds to serve this group.
As it turned out, this was a fortunate decision.

Altogether, there were four target groups in the supported work
demonstration - problem youth; former offenders (that is, persons
who had previously been incarcerated as a result of a conviction for a
criminal offense); former narcotic addicts; and long-term female wel
fare family heads. (See Table 5.1.) The definition of the target groups
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Table 5.1
Supported Work Eligibilitv Criteria bv Target Group

Target
Group Elil!ibilitll Criteria*

AFDC Women on AFDC both currently and for 30 out of the pre-
ceding 36 months; youngest child 6 years old or older

Ex-addicts Age 18 years or older; enrolled in a drug treatment pro-
gram currently or within the preceding 6 months

Ex-offenders Age 18 years or older; incarcerated within the last 6
months as a result of a conviction

Youths Age 17 to 20 years; no high school or equivalency degree;
not in school in the last 6 months; delinquency record, con-
viction, court appearance, or similar (for at least 50% of the
youth)

All groups Currently unemployedt ; spent no more than 3 months in a
job during the past 6 months

Source: Board ofDirectors, Manpower DemonstrationResearch Corporation, Summary
and Findings of the National Supported Work Demonstration (Cambridge, MA: Ballinger,
1980), p. 23.
*Supported work eligibility criteria refer to conditions prevailing at the time of applica-
tion to the supported work program. If a person in supported work voluntarily or in-
voluntarily leaves the program and subsequently reapplies for a supported work job,
he or she is not reviewed again for acceptance under the eligibility criteria.
t Worked no more than 10 hours a week for the last 4 weeks.

was only the beginning. Many other decisions had to be made. Since
this was the first demonstration conducted by MDRC, the learning pro
cess was more challenging and time-consuming than for later demon
strations.

As the supported work demonstration got under way, discussions
within the corporation came to reflect an increasingly cautious view
about the challenges to be faced. Eli Ginzberg, the first chairman of the
board of MDRC and a master at getting to the heart of issues, produced
the following wise admonitions based on the discussion at one of the
early meetings in this planning process:

.:. The best-designed and controlled social experiment can
never take account of exogenous factors .

•:. The odds are very strong that any social intervention will
be too weak to show clear-cut positive effects.
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.:. Many types ofeffects cannot be caught in even the most so
phisticated evaluation.

•:. Because of hidden bias in clients and selectors, the match
ing of experimentals and controls is likely to be flawed.

As implied by Ginzberg, all the hurdles discussed in the previous
chapter had to be dealt with in planning this research. At the outset, con
cern about selection bias and the null hypothesis led to a decision to test
what was regarded as a relatively long (nine months to one year) treat
ment, and to compare the experience of the treatment groups with that
of randomly assigned control groups. (Actually, the decision to adol?t
random assignment was an integral part of the research design for this
study from the very start.)

Despite the fact that HEW funds were not initially included in the
demonstration, the corporation decided to set up its own human sub
jects institutional review board, headed by MDRC board member
Gilbert Y. Steiner. (None of the other members of the institutional re
view board were members of the MDRC board.) In tum, the MDRC in
stitutional review board decided to adopt HEW's rules for the treatment
ofhuman subjects. This meant that an informed consent agreement had
to be obtained from all participants in the demonstration.

The sponsoring organizations of supported work projects at the 10
cal level were mostly small nonprofit organizations. The possibility al
ways existed that the project would suffer from what was described in
chapter 4 as service contamination; however, the fact that most other
employment and training programs for the eligible population in the
communities studied tended to be shorter in duration and less intensive
was seen as a factor that would mitigate this problem.

At the outset of the research, considerable staff and board time
were devoted to the selection of research contractors. Later, the rela
tionship with contractors was the focus ofa major controversy over pro
spective cost overruns that resulted in protracted bargaining to prevent
this from happening. Robert Solow (then vice-chairman of the MDRC
board) and I (then treasurer) participated in intense negotiations with
the research contractor, Mathematica Policy Research of Princeton,
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New Jersey. We won. Mathematica researchers conducted the baseline
and follow-up surveys of supported work participants and controls and
were responsible for the impact and cost-benefit studies, with assis
tance provided by researchers at the Institute for Research on Poverty at
the University ofWisconsin.

Results Focus on Welfare

The most important findings from the supported work demonstration
involved differences among the four treatment groups. The impact of
supported work was largest for the welfare group. The report on the
demonstration stated, "The program has proved most effective in pre
paring for employment a substantial number ofwomen who have been
on welfare (AFDC) for many years."3 Table 5.2 shows the results by
time period for this group. The most important period is the nineteen to
twenty-seven month post-enrollment period. The differences between
the experimentals and controls in the earlier periods (one to eighteen
months) in hours worked and earnings were likely to have been a result
of the fact that the welfare family heads in the treatment groups were
enrolled in the supported work program during this period.

The 8.5 percent difference (bold and underlined in Table 5-2) in
employment between the AFDC treatment and control groups in the pe
riod nineteen to twenty-seven months after enrollment is statistically
significant at the 5 percent level. The treatment group worked nearly
sixteen hours more per month in this period than the controls and earned
an average of$77 per month more than the controls. Their AFDC bene
fits were reduced by an average of 14 percent, and a like proportion for
food stamps. In short, supported work was successful for the welfare
group, although the gains made were not large or dramatic. For the for
mer-addict groups (see Table 5.3) the results were also positive.

A close reader of these two tables will notice an important point.
The impact of the supported work program on the welfare (AFDC)
group is in large part a result ofthe fact that the controls fared relatively
poorly in the labor market. (Compare the labor market experience ofthe
AFDC and former-addict control groups in Tables 5.2 and 5.3.) Similar
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Table 5.2
Experimental-Control Differences During 27 Months Following

Enrollment in Sunnorted Work Demonstration' AFDC Groun
Outcome Measure Exverimentals Controls Difference

Percentage employed during period

Months 1-9 96.3 36.5 59.8*

10-18 76.5 39.4 37.1*

19-27 49.1 40.6 8.5*

Average monthly hours worked

Months 1-9 135.3 26.6 108.7*

10-18 79.4 40.3 39.1*

19-27 60.9 45.2 15.7*

Average monthly earnings ($)

Months 1-9 400.44 78.28 322.16*

10-18 274.06 131.08 142.98*

19-27 242.89 165.88 77.01*

Cash welfare payments t (Percentage receiving)

Months 1-9 93.8 97.7 -3.9*

10-18 82.4 80.1 -7.7*

19-27 71.4 85.1 -13.7*

Average monthly amount ($)

Months 1-9 169.82 277.90 -108.09*

10-18 164.28 246.60 -82.32*

19-27 172.06 224.00 -51.94*

Food stamps: average monthly bonus value ($)

Months 1-9 44.83 63.46 -18.63*

10-18 42.15 58.02 -15.87*

19-27 47.14 60.25 -13.11*

Average monthly total income ($) tt

Months 1-9 628.06 435.10 192.96*
10-18 524.47 454.44 70.03*

19-27 497.50 470.14 27.36

Source: Board of Directors, Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, Summary
and Findings of the National Supported Work Demonstration (Cambridge, MA: Ballinger,
1980), p. 153.
Note: Averages are calculated for all members of the sample, including those with no
employment or transfer payment receipt in the covered period.
*Statistically significant at the 5 percent level.
t Welfare includes AFDC, General Assistance, Supplemental Security Income, and
other unspecified cash welfare.
tt Total income includes earnings, unemployment compensation, welfare, food stamp
bonus value, and other unearned income (Social Security, pensions, alimony, and child
support).
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Table 5.3
Experimental-Control Differences During 36 Months Following

Enrollment in Sunnorted Work Demonstration' Ex-Addict Group
Outcome Measure Exverimentals Controls Difference

Percentage employed during period
Months 1-9 95.0 50.2 44.8*

10-18 63.9 53.1 10.8*

19-27 56.5 53.0 3.5

28-36 64.0 53.9 10.lt

Average monthly hours worked
Months 1-9 118.7 40.5 78.2*

10-18 66.4 50.0 16.4*

19-27 60.1 58.6 1.5

28-36 70.9 52.6 18.3*

Average monthly earnings ($)

Months 1-9 361.23 159.79 201.44*

10-18 259.62 220.42 39.20t

19-27 277.75 261.33 16.42

28-36 326.09 224.36 101.73

Average monthly welfare and food stamp benefits ($)tt

Months 1-9 57.97 115.17 -57.20*

10-18 92.42 110.89 -18.47*

19-27 89.90 93.94 -4.04

28-36 94.34 103.79 -9.45

Percentage using any drug other than marijuana or alcohol
Months 19 36.1 38.2 -2.1

10-18 34.1 32.7 1.4

19-27 28.0 27.5 0.5

28-36 23.4 20.7 2.7

Percentage using heroin
Months 1-9 20.2 21.5 -1.3

10-18 16.8 17.8 -1.0

19-27 13.4 11.7 1.7

28-36 10.1 8.8 1.3

Percentage arrested
Months 1-18 25.3 33.5 -8.2*

1-36 35.0 53.1 -18.1*

Percentage arrested for robbery
Months 1-18 2.3 7.5 -5.2*

1-36 0.2 13.4 -13.2*
Continued
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Table 5.3 (Continued)
Experimental-Control Differences During 36 Months Following

Enrollment in Sunnorted Work Demonstration' Ex-Addict Groun
Outcome Measure Exverimentals Controls Difference

Percentage arrested on drug charges

Months 1-18 4.1 7.9 -3.8*

1-36 6.8 14.0 -7.2

Percentage convicted

Months 1-18 13.5 17.8 -4.3+

1-36 19.3 32.9 -13.6+

Source: Board of Directors, Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, Summary
and Findings of the National Supported Work Demonstration (Cambridge, MA: Ballinger,
1980), p. 155.
Note: Averages are calculated for all members of the sample, including those with no
employment or transfer payment receipt in the covered period.
*Statistically significant at the 5 percent level.
t Statistically significant at the 10 percent level.
tt Welfare includes AFDC, General Assistance, Supplemental Security Income, and
other unspecified cash welfare.

findings have been made in other studies. As it turns out, the problems
of female welfare family heads with children are so serious in terms of
their ability to enter and participate in the labor market that an interven
tion for this group is likely to have a bigger impact than for other

.. groups. Society, in effect, gains more from investing in programs for
this hard-to-serve group.

This finding that the most disadvantaged groups gain the most
from job training programs has to do with what is known in employ
ment and training parlance as "creaming." Many employers and also
the managers oftraining programs intuitively see themselves as benefit
ing the most from a focus on the most job-ready people - that is, the
people most likely to make it in the labor market. Helping them, it is
felt, can provide employers with reliable workers at minimal cost and
put program sponsors in a strong position to claim success for their ef
forts. But the point that is often missed is that the most job-ready partici
pants are likely to make it anyway. The tested program is not providing
added value for the society. Thus, targeting, as in this case on disadvan
taged long-term welfare family heads, should have been expected to
produce a positive program impact - and it did.
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For two groups in the demonstration (problem youth and previ
ous offenders) the results showed no or very little impact of sup
ported work. According to MDRC's first report on the
demonstration, the program did not yield long-term positive results
for the youth group. It had a marginal positive impact on the offend
ers group.

Implications for Welfare Reform

The supported work demonstration was initiated in the mid-l 970s, a pe
riod in which generally liberal attitudes on social policy predominated.
But, by the time MDRC had completed the demonstration and pub
lished its results, it was 1980. The tide had turned. Supported work had
been successful for disadvantaged welfare family heads. However, it
was seen by many politicians and public officials in 1980 (the year Ron
aId Reagan was elected president) as too expensive to be replicated on a
broad basis.

This initial reaction to the findings of the supported work demon
stration vis-a-vis welfare family heads proved to be short-lived how
ever. As the results became more widely known, government officials
at every level (national, state, and local) began to notice the finding
about the employability gains for long-term welfare recipients and
sought to replicate supported work and derivative concepts. In 1981 and
following, as President Reagan's plans for welfare were advanced, the
lessons of the supported work demonstration came to play an increas
ingly important role in policy processes.

Actually, welfare reform had long been a priority policy area for
Reagan. In his second term as governor of California, Reagan made
welfare reform the central issue of his administration. Experts debate
the degree to which he succeeded, but for Reagan there were no doubts:
"When I took office, California was the welfare capital of the nation.
The caseload was increasing 40,000 a month. We turned that 40,000 a
month increase into an 8,000 a month decrease. We returned to the tax
payers $2 billion and we increased grants to the truly needy by
forty-three percent.,,4 According to Fred C. Doolittle, the California
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Welfare Reform Act, passed in 1971, "marked a turning point in the po
litical career of Ronald Reagan."s Reagan biographer Lou Cannon
agrees. He viewed the battles about welfare reform in California as
"Reagan's transformation from communicator to governor.,,6 Reagan's
initial involvement in welfare reform at the state level coincided with
the decidedly more liberal welfare reform efforts ofthe Nixon adminis
tration at the nationa11eve1 beginning in 1969.

Throughout the Nixon period, Reagan challenged Nixon's views
on social policies, and was a leading proponent of a conservative
state-centered position. His advocacy of "workfare" and state authority
over welfare met with strong resistance generally from liberals and
from officials in the Nixon administration. Later on, in discussing the
national welfare reform act signed by President Clinton in 1996, we
shall see that Reagan's views regarding both his focus on work and
workfare and decentralizing social programs largely prevailed in
America. Nixon's and Carter's centralized and more liberal proposals
to replace the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) pro
gram with a comprehensive national payment system, heavily embody
ing the income-maintenance approach, were stymied, although
important liberalizing changes were made. The most notable liberaliz
ing and centralizing change involved the nationalization under Nixon of
cash assistance for the disabled and the elderly poor: However, in the
case of the most controversial welfare program - AFDC - major
changes were resisted up until the Clinton presidency. Financial re
sponsibility for the AFDC program continued to be shared by the fed
eral government and the states on a matching basis.**

* Under Nixon, federal grants-in-aid to the states for welfare programs to aid the
aged poor, blind, and disabled were converted into centralized programs with
uniform eligibility requirements, administered, not by the states, but by the U.S.
Social Security Administration. This is the Supplemental Security Income (SSI)
program. The food stamp program, begun as a pilot program under President
Kennedy, also was expanded greatly under Nixon. It was made automatic and
universal, in effect, becoming a mini-negative income tax operating on a uniform
basis throughout the country.

** In 1996, welfare became a block grant to the states, rather than a matching
grant-in-aid, as explained in chapter 8.
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As governor ofCalifornia, Reagan along with other conservatives,
strongly opposed the overhaul of the AFDC program along the lines of
a negative income tax as embodied in Nixon's Family Assistance Plan
(FAP). In fact, although both Nixon and Reagan were Republicans,
they had a history of frosty relations.· Reagan not only was a leader
among conservatives in opposing Nixon's welfare reform plans, he of
feredhis own counterproposals. In testimony before the Senate Finance
Committee in 1972, Reagan presented his state-based California ap
proach to welfare reform as a better model for national legislation. He
boasted that these proposals "are the product of our experience with an
actual reform program that is succeeding in California, they are not a
theory."7 Reagan's California program consisted of increased benefits
for the "truly needy," reduced benefits or no benefits for the "working
poor," and "workfare" (the mandatory-work-for-you-benefits ap
proach). Rather than centralizing the AFDC program, Reagan favored
turning it over to the states in the form ofa block grant (shades of 1996!)
whereby states would receive a lump-sum amount ofmoney to use on a
flexible basis to aid poor families.

There is a paradox in Reagan's role in the debate on welfare policy.
Despite his strong support for decentralizing welfare, Reagan was
much more successful as president than he was at the state level as gov
ernor in advancing his welfare reform ideas. Controversy exists over
whether Reagan's California reforms reduced welfare costs and case
loads; his "workfare" plan resulted in minuscule participation in man
datory public jobs. On the other hand, Reagan made major gains
advancing his welfare goals at the national level when he was elected
president in 1980. As part ofReagan's 1981 changes to the budget Pres
ident Carter had submitted in his final month in office, Reagan won ap
proval for welfare policies that tightened eligibility and benefit rules in
ways that reduced the number offamily heads on AFDC and Medicaid,
and cut benefits for many other families.8 For purposes ofthis book, the
most important element of the Reagan welfare reform strategy was
workfare.

* I attended meetings between the two men on welfare reform in the early 1970s.
You could cut the tension between them with a knife.

94



Welfare Demonstration Studies

The word "workfare" has an interesting history. It was used by
Nixon in his national television address in 1969 presenting his "New
Federalism" domestic program. "What America needs now," said
Nixon, "is not more welfare, but more 'workfare.",9 Nixon intended
that his welfare reform plan should be known by this term.' But
"workfare" as a label did not catch on in the way Nixon intended. The
word in 1970s usage came to have a harsher meaning than Nixon called
for in his 1969 speech on the "New Federalism." I have never been able
to pin down why this happened. The most plausible explanation is that
the press attached the term "workfare" to what was viewed as a
conservative alternative to Nixon's welfare plan advanced by Senator
Russell Long (D-LA), then chair of the Senate Finance Committee.
Senator Long proposed to limit cash assistance payments just to em
ployable needy family heads to compensate for work performed. This
kind of workfare was an anathema to liberals in the 1970s; they lam
basted it as "slavefare," although later it became the central concept of
Wisconsin's far-reaching welfare reform of the mid-1990s.

In California in the 1970s, Reagan had strongly advocated this
mandatory work-for-your-welfare approach. Again, a decade later as
president he made this concept a key point, proposing that workfare be
made compulsory and nationwide. Although many of Reagan's 1981
welfare reform proposals were incorporated in the budget act passed
that year, Congress was reluctant to go all the way with his version of
workfare. lO Congress would only agree to give the states authority to
implement a watered down version ofReagan's workfare proposal, and
only on a trial basis. But even though in 1981 workfare under Reagan
was permissive to the states, it did not get off the ground rapidly in any
state.

Up to now, I have referred to the workfare part of Reagan's 1981
welfare reform efforts in the singular. Actually, there were several such
provisions included in the budget act passed in 1981. One provision au
thorized the Community Work Experience Program (CWEP), the strict
work-for-your-welfare alternative to cash payments. The law in this
case authorized the states to use AFDC funds to pay eligible family

* William Satire, then a Nixon speechwriter, wrote this speech and boasted about
this effort at wordsmithing.
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heads in exchange for mandatory public employment. Another employ
ment and training provision of the 1981 budget act was sponsored by
Senator Long, then ranking minority member of the Senate Finance
Committee (he was no longer chair, because the Republicans had taken
over the Senate). Long's plan gave the states authority to subsidize
on-the-job experience for AFDC recipients by "diverting" welfare
grants to wage subsidies to private employers. This came to be known
as "grant diversion" in the 1980s.* The third pertinent provision in the
1981 budget act, inserted by Senators Moynihan (D-NY) and David
Boren (D-OK), turned out to be much more important than was origi
nally expected. Its purpose was to overhaul the Work Incentive Pro
gram (WIN), enacted in 1967 under President Johnson to provide
funding and authority for the states to run job placement, training, and
related service programs for welfare family heads.u Up until 1981,
WIN programs conducted by the states had been required to be jointly
administered by a state's employment service (the labor-exchange
agency) and its welfare agency. Moynihan argued that this requirement
for joint management, which he said often resulted in "byzantine ad
ministrative arrangements," should be changed to allow states to apply
for waivers to administer the WIN program just under the state's wel
fare agency. This provision, called "WIN-Demo" authority ("Demo"
standing for demonstration), turned out to be very important.

MDRC's Work/Welfare Demonstrations

In the changed and more conservative social policy environment of the
early 1980s, the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation had
to change too. It shifted its focus from Washington to the states. The
corporation began work with states on a series ofwork/welfare demon
strations. MDRC used a challenge grant from the Ford Foundation to
pay part ofthe costs ofdemonstrations, and the states (or, in some cases,
other foundations) provided the remaining funds needed. MDRC dem
onstrations in eight states, using the "WIN-Demo" authority described
above, tested different ways states reformed their welfare systems. This

* The term "diversion" has a different meaning now in the welfare field, referring to
"diverting" people from welfare to jobs. See chapter 10 for a discussion of this
point.
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relationship between social science and social policy was very different
from the case of the negative income tax experiments a decade earlier.
Then, the research agenda was set at the federal level mostly by social
scientists to test ideas that in the main originated with them. This time,
state political leaders were setting the agenda.

Not surprisingly, the first state to have an MDRC work/welfare
demonstration was California - in San Diego County. Beginning in
August 1982, San Diego County assigned 5,000 AFDC family heads to
two work/welfare programs. Another 2,000 people were randomly as
signed to a control group. The two programs tested were group job
search (called a ''job club")* and a combination ofa "job club" followed
by assignment to community work experience in cases where partici
pants in the ''job club" did not find employment.12 The community
work experience component of the San Diego demonstration lasted
thirteen weeks and had a time limit of thirty-two hours per week.
Actually, officials of San Diego County had a long-standing interest in
programs of this type. In the case of this new work/welfare demonstra
tion, the state Employment Development Department (California's em
ployment service agency) contracted with MDRC to conduct the
research. The seven other states that later joined with MDRC in
work/welfare demonstrations were Arkansas, Illinois, Maine, Mary
land, New Jersey, Virginia, and West Virginia. Altogether, 35,000peo
pIe participated on a random assignment basis in these eight state-based
work/welfare demonstrations.

Although the nature and scope of these state demonstrations were
varied, there were common elements. In all ofthem, with the exception
of New Jersey and Maine where the demonstration was of pri
vate-sector grant diversion, there was some degree of obligation. That
is, welfare family heads in the treatment group were required to do
something in order to receive their AFDC benefits. "Doing something"
could mean engaging in a job search or participating in a "job club" or
in a training or education program. It could also include a period of

* Ajob club is a group activity with a trainer-instructor in which welfare recipients
develop skills in preparing applications, locating job openings, and being
interviewed for employment. Often banks oftelephones are used in the job search,
and in some cases training sessions for job interviews are videotaped as part ofan
instruction-feedback process.
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community work experience or some sequenced combination of these
program elements.

There was considerable variation among the states in the MDRC
work/welfare demonstrations, particularly in the character and degree
of obligation in the tested programs. The San Diego project and the
West Virginia project, both for male welfare family heads, had a strong
mandatory character; whereas in Maryland, there was an obligatory
feature ofthe program, but it was not strong. These state demonstrations
did not represent an altogether new idea. Efforts had been made in the
past at both the national and state levels to require welfare family heads
(usually those with children above preschool age) to search for employ
ment, accept a "suitable" job if one was offered, and, if not, to partici
pate in a job training program. What was distinctive about these
demonstrations was that the obligation part was supposed to be taken
seriously. People who did not cooperate were supposed to be sanc
tioned.· One can think of these demonstrations as ratcheting up efforts
to convert the Aid to Families with Dependent Children program from
an entitlement to a conditional program, which is precisely what was
done in the national welfare reform law enacted in 1996.

In most cases, these MDRC work/welfare demonstrations showed
positive impacts, although the results generally were modest. (In fact,
this point about modest results is very important in the policy process.
My reading ofthis history is that the research worked. It was useful and
used. Politicians concluded, not incorrectly, that the basic policy - fo
cused as it was on the human-capital (training and education) approach
to welfare reform - was not big enough or bold enough to produce
what to political leaders regarded as satisfactorily positive outcomes.
The result in the 1990s was the adoption ofa stronger work, and specifi
cally a "work-first," approach to welfare reform, as opposed to the
softer human-capital approach. The research lessons learned had big re
verberations, first at the state level in California and other states and

* Sanctioning procedure varied in these demonstrations. Usually, they involved a
partial reduction of the family's welfare benefit for a period of time. Welfare
recipients could also be required to have social workers manage their finances as a
sanction for noncompliance. For a discussion emphasizing the importance of
sanctioning in welfare programs, see Lawrence M. Mead, Beyond Entitlement:
The Social Obligations ofCitizenship (New York: Free Press, 1986).
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ultimately nationally in 1988 and 1996. In the near term, state leaders in
California, in large part on the basis ofthe results in San Diego, decided
that the obligatory employment approach to welfare should be adopted
statewide. Eventually, this led to a new role for MDRC, conducting a
statewide evaluation of this ongoing program, called "California's
Greater Avenues to Independence" or GAIN program. Part III of this
book, which deals with evaluation studies, includes a chapter on the ex
perience ofMDRC in evaluating the GAIN program and also chapters
on evaluations of the federal welfare reform laws enacted in 1988 and
1996.
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The Nature of
Evaluation Research

Eugene Bardach, in a book on what he calls "the implementation
game," made a point that is recurrent in the political science literature. It
is hard enough, he said, to design public policies that look good on pa
per. It is harder still to sell them to the public. "And it is excruciatingly
hard to implement them in a way that pleases anyone at all, including
the supposed beneficiaries and clients."l In a similar vein, political sci
entist Clinton Rossiter said many u.s. presidents found their hardest
job is "not to persuade Congress to support a policy dear to his political
heart, but to persuade the pertinent bureau or agency - even when
headed by men ofhis own choosing - to follow his direction faithfully
and transform the shadow of the policy into the substance of the pro
gram.,,2 According to Angela Browne and Aaron Wildavsky, "Policy
implementation is hypothesis testing: It is exp!oration."3 An explorer
cannot predict what will be discovered. Every voyage is different.

As compared with a demonstration study ofa potential new policy,
researchers have less control over the conditions under which an evalu
ation study of an ongoing program is carried out. This is true, despite
the fact, as we have seen, that the ability ofresearchers to control the en
vironment in a demonstration study is much more limited and con
strained than might at first blush appear to be the case. However, the
control problems ofdemonstration research pale in comparison with the
environment of an evaluation study in which the purpose of the policy
or program being studied is not to learn something but to do something.
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Under these kinds of real world conditions policymakers and ad
ministrators often have other, and for them much J1lore critical, needs to
take into account than those of researchers. They are unlikely to be
moved by arguments that the policy being implemented must be care
fully specified, closely monitored, uniform everywhere, and suffi
ciently distinguishable from other policies in order to clear all the
research hurdles described in chapter 4. There are sure to be players in
the governmental process who regard the evaluation ofa program as an
intrusion that will delay, complicate, or even undercut the achievement
of their policy goals. They may be antagonistic to researchers as a spe
cies. Or they may not want research to be conducted for political rea
sons - because they fear it will show a policy they favor to be
ineffective, or ifit works, to have results that fall far short ofwhat they
had promised. Overpromising is endemic in American government. In
fact, some participants in governmental processes argue that it is essen
tial to overpromise in order to get anything agreed to.

Even when policymakers are sympathetic to the purposes ofevalu
ation research, differences in perspective between policymakers, pro
gram operators, and researchers are likely to be substantial. The
essential point is that, because of these and other factors, social scien
tists doing evaluation research do not have the same kinds ofopportuni
ties they have under the more controlled conditions of a demonstration
study to test new program ideas.

The most important consequence of the more limited control re
searchers have in an evaluation study as compared to a demonstration
study is that it is much more difficult to know the counterfactual. Dem
onstration and evaluation researchers ask the same bottom-line ques
tion: What happened as a result of this pilot or ongoing program that
would not have happened if the program being studied had not existed?
We can never have a perfect situation, as we have seen - one in which
the same person or group is both treated and untreated by a given pro
gram. The next best solution is randomly to assign a number ofeligible
persons to treatment and non-treatment groups and compare the differ
ences between the two groups in terms ofthe outcomes a given program
is supposed to produce. However, in the case of an evaluation study of
an ongoing program where research is a much lower-order objective,
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the suggestion that a research design should be adopted that will evalu
ate the program by randomly excluding some participants from it is fre
quently and strongly resisted. Moreover, on ethical grounds, if the
policy being evaluated is universal (that is, if it applies to all eligible
persons), one is hard put to argue that the policy should be suspended
for some otherwise eligible participants in the interest of research.

As has been discussed, less good alternatives compared to random
assignment exist for establishing the counterfactual. lfthe policy we are
evaluating is selective on a geographic basis, one could argue that the
government should select some places as comparison sites. Although
such an approach may make sense to researchers, it, too, can involve
formidable problems for public officials. They may feel that it is politi
cally unwise to have comparison sites because this would be perceived
as unfair and be a source of controversy.

The previous discussion in Part II of this book on demonstration re
search considered statistical simulation techniques to create a baseline for
comparison in studies to test new policy approaches. Despite the problems
involved, this is often the approach used in evaluation studies, especially to
study impacts on people. This approach involves predicting a particular set
ofdependent variables (that is, dependent on the policy being studied) for a
population eligible to be treated by the policy. A variant of the statistical
analysis approach is to use benchmarks based on past research, or on the
views of experts, as the standards against which to evaluate the impact of
an ongoing program on individual participants. None ofthe previous eval
uation studies ofLyndon Johnson's Great Society programs that I know of
had a randomly assigned control groUp.4 Some studies of Great Society
programs, as in the case of the Job Corps mentioned in chapter 4, used
comparison sites, and a new evaluation of the Job Corps now in progress
uses random assignment. However, most evaluations ofGreat Society pro
grams used econometric or other statistical and comparison-group tech
niques to evaluate program effects on people. This is not to argue that there
never can be value added through rigorous randomized studies of the ef
fects on individuals ofongoing programs, and especially ofplanned varia
tions in their implementation. But I maintain that such studies are
extremely hard to design and carry out in the constantly shifting policy ter
rain ofmost U.S. domestic programs.
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Moreover, a big difference between demonstration and evaluation
research is that the latter is more likely to focus on institutional as op
posed to individual effects. The reasons for this and the importance of
this point can be shown by again using the example of a com
puter-assisted remedial reading program. I stipulated in chapter 4 that this
was a state government demonstration that aided school districts and lo
cal schools. Assume now, as is not unusual in American government, that
the federal government is providing grant-in-aid money to the states for
this type of special reading remediation. Assume further that earlier ran
domized tests (demonstration studies) were conducted to show that this
approach worked, and now the tested program is being generalized (or
what social scientists call "replicated") - but that the policy specifica
tions in the federal legislation enacted to accomplish this purpose are
very general. This is often the case. And add one more complication: In
most states, this federal aid is incremental- that is, in addition to money
provided by state and local governments for the same or similar purposes.

Policymakers in Washington who provide grant-in-aid funds to the
states for reading remediation understandably have an interest in the re
sponse to "their" program. However, the questions they want answered
are likely to center on the behavior, not of individual students, but of
different levels of government and types of organizations, especially
schools and school districts, which are the recipients of these federal
grants-in-aid for reading remediation: What did states, school districts,
and schools do with these funds in terms of the types of services pro
vided and the number of schools aided? Were the funds additive? Were
computer companies, consultants, experts, etc., important actors in us
ing these grant funds? These are important policy effects, but they are
different from those we focused on in our consideration of demonstra
tion studies. They are, to repeat, institutional.

The Federalism Barrier Reef

This discussion dramatizes what I believe is the crucial intellectual differ
ence between demonstration and evaluation research. Demonstration re
search focuses on individual outcomes: Will a computer-assisted reading
remediation program help children learn to read? If it is shown in a
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demonstration that a particular approach has significant positive effects, it
may well be decided to adopt a national program in the form of a
grant-in-aid from the federal government to the states to advance this pur
pose. However, once such an intergovernmental aid program exists, politi
cal leaders are likely to be especially, and for practical reasons, most
interested in whether and how it changes the behavior of the institutions
that provide this service. As these and other funds trickle down in the
American intergovernmental system, it would be extremely difficult (even
ifhigher level officials wanted to do so) to learn how the policies involved
could be shown to have affected the reading scores ofindividual students.

Most of the business of providing public services in the domestic
public sector in the United States is conducted in this way - indirectly
- that is, intergovernmentally through grants-in-aid to states and local
ities. Localities, in tum, frequently contract with nonprofit and
for-profit organizations for the services provided. In essence, politi
cians are seeking to affect the behavior of institutions through these
grants-in-aid in the belief that this will influence the activities ofthe re
cipient institutions in ways that ultimately affect individuals. This is the
federalism barrier reef of American public policy. It is highly
underappreciated. In fact, it is often just plain ignored in studying the
effects ofD.S. domestic policies and programs.

Researchers must watch this reef carefully, for it can ruin their voy
ages if they do not take it into account. The federalism barrier reef affects
decisions about public policy research in many ways. An intervention in
the form ofa grant-in-aid from one level ofgovernment to another may be
small. It may in fact be so small that, picking up on the reasoning stated in
chapter 4 in regard to the null hypothesis, we could not possibly expect to
fmd detectable effects on individuals of one such stream ofmoney as op
posed to other streams of money from a different level of government or
from foundations or private citizens or from fees and charges.

Scientific Implications

These observations about the political and federalism terrain ofthe evalu
ation of ongoing programs bring into play other major themes of this
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book about the need for linkages between social science disciplines and
between quantitative and qualitative research designs and methods.
Many of the kinds of observations that researchers are called upon to
make about institutional behavior in response to a given policy involve
the way different types of organizations behave.

In theory, we could study differences in organizational behavior
by randomly selecting a sample ofa given type of organization (for ex
ample, school districts or schools in the previous illustration of a com
puter-assisted reading remediation program), treating them in different
ways, and then analyzing their responses to the policy being evaluated
in order to generalize about their institutional effects. We don't do this.
One ofthe reasons we don't is that the study ofthe effects ofpublic poli
cies and organizations does not lend itself to such experimental re
search. We lack sufficiently strong and widely agreed upon theories
about organizational behavior on which to base rigorous comparative
research. We also lack agreed upon, available, and measurable statistics
on which basis we could assess and compare organizational behavior.
Other reasons, too, come into play.

Organizations are harder to manipulate in a research environment
than individuals, although the latter is hard enough to do. Consider the dif
ficulties that would be involved in seeking informed consent from a local
government to subject itself to a random selection procedure that would
determine whether it would receive, or not receive, a particular
grant-in-aid. Local governments are simply too complex, and most are too
politically assertive, to give informed consent to participate in this way in a
tightly structured evaluation study. The same point can be made about the
nonprofit organizations that operate most social programs.

We need next to look at the way researchers deal with causality in
studying institutional as opposed to individual behavior. The most com
mon method for studying the behavior ofinstitutions is to observe them
closely in order to make informed judgments about how a given stimu
lus or event (e.g., a policy change or a new program) appears to have af
fected their behavior. What researchers do in such a situation is model
the counterfactual on the basis oftheir understanding ofthe behavior of
the types of organization being studied. They observe the behavior of a
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particular organization or groups of organizations under conditions in
which a new policy or program is operating and compare that behavior
to what they expect would have been their behavior without the new
policy. The catch - and it is a significant one - is that this reasoning
process cannot be either specified or replicated.

Consider next the perspectives of different social science disci
plines. Since the mid-1960s, as social scientists increased their role in
public policy research, economists have had the upper hand. This is
very much to their credit as I stated earlier. Political scientists and soci
ologists on the other hand have not played anywhere near as big a role.
In fact, and I think this is regrettable, the study ofpublic administration
as a sub-field of political science has relatively low status in the disci
pline. Moreover, management studies in general tend not to have an ex
tensive or well developed intellectual base, although recently there has
been new interest in institutional studies in political science.*

Sociologists, as suggested earlier, also have a claim on the field of
organizational behavior. Robert A. Scott and Arnold R. Shore, in their
book Why Sociology Does Not Apply, concluded that sociologists, inso
far as they have been involved in policy-related research, have done stud
ies to analyze policy problems and prescribe solutions, but that the results
of these studies have been disappointing. They said they are "politically
unrealistic, administratively unworkable, or simply impractical." They
also complained that policy-relevant sociological research is often theo
retical and removed, "stimulated by a desire to advance disciplinary
knowledge."5 Social psychologists, too, have a claim on organizational
behavior. Thomas F. Pettigrew, a leader in social psychology, while not
optimistic about what could be achieved, reached similar conclusions to
Scott and Shore about the need for greater attention to the development

* A seminal article by James G. March and Johan P. Olsen in 1984 called for "anew
institutionalism" in political science. The authors maintained that because
institutions are not the sum of the actions of their members, their behavior is not
easily predicted. (James G. March and Johan P. Olsen, "The New Institutionalism:
Organizational Factors in Political Life," American Political Science Review,
1978.) March and Olsen held that organizational behavior is ahistorical, hard to
measure, and characterized by symbolic action. They called for greater emphasis
in political science research on studies that take cognizance ofthese characteristics
of organizational behavior. This position is similar to that of institutional
economist John R. Commons described in chapter 2.
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and application of research techniques for organizational studies.
Pettigrew advocated "more interdisciplinary work within social sci
ence" and efforts to merge inductive and deductive methods.6

The essential point ofthis chapter is that many ofthe critical ques
tions asked in evaluation research on the effects of ongoing public pro
grams do not lend themselves to research approaches as rigorous as
those used in studying the impacts of pilot programs on individuals in
the more controlled and more controllable conditions of a demonstra
tion study. My further contention is that a careful view of the way cau
sation is inferred and proof is built up over time in other scientific
disciplines (physics and cosmology are good examples) shows that the
methods used in evaluation research, which is often inductive, are legit
imately scientific. I tum next to specific studies to amplify this point in
examining the challenges involved and techniques used in assessing the
effects ofongoing social programs in the real world ofAmerican feder
alism.

Endnotes

Eugene Bardach, The Implementation Game: What Happens When a Bill
Becomes a Law (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1977), p. 3.

2 Clinton Rossiter, The American Presidency (New York: New Amsterdam
Library, 1956), p. 42.

3 Jeffrey L. Pressman and Aaron Wildavsky, eds., Implementation, 3rd ed.
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1984), p. 254. Emphasis
added. Angela Browne co-authored chapters 9, 10 and 11.

4 The two MDRC research projects considered in Part 111 on evaluation re
search, the evaluations ofthe California work/welfare program and the Job
Training Partnership Act (the latter is conducted jointly with Abt Associ
ates), are the only efforts I know ofthat used random assignment in evalu
ating a large-scale ongoing social program.

5 Robert A. Scott and Arnold R. Shore, Why Sociology Does Not Apply: A
Study ofthe Use ofSociology in Social Policy (New York: Elsevier, 1979),
pp. 12,28.

6 Thomas F. Pettigrew, "Can Social Scientists Be Effective Actors in the
Policy Arena?" in Social Science and Social Policy, eds. R. Lance
Shotland and Melvin M. Mark (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications,
1985), p. 132.

110



7

Evaluating the California
GAIN Program

California'S 1985 welfare reform law setting up the Greater Ave
nues for Independence program (GAIN) reflected an intricate political
balancing of legislative interests and concerns rooted in San Diego
County's experience, the subject ofan earlier demonstration study con
ducted by MDRC. The essential purpose ofthis 1985 statewide legisla
tion was to convert the administrative system for the Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC) category ofwelfare from a cash pay
ment process into a service system for job preparation and work facilita
tion in order to reduce dependency. Family heads whose youngest child
was six years of age or older were required under the GAIN law to par
ticipate in this program if child care was available. (Welfare family
heads with children under six years ofage could volunteer to participate
in the program, but were not required to do so.) The authors ofthe 1985
California legislation specified each component ofthe GAIN process in
excruciating detail in order to win and hold the political support of a
fragile coalition of liberals and conservatives.

The two leading players in crafting the legislation were David B.
Swoap, secretary ofCalifornia's Health and Welfare Agency, and State
Assemblyman Arthur Agnos. Swoap was the principal negotiator for
Governor George Deukmejian, a conservative Republican who served
as California's Governor for eight years. Previously, Swoap held a sim
ilar job as director of welfare in California under Ronald Reagan; he
also served in Washington in the Reagan administration as undersecre
tary of the Department of Health and Human Services. Swoap's
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counterpart in the negotiations, Arthur Agnos, was a Democratic mem
ber of the state legislature who represented San Francisco when the
GAIN program was enacted. Agnos later was elected mayor of San
Francisco in 1987, serving until 1992.

Shortly after the California GAIN law was enacted, Swoap de
scribed the delicate political balancing act involved in its enactment by
saying the program "incorporates a unique blend ofwhat have tradition
ally been considered 'liberal' and 'conservative' attitudes towards car
ing for the poor." Swoap credited the San Diego County work/welfare
demonstration conducted by the Manpower Demonstration Research
Corporation with showing the efficacy of the GAIN approach. "The
seeds of California's reform were planted over the last three years, by
the success of San Diego County's Experimental Work Project."l

The debate on the GAIN program in the California legislature fo
cused on participation requirements as the key to the political compro
mise ofthe new program. Again according to Swoap, "the opposition of
many legislators to the mandatory component began to fade as results
from San Diego showed that the overwhelming majority ofparticipants
themselves felt the program should be mandatory, because, had it not
been, they never would have participated, and acquired valuable train
ing and experience."2

Although Swoap, on behalfofthe Deukmejian administration, un
derscored the obligational character ofthe GAIN program as embodied
in the San Diego work/welfare demonstration, Agnos and other mem
bers of the legislature had a different set of values and preferences.
They stressed the services provided, and drew heavily on Massachu
setts's E.T. (Employment and Training) Choices program sponsored by
Governor Michael Dukakis and initiated two years prior to the enact
ment of the GAIN program in 1983. Dukakis publicized this program
widely, stressing that it involved voluntary participation. Recipients
had a "choice" ofwhat "E.T." services they wanted to select.3 A delega
tion ofCalifornia officials, including Swoap and Agnos, visited Massa
chusetts while the California legislature was working on the GAIN
legislation. They also visited other states with more conservative wel
fare programs.

112



Evaluating the California GAIN Program

The GAIN Process

The legislation establishing the GAIN program had an elaborate
step-wise structure. The description ofthe steps dramatizes the research
task MDRC faced in mid-1986 when the corporation entered into a con
tract with the state to evaluate the GAIN program, a contract negotia
tion in which this author played a role.4 In effect, this was an interesting
two-step dance by social policy researchers. First, they conducted a
demonstration in San Diego based on randomized assignment to test a
new program focusing on the welfare system providing work. Now they
were being asked to evaluate a similar new program after it was enacted
in a statewide law to do the same thing.

The first requirements of the GAIN process were registration and
orientation. All welfare family heads with children six years of age and
older were required to register. The second step was applicant ap
praisal.s Applicants who passed literacy and skills tests were expected
to engage in ajob search either on an individual basis or in a group set
ting in a so-called "job club." (A "job club" is group work-preparation
and job search often in a classroom setting using phone banks and
sometimes video teaching techniques.) For eligible applicants who
failed literacy or skills tests as step one, the law required that remedial
education or special language training be provided.

For those GAIN participants who did not secure employment after
a job search or after they had gone through a remedial education or an
English as a Second Language (ESL) program, a service plan was re
quired to be drawn up and signed by the participant and a caseworker.
These contracts embodied the so-called "mutual-obligation concept"
central to the GAIN program. This concept, in effect, involved a bar
gain between the client and the state, whereby recipients of aid had to
agree to participate in services tailored to their needs and in tum the
welfare agency had to agree to provide these services. Determination of
the types of services appropriate in a given case in California was to be
based on a needs assessment, also spelled out in detail in the GAIN leg
islation. The law prescribed a specific time period for job search. If
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participants were not employed after this time period, they then could
be assigned to a community work-experience job.

Work-experience jobs, again as specifically described in the GAIN
law, were called PREP, standing for pre-employment preparation. There
were two types of PREP. One was "basic PREP," which provided work
experience that was supposed to help participants obtain references that
could assist them in obtaining unsubsidized employment. The other was
"advanced PREP," which was supposed to enhance their job skills.6 The
law stipulated that PREP assignments could be short term (lasting up to
three months) or long term (lasting up to a year) and that work assign
ments could not exceed thirty-two hours per week. Publications describ
ing the GAIN program included the flowchart on page 115 showing the
steps and branches in the GAIN process.

The :MDRC Evaluation

MDRC began its evaluation of the GAIN program in March 1986, six
months after the enactment ofthe legislation. The corporation's first re
port on the planning and early implementation of the GAIN program
was issued in April 1987. It characterized the new program as "one of
the broadest arrays ofservices and support ever offered in a welfare em
ployment program."7 The implementation process involved literally
thousands of public agencies and nonprofit organizations at the state
and county levels. According to MDRC, the lead role assigned to the
state's Department ofSocial Services was "to harness the resources and
expertise available from the community colleges, adult schools, re
gional occupational centers and programs, child care agencies, Job
Training and Partnership Act (JTPA) programs, and the local offices of
the employment services (administered by the Employment Develop
ment Department in California)."s

The first MDRC implementation report on the California GAIN
program identified four features that distinguished the program: (l) its
wide array of services; (2) the mandate to participate, projected to in
volve more than 200,000 welfare family heads by 1990; (3) the
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individualized character ofparticipation; and (4) the anticipated contin
uous nature of the participation process.

The fourth feature ofthe GAIN program, the requirement that it be
operated as a continuous process with no unassigned pool ofregistrants
(as had been the case ofmany past welfare employment programs), has
to be viewed as a major policy departure on a statewide basis. There al
most always was a large "holding" category in most states under the
federally aided Work Incentive Program (WIN) enacted in 1967. (This
aspiration of continuous and obligational GAIN participation had an
important effect on the federal laws passed in 1988 and 1996.)

Referring to this commitment to provide continuous services on a
mutual-obligation basis to all eligible participants until they exited from
welfare, the MDRC early-implementation report noted that "welfare
payments to this portion ofthe case10ad would no longer be an uncondi
tional entitlement, but become, instead, a reciprocal obligation."9 When
the GAIN program was enacted, it was projected that when it was fully
operational employment and training services would cost $335 million
per year. This represented almost as much spending for employment
and training services associated with AFDC in one state as there had
been for the whole country under the federally aided WIN program at

, the peak level of its spending.

Adding to the challenge of implementing the goals embodied in
the GAIN legislation is an important point about governmental struc
tures going back to the discussion in chapter 6 of the federalism barrier
reef. Welfare is administered by county governments in California.
There are fifty-eight counties in California, ranging in population from
Los Angeles with over eight million people (the largest county in popu
lation size in the nation), to rural Alpine County in northern California
with 1,113 people in 1990. The law establishing the GAIN program
gave counties two years to develop their plans, which were subject to
review and approval by the state. The goal was to have the full statewide
caseload phased into GAIN over five years, from 1985 to 1990.

The initial MDRC report on GAIN was completed as the first nine
counties were beginning to participate in the program. The authors of
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the report had to walk a fine line. They found the state Department of
Social Services to be taking a "strong leadership role." They also found
"broad support" for the program and enthusiasm on the part of county
welfare directors "about playing a leadership role that could reduce the
stigma attached to both welfare agencies and recipients." But despite
these positive findings, the report indicated that the participating coun
ties had discovered the planning process to be "far more complex, de
manding, and time consuming than originally envisioned."lo

The Research Challenge

When the earlier edition of this book was published, the implementa
tion ofthe GAIN program had been under way for two years. Even then,
in mid-1987, the lessons from this experience reflected the wisdom of
Aaron Wildavsky's observations about implementation being a discov
ery process. The statute establishing the GAIN program indicated the
way the program was supposed to work. But is that what actually hap
pened? Would the prescribed services be provided on an intercon
nected, sequential, and continuous basis that eventually would reach all
of the intended participants?

In all of its demonstration studies, MDRC researchers collect what
they refer to as "process data" to understand the "black box" ofprogram
operations. But for the GAIN study, this part of the task was a bigger
deal than usual. The early phase of the research was exclusively a pro
cess study. Itwas not possible, as in the smaller confines ofa controlled
setting in a demonstration study, to immediately initiate research on im
pacts on individuals. Later on as described below, a study ofthe impacts
of the GAIN program on individual participants was conducted as a
component ofMDRC's full GAIN research plan.

The MDRC California GAIN research plan stands out for the way
it included three components - an implementation or process study (I
prefer the term "implementation study") an individual-impact study,
and a cost-benefit analysis. Earlier, in describing evaluation studies, I
said I did not know ofprevious studies of the social programs adopted
as part of Lyndon Johnson's Great Society program (the "War on
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Poverty") that involved randomized tests to assess the impact on indi
viduals of an ongoing social program. The GAIN project stands out as
an example ofa broad-gauged evaluation that looked both at the institu
tional implementation and the impact ofan ongoing program, in the latter
case using a random-assignment design. This is the "five-star" version of
applied social science. But a caution is needed. Such comprehensive,
full-service applied social science is expensive. It takes a long time. It is
very hard to do. Final results are likely to come out late in the political cy
cle. Once a program is enacted and it is ongoing, research on its effects
usually involves faster, cheaper, less elaborate research designs than that
adopted for the California GAIN program. As a general rule, I do not ad
vocate this kind of full-service, applied social science in the fast-paced,
complex world ofongoing programs in which there are so many and con
stantly changing variants ofevery public policy under the American sun!
The federalism barrier reef discussed earlier is my main reason for this
conclusion. Another reason is the service-contamination hurdle de
scribed in chapter 4, which is very high - often too high to surmount
in complex program settings like that ofthe California GAIN program.

Implementation as studied in the GAIN program had several di
mensions. One was political and organizational: Did the agencies that
were supposed to carry out the requirements ofthe new program do so

, in a way that resembled what was envisioned in the legislation? There
is also a second dimension, what one might call the psychological or
attitudinal dimension: Did the attitudes ofthe people in the agency and
ofthe recipients ofwelfare benefits change in the ways they were sup
posed to change? Did county governments and key groups in the state
make it clear (I like to call this signaling) what was expected of wel
fare recipients, and did recipients understand and accept these new
signals?

Actually, the full MDRC research plan (studying participant prog
ress, gauging staff and participant attitudes, measuring individual pro
gram impacts, and conducting a cost-benefit analysis) was not carried
out on a statewide basis. Rather it was conducted in selected counties.
The implementation research was conducted in eight of the first ten
counties to start up the GAIN program. These were designated as "Tier
I" counties. Another group ofsix "Tier II" counties (surprisingly from a
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design perspective, with only one overlap county) was the subject ofthe
individual-impact part of the study. Aggregate data were collected for
the rest of the counties in the state. The individual-impact study with
randomized assignment involved more than 33,000 people in the Tier II
counties.

The implementation portion of the GAIN study was based on in
terviews and on program and survey data. The bulk of the interviews
were of administrators in county welfare departments. A smaller num
ber of interviews were conducted of the staffs of education, training,
and child care (mostly nonprofit) organizations, and other service pro
viders. This research, to MDRC's credit, was multidisciplinary. MDRC
staffworked with sociologists, social psychologists, political scientists,
and specialists in organizational behavior and program management in
the design and execution ofthis evaluation. The study ofthe participant
flow through the GAIN system focused on data about the types and
length of the services provided.

Initially, it was hoped that there would be a uniform statewide data
system on the status of GAIN participants and the content of the ser
vices provided. This, as we shall see later on, is one ofthe most crucial
aspects of social programs, both for social policy research, and even
moreso for program operations. However, efforts to set up a new uni
form statewide data system historically have come to naught in Califor
nia. In the mid-1980s, they came up against not just a federalism barrier
reef, but a brick wall- the long-standing dug-in position ofcounty of
ficials in California about local control. The result for the MDRC re
search on the GAIN program was the need to work out individualized
data systems in each of the research counties.

The components ofthe MDRC evaluation plan for the GAIN pro
gram were designed to reinforce each other. The survey research on the
attitudes of welfare personnel, for example, included questions about
the tasks performed (how they were conducted and viewed), which in
this multifaceted design was also used in the analysis of administrative
processes.
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Discoveries in the Implementation Process

The findings from MDRC's GAIN evaluation, as stated earlier, confirm
Aaron Wildavsky's point about implementation being a discovery pro
cess. Education as a component ofthe GAIN program is a good exam
ple of this point. In the planning process for GAIN, state officials
estimated that one-fourth of the participants would need remedial edu
cation. As the first counties began to operate under the GAIN program,
however, it became apparent that these estimates were way off the
mark. This discovery was made in the development ofthe testing instru
ments for the GAIN program.

Literacy and skills testing was an early prescribed step in the GAIN
process. Examinations were to be administered to all participants. Test
instruments were developed by the California departments of Educa
tion and Social Services, and pilot tests were administered in five coun
ties. Over 6,000 people participated in the pilot tests between July and
December 1986.

A report on these tests was issued in April 1987. It indicated that 57
percent of the people who took the pilot tests required some form of

> remediation in literacy or arithmetic skills. The purpose ofthese tests was
to validate the exams used. According to Carl Williams, director of the
GAIN program, the results of the pilot tests showed that the "testing in
struments selected will perform successfully."n Neither this statement
nor the report released to the press at the time commented on the large
size of the group that required remediation. However, newspaper re
porters used these results, not primarily as a validation of the tests, but
as an indication ofthe seriousness ofthe problem of inadequate literacy
and arithmetic skills on the part ofwelfare family heads. In one newspa
per account ofthe results, Carl Williams was quoted commenting on the
broader significance of these results.12 The GAIN program, Williams
observed, needed some remediation of its own. "The message is pretty
clear that we have one heck of a population out there that's in need of
remediation." The welfare system, said Williams, "is a holding area for
people who did not get a good enough education."13 This was not a sur
prise to experts in the field. Gordon Berlin and Andrew Sum had earlier
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described "the basic skills crisis" as the single most important national
social problem. "Inadequate basic skills - the ability to read, write,
compute, and communicate - is a common thread running throughout
the web of social problems."14

Publication of these test scores had a big impact. At the highest
levels of state government, it caused concern in the legislature, particu
larly among conservative members who had supported the GAIN pro
gram and were worried about the cost implications of the test results.
Public programs in sensitive areas like this are constantly subject to
scrutiny, debate, and change. This is true at both the state and local lev
els. As it turned out, the ultimate effect of the controversy about test
scores was a good outcome for supporters ofthe GAIN program. An ad
ditional appropriation of $41 million was provided, with support from
Governor Deukmejian, for remedial education.

This incident also cast light on the crucial role schools played (or
didn't play) in the GAIN program. The linkage between welfare and ed
ucation was found to be problematic at precisely the time remedial edu
cation was discovered to be even more important than had originally
been anticipated. The GAIN law required that in counties in which there
were unused funds that had been allocated by the state to local school
districts under the state's education aid program, these funds should be
used for remediation under GAIN. On the surface this sounds logical. In
effect, the law said that rather than having the state appropriate new
funds for remedial education, counties should use available unused
funds already allocated to school districts. The "Catch-22" was that
school districts didn't like this idea at all. Furthermore, they were not
used to serving adult welfare recipients.

Timing was a glitch too. Schools operate on a September to June
calendar. GAIN participants who were referred to local schools toward
the end ofthe school year (for example, in March or April) for remedial
education were told that class space would be available in September.
This defeated the whole idea of continuous participation with no unas
signed pool of participants. A thirty-year-old welfare mother was un
likely to believe (and understandably so) that GAIN was a new regime
signaling and entailing a serious and active commitment to her future if
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she was told that there would be a five-month delay between her first
experience under the program and the availability of its services.

This problem constituted a special challenge in urban areas. In
Santa Clara County, one of the first urbanized counties to enter the
GAIN program, the press reported that the failure rate for the literacy
and skills test was 76 percent. The challenge involved in integrating the
school and welfare systems was brought to light in a press account of
one recipient's experience.

Nancy, a 37-year-old mother of three boys who has been on
welfare for five years, said she has refused to join the
workfare program because of her job experience. The San
Jose woman, who said she has been a waitress and a candy
store clerk, asked that her last name not be used because she
feared that her welfare check would be cut off.

"I went down one day, and they had an (orientation)
class for me," she said. "Then I was supposed to see a social
worker a few days later. But no one called me for about three
weeks. When they finally called they said I had to learn how
to read and write better to get ajob."

"Listen," she said. "I've worked before. I have three
sons. I haven't been to school since I was 15. It's too late for
me to learn, but no one down there will listen to me. I can
work; I know I can. But they say they have their rules and
that's that.,,15

Other discoveries made in the GAIN implementation process pro
vided useful (though not always appreciated) lessons. An MDRC report
on implementation, for example, uncovered a problem of "no-shows"
when welfare family heads were referred to the GAIN program. The re
port described the lower-than-anticipated enrollment levels as follows:
"In some cases it was 40 to 80 percent below projections early on, and
as high as 25 to 50 percent after several months of operation."16 Some
explanations for this were obvious. In the past, requirements that wel
fare family heads show up for counseling and service programs (and
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there had been many such requirements in the law for a long time) were
not enforced, and both local welfare workers and recipients knew this to
be the case. Under the GAIN program, welfare workers were told to re
fer recipients to the program, and to stress that their attendance was re
quired. The workers had to be convinced that this was serious, which of
course is a familiar bureaucratic challenge that is easier to state than ef
fectuate.

In short, it is extremely difficult to change the culture and behavior
of large public bureaucracies. Furthermore, when it happens, and it
does happen, it is often uneven and varied in character and intensity. At
tention to, and the acceptance of, changed signals (people must work or
be trained) meant that ingrained attitudes had to be changed both for the
people who administered the program and for the people who received
aid under it. It was early evident in the GAIN implementation process
that big efforts (really big!) would be needed to change deep-seated bu
reaucratic and personal attitudes and procedures in this way. Passing a
law was only the beginning.

MDRC's evaluation of the California GAIN program lasted for
over a decade and, as stated earlier, covered the research waterfront. It
included a randomized impact study and a cost-benefit analysis. Three
years out, randomized follow-up data for 33,000 people showed a 22
percent gain in average earnings and a corresponding 6 percent reduc
tion in payments,17 The most impressive results were found for River
side County, California (one ofMDRC's six "Tier II" counties), which
had long been, and continued afterwards to be, a showplace county in
the nation for the "culture change" of welfare reform. Many govern
ment leaders, Presidents Reagan and Carter included, and journalists,
traveled to Riverside to hear about this county's "success story" in cre
ating a new job-focused regime for social programs. Correspondingly
and in a reassuring way, MDRC's cost-benefit results for Riverside
County were described as "exceptionally large" - a $2.84 return for
every $1 invested. Three of the six counties in which the impact re
search was conducted showed positive results in these terms. Three did
not. In describing these results, the MDRC report said, somewhat de
fensively: "It is worth mentioning that return per net dollar invested is a
standard of success by which few social programs are assessed.,,18 It is
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important to note that MDRC's impact findings from the GAIN re
search were not published until well after the Family Support Act, the
national welfare reform law passed in 1988, had been enacted, which
largely mirrored the California GAIN law. Again, as Gilbert Steiner ob
served, "research followed reality."

From the vantage point of applied social science, several observa
tions should be made. One is that we needed to know the implementa
tion story. Second, the nice model of MDRC's full-service research
design for the GAIN study sets an extremely high standard. In part ow
ing to the costs involved, and in part owing to research-timing consider
ations and the political hurdles discussed earlier, it is not a standard that
can be easily applied. In the case ofthe 1988 and 1996 national welfare
reform laws described in the next chapter, we shall see that evaluation
studies ofmany types and under many auspices have been conducted to
assess both the institutional and individual effects of these two national
welfare reforms. Their results are important, but one would have to say,
limited - that is, limited in terms ofhow much actually can be known
about what governments do and achieve in the complex lives of their
citizens.
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The 1988 and 1996 National
Welfare Reform Laws

The Family Support Act of 1988

Having tasted victory enacting welfare legislation as part of the
budget act in Reagan's first year as president, four years later, when he
had just been re-e1ected and his popularity was at its highest point, ad
ministration officials decided to go to the well again for work-oriented
welfare reforms. In his 1986 State ofthe Union message, Reagan called
upon Congress to cooperate with his administration to enact welfare
legislation "to escape the spider's web ofdependency." Quoting Frank
lin Roosevelt, Reagan described welfare as "a narcotic, a subtle de
stroyer of the human spirit." He directed the White House Domestic
Policy Council to conduct "an evaluation ofprograms and a strategy for
immediate action to meet the financial, educational, social, and safety
concerns of poor families." He said: "I'm talking about a real and last
ing emancipation because the success of welfare should be judged by
how many of its recipients become independent ofwe1fare.,,1

This time Reagan intended more far-reaching changes. Soon, how
ever, prospects dimmed for this. The administration's standing was tar
nished by accounts of the President's role in the Iran-Contra
controversy.* Also, the House and the Senate were sharply divided.

* The Iran-Contra affair involved covert operations coordinated by National
Security Council staff to obtain the release of American-held hostages in the
Middle East by selling U.S. weapons to Iran, despite the embargo on such sales.
This operation, from 1984 through most of 1986, involved secret U.S.

127



Social Science in Government

Both were controlled by the Democratic party. In this setting, Reagan's
White House staff decided that at the outset of the 100th Congress it
would be best to seek modest instead ofmore sweeping changes, essen
tially expanding already-existing authority for state demonstrations of
work-oriented approaches to welfare reform. But this was not the road
taken. Instead, the Family Support Act of 1988 consisted ofan amalgam
of new substantive authority and associated funding. The key power
broker in working out the ultimate political compromise was Daniel
Patrick Moynihan, now chair ofthe welfare subcommittee ofthe Senate
Finance Committee.

With the administration officially supporting welfare reform and
Moynihan working on a compromise, the spoiler role at the outset was
played by the House of Representatives. Democratic leaders in the
House refused to work with, or even talk to, Republicans. They adopted
a bill containing major liberalizations of welfare benefits along with a
generous new program of grants to the states for training, education,
child care, and other services. The employment and training provisions
of the House bill were tightly prescribed. This engendered opposition
by governors who wanted flexibility for the states.

At this point, Moynihan stepped up his efforts working with the
governors. The Senate enacted a bill that took a middle-of-the-road po
sition between the president and the House. It provided flexible grants
to the states for employment and training programs and also for other
services to welfare recipients, proposed limited benefit liberalizations
as compared with those proposed by the House, and called for strict re
quirements for child support payments by absent (noncustodial) par
ents, mainly the fathers of children on welfare.

In the negotiations, the bill that emerged most closely resembled
the Senate bill. Seemingly, the key to the agreement was a compromise
on the Aid for Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program for
two-parent families, called AFDC-UP (the "UP" standing for

governmental support of the Contra military and paramilitary forces in Nicaragua
fighting the Sandinista regime. This was after the Congress had ended aid to the
Contras (in October 1984). Funds generated from the sale ofweapons to Iran were
diverted to support the Contras in Nicaragua.
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unemployed parent). Democrats in the House and Senate wanted to
make the provision ofwelfare cash benefits to two-parent families man
datory on the same basis as aid to single-parent welfare families But of
ficials of the Reagan administration (especially White House aide
Charles Hobbs) would not go along. The compromise extended the
AFDC-UP program to all states, with a requirement that one parent in
each covered family engage in community work experience for at least
sixteen hours per week. Although this work obligation for the heads of
two-parent families was ostensibly the reason the administration went
along on the final bill, its impact was limited; it affected only a small
portion of the caseload. The more important basis for compromise was
the concept of"mutual obligation" in much the same way it was embod
ied in the California GAIN program.

Under the Job Opportunities and Basic Skills Training (JOBS)
program, the most important programmatic component of the 1988
Family Support Act, states were required to achieve a 20 percent level
ofprogram participation for all eligible AFDC family heads on a phased
basis over a period offive years. The JOBS program provided $1 billion
annually to the states in the first four years (fiscal years 1991-1994) for
training, education, job search, assessment, and other supportive ser
vices, and $1.3 billion in the fifth year. The 20 percent participation re
quirement applied to all welfare family heads who had children three
years ofage or older. The compromise on this age level was reached af
ter considerable debate similar to the way California legislators had
brokered this issue four years earlier.

The 1988 Family Support Act contained authority for Community
Work Experience (called CWEP) as in Reagan's 1981 budget.2 How
ever, unlike the way this was done in the case of two-parent welfare
families for which the law mandated up to sixteen hours ofparticipation
in CWEP by one parent, the law left the decision as to the required
amount of participation (if any) in CWEP by female welfare family
heads up to the states. The inclusion of education and training as eligi
ble activities under the JOBS program and the law's emphasis on young
welfare mothers going back to school were major themes of the 1988
law, which can be described as adopting the human-capital approach to
welfare reform, stressing education and training. It is ironic that this
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was happening at precisely the time the GAIN program in California
was revealing the pitfalls of the relationship between schools and wel
fare agencies. The Family Support Act required states to devote at least
55 percent of their federally aided JOBS expenditures to the
"hard-to-serve" part of their case10ad, i.e., unwed teen mothers and
long-time welfare recipients.

A close reading ofthe 1988 Family Support Act suggests that both
sides achieved something. Liberals won additional funding for educa
tion and training for welfare family heads. They also won on another
important point, the extension of child care and Medicaid benefits for
one year after a welfare family head entered the labor force and was no
longer eligible for cash assistance under AFDC. These were called
"transitional benefits." Conservatives on the other hand put their stamp
on the bill in the way work requirements and mandatory participation
were highlighted.

President Reagan signed the Family Support Act with a flourish at
a ceremony in October 1988 in the White House Rose Garden attended
by governors and other guests. "This bill, H.R. 1720," the President
said, "represents the culmination ofmore than 2 years of effort and re
sponds to the call in my 1986 State of the Union Message for real wel
fare reform - reform that will lead to lasting emancipation from
welfare dependency."3

Before the ink was dry on Reagan's signature, however, ideologi
cal differences emerged. The law, as indicated, provided one year of
transitional benefits for Medicaid and child care after a welfare family
head went to work and earned enough money so that she was no longer
eligible for welfare benefits. This provision, which was not a matter of
contention in the Congress, quickly emerged as controversial. In an arti
cle in the Wall Street Journal, which appeared on the very day Reagan
signed the bill, conservative welfare expert Charles Murray took aim at
this entitlement, which he claimed would cause more people to enter the
welfare system. According to Murray, "Once again, we have adopted a
policy on the basis ofpeople who already exhibit the problem we want
to solve, while being blind to the effects ofthe policy on people who do
not yet exhibit the prob1em."4
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Although the Achilles heel of the 1988 law did not tum out to be
the one identified by Murray, the act disappointed its proponents for
two reasons. One reason, as stressed in the next chapter, was that its ex
ecution was pretty half-hearted; it fell far short of the law's spirit and
main purposes. A second reason was that the idea of emphasizing the
human-capital approach (featuring education and training) did not live
up to expectations. Eight years later, out of frustration with past efforts,
Congress enacted a stronger, bolder, substantially different national
welfare reform law.

The Personal Responsibility Act of 1996

In this book, the 1996 welfare reform act (officially the Personal Responsi
bility and Work Opportunities Reconciliation Act) is referred to as the
"Personal Responsibility Act." These first two words are key.
Policymakers were making an effort to change the way society defmed
personal responsibility for poor family heads. The focus was onworkfirst.

However, in federalism terms, the new law is schizophrenic. Did it
liberate the states or tie them down? The law is 250 pages long. It con
tains detailed behavioral requirements with respect to work and school
responsibilities for children in welfare families. At the same time, it
provides block grants to the states to give them increased fiscal and pro
gram flexibility. I view the law as essentially devolutionary, passing
power down to the state and local levels, but the answer to the question
about its effects on U.S. federalism is by no means cut-and-dried. In this
setting in which the buck is being passed down, important questions are
raised about the roles of the federal government, the states, localities,
and service providers (both nonprofit and for-profit) in implementing
the 1996 law.

The Personal Responsibility Act limits to five years the time that a
family head can receive federal funds for cash assistance, with states
being permitted to exempt 20 percent of their case load from this re
quirement. Under the new law, welfare is renamed the Temporary As
sistance to Needy Families (TANF) program. The old program, AFDC
(Aid for Families with Dependent Children), is no more.
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The history of the new law is interesting. President Clinton in his
1992 campaign for the presidency promised to "end welfare as we know
it." He said this over and over again. Clinton featured this phrase in TV
spots, in his Inaugural address, in his first Sate of the Union message,
and on many other occasions. As president, he did end "welfare" se
mantically in the 1996 Personal Responsibility Act. The word "wel
fare" doesn't appear in the law, and as far as I know, no states use this
word in the name ofthe agency that administers the TANF program for
temporary cash assistance and the related job-facilitation programs and
services. The American Public Welfare Association representing state
welfare officials changed its name in 1998 to the American Public Hu
man Services Association.

When the Republican-controlled 104th Congress finished its
handiwork on the 1996 welfare reform act, it was touch and go as to
whether President Clinton would sign it. The Personal Responsibility
Act, featuring the block grant approach to federal aid to the states, was
the product ofa Congress with both bodies controlled by the opposition
political party. Inside the administration, there was an intense debate for
the soul ofthe President on this bill, with liberals strongly urging a veto,
despite the President's campaign promise to end welfare and despite the
fact that 1996 was a presidential election year when it would be awk
ward for him to veto legislation that was supposed to achieve a goal he
had so vociferously championed for four years.

The Personal Responsibility Act, which of course Clinton did sign,
sets work requirements that are ratcheted up over time so that when the
law is fully implemented, half of all single parents must be working. In
two-parent families, at least one parent is required to be working in 90
percent of the assisted families. The law tightly defines work activities,
spelling out twelve qualifying types of activities. Also tightly defined is
the way caseload calculations are to be made for fulfilling these and other
participation requirements. Unwed teenaged parents are required to live
at home or in an adult-supervised setting and to be in school in order to re
ceive benefits. There are stringent requirements for establishing the child
support responsibilities ofnoncustodial parents and collecting payments
from them, including a requirement that states suspend the driver's and
occupational licenses of individuals overdue in their child support
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payments. Sanctions accompany all of these requirements. For immi
grants the law was especially strict, denying eligibility to large classes of
people - provisions which later were significantly rolled back.

At the same time that the new law sets these and other personal be
havioral requirements, it provides block grants to the states. In doing so,
the TANF program eliminates the states' entitlement to federal pay
ments for a fixed share of all welfare cash benefits, as was the case un
der the predecessor AFDC program. (Under AFDC, states were entitled
to a percentage of all AFDC payments they made, the percentage de
pending on state personal income levels. The minimum state matching
requirement was 50 percent in better-offstates, and as low as 25 percent
in the poorest states.)

Under the Personal Responsibility Act, states also receive a child
care block grant, and are given the flexibility to transfer up to 30 percent
of their TANF block grant funds to the child care block grant and up to
10 percent of their TANF block grant funds to the pre-existing social
services block grant.

This description of the act, while not complete, suggests the spirit
as well as the complexity of the new law, which is often treated sum
marily as a breakthrough in simplicity. The Personal Responsibility Act
also represented a shift in management philosophy from a regulatory
approach to an approach that the law says is supposed to emphasize re
sults as opposed to administrative-process requirements. It does this by
setting reporting requirements for activities like job placement and re
tention, the premise being that governments and the public can use such
data to assess whether states are achieving the goals of the new law.
What was formerly the quality-control ("Q.C.") approach to enforce
ment, whereby states had to report according to detailed federally pre
scribed categories of administrative processes, was supposed to be
eliminated.•

* Actually, "Q.c." lives on. This is most clearly the case for the closely related food
stamp and Medicaid programs, and pretty much the case, too, for determining
eligibility for TANF cash assistance benefits.
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For social policy and American federalism, the new law is a big
deal. Most observers ofU.S. domestic affairs probably would agree that
the basic contours ofwelfare policy since the passage of the Social Se
curity Act in 1935 involved the national government setting a frame
work for the states that on the whole has been liberal. This framework
with its entitlement to the states to match cash assistance payments to
poor families undoubtedly caused many politically conservative states
to provide aid above what they would have provided on their own to this
most controversial needy population, i.e., nondisab1ed, working-age
parents and their children.

In 1996 the ideological tables were turned. The framework of the
new law and the pressure it applies from Washington is conservative.
Pressure is put on liberal states to terminate welfare benefits for cause
or after a required time period in order to put teeth into the work, family,
school, and reproduction behavior-changing requirements of the Per
sonal Responsibility Act.

This turnabout should not have come as a surprise. American fed
eralism is not, and never has been, intrinsically liberal or conservative.
The ideological character ofcentralizing forces has varied over time. In
the nineteenth century the federal government was dominated by
pro-business, anti-government social values. Not until Franklin Roose
velt's New Deal in the mid-1930s was there a shift to a socially activist
role for the federal government. Many people who follow U.S. domes
tic policies have lived their whole lives under this centrist-liberal re
gime. For them, there was always an easy assumption that liberal
activism is dominant in Washington and that more conservative,
anti-government forces have their political base in states and localities.

The welfare policies advanced by the Republican-led 104th Con
gress in Washington represented a turning point in these terms. The
most dramatic signal was the five-year lifetime limit for a family head
to receive federally aided welfare cash benefits. Welfare, so it was
claimed, would no longer be a way oflife - no longer a permanent con
dition.

134



The 1988 and 1996 Nationa! Welfare Refonn Laws

To me, the most surprising thing about the 1996 law, especially
compared to the 1988 law, is how much and how deeply it has pene
trated America's governments and changed the character and opera
tions of a wide range of social programs and public agencies. The next
two chapters compare the effects of the two federal laws (1988 and
1996). The field evaluation study we conducted of the implementation
of the Family Support Act of 1988 is described in chapter 9. A similar
field evaluation we are presently conducting of the 1996 law is de
scribed in chapter 10.

Endnotes

"The President's State ofthe Union Address, Delivered before a Joint Ses
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Journal, October 13, 1998.
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Evaluating the Family
Support Act of 1988

with Irene Lurie

his chapter on the Family Support Act of 1988 begins with a brief
detour on the history ofthe law, focusing on its roots in public policy re
search. The description of the evaluation of the act which follows is
based on an article by Irene Lurie, one ofthe two principal investigators
for the field network evaluation of the 1988 law conducted by the
Rockefeller Institute of Government. Jan L. Hagen co-directed this re
search.

Ron Haskins, a Ph.D. developmental psychologist who served for
thirteen years as the main policy advisor on welfare to Republicans on
the Ways and Means Committee of the U.S. House of Representatives,
played a major role in the enactment ofthe Family Support Act of 1988.
In 1991, he published an article on the role research played in the enact
ment of this legislation. Overall, he said the role of research was "im
portant but limited." He added that a large number ofcommittee staffers
were knowledgeable about the most pertinent public policy research.
Haskins cited the Congressional Budget Office, the Congressional Re
search Service, and the General Accounting Office. Staffers in these of
fices, he said, "constantly seek out research on issues of interest to
Congress and employ all conceivable means of conveying the findings
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to Congress." In Haskins's opinion, "analysts in each ofthese organiza
tions are top-notch thinkers, well versed in the art of translating re
search into policy implications." He added his view, which I agree with,
on the need for impartiality on the part of researchers.

Researchers who would apply their knowledge to public pol
icy have an obligation to avoid advocacy. Unfortunately, so
cial scientists, like politicians themselves, are not neutral on
the contentious issues of social policy. They must be watched
and their ideas subjected to intense scrutiny by their col
leagues and by the political process.1

In his article, Haskins discussed the studies of the Manpower
Demonstration Research Corporation as well as other studies. To me,
the notable thing about Haskins's role is that it is not uncommon. Hun
dreds ofCongressional and agency staffers, in different ways and to dif
ferent degrees, bridge social science and social policy, thus constituting
the policy research movement in action. Haskins's article focused on
the House of Representatives. It hardly needs to be added, as many of
the events described in this book attest to, that the role of social science
in the Senate in this period was appreciable because of the presence of
Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, a ubiquitous and important figure in
almost all ofthe events described in the book, and himselfa noted social
scientist.

The description ofthe effects ofthe 1988 Family Support Act con
tained in this chapter is based on Irene Lurie's article, "A Lesson from
the JOBS Program: Reforming Welfare Must Be Both Dazzling and
Dull," which appeared in the Fall 1996 issues of the Journal ofPolicy
Analysis and Management. Using a uniform analytical structure,
Rockefeller Institute field researchers studied the implementation ofthe
Job Opportunities and Basic Skills (JOBS) program in ten states 
Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, Mississippi, New York, Oklahoma,
Oregon, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, and Texas - a representative
cross-section of states in terms of their per capita income, poverty rate,
level of fiscal stress, and geographical region. The research, conducted
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between 1990 and 1995, was funded by the U.S. Department ofHealth
and Human Services.

Since 1967, when the Work Incentive Program (WIN) was cre
ated, federal law required states to operate employment and training
programs for recipients ofcash benefits under the Aid for Families with
Dependent Children (AFDC) program. Congress intended that the WIN
program would require recipients to work or prepare for work. But in
sufficient funding and inadequate motivation on the part ofthe agencies
operating WIN dashed its expectations, despite repeated efforts at re
form. States could impose fiscal penalties or sanctions on all welfare re
cipients registered for WIN services as a condition of eligibility for
assistance unless they were exempted. But the federal government did
not set goals for the states regarding actual employment or participation
in an employment or training activity. So for many people the WIN pro
gram was nothing more than a paper process ofregistering for services
that were never provided.

In drafting the Family Support Act of 1988, Congress expressed its
intention that participation in the JOBS program "must be something
more than simple registration for the program"2 To encourage this, the
act mandated states to serve a minimum percentage of their caseload,
which rose from 7 percent of individuals who were required to partici
pate in the program in 1990, the year of mandatory state implementa
tion, to 20 percent of nonexempt individuals by 1995. Beginning in
1994, the act mandated considerably higher participation rates for
two-parent families in which the principal wage earner was unem
ployed: 40 percent in 1994, rising to 75 percent in 1997. Ifa state failed
to meet these mandates, the federal matching share of JOBS expendi
tures was to be cut from between 60 and 80 percent, depending on a
state's per capita income, to 50 percent.

In writing the federal JOBS regulations, the critical task of defin
ing the term "participation" was left to the federal Department ofHealth
and Human Services (HHS). HHS viewed the participation mandate as
an expression of Congressional intent that JOBS be a more "meaning
ful" program than WIN, not a "token effort," and toward this end de
fined participation in terms of a twenty-hour-per-week standard.3 The
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"twenty-hour rule" set a high goal for the states, one that placed great
pressure on them to offer more intensive services.

Three Strategies

In the ten-state Rockefeller Institute evaluation, the mandated participa
tion rate and its twenty-hour rule were found to be at the forefront in the
minds of state policymakers and administrators as they shaped their
strategy for implementing the JOBS program. State welfare agencies
pursued three strategies for achieving the participation goals. The first
strategy, simply funding a supply ofservices for JOBS participants, was
most straightforward and gave welfare agencies the greatest control
over the design of their program. State welfare agencies used JOBS
funds to provide JOBS services in-house or to purchase services from
other organizations, generally designing programs to meet for at least
twenty hours per week. Many organizations were willing and even ea
ger to serve JOBS participants. The supply ofservices from local school
districts, community colleges, nonprofit community agencies, and
for-profit education and training firms was found to be quite elastic in
response to increased funding.

But funding for JOBS was scarce. In 1993, only about one-third of
the states nationwide spent enough to draw down their full federal allo
cation ofJOBS funds; overall, states drew down 75 percent of the $1.1
billion in federal funds available. In the ten-state study, administrators
argued that lack offunding was the most severe impediment to program
implementation. In Oregon, which spent enough to draw down all of its
federal allocation and even used unmatched state funds, the field re
searcher argued that "under-funding ofthe entire program is a persistent
and chronic problem."4

A second strategy, one of cost shifting, was to obtain resources
from other organizations through "coordination," a practice encouraged
by the Family Support Act. In all ten states, to varying degrees, welfare
agencies shifted costs to other organizations by negotiating formal in
teragency agreements or striking informal bargains. An array of feder
ally aided programs assisted JOBS participants, including the Job
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Training Partnership Act (JTPA) program, the Adult Education Act, the
Perkins Vocational Education Act, the Higher Education Act's Pell
grants, and guaranteed student loans, along with local public schools,
state and local postsecondary educational institutions, and the programs
of private nonprofit organizations.

Such interagency coordination, however, is often considered to be
difficult, and likely to be hindered by turf battles, conflicting agency
goals, differing constituencies, and varied eligibility rules. It is surpris
ing therefore that in the ten states in the study, the degree of coordina
tion emerged as one of the success stories of JOBS implementation.
Collaborative planning was extensive. The JOBS program created or
strengthened an array ofinteragency planning groups, task forces, advi
sory committees, policy committees, management committees, and co
ordinating councils. In some states, the program produced
arrangements for pooling resources and sharing credit for positive out
comes so that each agency saw joint action as being to its advantage or,
at least, leaving it no worse off. The combination of a lack of funds for
JOBS and the federally mandated participation rate was a powerful in
centive for welfare agencies at both the state and local levels to develop
formal and informal linkages with other agencies.

The downside of reliance on other organizations for a supply of
services was that in many areas the JOBS program lacked control over
the availability of services. The people served and the types of services
offered were based not solely on an assessment of each individual's
need for services, but on the existing infrastructure oforganizations and
programs. Some sites did not even have the resources to assess all indi
viduals, and instead devised ways to count people engaged in other pro
grams as JOBS participants. In New York City, to take an extreme
example, in 1995 two-thirds ofJOBS participants were classified as be
ing in "self-initiated" education and training programs that they had lo
cated on their own. So, rather than implementing a clear program
model, the programs of many states were "service-driven," placing or
counting recipients in services that were already available.

Finally, exempting recipients from mandatory participation and
thereby lowering the denominator of the participation rate appeared to
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be a practice in a few of the ten states. Recipients were automatically
exempt from participation on account of personal factors such as age,
illness, or incapacity; they could also be exempt for quite different rea
sons such as a lack of state resources for funding necessary child care.
Nationally, 56 percent of total adult recipients were exempt in 1994.
Among the ten states, this proportion ranged from 36 percent in Michi
gan and 43 percent in Oregon, states that gave high priority to the JOBS
program, to 67 percent in Texas and 78 percent in Tennessee, states that
did not. This wide range suggests that some states exempted large num
bers ofrecipients because they did not have the resources to serve them.

Little Fanfare or Rhetoric

The strong rhetoric of the authors of the Family Support Act - that it
would instill a sense ofobligation in recipients and would transform the
AFDC program into an employment and training program that provided
income support - raised lofty expectations with respect to cultural
change in welfare systems. In implementing the provisions ofthe JOBS
program, however, most ofthe ten sample states attempted to meet the
letter of the law (as stated in the mandates), but not the spirit of the law
(as stated by its authors). Most states introduced JOBS with little fan
fare or rhetoric about the obligation of recipients to assume more re
sponsibility for becoming self-sufficient, or about a changed role for
welfare agencies.

Part ofthe fascination ofwelfare programs for policy and manage
ment analysts is the challenge of motivating the multiple layers of ac
tors who play a role in determining the success of these programs.
Motivation must be instilled at every point in a multilayered system:
Federal leaders and policy must motivate elected and appointed state
officials to design and fund programs; state leaders must in tum moti
vate welfare agency administrators at both the state and local levels; lo
cal welfare commissioners must motivate their staffto take the program
seriously; and, finally, front-line staff must motivate the individuals in
their caseloads to participate in these programs, place their children in
child care ifnecessary, and seek and accept available employment.
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Opinions differ about how to motivate welfare recipients to pre
pare for work and enter the labor force. Mary Jo Bane and Robert Behn
argue that good management, with a high-energy staff and an employ
ment-focused organizational culture, makes the threat offinancial sanc
tions unnecessary.5 Yet, we found states operating demonstrations that
increased sanctions for failure to comply with the mandate to partici
pate in the JOBS program, suggesting they either disagree with Bane
and Behn or could not achieve their vision. Field researchers found that
encouraging recipients who are not motivated to participate takes re
sources, in terms ofboth staffand JOBS services. Few states hired addi
tional staff for their welfare agencies, reflecting the unwillingness of
state and local legislators to devote more funds to what they often
viewed as a "bloated" welfare bureaucracy. Training staff to focus on
employment was limited, since it took time away from other pressing
tasks. No states rewarded staff financially for good performance. Even
imposing sanctions can be costly, since a welfare agency must devote
staffto monitoring participation and to operating a conciliation and fair
hearing process for people who refuse to participate without good
cause. Some caseworkers thought the conciliation and sanctioning pro
cess was too time-consuming, too much ofa hassle, so they made only a
minimal effort to follow the rules.

In Riverside, California, one of the sites in the MDRC evaluation
of the California GAIN (Greater Avenue for Independence) program,
welfare administrators created an agency culture that achieved consid
erable success in moving recipients into jobs.6 Welfare administrators
from around the country visited Riverside to learn how they did this.
Yet Riverside was found to be especially successful. The Rockefeller
Institute's ten-state implementation study ofthe JOBS program, which
did not include California, but did include Michigan, found that another
MDRC evaluation site, Grand Rapid, Michigan, had a "tough" pro
gram, achieved high rates of participation, and was in both respects
atypical of the Rockefeller Institute's three local sites in Michigan?
MDRC study sites agreed to be evaluated; administrators were confi
dent enough of their programs to showcase them presumably because
they had activist programs. In contrast, the sites in the Institute's JOBS
study were, with only a few exceptions, selected by the field associates
and central staff with the goal of including "garden-variety" programs.
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A survey of front-line staff in these sites revealed generally broad sup
port for the JOBS goal of promoting recipients' self-sufficiency, but a
rather "lukewarm" agency context for implementing the program.8

How to instill broad enthusiasm in a frequently overworked and
underappreciated staff is the key challenge.

Although instilling a sense of obligation on the part of recipients
was a goal of the Family Support Act, the act did little to change the fi
nancial rewards or penalties facing them. The only significant change
was to reward work by providing transitional child care and Medicaid
benefits for people leaving welfare for employment, thereby preventing
the tota110ss ofthese subsidies when earnings made a family ineligible
for welfare. The problems of what economists call "moral hazard," al
ways inherent in the structure ofthe AFDC program, continued to exist.

A fina11esson from the history of JOBS implementation concerns
the politics of welfare reform. Governors and welfare commissioners
like to take initiative in this area. When federa11egis1ation in the early
1980s gave states the option to operate new welfare employment pro
grams, many state leaders were enthusiastic about designing new pro
grams and taking ownership of them. But when federal legislation
required states to implement the JOBS program, embracing services
that many states were already providing, JOBS became just another
federal mandate requiring program changes and additional expendi
tures. Rather than devoting political capital to increasing expenditures
for the JOBS program, state leaders obtained waivers from federa11aw
to restrict welfare eligibility and benefits as a way of generating politi
cal capital. One state welfare commissioner explained that officials
stand to benefit from this tough approach because "the public blames
the welfare system for problems in their own life." A hard line on wel
fare policy appeared to offer state leaders an opportunity for political
gain. In this respect, the Personal Responsibility Act of 1996 can be
seen as a response to the findings of the JOBS program research and
other studies of welfare employment programs, research which set the
stage for debate about welfare reform strategies that eventually led to
the 1996 Personal Responsibility Act.
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Evaluating the Personal
Responsibility Act of 1996

with Thomas L. Gais

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunities Reconciliation
Act of 1996 (called the Personal Responsibility Act in this book) has two
main purposes. It is intended to discourage welfare recipiency by pro
moting work, and to reduce out-of-wedlock births and teen pregnancies.
The first report on the twenty-state evaluation of the implementation of
the Personal Responsibility Act conducted by the Rockefeller Institute of
Government, based on field research conducted in 1997 and 1998,
showed that governors and state legislators adopted enabling legislation
for their welfare reforms that strongly discouraged welfare dependency
and strongly signaled the importance of work.1 And they followed
through on a basis that often involved wide political and organizational
support. We did not, however, fmd similar widespread political or ad
ministrative support for the act's anti-reproduction goals. Legislative
proposals and tentative administrative policy initiatives to change sexual
behavior were advanced in some states, but often they were dropped, wa
tered down, or de-emphasized before state welfare reform legislation was
passed or broad executive orders promulgated.

In the work area, the enactment of the Personal Responsibility Act
in 1996 was a result both ofthe disappointment with the response to the
1988 Family Support Act and the results of research showing only
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modest effects ofeducation and training (the human-capital approach to
welfare reform) and much stronger results from work-first strategies.

The juxtaposition between the impacts of rigorous demonstration
studies of the two approaches - one emphasizing education and train
ing and the other emphasizing work - showing the latter to be more ef
fective had a strong effect on the decision in the 1996 welfare reform act
to downplay education and focus on work first. Questions about this
choice of strategies came up frequently in committee hearings.
Relevant research findings were a major subject of the deliberations in
House Ways and Means Committee meetings to hammer out the final
legislation. In particular, findings on the demonstration supported by
the Rockefeller Foundation in San Jose, California, were mentioned,
which concluded, "The findings ofthe evaluation suggest that immedi
ate, job-specific training with a strong focus on getting trainees into
jobs is a more effective way to improve the earnings of single mothers
than are alternative strategies to seek to improve basic skills before of
fering job training."2 Similar findings from the work/welfare demon
strations conducted by the Manpower Demonstration Research
Corporation were cited in this context.

The 1996 Personal Responsibility Act seeks to modify two kinds of
, behavior - the personal labor force and family-forming behavior ofpoor

family heads, and the bureaucratic behavior ofthe agencies that adminis
ter welfare and employment and other job-related social programs. The
field network evaluation research conducted by the Rockefeller Institute
focuses on the second ofthese two types ofbehavior modification - the
effort to change the behavior of the bureaucracy.

The principal finding ofour first look at the implementation ofthe
1996 act, conducted mainly in 1998, was that a lot was happening. As
researchers who have been in this field for a long time, we had not seen
(or expected to see) so much and such pervasive institutional change in
social programs on an across-the-board basis.

Why did this change occur, especially since it is customary to label
bureaucracies as hidebound and resistant to change? There were good
reasons to be skeptical. Work requirements had been part of welfare
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since the early 1970s. The 1988 Family Support Act creating the JOBS
program had been in effect since 1990 with little to show for it. Yet
things were different under the Personal Responsibility Act.

Say what you like about the five-year time limit applying to federally
funded cash assistance, it got the attention ofthe public and ofpotential and
current welfare recipients in a big way. (Some states adopted shorter time
limits, as the law allowed.) Moreover, as opposed to the response to the
1988 act, states did not simply layer on new responsibilities to public em
ployees; in many places, they completely reorganized how they operated
welfare and related employment and social services. The face of welfare
changed for families as states altered the delivery of welfare benefits and
services. The work first philosophy dominated, stressing immediate at
tachment to the labor force rather than training and education.

The flexible structure of the Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) block grant created in the 1996 act, fortuitously com
ing at a time when the national labor market was buoyant, had an im
mense effect on intergovernmental finances. The decision to use 1994
as the base year for calculating the amount ofmoney to be provided in
these state block grants produced a fiscal windfall for all states. This is
because caseloads declined by close to 50 percent on average from the
1994 base year; all states had material declines. In addition to receiving
TANF block grants from Washington, states are required under the
1996 act to maintain no less than 75 percent of their previous AFDC
matching funds to be used to aid the TANF-eligible population, adding
this money to the TANF block grant funds available to aid poor fami
lies. A fiscal study by the Rockefeller Institute of these new financing
arrangements, initially conducted in four states, showed a major shift in
spending away from paying cash assistance towards additional spend
ing for child care and employment services.3

The organizational implications of the new law turned out to have
widespread reverberations and multiple variations. In response to the act,
new agency missions and arrangements were adopted. Delivery systems
became more complex and diverse, and there was a redistribution ofdis
cretion, pushing downward to local offices, and ultimately to case man
agers. Local offices operating under new institutional arrangements,
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spurred by the federal block grant, came to have a wide range oftools and
services available for assisting families and greater discretion in how to
use them. A major consequence was the emergence of considerable di
versity in local systems - diversity that has had an important effect on
how people are treated, and that is influenced by a variety offactors, such
as administrative resources, organizational style, and community capac
ity and values. This combination ofprogrammatic flexibility and greatly
increased local discretion posed huge management challenges for states
to create and operate management information systems to provide accu
rate data to serve local case-management, as well as to meet federal and
state needs for assuring accountability. All things considered, the task of
moving a large and heterogeneous population out ofdependency on pub
lic aid and into the workforce created a host ofchallenges with respect to
program and case management, accountability, and program equity.

Changed Signals

We found that workers in social programs were not as opposed to the
behavior change purposes ofthe 1996 act as many people had expected
they would be. In fact, front-line workers were often strongly in support
of the law's emphasis on work and reducing dependency. As one case
manager said, "This is what I was trained to do. Now I have some lever
age. I love it." Many ground-level workers themselves have a relatively
low income and a strong work ethic, which in many instances are shared
by welfare applicants and recipients. Devolution to the front lines is the
subject of a special federally funded component of the Rockefeller In
stitute field evaluation focused on culture change and signaling by
front-line workers: Did they get and transmit the new message? Irene
Lurie directs this research.4

We found that signals about the importance of work and self sup
port changed after 1996, despite the fact that work/welfare initiatives
conducted under federal waivers had been under way in many states be
fore the new federal law was passed. However, the other strong policy
signaling in the 1996 act - that applying to pregnancy prevention 
was found to have had little initial effect on bureaucratic behavior, al
though there are grounds for expecting that behavior in this area will
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change, too, as a result ofthe act. In this area, the change is more likely
to be personal than bureaucratic. Poor family heads (most ofthem fe
male and unmarried) face the new reality of time-limited cash assis
tance and strong requirements for work and participation in active job
search and job-related activities. They have to participate for fixed
amounts of time under "Personal Responsibility Agreements" speci
fied in the 1996 law, which they are required to sign before a
cash-assistance case can be opened. If there is a non-custodial parent
(usually a male), there is a new social dynamic: "Ifhe isn't required to
do anything, why should I be; why shouldn't he be responsible too?"
Many state officials predicted that the resentment by poor female sin
gle parents because of the reality of time-limited cash assistance will
ultimately affect child-bearing behavior. There is in fact suggestive
but no definitive evidence, that this is already occurring.

For policy implementation, the lessons are obvious. Changes in
bureaucratic behavior are more likely to happen when there is a clear
policy signal that is strong enough to be widely noticed both within the
pertinent political subsystem and in the larger community. But this is
not enough. Change, when it occurs, happens more easily and widely
when it is in line with the dominant social values. In the case of the Per
sonal Responsibility Act, we found bureaucratic behavior to be chang
ing in one area and not another in a way that reflects the "political
correctness" of one signal (the work signal) and not of the other signal
about pregnancy prevention. These changes in signaling and bureau
cratic behavior occurred in large part because many political leaders,
especially governors, stressed that a work-based approach to welfare
reform was not just one policy priority among many but the central ob
jective of welfare reform. Furthermore, it commanded support from a
broad and enduring political coalition.

One of the intriguing characteristics of the politics of the imple
mentation of the 1996 law was how little debate it generated. Partisan
fights erupted in some states and on some issues, but such divisions
were more the exception than the rule. The broadest support was for im
posing time limits and strict and extensive employment obligations on
adult recipients ofwelfare benefits. As Thomas Kaplan said in describ
ing the Wisconsin field research for this study:
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A striking feature of this abrupt change in approach toward
AFDC has been the apparent breadth of acceptance of that
change in the state. From the governor's first proposals to re
duce AFDC benefits in families with teens not attending
school (Learnfare), many (though by no means all) represen
tatives of the inner city poor in Milwaukee have endorsed the
changes. Wisconsin's Democrats were the initial proponents
of"ending welfare as we know it" in this state, and very little
opposition has arisen to the requirement of W-2 [Wisconsin
Works] that public assistance cash income must derive only
from participation in work or work-like programs.... With
the prominent exception of the Catholic archdiocese of Mil
waukee, the central notion ofWisconsin's welfare reform
that "welfare as we knew it" was bad for both its recipients
and the broader society - has been little questioned in this
state, despite the sharp difference of this new consensus from
the apparent consensus of 15 years.5

Wisconsin is the state with the most radical welfare reform, but
the story was similar in other states. Despite the fact that the sample
states enacted very different welfare laws, most were variants of the
work first approach, which stresses moving a large proportion ofadult
recipients into jobs as quickly as possible. Florida enacted its work
first program (entitled WAGES, standing for Work and Gain Eco
nomic Self-Sufficiency) with little controversy about the nature of
benefits or their tight time limits.6 The debate over welfare reform was
"moderate in both tone and content," and the final bill passed both leg
islative chambers with unanimous support. In Texas, the policy pro
cess was "highly inclusive, deliberative, factually based, and
surprisingly bi-partisan." In Kansas, policymakers "generally agreed
that the major objective of reform was employment and reform." The
political debate in Ohio saw some dissension over family caps and the
two-year time limit rather than the federally mandated five-year limit,
but after these and a child-support tracking requirement were modi
fied, the final enabling legislation was enacted with only one dissenting
vote in both legislative chambers. Broad support was also found for the
work first philosophy in Michigan, Arizona, North Carolina, Washing
ton, Utah, and West Virginia.

152



Evaluating the Personal Responsibility Act of 1996

Not all states avoided conflict over welfare reform. But even
where political divisions existed, the focus on jobs commanded broad
support. Urban Democrats in Georgia unsuccessfully opposed the strin
gency of time limits and the strength of the sanctions in Democratic
Governor Zell Miller's welfare bill and wanted the state to provide a
more expansive safety net, but they did not repudiate the bill's work re
quirements. The debate in Rhode Island produced conflict over its re
forms, and in the end the state rejected time limits and retained the
entitlement status ofwelfare benefits, but work requirements were gen
erally accepted. Flush state treasuries helped in Rhode Island and other
states where there was political concern about the employability ofpar
ents. Demands that parents work were made more acceptable by giving
working parents more help, such as a new entitlement in Rhode Island
for unlimited child care and health care for children in families with in
comes up to 250 percent above the poverty level.

There were other factors behind the shift in political support to work
first. The 1994 elections were important in some states. In North
Carolina, for example, Governor Jim Hunt's approach to welfare reform
shifted from one that was centered on child well-being to one that empha
sized work after the Republicans made large gains in the state legislature.
In many states, administrators and policy staffmay have been influenced
by studies by MDRC and other researchers that showed the relative
weakness (or at least lack ofdecisive strength) ofjob training and educa
tion-based programs in reducing welfare dependency. The five-year time
limit in the 1996 act gave work-based reforms heightened seriousness,
signaling that income support would no longer be provided on a perma
nent basis by the federal government for able-bodied, nonelderly,
nondisabled parents. Ifstate and local governments were going to support
such families beyond the federal time limits, they would have to assume
the full fmancial burden of doing so.*

As an outgrowth ofthe interest by national and state policymakers
in changed signaling and agency culture change, a spin-offadded to this

* Among the sample states, Michigan and Rhode Island took the position that the
state would fund benefits for the most needy families beyond the five-year limit. In
New York, a similar decision was made to do so through a system ofvouchers to
meet essential needs.
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field evaluation, mentioned earlier, is an examination ofthe behavior of
front-line workers in twelve sites in four of the sample states for the
Rockefeller Institute's implementation study. This is the ultimate test of
a new policy - how it affects people at ground zero. In a presentation
on this research at a conference sponsored by the Administration for
Children and Families of the u.s. Department of Health and Human
Services, Irene Lurie suggested that the old welfare is not so much re
placed as that a new one has been added on.

So we've seen, and to the credit of the agencies we have vis
ited, that to guarantee that the client does get the message
about the importance of work that there is a process they go
through where a specialized worker - maybe it's someone
from the Department of Labor, maybe it's someone from a
not-for-profit organization, or a for-profit, or a specialized
worker in a specialized agency - has sole responsibility to
tell people about work and about the importance of work.
And we've seen this virtually every place we've been?

New Partners

One of the most widespread strategies for changing the purposes and
signals ofwelfare, as just noted, was to give employment bureaucracies
greater control over program operations. This was done in various
ways. Employment bureaucracies were seen as having the expertise,
data, and institutional missions for getting people jobs, assessing skills,
providing job-readiness training and other training services, working
with employers, setting up work-experience opportunities, and finding
and overseeing local job service contractors. One way ofviewing what
was happening here is that political leaders decided that if they wanted
to change the signaling of welfare - they had to change the signalers.
New arrangements between employment bureaucracies and welfare
agencies changed the character ofwelfare. By locating welfare offices
in job centers and/or having employment agencies serve as the front
door or first step in the application process for cash assistance for poor
families, states signaled administratively that people could and should
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get a job and that in many places welfare cash assistance was part of a
new service system for job seekers, rather than a program unto itself.

Wisconsin was the most active state in transforming administra
tive structures in order to put welfare in an employment context. It be
gan the process of creating closer connections between its public
assistance agency and its Department ofLabor (which used to be called
the Department of Industry, Labor, and Human Relations) when it
co-located county welfare offices with what are called "Job Service" of
fices in job centers. Co-location gave way to consolidation in 1996
when the state's Wisconsin Works (W-2) program was enacted and all
public assistance functions except Medicaid were transferred out ofthe
state's welfare department into a renamed Department of Workforce
Development.

Not only were labor and employment bureaucracies given greater
responsibilities for carrying out welfare programs, in many states their
activities were integrated with cash assistance and social services. This
local presence, in terms of staffplaying a central role in the program, is
much greater than in the past, when such job-stressing efforts were of
ten half-hearted. Georgia was particularly successful in incorporating
work activities and expertise in its TANF program. According to the
Georgia field researcher, in the AFDC/JOBS era (1990-1995) there was
a "complete separation" of eligibility determination and employment
services. "AFDC and JOBS were located in separate offices, often sev
eral miles away from each other."

Although there was no stated animosity between these two
staffs, state officials acknowledged that the two programs
seemed to exist in separate worlds. Eligibility workers ap
peared concerned only with the determination of benefit eli
gibility for individuals; employment services were only
focused on securing a job for a client. In fact, it ran counter to
the organizational interest oflocal AFDC offices to place cli
ents in jobs - since diminished caseloads resulted in a need
for fewer employees.s
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Formerly, there were eightAFDC caseworkers for every employabil
ity specialist in the Georgia JOBS program, creating a situation, as one se
nior official put it, comparable to "eight people loading the truck and only
one person unloading it." In 1997 this situation changed after the Depart
ment of Human Resources contracted with the Department of Labor to
place 18,000 TANF recipients in jobs and provide training and education
services to an additional 40,000 clients. Under this contract, Department of
Labor staffers were "physically located within welfare offices throughout
Georgia, handling the job placement tasks formerly performed by the De
partment ofChild and Family Services." In some counties, front-line staff
were organized into teams; in others, staff were cross-trained as generic
workers with proficiency in work assessment and employment monitoring,
as well as case management and child care functions. In one local site,
there were nearly five workers who tracked work-related activities for ev
ery one who determined eligibility and benefits.

Such new partnerships for the job-service strategies of the 1996
law and precursor state work/welfare initiatives put a high premium on
connectivity. The term refers to three important types ofconnections 
those between programs; these between institutions (i.e., jurisdictions,
public agencies, and contracted service providers); and connections be
tween information systems. The third area (information systems) be
came another special subject for examination by Rockefeller Institute
field researchers working jointly with evaluators from the U.S. General
Accounting Office. Together, the two organizations have studied six
state systems in depth and another nine states less intensively as part of
the program ofthe Working Seminar on Information Systems for Social
Programs.9 Increasingly, the development of information systems for
managing work-focused social systems has emerged as critical for pol
icy oversight and program planning, and, as noted, is especially needed
by front-line workers to link and track benefits and social services for
individual cases.

"Diversion"

Although not mentioned in the 1996 welfare reform law, "diversion"
emerged as a major new term of reference and a strategy for
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administering human services that produced a great deal of expanded
discretion and variation in operations at the local and caseworker levels.
The term is used in several ways. One way is to refer to one-time cash
payments or other inducements given to families in exchange for limit
ing their eligibility for continuing cash assistance. The term, diversion,
is also used to refer to activities intended to have the effect of diverting
families from receiving regular cash assistance. The initial field reports
showed that this latter form of diversion is much more important than
lump-sum payments. As a result, it is not always easy to identify what is
diversion and what it is not. An activity like eligibility screening may be
a form of diversion when it is carried out in certain ways, whereas
sometimes it may simply be part of an eligibility review.

In Florida, as an illustration, two types of diversion were explicit
- non-cash and cash. Non-cash diversion involves telling applicants of
their responsibility to work if their application is approved and requir
ing them to look for work before their eligibility for assistance is deter
mined. Cash diversion on the other hand can provide two months worth
ofcash assistance in exchange for which the client must agree to forego
ongoing cash assistance for a specified length of time, the length being
set by the local office. However, there was little cash diversion initially
in Florida at the outset because the state's information system could not
keep track ofwho had received cash grants in order to be able to prevent
people from receiving repeat diversion payments. At the same time,
non-cash diversion in one region of the state was reported to have af
fected as many as 20 percent of the applicants.

As compared with lump-sum cash diversion, states generally make
greater use ofnon-cash diversion on a basis that increases the discretion
exercised by local agencies and front-line workers. One of the most
elaborate diversion programs we found is called "Texas Works." It
aims to get people a job or needed services before they apply for TANF
benefits in order to make sure that "the only people coming onto TANF
are those who need more in-depth help." Clerical staffmay route poten
tial applicants to employment counseling with a Texas Works advisor,
to a group intake interview, or to an employment resources center. Ad
visors may also make referrals to public or private agencies, such as
those for family violence intervention, local women's shelters,
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disability benefits, drug and alcohol treatment, protective and regula
tory services (for child abuse and neglect), and various health services.
The state's welfare program thus has a new emphasis. The commis
sioner of the Department of Human Services awards a "Commis
sioner's Cup" to the region that has diverted the largest number of
clients.

In sum, diversion can serve different purposes; actual practices of
ten depend on local interpretation and implementation. Some states use
diversion to erect a fortress-like welfare system, instead of expanding
the options available to families. In doing so, they use diversion to mini
mize caseloads - to discourage applicants, whatever their needs hap
pen to be. Because diversion can be ad hoc, dependent on local
resources and on front-line workers' judgment, knowledge, and objec
tives, it has a highly devolutionary effect. Local offices and case man
agers have decisions to make and leeway in making them. Diversion
also produces considerable variation in how people are treated, and
therefore poses enormous challenges for monitoring the ultimate ef
fects of welfare and social service programs on families, as families
move across a wide variety ofpublic and private institutions.

In some states, we found personal responsibility agreements to be
the main tool for structuring the relationships between families and wel
fare agencies. In other states, these agreements are little more than a
standardized list of program requirements and benefits, along with a
vague commitment by the state to provide TANF benefits to eligible
persons. However, in some cases, these agreements can be specific and
highly individualized. Promises may be made by the state to provide
particular services, with the resulting mutually signed agreement used
to review progress and guide case management. Such agreements are
not only important signaling devices regarding client obligations; they
contribute to the shift by local agencies from a rule-driven administra
tive culture to one that is structured around solving problems and pre
venting dependency. In Ohio, for example, TANF participants are
required to sign what are called "self-sufficiency contracts." They spec
ify what kinds of work activities the head of household plans to per
form, for how many hours per week, and when the activities will begin
and end. Specific expectations may include paternity establishment,
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securing child support, reporting "everything known" about absent par
ents, and complying, where relevant, with a reunification plan devel
oped by the Ohio Children's Service Agency. The plans are reciprocal;
they are viewed as binding contracts between county agencies and par
ticipants. They are taken seriously enough that counties are "strongly
encouraged" to seek the advice and approval of county prosecutors if
they choose to design their own contractual arrangements, which they
may do. Participants are advised oftheir rights, including the right to as
sistance in locating employment within the state's thirty-six-month
time limit, filing grievances about work assignments, appealing county
actions to the state, and maintaining eligibility for Medicaid, child care,
and food stamps even ifthey are no longer eligible for cash welfare ben
efits.

Sanctioning

In the first round of the Rockefeller Institute field research, we found
that personal responsibility agreements and program requirements were
enforced by the more frequent, albeit selective, use of sanctions. In site
visits and field researcher interviews, caseworkers and agency person
nel maintained that sanctions were critical to the new message, and that
the threat of full family sanctions in particular was important in getting
clients to show up for orientation meetings and job interviews and to
meet their minimum-hour participation requirements. At the same time,
the evidence was unclear as to whether sanctions actually resulted in
case closings in large numbers - that is, whether they were used essen
tially as signals of the seriousness of work and other requirements or
more strictly to discipline cash assistance recipients.

States tended to impose less than full sanctions on families, per
haps because these sanctions are regarded as commensurate with the is
sues in question and thus more appropriate for bringing recipients into
compliance. They were likely to impose graduated, calibrated, or even
"vanishing" sanctions to focus parents' attention on program require
ments without removing them from the program. Graduated sanctions
are increased ifviolations are repeated or ignored. In the Rockefeller In
stitute sample, fourteen states were found to have adopted provisions
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for some form of graduated or part-time reduction of benefits. Minne
sota, for example, reduces a participant's grant by 10 percent for at least
one month as a first sanction; the second sanction results in taking away
whatever remains of the cash grant after rent (and in some cases utili
ties). Less common were time-calibrated, participation-related sanc
tions. Wisconsin was the only state in 1998 using this approach. Under
Wisconsin's W-2 program, cash payments are calculated in relation to
the number ofhours ofprogram participation.

Political "Detoxification"

The work first approach, combined with time limits, affected not just
what state and local welfare agencies said, but what they did: Agencies
could do more because case managers had fewer TANF clients owing to
the declines in caseloads. Local agencies could also do more as a result
of changes in the political climate. We observed a new politics ofwel
fare - indeed, what might be called a "detoxification" ofwelfare poli
tics in the sense of its no longer being a big-timepolitical issue. This is
because of the greater public acceptance of welfare programs that help
people go to work, stay at work, and thereby limit their time on cash as
sistance. The combination of changed signals, smaller caseloads, and
new politics enables many social agencies to do more and to work to
gether more easily on a range of service programs involving employ
ment assistance, child care, transportation, health, food stamps, and
other social services.

Field researchers were asked to describe the mix of services and
benefits offered at the local sites they studied. We found an extraordi
nary range ofoften highly specialized services. The most common were
child care, employment services, aid in child support enforcement, and
transportation assistance; but we also found a number of sites offering
such services as:

.:. educational services, the most common being remedial ed
ucation, GED preparation, and English as a Second Lan
guage;
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.:. substance abuse counseling, usually via contracts with
community-based organizations;

.:. family support services, including a Teen Parent Center
and Pediatric Care Center that a local state agency devel
oped on its own (in Bibb County, Georgia);

.:. emergency housing, ranging from state-subsidized housing
assistance to contracts with local churches to assist with re
cipients' housing needs;

.:. domestic violence and emergency intervention; and

.:. mental health services.

One-stop job centers in Wisconsin offer an especially wide range
of services. The Wisconsin Works program (W-2) is fully integrated
with other services at the most developed job centers, such as in
Kenosha County. Participants in W-2 not only draw on employment
and training services, employment support, and other services and ben
efits specific to the program, they also can use the job center to access a
wide range ofservices, such as child care, child health checks, Children
First (an employment and training program for noncustodial parents), a
dislocated worker program, economic support programs (such as
Medicaid and food stamps), Head Start, the Job Corps, Job Training
Partnership Act (JTPA) programs, paternity establishment, Supple
mental Security Income advocacy, and a feeding program for infants. In
some of its local offices, Kenosha County's W-2 program provides
these services by using "integrated service teams" of co-located staff
members.

States are not merely adding services and forming new alliances;
they are also making new financial commitments. Minnesota, for exam
ple, decided to fully fund a universal sliding fee for child care for the
first time. The program had offered subsidies to welfare and
low-income working families since 1986, but in the past waiting lists
had been as long as three years. The coalition behind welfare reform,
however, along with a large budget surplus in 1997-98, and the belief
by the governor and the legislature that affordable child care was crucial
for welfare recipients, led the state to spend an additional $60 million on
child care.
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While many innovations were found in the initial round offield re
search, the overall national picture for program finances highlighted not
spending, but the lack of spending or the slow pace of the use of avail
able funds. This led to the adoption of the fiscal-effects component of
the Rockefeller Institute research on the welfare reforms. lO States in
1999 had accumulated large balances of unspent and unobligated fed
eral TANF funds. As a result, they were admonished by the chair ofthe
House Subcommittee on Human Resources that "unless states begin
spending more money, we will eventually lose the battle to protect it
here in Washington." In the Institute project to find out how state social
services spending priorities have changed in the wake of welfare re
form, we focus on three key questions about state spending.

•:. How has overall state spending on social services changed
as a budget priority? Is social services spending a greater
proportion or lesser proportion ofthe state budget than be
fore? What insights can we glean about the extent to which
states have used a welfare surplus for other state priorities
outside the realm ofsocial services, such as tax cuts, educa
tion spending, or other purposes?'

.:. How have priorities shifted within social services? In what
ways have states shifted their spending among program cate
gories within social services? What are they spending more
money on, and what are they spending less on? Why? Why
are they fmding it difficult to spend all oftheir TANF grants?

.:. How have federal-state financial relationships changed?
How has the federal share of spending on various programs
changed? Are states supplanting state money with federal
money in some programs? How does this vary across states?

To answer these questions requires assembling a data set with two
main features. First, we need data for the pre- and post-welfare reform
period. Second, we need to put the entire social services pie on the table
so that we can see how states have shifted spending among social

* Chapter 11 deals with an earlier field network evaluation, focused in this way on
the issue of supplantation of federal aid funds for state expenditures and/or tax
reductions.
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service categories, how they have shifted reliance from state to federal
funding or vice versa, and so that we can gain insights into how states
used welfare savings to provide general budget relief. Many of these
questions cannot be answered using federal data; they require field re
search.

Second Order Devolution

Although devolution to the states has been widely cited in describing
welfare reform, the big story ofwelfare reform is not the states, it is lo
cal. Even in what are defined as state-administered welfare systems, we
found major changes to devolve welfare and social program responsi
bilities to local entities.' This local devolution includes more than coun
ties. In many states, new or relatively new regional entities now are
responsible for welfare and related workforce services - second order
devolution. One might be skeptical about this finding. By law, states
over the years have assumed increased responsibility for welfare.
Thirty-eight states now have what are legally "state-administered" wel
fare systems. The remaining states (including some very big ones 
California, New York, and Ohio) have state supervised/county admin
istered systems, under which states set policy goals, prescribe adminis
trative arrangements, and provide funds, but the basic legal
responsibility is at the county level.

The driving force behind second order devolution is intrinsic to the
nature of the tasks involved. The 1996 shift to work first and a service
strategy for welfare inexorably pushes decision making downward. This
is because so much ofwhat needs to be done to prevent welfare depend
ency and to keep people off of cash assistance has to be decided, ar
ranged, and carried out locally. The biggest increase in discretion under
the new regimes for welfare policy occurs at the point ofcontact between
local case managers and the individual applicant or recipient.

In past periods in U.S. history, the idea that such discretion should
be assigned to local workers was resisted. Reformers often complained

* In most states, welfare is both state supervised and also state administered. In other
states, it is state supervised and county administered.
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about harsh treatment by local agencies where poor people were treated
badly, sometimes simply given "bus money" to leave town. If the kind
ofbehavioral fine-tuning envisioned in the Personal Responsibility Act
is to be achieved, however, there is no way to avoid assigning primary
responsibility to local administrators and, most of all, to front-line case
managers. As stressed earlier, this places a high premium on the devel
opment of information systems for case management to connect and
track social program benefits and social services, and also for oversight
and evaluation purposes.

Adaptability of the Research Process

In the way just cited and in others, field evaluation studies over the years
have been adaptable in the sense of enabling findings to reflect institu
tionallearning. As of the time of the writing of this book, many factors
lead us to believe that the changes taking place in the late 1990s in wel
fare and job programs have staying power. The strong work orientation
of the new welfare resonates with widely held beliefs by the majority of
Americans about what welfare systems ought to do and emphasize. This
may be the most lasting effect of the reforms, producing a new basis for
political legitimacy that was lacking under AFDC. In effect, what we are
seeing in many places is a shift in opinion to a new consensus about wel
fare systems with a more politically acceptable mission.

The second order devolution ofwelfare and job programs and the
diversity we found in signaling and systems requires a similar devolu
tion by researchers. For us, the critical independent variable institution
ally is local "regimes," not programs in the customary sense. By
regimes, we mean combinations ofvalues, signals, agency cultures and
connections, and operational capacity. Future Rockefeller Institute im
plementation research on welfare reform will concentrate on local sys
tems: Are social programs connected for TANF benefits, job services,
food stamps, Medicaid, child support, child care, transportation, and re
lated social and health services (such as those for substance abuse treat
ment, the prevention of family violence, mental health, and family
planning)? Local systems in this way are a major independent variable.
Research ingenuity then needs to be applied to use Census data (2000
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fortuitously is a decennial census year), administrative data, available
state studies, and other information about what is happening to poor and
working poor families as crucial dependent variables.

Almost all states are now conducting their own studies, using both
administrative records and survey data, to ascertain what is happening
to people who leave the TANF rolls. A number of states are also study
ing what is happening to other populations - people on the rolls as long
termers, the population diverted from cash-assistance recipiency, and
also what can be called (but is very hard to identify) the "deflected"
population of eligible persons who are discouraged from applying for
work-conditioned welfare benefits. Other research projects are also
producing large data sets. Two of the major studies are sponsored by
the U.S. Bureau ofthe Census and the Urban Institute, in the latter case
focused on a representative sample of thirteen states.ll

Still, in the final analysis, there is a limit to what social scientists
can know about the effects of so complex and diverse a phenomenon as
the plethora of current welfare reforms. Albert Einstein once said: "I
have little patience with scientists who take a board of wood, look for
the thinnest part, and drill a great number of holes where the drilling is
easiest.'>12 To evaluate program implementation in American federal
ism, the object should be to answer hard questions in as scientific a
manner as possible; we shu1d drill where the drilling is not easy. The
purpose and argument ofthis book can be re-stated in these terms. Dem
onstration research can help politicians decide what to do for welfare re
form. Then, after major decisions are made about new policies, two
kinds of questions come into play: Were the new policies carried out?
That is, did the program procedures and institutional systems change
the way they were supposed to? And second, what were the effects of
these changes on people? Like the sand of the sea, which the Prophet
Hosea said, "can neither be measured or numbered,"13 there are limits to
what we can learn in both respects. But we can learn a lot and in so do
ing aid the policy process.
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Lessons from Evaluations
of Employment and
Training Programs

A major idea about public policy research advanced in this book is
the need for multidisciplinary approaches. The field ofemployment and
training research offers a good opportunity for examining this idea. La
bor economists have played the strongest role in the design and conduct
of evaluations of employment and training programs. In this chapter, I
consider research both by economists and political scientists. I begin
with the study conducted by the field network evaluation group at the
Brookings Institution, which I directed, of the public service employ
ment program established under the Comprehensive Employment and
Training Act (CETA). This study produced a lively controversy about
research methods.

The CETA Public Service
Employment Program

The Comprehensive Employment and Training Act was enacted in 1973
in the form ofa block grant as part ofNixon' s "New Federalism" domes
ticpr()gram. Among other purposes, the aim ofthe law was to consolidate
federal grants-in-aid in order to give greater discretion to state and local
governments. Initially, most of the funds provided were for job training.
Republicans resisted the idea, which many Democrats in Congress were
advocating at the time, to provide funds for job creation.

167



Social Science in Government

Such a public service employment program was authorized as a ti
tle ofthe CETA law, but was funded at a very low level. Later, this pub
lic service employment program was expanded to combat the deep
recession in 1974-75. Again, this was despite resistance from Republi
cans and from the Ford administration. As the recession deepened,
however, spending for public service jobs was increased and Republi
can resistance subsided. This expansion of the public service jobs pro
gram occurred over three years from 1976 to 1978. The public
employment program continued in effect until 1981 , when it was elimi
nated under Ronald Reagan, who was vociferous in his criticism ofthis
policy,!

At its peak in April of 1978, the public service employment pro
gram employed over 750,000 people at an annual spending rate of $7
billion. This made it by far the largest federal program in the employ
ment and training field, and at the time one of the largest federal
grant-in-aid programs to states and localities.*The expanded version of
the public service employment program was an obvious target for Rea
gan's budget cutters in 1981; CETAjob creation had few friends and
lots of enemies when Reagan came into office and ended it.

In the usual way, the CETAjob creation program ofthe late 1970s
had multiple purposes which were not precisely stated or weighted.
Among its major objectives were to provide jobs for the unemployed in
recession periods; aid disadvantaged persons in developing skills and
obtainingjob experience; and assist state and local governments in pro
viding needed public services. In 1976, when the public service em
ployment program was reauthorized, Senator Henry L. Bellmon
(R-OK) added an amendment to study an issue related to the first of
these three objectives, job creation. The Bellmon amendment became
the source ofthe interdisciplinary controversy featured in this chapter.

Senator Bellmon's concern was that public servicejobs were being
used by state and local governments to displace workers who would
otherwise have been on state or city payrolls. Opponents of the public

* It was, however, smaller than the Works Progress Administration (WPA) of the
Depression years, which at its peak employed three million people,
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service jobs program charged that it was simply a hidden subsidy to
state and local governments and that it did not really increase employ
ment. Bellmon's amendment directed the National Commission for
Employment Policy, a permanent research and advisory group char
tered under federal law, to make a study of the "net employment ef
fects" of the public service employment program. This commission,
chaired by Eli Ginzberg, contracted with the Brookings Institution to
conduct this research through a field evaluation study ofthe CETA pub
lic service jobs program. The study was initiated at Brookings, and was
later completed at the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and Interna
tional Affairs at Princeton University.2

The choice by the National Commission for Employment Policy to
adopt the field network evaluation approach is interesting. Previously,
there had been a number of theoretical studies by labor economists of
the displacement issue for public service employment programs. The
research was done in the form of statistical modeling studies, using ec
onometric techniques based on program, national economic, fiscal, and
demographic data. A 1974 paper written for the U.S. Department ofLa
bor by labor economist George Johnson reached the tentative conclu
sion that the job-displacement impact of a federally funded public
service employment program would be very large - in fact that in the
long run the displacement effect of grants-in-aid for public service job
creation would absorb all, or nearly all, of the funds appropriated for
this purpose.3

Johnson's econometric approach is not the only way to try to an
swer the hard-to-answer question about the job-displacement effects of
public service employment grants to state and local governments. By
contracting with the Brookings-based field network to conduct the
study mandated under Senator Bellmon's amendment, the National
Commission was bringing an alternative methodology to bear. Re
searchers refer to this as triangulation, conducting studies using differ
ent methods to see if their findings converge.

It was in this setting that the Brookings-based field network
turned its attention in 1976 to evaluating the effects of public service
employment. Thirty field researchers (in this case approximately
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equally divided between economists and political scientists) con
ducted four rounds offield observations in forty state and local jurisdic
tions. The sample included three types of program sponsors: (1) large
local units (over 100,000 population) that qualified as "local prime
sponsors"; (2) consortia oflocal units designated as "local prime spon
sors"; and (3) state governments responsible for administering CETA
programs in "balance of state" areas. Within these jurisdictions, funds
for job creation were channeled to thousands of public and nonprofit
agencies, thus greatly expanding the screen for field analysis and re
quiring a sampling procedure for selecting the organizations for de
tailed analysis. The study jurisdictions at the time accounted for 10
percent of all enrollees in the CETA public service employment pro
gram.

The research design included a number of categories of effects. It
was not limited to job displacement. It dealt with questions involving
the fiscal effects ofCETAjob funds and also the types ofjobs provided,
the public services affected, structural matters involving the agencies
that administered the program and their implementation processes, the
training provided to participants, and the effect of these funds on non
profit organizations, which sponsored many of the local programs.

As it turned out, the bottom-line finding ofthe Brookings-Princeton
study of the job-displacement issue was very different from that made
by George Johnson. His paper indicated a high (eventually total)
job-displacement effect of the CETA public service employment pro
gram. By contrast, we found what many observers regarded as a surpris
ingly low level of job displacement.4 For the sample as a whole,
approximately one-fifth of the positions studied were assigned by the
field researchers, in consultation with the study's central staff, to job
displacement. These findings were issued in a series of reports pub
lished by the National Commission for Employment Policy, and sum
marized in books, testimony, papers, and articles. These publications
described the research methodology and provided illustrations, drawing
on statements in the reports submitted by the field researchers regarding
the kinds of determinations that were made in assigning the positions
studied to the various employment effect categories used in this field re
search.
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A number ofreasons appeared to explain why local officials (most
of these funds went to local governments) were reluctant to use public
service employment funds for displacement. One reason, and it is a rea
son which I believe other experts in the field did not take seriously
enough, is that the law prohibited displacement. A number of provi
sions in the law were intended to prevent it from occurring. A second
reason for the relatively low level ofdisplacement we found was that lo
cal officials in many cases shared the national objective ofcreatingjobs
to relieve unemployment.

In even more basic terms, however, field researchers reported that
many officials in the study sites were reluctant to use these job creation
funds for displacement because ofthe possible long-term consequences
ofdoing so. These local officials had been burned before by federal pol
icy changes. In the case of the CETA public employment program,
there was an understandably high level of uncertainty about the future
intentions ofthe federal government. A major concern on the part oflo
cal officials was that when this federal largesse was ended, or if the
rules for its use were changed (both events in fact occurred), they would
be left holding the bag. They would face strong political pressures to lay
off local workers or to increase taxes in order to continue to pay em
ployees who were being supported with CETA funds if they had used
these funds for job displacement. This was a risk that most local offi
cials simply did not want to take.

There was one important exception to this finding. In jurisdic
tions facing serious fiscal pressures (mainly economically distressed
central cities in our sample), we found displacement to be higher than in
other jurisdictions, which we attributed to the need, or at least the per
ceived need, to use every available dollar to maintain basic services.

Another important finding was that many public service positions
were not filled by local governments or other public entities at all; they
were instead suballocated to nonprofit organizations. Over time, an in
creasing percentage of these positions were contracted out to nonprofit
(mostly community-based) organizations that provided social services
and administered community development programs. In the first round
of the field research, one-fourth of the positions accounted for in the
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sample were subcontracted to nonprofit organizations; by the second
round ofthe field research, this proportion had risen to nearly one-half.5

The reports we issued showing relatively low-level displacement
were widely noted in the relevant policy communities because they
were contrary to what many people (including some of the researchers
in our field network) had expected. Two meetings about this contro
versy stand out in my memory. The first was with Senator Henry
Bellmon. I was told by the staff of the National Commission for Em
ployment Policy that he had read our initial report and that he wanted to
talk to me about it. I was apprehensive, since Senator Bellmon had ear
lier indicated his opinion that CETA public service jobs funds were
highly substitutive. At our meeting, and greatly to his credit in my opin
ion, Senator Bellmon said that, although he had been skeptical about
our results when he first heard about them, after reading our report he
was convinced by the conclusions and by our explanation about how we
arrived at our findings.

The second memorable meeting at which the results of this re
search were discussed was arranged by the staff of the National Com
mission for Employment Policy to examine the two approaches used to
analyze the net employment effects of the public service employment
program. George Johnson and I were the speakers. The audience was
relatively large for a meeting on research methods (about sixty people).
It included both researchers and experts in the field of employment and
training. True to academic style, this meeting featured a hot, intense de
bate about the competing research approaches. Those ofus working on
the field network evaluation study came away from this confrontation
(not an inaccurate description) with a good feeling about the reaction to
our presentation.

The "Complementarity" Approach

A major premise of the field evaluation approach as we have applied
it over the years is that the choice among research methods is not an
either/or proposition. In two of our studies - the public service jobs
study and the earliest field evaluation we conducted, that of
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revenue sharing program discussed in the next chapter - members
of the field research group conducted what we refer to as comple
mentary statistical studies. In the case of the public service employ
ment program, the results of the complementary statistical study,
using a pooled time series approach, were published in the Journal of
Human Resources, thus subjected to the scrutiny of academic peer
reviewers. 6 The idea ofthis complementarity approach was to use in
sights from the field research to build a better mousetrap for a statis
tical analysis. As it turned out, the high degree of subcontracting to
nonprofit organizations under the CETA public service employment
program made a substantial difference both in the field and in the sta
tistical research we conducted.

The first step in conducting this complementary statistical analysis
was to review the earlier econometric studies to identify lessons from
the field research - in this case,especially the importance of subcon
tracting CETA public service jobs - that could cause distortion in a
statistical analysis. In the early econometric studies, it was assumed that
all ofthe CETAjob creation funds allocated to a jurisdiction were paid
as wages by that government. If, instead, some (maybe the bulk) of
these funds were subcontracted to nonprofit organizations (or if they
were suballocated to other public entities as was often the case, for ex
ample, to local school districts) this could have the effect of creating
what appeared to be - but was not - a job-displacement effect in a sta
tistical analysis.7

Another important aspect ofthe field research that was discovered
while doing the statistical analysis involved the timing of the receipt
and expenditure ofCETA funds. Data from the U.S. Census ofGovern
ments did not fit well with the receipt-and-spending cycle for CETAjob
funds. It was found necessary to adjust for these timing differences in
our statistical analysis. In the statistical study we conducted, this was
done with the help of the Bureau of the Census, using unpublished
worksheets from the Bureau that showed the actual re
ceipt-and-spending cycle for CETA funds for the thirty municipal gov
ernments in our statistical analysis. 8 Fortunately for us (or I wouldn't be
making so much of the point), the results ofthe complementary statisti
cal analysis tied to the field research turned out to be similar to those
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found earlier in the field evaluation. The interdisciplinary approach
used in this case involving economists and political scientists seemed to
produce added value.

Studies of Individual Impacts under CETA

So far this chapter has described the fiscal effects ofthe CETA public ser
vice jobs program on jurisdictions.9 However, these effects on jurisdic
tions were not the foremost concern of most researchers and
policymakers. The dominant concern was the impact ofCETA programs
on individuals. In this research arena, more than any other, the experience
with studies ofthe impact oflarge ongoing programs shows that measur
ing their impact on individual participants is fraught with problems.

Several characteristics ofboth training and public service employ
ment programs produce high research hurdles. One hurdle is the feder
alism barrier reef discussed earlier. Employment and training programs
of the federal government have been in an almost constant state of flux
for a very long time. The CETA law was succeeded in 1982 by the Job
Training Partnership Act, which in tum was succeeded by the
Workforce Investment Act in 1998. However, the important point is
that the CETA block grants and all successor federal programs have
been administered on a highly decentralized basis by state and local
governments. This involves fifty states, thousands oflocalities, and lit
erally hundreds of thousands oflocal agencies and nonprofit organiza
tions. The data problems of such a program would give any
self-respecting researcher indigestion, but this is not all.

Another problem of individual-impact research in this field is that
these programs are so widespread (indeed, effectively universal) that pol
itics mitigate against the use ofresearch designs based on random assign
ment whereby some persons are assigned to a program and others to an
untreated control group. It would have been extremely hard for even the
most supportive CETA managers of public service employment pro
grams at the local level to arrange to have a randomly selected, untreated
control group under these conditions. As we have already seen, random
assignment is not the only way to get at questions about what works for
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individual participants in government programs, although it is the best
way to do so. Without it, the results of studies are often unconvincing in
part because of controversies about their methodology.

A third and related hurdle of evaluation research on the impact on
individuals of federal grant-in-aid programs for job training is what
might be called the "marginality problem." This was described earlier
as the research hurdle of the null hypothesis. The typical CETA inter
vention (usually a job training program) was not that long or large.
There is reason to question whether job training or job counseling ser
vices by themselves could have been expected to have a discernible,
lasting impact on the lives ofparticipants, that is, considering the great
number offorces and factors (both public and private) that impinge on
the way human beings develop and change in a technologically ad
vanced society like ours.

In the 1970s, I served on the advisory committee for a large survey
research project designed to evaluate the impact of CETA programs on
individuals. It was called the Continuous Longitudinal Manpower Sur
vey (CLMS), and was funded by the U.S. Department of Labor begin
ning in 1974. For the CLMS, the Labor Department contracted with the
U.S. Bureau of the Census to have the Bureau survey a succession of
cohort groups entering various components of CETA programs. Alto
gether, more than 6,000 people were included in this study. There was a
baseline interview and in most cases four follow-up surveys for people
in the sample.

But even after interviewing all these CETA participants, one faced
the perennial question - compared to what? Observations about the ex
perience of participants during and after CETA programs could not re
veal the extent to which the programs did or did not assist them. There is
value, of course, in knowing what CETA services were provided and
what types ofpeople received them. Still, it is reasonable to ask whether a
research investment as large as this one should have been undertaken if
these were the only research outputs. The advisory committee wrestled
with the problems ofestablishing the counterfactual for this study, as did
staffers of the Labor Department and the researchers with whom the De
partment contracted from the Westat Company ofRockville, Maryland.
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The solution decided upon was to rely on data from existing files
as the basis for comparison, mainly the Current Population Survey con
ducted by the Census Bureau, which in March of each year includes an
enlarged sample on the employment experience of respondents. These
data, however, are time limited. To obtain a longer time horizon, data
from the Current Population Survey were linked with the earnings re
cords ofpeople in the CETA sample obtained from the U.S. Social Se
curity Administration on a confidential basis. In this way, a "matched
file" was constructed with characteristics similar to those of people in
CETA programs.

Labor Department technical reports on this research were candid
in discussing the drawbacks ofthis approach for establishing a compari
son group. Contamination was one problem: There was no way of
knowing whether the people in the matched file had received employ
ment and training services. Furthermore, there was evidence that the
Social Security earnings records (critical to the analysis, because
earned income after the CETA program was the key outcome variable)
did not include some types of earnings, for example, wage and salary
payments to many state and local government employees and also fed
eral government employees.

One of the early reports on the CLMS contains this depressing
statement: "One simply cannot say at this time how comparable the
comparison groups are to the participant groups in the absence of the
CETA program."IO The Labor Department continued to try to work
out the wrinkles, and some progress was made. Nevertheless, a report
issued two years later on this study contains a caveat similar to that
just quoted: "As in all program evaluations where it is not feasible to
randomly assign potential participants to the program or to a control
group, there is some uncertainty about the amount of selectivity bias
in the estimates ofnet impact. "11 Other experts in the field were not so
restrained.

When the Reagan administration won enactment of the successor
program to CETA (the Job Training Partnership Act, JTPA) in 1982, an
elaborate data collection system like the CLMS was designed as the ba
sis for research on the impact of the JTPA program. But in the end, it

176



Lessons from Evaluations of Employment and Training Programs

was decided not to use such data for research purposes. Instead, the U.S.
Department of Labor decided to conduct studies with random assign
ment to ascertain the impact on individuals ofJTPA services. The Man
power Demonstration Research Corporation was one of the
organizations involved in this research. In sixteen areas around the
country, MDRC along with Abt Associates studied 20,000 randomly
assigned adults and out-of-school youth who applied for JTPA services
and were assigned either to a treatment or control group.

Although called a national study, this is somewhat misleading as
JTPA participants were not selected nationwide; they were chosen from
the sixteen local sites willing to participate in this study, none ofwhich
were large cities. (The largest city included in the sample was Oakland,
California, population 372,000.) Other barriers were that it was not pos
sible for specific types oftreatments to be tested rigorously, and school
districts would not participate. Commenting on this effort to use ran
domization to evaluate an ongoing program, Cornell labor economist
Vernon M. Briggs, Jr., said, "The problem is that this is a methodology
only an economist could love." He added, "What it should be able to ac
complish in principle is at variance with what it can accomplish in
fact." 12

The authors of the report on this study themselves came to the re
luctant conclusion that the study design should not be replicated, noting
that the first results from the national JTPA study were not available un
til six years after it was initiated, and also observing that it was "rela
tively burdensome to program staff in the study sites."!3 Other
problems were political. To the extent measurements could be made,
they showed very small impacts, and in some cases differences between
the treatment and control groups that were so small as to be insignifi
cant. Youth groups in particular showed no long-term gains. Other
groups did show gains, notably adult men and women. However, the
overall tone ofthe discussion ofthe findings from this study was down
beat from the point of view of advocates of this public program. Gov
ernment officials tried to explain away disappointing findings or to
downplay them. When the dust had settled, it has to be said that this was
not a good moment for applied social science.
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The Beginning of the
Field Network Evaluation

Methodology

T his penultimate chapter, which continues the consideration of the
field network methodology, is out of sequence chronologically in order
to preserve the flow of the narrative on welfare reform issues and stud
ies. The chapter deals with the first program evaluated using the field
evaluation methodology, the general revenue sharing program enacted
in 1972. The program is gone now. It is of interest for the book because
ofthe way the early decisions were made about how to conduct this type
of study.

Federal revenue sharing was enacted under President Nixon to
provide general purpose grants-in-aid ($5.3 billion per annum initially)
to state governments and some 39,000 city, county, and township gov
ernments, and Native-American Tribes. I had been involved in the de
sign and enactment of revenue sharing as assistant director of the u.s.
Office of Management and Budget during the first term of the Nixon
administration. I had previously chaired the transition task force in
1968 that recommended a revenue sharing program to the new adminis
tration.

Revenue sharing was the keystone of Nixon's "New Federalism"
domestic policy. The program was in existence fourteen years until it
was ended in 1986 under the Reagan administration. Altogether, the
program paid out nearly $80 billion over the fourteen years of its
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existence. Only Gerald Ford among Nixon's successors fully supported
the program. Neither Carter nor Reagan (despite the fact both were for
mer governors, or maybe because of this) shared Nixon's enthusiasm
for the revenue sharing idea. Under Carter, state governments were
eliminated as aid recipients (up to then they received one-third ofthe to
tal amount of money distributed), and under Reagan the remaining
shared revenue payments to local governments were ended.

When it was enacted in 1972, supporters of the revenue sharing
program backed it for a number of reasons. Some saw it, as Nixon did,
as an instrument of decentralization. Nixon frequently complained, us
ing conventional Republican rhetoric, about the fragmentation and
complexity ofthe federal grant-in-aid system. Its many hundreds ofcat
egorical grant-in-aid programs were seen as undermining the prior
ity-setting processes of state and local governments and weakening
their role vis-a-vis what was perceived as the increasingly intrusive role
of the federal government in domestic affairs. Many Democrats, too,
criticized the rigidities of categorical federal grant programs in this pe
riod. Walter W. Heller, a Democrat who supported revenue sharing as
chairman ofthe Council ofEconomic Advisors during the early years of
the Johnson administration, urged President Johnson to adopt this idea.
Heller, always a great phrasemaker, referred to the federal grant-in-aid
system as suffering from "hardening of the categories."

The answer for Nixon to the problem ofmultiple program catego
ries was to change the form of federal grants, adopting two types of
grant-broadening instruments - revenue sharing and block grants.
Revenue sharing was essentially unrestricted aid to state and local
governments. Block grants, which still exist, are flexible grants in a
broad functional area, allocated on a formula basis. Nixon first pro
posed revenue sharing in 1969 at the relatively meager level, by
Washington standards, of$500 million per year. This was not enough
to get Congress's attention, so in January 1971, in a State ofthe Union
message devoted almost exclusively to domestic affairs, Nixon upped
the ante. He proposed an $11 billion combined program of revenue
sharing and block grants - $5 billion per year for revenue sharing and
$6 billion in block grants. (Total federal spending for grants-in-aid to
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states and localities at this time was $34 billion; total federal spending
was $231 billion.)

Nixon's 1971 federal aid initiatives were estimated to increase to
tal aid by 25 percent. "The time has come," he argued, "to reverse the
flow of power and responsibilities from the States and communities to
Washington, and start power and resources flowing from Washington
to States and localities and, more important, to the people, all across
America.... I reject the patronizing idea that government in Washing
ton, D.C., is inevitably more wise, more honest and more efficient than
government at the state and local level."1 Most ofthe funds for Nixon's
proposed block grants were obtained from consolidating existing cate
gorical grants into broader programs, with some additional funds added
called "sweeteners." Nixon's two most important block grants, both of
which were enacted, were for employment and training and for commu
nity development.

Unlike the earlier and much smaller revenue sharing plan Nixon
had put forward, his new and enriched $5 billion-per-year version of
revenue sharing did get people's attention. It activated state and local
officials to lobby for this initiative. In 1972, in the midst of Nixon's
re-election campaign, revenue sharing was enacted. The President jour-

, neyed to Philadelphia to sign the law in the presence ofa large group of
state and local government officials, and claimed that revenue sharing
would "renew" the American federal system.2 The first payments were
made just before Election Day.

Soon after this legislation was enacted, officers ofthe Ford Founda
tion approached the Brookings Institution to propose that Brookings con
duct an evaluation of this program. It is interesting to look at the
questions faced in taking up this research challenge, which ofcourse you
have to do when the Ford Foundation or another big foundation comes
calling. The key and underlying question was: What difference did it
make to have this new and more flexible fiscal flow from the national
government to states and localities? Brookings formed a research team,
which I headed, to consider this. From the outset, we decided that an
evaluation of the revenue sharing program should focus on two main
types ofeffects: (1) those that emerged as the most prominent effects in
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the implementation of revenue sharing; and (2) those effects (whether
prominent or not) that were important to politicians because they were
strongly reflected in the goals of the new program. The second type of
effect is particularly hard to deal with. In textbooks on research meth
ods, readers are told that step one in an evaluation study is to clearly de
fine a program's objectives. Yet in the case of the revenue sharing
program, as for a great many other public programs, there was not
agreement among policymakers on the goals of the program.

In addition to Nixon's goal of decentralization, supporters of the
revenue sharing program stressed its role in achieving other goals.
Among those purposes were: (1) providing fiscal relief to local gov
ernments; (2) equalizing fiscal capacity among states and localities;
(3) providing new funds to deal with important public sector needs;
(4) serving as a stimulus to innovation on the part of recipient state and
local governments; (5) stabilizing and reducing state and local taxes,
particularly the property tax; and (6) altering the nation's overall tax
system, putting more emphasis on income taxation (predominantly fed
eral) as opposed to property and sales taxes.

Which of these goals should be featured in an evaluation? How
should these goals (seven in all) be defined and weighed? Views ofthe
various players in the policy process differed. In fact, the same players
often emphasized different objectives at different times. Moreover,
even if we could have assigned weights to all of the goals of revenue
sharing on the basis of a close reading of the legislation and the legisla
tive debates, this would not have been enough. Ideas about policy goals
change all the time. The ultimate decision about the success or failure of
a program depends on the way these goals are regarded by a particular
person or group at a particular point in time.

Two other important factors complicated this picture. One was the
fact that the program was universal. Every state and some 39,000 local
governments received a share of the funds according to a distribution
formula stipulated in the law. There was no way to use states and cities
that did not receive revenue sharing funds as a comparison group for re
search purposes. Compounding this challenge was the federalism bar
rier reef. Tremendous variation exist in the structure of the state and
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local governments that received shared revenue, and also in the ways
these jurisdictions defined and carried out their functions and kept their
financial accounts.

The Research Approach

We decided to base our evaluation of revenue sharing on parallel and
connected, uniformly structured case studies ofa representative sample
of state and local governments. The field research was conducted by an
interdisciplinary group, ultimately thirty-two on-the-scene academic
social scientists (political scientists and economists in roughly equal
numbers) serving on a part-time contractual basis as field researchers.

Four broad categories were used to define the program effects to
be studied - fiscal, programmatic, institutional, and distributional. The
distributional effects of revenue sharing were studied centrally at the
Brookings Institution in Washington, based on demographic and finan
cial data from the U.S. Bureau ofthe Census and program data from the
Department of the Treasury, which was responsible for administering
the revenue sharing program. The analysis ofthe three other types ofef
fects (fiscal, programmatic, and institutional) was done by the research
ers in the field. Researchers in sixty-five state and local governmental
jurisdictions (including one large Native-American Reservation) spent
on average of thirty days on this study for each of three rounds offield
observations. Before each round, the field evaluators participated in a
research conference at Brookings at which the central staffand field re
searchers discussed the conceptual framework and the research plan for
that round of field observation. The aim of these conferences was to
have all of the members of the field research group on the same wave
length.

Field researchers submitted their analysis for each round ofobser
vations. The reports consisted of answers to both closed-ended and
open-ended questions according to a standard reporting format. Field
researchers drew on state and local records and reports, and interviewed
key participants in the decision making processes regarding the state
and local use of revenue sharing funds.
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It needs to be stressed that the analysis of the effects of revenue
sharing was done by the field researchers. It was not based on the an
swers to closed-ended survey-type questions asked of particular state
and local public officials, although other studies of the effects of the
revenue sharing program used this survey-research approach. The
Brookings central staff for this study reviewed and combined the analy
ses made by the field researchers into summary research reports. The
draft reports were circulated for comments to the field researchers; it
was very much a group effort. The sample for the study included eight
state governments, twenty-nine municipalities, twenty-one counties,
six townships, and one Indian Reservation. It overrepresented larger ju
risdictions. Overall, the sample jurisdictions accounted for about 20
percent of the total funding of the revenue sharing program. The re
search was longitudinal. It began soon after the first revenue sharing
checks were received by states and localities and continued for the same
jurisdictions over six years.

The decision to start out quickly in the field research turned out to
be a wise one. Although there was a temptation to devote more time to
research design, we expected that the period in which the initial pay
ments ofrevenue sharing funds were made would be the time when the
decision making processes regarding the use of revenue sharing funds
would be easiest to observe.

The Brookings study combined two methods, field research and a
complementary statistical analysis.*Although the focus was on institu
tions (recipient state and local governments) as opposed to the effects of
shared revenue on individual citizens, the research challenge was the
same. We needed to model the counterfactual in order to determine
what would have happened in the absence ofrevenue sharing so that we
could draw conclusions about the effects ofthis new form offederal aid.
This analysis, as noted, was done by the field researchers; the evalua
tion, like the program itself, was decentralized. In essence, field re
searchers modeled the counterfactual in that most powerful of all
computers, the human brain. This modeling process used many

* This complementary field and statistical approach was also used in field evaluation
of the public service employment program described in the previous chapter.
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variables in elaborate ways. These were in effect similarly structured
case studies integrated by the central staff into a combined analysis.
This was not a new methodology for program evaluation research, but
its extensive use in this and later studies did constitute a departure for
evaluation research on the effects of U.S. domestic programs.

The central staffreviewed each field report. We did not change the
assessments made by the field researchers without consulting them
about the possible reasons for modifying their findings. In most cases,
collegial relationships obtained. The role of the central staff was to
elicit the reasoning behind the analytical findings made by the field re
searchers in order to make certain, to the best of our ability, that the
group as a whole (all of the field researchers and the central staff) were
using a similar analytical framework and approach across the sample.
Other methods were used for checking the field analyses. One check in
volved changes in the assignments of the field researchers. In some in
stances, field researchers moved or were unable to continue to work on
this study. Two field researchers died during the first round of this
study.*

Our use of the field network evaluation approach was based on
what I believe is the most sensible way to take into account the basic
federalism terrain. One cannot unravel state and local decision making
processes about the use of a fiscal subvention without collecting obser
vations from the field. Field reports prepared in this way are much more
detailed than the statistics that are available on state and local finances.
The U.S. Census Bureau collects state and local financial, program, and
employment data; however, they are not sufficiently detailed and com
parable with respect to the way grant-in-aid funds are treated or with re
spect to the techniques and time periods used for accounting for them
by different state and local jurisdictions. To study the effects at the mar
gin of a program like revenue sharing, we needed a more sensitive

* Fortunately, this did not happen in any of the other field network evaluations.
Transfers of responsibility for the state and local field research for other reasons
(e.g., people moving or on sabbatical) did provide a check on the findings and the
consistency ofthe application ofthe research methodology for somejurisdictions.
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data-collection methodology that permitted researchers to probe about
fiscal and program effects ofthis new subvention.

In addition to the field research, later when statistical data became
available on state and local finances for the period during which we
conducted the revenue sharing field research, a group ofthe researchers
who participated in this study undertook a statistical analysis of the fis
cal effects of the program on a complementary basis where the two re
search methods were closely connected.

Knowledge obtained in the field on the workings of the revenue
sharing program enabled the researchers doing the statistical analysis to
conduct a statistical study that took into account the nature and limita
tions of national data on state and local finances. The method used for
this complementary statistical analysis was to apply regression equa
tions comparing revenue and expenditure patterns before and after rev
enue sharing funds were received in order to make inferences about the
uses of shared revenue, with observations from the field research guid
ing this analysis. As it turned out, the complementary statistical study of
the fiscal effects of shared revenue was limited to major cities because
of data availability considerations, in this case involving data from the
u.s. Bureau of the Census. This part of our research, which was con
ducted as a special study for the u.s. Treasury Department and vetted
with public finance experts, yielded findings in line with those from the
field research.

A practical point about the advantage of using these two ap
proaches together concerns the timing ofprogram evaluations. Statisti
cal studies of new national programs like revenue sharing, even under
the best of circumstances, almost always involve a substantial time lag
before the needed national data become available. In this case, this
meant that the statistical research results were not completed in time for
their consideration in relation to the Congressional schedule for legisla
tive reauthorization.

On an overall basis, timing considerations had a significant bear
ing on the publication and use ofour revenue sharing research. The ini
tial findings from this field evaluation were published in books, articles,
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and papers and presented in Congressional testimony early in 1975.3

The original revenue sharing law expired at the end of 1975, so the con
gressional renewal process was just getting under way as these findings
were becoming available. In the House of Representatives, the Com
mittee on Governmental Operations, which had jurisdiction over the
revenue sharing program, began hearings in June 1974. In the Senate,
where jurisdiction for this program was assigned to the Finance Com
mittee, hearings were held in April ofthe following year. Brookings re
searchers testified at both hearings. In the House, we previewed our
findings. By the time the Senate hearings began, the first Brookings
book on this research was available.

A major point that emerged early in the discussion ofthe effects of
revenue shared involved the fungibility of shared revenue: All dollars
are green. Federal grant-in-aid dollars are very hard to trace. The law re
quired that these funds be assigned to certain spending categories enu
merated in the law (for example, public safety, environmental
protection, transportation, health, social services). We found, however,
that these categories had little effect on recipient behavior - some
times no effect. These "official" designations ofthe uses ofshared reve
nue, which were compiled and published by the U.S. Department ofthe
Treasury in the early program years, were highly political, and in our
view, and also that ofthe U.S. General Accounting Office, illusory, We
found that because many local officials regarded police protection to be
a popular area of governmental activity, they perceived political bene
fits from officially assigning revenue sharing dollars to public safety.
However, in such'cases our field researchers often determined that the
effect ofthis infusion of federal aid funds was very different from what
was officially reported,

For local officials especially (two-thirds of this money went to lo
calities) grant-in-aid revenue is received from many federal and state
sources, including in this period the revenue sharing program. In setting
priorities, local officials could allocate broad-gauged revenue sharing
dollars to any function they wanted for purposes ofreporting to the fed
eral Treasury, as long as they had spent at least that amount on that func
tion. So, if they felt police protection, as stated above, to be a popular
function that would appeal to constituents and to the Congress as a use
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of shared revenue, they could report that they used their shared revenue
for the police. But did they actually use the funds this way? That is, was
this extra money actually used for more policing? That was a question
we asked our field researchers to answer, using a uniform analytical
framework to report in the best way they could and with a detailed justi
fication of their analysis. Over time, we developed increasingly better,
and we felt more sensitive, ways for explaining fungibility in relation to
the use of revenue sharing funds. In our opinion, the official data from
the U.S. Treasury Department on the uses of shared revenue, based on
the approved spending categories listed in the law, were misleading. A
consensus emerged on this point, and as a result the official reporting
categories were dropped in the first renewal of revenue sharing legisla
tion.

Basically, shared revenue could be used for new purposes or to off
set tax cuts, that is, substituting this money for what would otherwise
have been raised through taxation. If the funds were used for substitu
tion purposes (also called fiscal displacement), another question arose:
In what types ofjurisdictions was this most likely to occur? And why?
Likewise, to the extent shared revenue was used for new-spending pur
poses, policymakers wanted to know what kinds of new purposes.

Although the aim ofthis chapter is to describe the rationale ofthe field
network methodology, several points about the fmdings are useful here.
Substitution effects were not found to be widespread in our research.
One-time (often capital) expenditures dominated the new-spending ef
fects. We determined that the reason for this was that government offi
cials, especially local officials of smaller jurisdictions, were leery of
absorbing this new aid money into their regular finances. They feared,
and rightly so, that someday the federal government would tum off the
water. They did not want to have to raise taxes or layoff regular em
ployees when this happened, so they tried to keep shared revenue sepa
rate from other revenue. A good way to do this was to build something.
Since many politicians have an "edifice complex," revenue sharing
turned out to be good for them in these terms.

Despite the fact that our sample was stratified and not random, and
despite the fact that we based our findings on field analyses that could
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not easily be replicated, we were able to present findings in ways that
helped policymakers understand the effects ofthe revenue sharing pro
gram in the diverse and fragmented setting of American federalism. In
every situation, we tried to be as clear as possible about our research
method - its strengths and its limitations.

Other studies of the revenue sharing program were also conducted,
several of them under the auspices of the National Science Foundation
(which also provided support for the Brookings research) and the U.S.
General Accounting Office.4 The other approaches used in the evaluation
studies of revenue sharing were: (1) surveys of state and local officials;
and (2) statistical studies that compared the post-revenue sharing experi
ence with a counterfactual established through econometric modeling.

Researchers using the three different methodologies, as is to be ex
pected, had strong opinions about the weaknesses of approaches other
than their own. I am no exception. I particularly have reservations about
the use of self-reported survey data in this kind of setting. State and lo
cal officials have many options about what they could report as their use
of this federal aid. Under such conditions, they are likely to tell re
searchers what they think the U.S. Congress or their constituents want

, to hear, whether or not that represents the way federal aid funds actually
affected the finances of their government. The behavior, which is not
unreasonable, bears out a statement by former New York Yankees
catcher Yogi Berra that is a good axiom for studying governmental be
havior in a setting as fluid and complex as American federalism. Said
Berra: "You can observe a lot just by watching."5

Endnotes

1 The President's State of the Union Address Delivered before a Joint Ses
sion of the Congress, January 22,1971. Weekly Compilation ofPresiden
tial Documents 7, no. 4, Monday, January 25, 1971 (Washington, DC:
U.S. Government Printing Office), pp. 92, 94.

2 The President's Remarks Upon Signing the Bill Providing State and Local
Fiscal Assistance in a Ceremony at Independence Hall in Philadelphia.
October 20, 1972. Weekly Compilation ofPresidential Documents 8, no.
43, Monday, October 23,1972 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Print
ing Office), p. 1536.
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3 See Richard P. Nathan, Allen D. Manvel, et aI., Monitoring Revenue
Sharing (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1975). See also Richard
P. Nathan, Charles F. Adams, Jr., et aI., Revenue Sharing: The Second
Round (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1977).

4 For a discussion of other studies, see Nathan and Manuel, chapter 12.

5 Yogi Berra et aI., The Yogi Book: "1Really Didn't Say Everything1Said"
(New York: Workman Publishing, 1998).
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Public Policy and
Policy Research:

Limits and Possibilities

Demonstration studies to test new policy ideas and evaluation stud
ies to assess the effects of ongoing public programs can focus on the
same units of analysis - individuals, groups of individuals, communi
ties, and various different kinds of institutions and organizations. How
ever,demonstration studies are best suited to the first two types ofunits
ofanalysis - individuals or groups of individuals - although it is nec
essary (indeed essential) in demonstration research also to know a great
deal about program operations, that is, the institutional behavior of a
public program being tested. It does not make sense to test for the out
comes on individuals of a particular new public policy or major pro
gram departure if researchers do not know a great deal about how it
operates.

Evaluation Research -
The Frontier of Applied Social SCience

My special interest in this book is in evaluation research on the imple
mentation of ongoing programs. Once a new policy or program has
been adopted, politicians are likely to be especially interested in its im
plementation. This is particularly the case in American federalism, as in
any decentralized governmental setting. The experience ofthe field net
work evaluation studies of program implementation shows the
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importance of this point in the welfare field. We found that the Family
Support Act of 1988 was not implemented aggressively or effectively,
and on the other hand that the institutional effects of the Personal Re
sponsibility Act of 1996 have been pervasive, deep, and fundamental.

This distinction between evaluation and demonstration research
has important implications both for policy research and for public pol
icy. Public policies can be oftwo main types: Governments can attempt
to influence the society - that is, to influence how people in the society
think, feel, and view the world. They can also attempt to cause public
agencies and other organizations to take actions that change individual
behavior. Many public policies have both types of purposes, and the
lines between them can be blurred.

Welfare policies send signals. They seek to transmit values in the
society and to change the way responsibilities to meet needs are viewed
and treated. They also direct public agencies to impinge in particular
ways on people's lives. Put in the most basic terms, public policies can
touch the human spirit and they can touch a human life. They often seek
to do both. They seek to achieve both societal effects and individual
outcomes without being explicit about which types of goals are para
mount or how they are to be weighted and related.

Many public policy researchers care very much (sometimes totally)
about having crisp, clear measures ofthe effects ofpublic policies on in
dividuals. Policy researchers on the other hand tend to be less interested
in the effeCts ofpublic policies on societal values and institutional behav
ior. But the catch is that the way a public policy affects institutional be
havior, though elusive, has to be understood for the purpose ofmeasuring
its effects on individuals treated as research subjects.

Realistic, well-designed evaluation studies can assess, although
generally not definitively, the effects of complicated and often impre
cise governmental actions where the aim is to assess their effects on so
cietal values and institutional behavior. But they cannot easily assess 
sometimes they cannot assess at all - whether such a public policy
once adopted has caused a certain effect in the life of a particular indi
vidual or family. For example, teaching Johnny or Jane to read and act
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responsibly as a citizen by influencing school districts and schools is an
important purpose of political actors for many education policies. But
not every political action done in the name ofsuch a purpose is translat
able into actions by school districts and schools that can be defined pre
cisely, treated as an independent variable, and measure,d in terms of its
effects on an individual child.

Public policies operate in complex, noisy environments in which a
great many factors are also operating. Tightly specified causal analyses
ofpolicy effects, no matter how desirable, often simply are not possible
to undertake. What I am concerned about is that despite this situation,
many policy researchers reject inferences about causality that are not
based on rigorous, often only randomized, policy research. The perfect
should not be the enemy of the good.

As we have seen in the discussion of demonstration research in
Part II ofthis book, even under the best ofconditions, the real world en
vironment in which demonstration studies are carried out to test new
public policies presents many hurdles to the specification of treatment
and control groups in a social experiment. Moreover, because of the
complexity of the environment in which they operate, many social ex
periments show only modest results compared to what the advocates of
a tested new policy seek to achieve. In chapter 2, I referred to an article
by two policy researchers, Gary Burtless and Robert H. Haveman, who
reviewed three social experiments and reflected on the modest results
obtained. They concluded dourly, "if you advocate a particular policy
reform or innovation, do not press to have it tested."1

My concern is that the overemphasis of public policy researchers
on individual, as opposed to institutional effects, loads the deck against
government. It does so because it does not acknowledge that institu
tional and signaling effects can change values in pervasive ways that
touch the human spirit greatly, but touch individual lives much less dis
cretely and discernibly. This point about signals changing attitudes and
thus affecting institutional and individual behavior indirectly is a strong
theme in social science. Economists emphasize theories about signal
ing. Indeed, John Maynard Keynes stressed this psychological dimen
sion for understanding how economies fare and function.
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Welfare is by no means unique among areas of public policy in
which value changes and changes in institutional behavior are intrinsic to
what politicians are seeking to accomplish. In the post-World War II pe
riod, civil rights legislation has been the most notable area of American
legislative reform in the field ofdomestic policy. Yet, civil rights laws are
not instrumental in the micro-sense whereby politicians are trying to
change individual behavior in precise and specific ways. Civil rights laws
seek to change the way institutions behave - the labor market, govern
ments, private accommodations, schools, and the electoral system.

While there is a large literature on civil rights policy, there was not
in the period ofthe civil rights revolution in America a large amount of
social science research on how and how much institutional change oc
curred in response to civil rights laws and policies. There are historical
and advocacy literatures about civil rights in America, but perhaps be
cause the research terrain is so amorphous, the sponsors and leaders of
public policy research did not gravitate to this area the way they have to
studies of more finely tuned social programs that appear to lend them
selves to the application of statistical methods and random assignment
to study individual outcomes.

In the case of civil rights, the impetus for change can be said to be
liberal in the way that word is commonly used. Returning to the educa
tion policy used earlier for illustrative purposes, there has been a similar
strong (although historically not as consequential) effort recently to re
form schools and school systems. Here, too, the push has been to
change values and institutional behavior, although in this case much of
the recent hard charging has been done by conservatives. By advocating
charter schools and vouchers, reformers seek to change education as an
enterprise. Their aim, often explicit, has been to create competitive
pressures by dint oftheir support for alternatives to public education so
that the educational industry as a whole is stimulated to raise standards.

The best measure ofthe success ofcharter schools and vouchers is
not whether a single student does better over a lifetime ofearnings than
a student educated in a conventional public school. This may be a test
we would like to apply, but for the sophisticated school reformer it
would not be the most sensible one, or even a sufficient one. The real
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test is whether the enterprise ofeducation is infused with a new spirit of
competitiveness to raise standards of excellence.

In short, the mindset of randomized experimental studies is useful
and good, but its attractiveness to social scientists has caused many par
ticipants in governmental policy-making to view many policies too nar
rowly. Evaluation studies of the institutional effects of ongoing public
programs may not be glitzy to social science researchers who like to use
their latest statistical bells and whistles. Nevertheless, such studies are
ofgreat value to politicians who want to know ifand how their new pol
icies got implemented. Hard as it is to change reward systems for large
and multifaceted undertakings such as applied social science in govern
ment, I think the public would be well served by trying to do this.

Many activities of governments in the United States could be
made more effective ifwe knew more about what happened to public
policies after they were adopted: Did they get implemented in the
ways they were supposed to in terms of changed signals and changed
organizational structures, institutional behavior, and administrative
processes? My essential argument is that this type of social science
knowledge-building (both quantitative and qualitative and involving
multiple social science disciplines) should have more standing for
public policy research and public policy researchers. Significant ben
efits could flow from this in many fields. The signaling, institutional,
and administrative effects of efforts to reform public welfare, public
schools, hospitals and health systems, and child care and child welfare
systems, to name just a few examples, are all cases in which sophisti
cated, independent public policy research to evaluate the performance
ofinstitutions could enhance the nation's governance capacity and en
rich our understanding of the operations of America's governments
and American federalism.

The Demand for Policy Research

The focus ofmost of the discussion in this book has been on the supply
side ofpublic policy research, describing and comparing certain kinds of
applications of social science to social policy. I shift in this final section
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to the demand side. Two main types of institutions - governments and
foundations - are the main sponsors and funders of public policy re
search. Both have turf to protect and purposes to advance that are rooted
in politics, although different kinds ofpolitics. In this consideration ofthe
demand for public policy research, the discussion again is organized ac
cording to three types ofapplied social science - demonstration studies
to test potential new policies, evaluation studies to assess the effects of
ongoing public policies, and studies of conditions and trends.

Demonstration Studies. I have already stated a preference for ser
vice-type demonstrations as opposed to demonstration studies ofthe ef
fects of income maintenance programs, or similar universal
entitlements. But even in the former case of service-type programs, I
believe demonstration research should be selective. Demonstration
studies are best suited to situations in which three conditions apply: Pol
iticians and administrators are genuinely interested in a particular goal;
there is a lack ofconsensus on how best to achieve it; and there is a will
ingness to devote the time and resources necessary for finding out about
the effects ofpreferred policy approaches. Random assignment, which
is the favored approach ofmost demonstration researchers, has the spe
cial advantage in such situations ofhelping (or at least making it easier)
to factor out bias in the conduct of demonstration studies.

Generally, it is governments that sponsor and pay for demonstra
tion research. For example, in the case of the supported work demon
stration, the first demonstration study conducted by the Manpower
Demonstration Research Corporation, it was the Ford Foundation that
launched this ship, but it floated on federal money. The negative income
tax and other demonstration studies of income maintenance programs
conducted in the fields of health, housing, and education were paid for
almost entirely by the federal government.

State governments and sometimes local governments and founda
tions also undertake projects to test new program ideas. Note the use of
the word "projects," as opposed to studies, in the last sentence. By this, I
mean to convey the idea that sometimes demonstrations are not so much
a test ofwhat works as an effort to prove that something does work. For
social scientists, this can produce a dilemma: Should social scientists
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help to bring as much expertise as possible to bear in such projects, or
should they restrict their activities to well designed, genuine, and inde
pendent pilot studies of programs and major new program approaches?
My inclination is for social scientists to get involved, but not to conduct
research or to sign and issue reports, unless there is a willingness on the
part ofthe sponsors ofdemonstration projects to be scientific and nonpo
litical about the results achieved and the methods used.

Increasingly, public policy experts trained in university graduate
schools of public affairs are the people who play the key roles on both
sides ofthis transaction. They serve as government and foundation offi
cials responsible for sponsoring demonstration research and they also
serve as public policy researchers. They both do applied social science
and sponsor it, in which latter role they have a big hand in determining
what kind of public policy research is conducted. People trained pri
marily in economics have played the main roles in applying social sci
ence to social policy, and tend to dominate public policy education. But,
as I argue, while economists should be credited for this, there is a need
for a broadened disciplinary perspective in order to add other social sci
ence disciplines and researchers - sociologists, political scientists,
psychologists, and ethnographers - to the teams conducting demon
stration research studies. This is done in some demonstration studies,
but needs to be done more widely and more actively.

Two important topics also need to be considered here - access to
data and the problem ofsquishy research. I learned from the experience
of the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation that months,
even years, can be taken up working out study designs and getting them
adopted, and even then that problems can occur in getting access to
needed data. Sometimes a plan for a demonstration study aborts be
cause the political stars are not aligned; government officials decide, for
whatever reason, to prevent access to needed data. The best course of
action in dealing with such situations is to be up-front and to avoid the
political thicket when it is just too thick. It is in the interest both of the
sponsors ofapplied social science and ofpolicy researchers to avoid sit
uations in which the results ofdemonstration research will not be credi
ble. This is not to say that agencies and advocates should or could be
prevented from using whatever data are available and making claims
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that a program works or doesn't work. However, government officials
in the field ofpolicy research and social scientists should try - and this
is hard to do - to make a distinction between situations in which an in
dependent and scientific test ofa new policy or program idea is feasible
and those in which politics operate in ways that make it unwise to invest
in attempting to do this.

The word "research" cannot be patented. There are lots of reports
called "research" written by individuals and groups that are not seeking
to answer a question, but rather to advance a particular point ofview. This
is "advocacy research." It is a cousin to policy analysis, but I believe it is
distinct from good policy analysis. Advocacy studies (both research and
policy analysis projects) have a role to play. It concerns me, however,
when advocacy studies are cited too easily and authoritatively as "re
search" in the media where quick answers and easy-to-describe argu
ments are always needed.

Evaluation Studies. Evaluation research, which is highlighted in
this book, is harder to deal with than demonstration research when it
comes to the problem of studies called "research" that aren't legiti
mately such. The tendency to claim success for an ongoing public pro
gram, or that the other side's program is a failure, is common in political

, discourse - very common. Evaluation studies that are legitimate re
search undertakings require sponsors and researchers who are credible
and seen as such. Sophisticated as they may be, government officials
who have a stake in their programs may not be able to resist asking re
searchers: "Really, tell me ifmyprogram is working." Even without in
tending to do so, they may be saying, "Tell me what is good about my
program and how to make it better."

One solution is to have outside organizations (that is, outside ofthe
agency involved or outside of government altogether) evaluate an on
going program. This can include oversight agencies such as the U.S.
General Accounting Office, the Congressional Budget Office, and the
Congressional Research Service. Although it is often the case that
within operating agencies, research offices lack adequate political insu
lation, officials in such positions (i.e., heading agency research offices)
frequently feel compelled to show their independence by sponsoring
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evaluations that are unbiased. But this is not easy. It is very hard for or
ganizations that do things also to assess them.

Even when outside organizations conduct evaluations, the politics
ofpolicy research can be hard going. To stay in business, a research or
ganization (public or private) has to generate a steady flow of income.
This requires a delicate balance in order to have a critical mass of sup
port for the work one wants to do and at the same time maintain a high
level of scientific integrity.

Outside evaluators are of three types - university research centers,
independent think tanks, and private companies. The first two (universi
ties and think tanks) receive grants from foundations, governments, and
sometimes from corporations, whereas profit-making companies typi
cally do not receive grants, although they do compete under "requests for
proposals." As opposed to government research offices, foundations as
the sponsoring agencies ofpublic policy research often and understand
ably seek to use their (at least in theirview) "limited" resources to
change things rather than to study them. The special plea I would make
to foundation grant officers is that applied social science ofthe type rec
ommended in this book- action research - can help them. To change
the world, it is often necessary as a first step to understand it.

The three types ofresearch organizations are pulled in different di
rections. University-based social scientists interested in conducting ap
plied research often have a hard time coexisting with their academic
colleagues whose main interest is in theory building and who often es
chew applied work. Think tanks, on the other hand, are not all of one
genre. They are varied in their character. Some are advocacy organiza
tions. Others are dedicated to independent inquiry. But even for the lat
ter group of research-oriented think tanks, they often get (and
sometimes want to be) co-opted - that is, positioned to reflect a certain
point of view and set of values about the areas in which they conduct
demonstration or evaluation studies. As for private corporations that
conduct governmental research, their stockholders may not care about
the purposes ofthe programs being evaluated, but they may find the of
ten specialized and elaborate requirements of scientific inquiry incom
patible with a corporation's other lines ofbusiness.

203



Social Science in Government

We need to look at the pluses and minuses of each of these three
auspices. On the plus side, universities are likely to attract intellectually
strong, creative social science researchers and to have inexpensive sup
port personnel (students). Think tanks can be more specialized, hiring
people with just the right subject-area background and research skills
for a particular line ofresearch, but they may not be as grounded intel
lectually in social science as university researchers. Private companies,
on the other hand, can be more cost-consciously competitive and may
have a somewhat easier time being apolitical, or at least not being as
much affected by policy preferences as nonprofit policy researchers.

On the minus side, universities are difficult environments for man
aging undertakings like a large evaluation study. As already stated, the
leading scholars in the pertinent academic departments often and under
standably resist being pulled, or having their junior colleagues and stu
dents pulled, into applied tasks. The downside for think tanks, again as
already suggested, is that they may have difficulty attracting and retain
ing highly qualified lead social science researchers for studies, not so
much as consultants and advisors, but as the crucial experts that give co
hesion and character to their enterprise. Another downside factor for
think tanks is that in recent years policy experts at some think tanks with
ostensible research missions have tended to yield to the temptation to
engage too often in op-ed like punditry. Finally, the fact that private
companies frequently are not comfortable homes for some types of so
cial science researchers may say more about the kinds of evaluations
private contractors are best suited to bid on than about their overall suit
ability as evaluators.

Studies of Conditions ~nd Trends. The third type of applied so
cial science, as defined in this book, is studies ofconditions and trends.
Even though this subject is not treated in depth, it needs to be included
in discussing the demand for applied social science. Activities under this
heading of studies ofconditions and trends include "advocacy research"
on public problems, which I argue is not an appropriate type ofwork for
academic applied social science. This practice of essay-writing to ad
vance a point ofview is best left to advocacy organizations in the political
process. There are times when social scientists testify, opine, and, as cit
izens, back ideas or causes they care about. But it is necessary, and I
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believe possible, to distinguish these occasions, as compared to those in
which trained social scientists are acting in their professional capacity.

This discussion is not meant to gainsay the value of research and
policy analysis done by social scientists to study conditions and trends,
particularly those studies that involve creating and using large data sets.
References were made in the discussion ofpolicy research on welfare re
form to state government studies ofpeople who leave the welfare rolls or
are diverted or deflected from applying for cash assistance. Federal agen
cies and national foundations have also undertaken large data-gathering
studies of the conditions ofpoor and vulnerable populations in efforts to
link such studies to changes taking place in welfare and related social

.programs. The largest such studies recently have been sponsored by the
u.s. Census Bureau and the Anne E. Casey Foundation. These studies
are examples of applied research on social conditions using large data
sets, often multiple data sets (statistical data, administrative records, and
survey data), in creative ways. What I am opposed to is not these types of
studies, but rather the allocation of substantial amounts of money that
could be used for applied social science to essay writing on what the so
cial scientists themselves define as "problems."

Concluding Comments

The types of applied work that social scientists do in and around gov
ernment can be distinguished by their degree of scientific seriousness.
The most activist is advocacy research, which moves into, and I believe
should be viewed as, a form ofpolitical action. It is not inappropriate for
social scientists to function in this role. In truth, it would be unrealistic
to consider preventing them from doing so. Although surely not every
one in the field would agree, I believe the amount of attention devoted
to this advocacy role by social scientists should be reduced. And in the
most scrupulous way possible, it should be kept separate from the pro
fessional practice of social science.

A second activist category ofapplied work that social scientists do is
participatory, whereby social scientists are engaged in working with, ad
vising, and assisting political actors in the design and execution ofpublic
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policies. Again, there are social scientists who serve in this role and see
great value in it. Such work can be technical assistance or can involve a
stronger advocacy orientation. But again, such a participatory role should
be distinguished from the professional practice of social science.

Henry James once advised an aspiring novelist that the theme of a
book should come through like an iron rod. I hope the theme of this
book that comes through in this way is that credible, applied social sci
ence is different from, and should be kept separate from, advocacy. The
book argues for more and stronger emphasis on evaluation research 
multidisciplinary studies ofthe effects ofnew and changed public poli
cies on institutions. In the long run, such studies can enrich both theory
building and scholarship in the social sciences.

I think of both demonstration research to test new program ideas
and evaluation research to assess the effects of ongoing programs as
"action research" to inform and assist the governmental process. Its
role, as stated in the opening paragraph ofthe book, is to educate not ad
vocate. Such a role for social scientists performing in their professional
capacity needs to be distinguished from basic social science where the
principal aim is theory building. However, in the final analysis the two
activities are compatible, in fact very much so. They can reinforce each
other. The relationship between applied and basic social science should
be a two-way street. The conduct of applied social science research
should not only be a matter of what social science can do for the real
world. It also should be a matter ofwhat the real world can do for social
science.

Endnotes

1 Gary Burtless and Robert H. Haveman, "Policy Lessons from Three Labor
Market Experiments," in Employment and Training: R&D Lessons
Learned and Future Directions.
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