Contract No.: HHSP233000024T
MPR Reference No.:  6214-007

Using Work-Oriented
Sanctions to Increase
TANF Program
Participation

Final Report

September 2007

Jacqueline Kauff
Michelle K. Derr
LaDonna Pavetti
Emily Sama Martin

MATHEMATICA

Policy Research, Inc.

Submitted to: Submitted by:

Department of Health and Human Services
Administration for Children and Families
Office of Planning Research and Evaluation
50 United Nations Plaza, Room 348

San Francisco, CA 94102

Mathematica Policy Research, Inc.
600 Maryland Ave., SW, Suite 550
Washington, DC 20024-2512
Telephone: (202) 484-9220
Facsimile: (202) 863-1763

Project Officer: Project Director:

Leonard Sternbach

Jacqueline Kauff



Disclaimer

The opinions and conclusions expressed herein are solely those of the authors and
should not be construed as representing the opinions or policy of any agency of the federal
government.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

conducted by Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. (MPR) under contract to the

Administration for Children and Families at the U.S., Department of Health and
Human Services (DHHS). Many individuals within these organizations assisted in
conducting the study and producing this report with support from many individuals in the
eight sites included in the study.

The Study of Work-Oriented Sanctions to Increase TANF Program Participation was

At DHHS, ILeonard Sternbach monitored each project task and provided useful
suggestions for improving the study and final report. He was also responsible for all
business aspects of the study. Naomi Goldstein, Karl Koerper, Nancye Campbell, Peter
Germanis, Ann McCormick, and Reuben Snipper also reviewed the final report and
provided useful comments.

At MPR, Jacqueline Kauff and LaDonna Pavetti led and participated in all aspects of
the study from beginning to end. Michelle Derr led five of the eight site visits with support
from Emily Sama Martin and Rob Buschmann. Lindsay Crozier, Jason Markesich, Amy
Levy, and Ellen Seigel managed data collection for the telephone survey of frontline TANF
workers, Jennifer McNulty managed the survey sample and survey data file, and Linda
Gentzik coded survey responses. Emily Sama Martin and Dominic Harris conducted the
programming needed to prepare and analyze the administrative data and telephone survey.
Alan Hershey provided quality assurance reviews of all study products, and Carol Soble
edited this report. Alfreda Holmes provided administrative support throughout the study.

This report would not have been possible without the cooperation and support we
received from staff at all levels in each of the study sites. State and local TANF
administrators, case managers and supervisors, eligibility workers and other TANF program
line staff, administrators and staff at contracted services providers, and staff who handle data
collection and reporting as well as management information systems spoke with us openly
about sanction policies and procedures. In each site, one to four individuals were
responsible for arranging MPR’s in-person visit and serving as our primary contacts. These
include Kimberly Staab in Suffolk County, New York; Denise Blackman and Peggy Feenan
in Arizona; Eileen Schilling, Vicki Abrams, and Bryan Stone in Florida; Donna Gunter and



iv

Betty Ricks in Georgia; Irma Allen, Debby Kratky, Nicole Verver, and Linda Franco in
Texas; Brenda J. Williams and Mayindi Mokwala in Los Angeles County, California; Diane
Rosso and Susan Price in Kern County, California; Chris Webb Curtis and Charr Lee
Metsker in the state of California; and Sarah Brenna and Karla Aguirre in Utah.

We would like to thank all of these organizations and individuals for their important
contributions to this study. The opinions and conclusions expressed herein are solely those
of the authors and should not be construed as representing the opinions or policy of any
agency of the federal government.

Acknowledgments



CONTENTS

Chapter Page
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ...cuuttiteetiiiiisssnnneeeeriesssssssnsnesesssssssssssssssesssssssssssssssssses xiii

I INTRODUCTION ...utunriirieiiiiiiiinniieeeeeissiisssssseeeeeisssssssssssseeessssssssssssssssssssssnes 1

A, STATE POLICY CONTEXT ...oviuiieiriiriieieiiieeieneiiseseneeseseiesessisseesessessesessesssssessnssses 3

B.  STUDY QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY ..ottt 5

1. CaSE StUAIES cevveueriiirieieiiiieieie ettt ettt ettt seneneeas 7

2. Telephone Survey of Frontline Workers........ccocooviiiiniiiiiicn, 7

3. AdmINiStrative DAL c.covevveeeiieeiriecieceeere e 8

C. REVIEW OF LITERATURE ON THE ROLE OF SANCTIONS IN WELFARE
REFORM ittt ettt ettt e e ettt e e st e e sssaat e s sesnteeesessteessssasessssseessssseesssnnne

1. The Relationship Between Sanctions and Participation in Work-

Related ACHVIHIES ..ucvvuiviciiciicii s
2. The Implementation Of SANCHONS ....c.cceueueviueiririririririririiicceeeeennes
3. Contributions of the Current Study of Sanction Policies ..........cccuuuce.e.

II SANCTION POLICIES AND PROGRAM TRENDS: AN INTRODUCTION TO

THE STUDY SITES tuevueeueeueereessereeserserseesesssssssssessessesssssssssessessssssssssssessessessssssss
A.  IMMEDIATE FULL-FAMILY SANCTIONS ....utttetteetteetteeeeeeeeeesreesreesssesseesssesssessesns
1. Texas—Tarrant COUNLY ..o

2. Flotida—Duval COUNLY ...c.ccceeuiiuiririiiieieieieirrinrsceeeeieieeieverenerenenes



vi

Chapter Page

11 (continued)

B.  GRADUAL FULL-FAMILY SANCTIONS.....cecosusitiiiniinininninsinssisississsssisiesss s 20
1. Utah—=Salt Lake County......cccoeueiviiiiiiniiiniiiiicnncnccecns 20
2. Ar1zona—DPIMa COUNLY .cuviiiiiiiiiriieieieieieieieiee et eseeserenen 22
3. Georgia—DeKalb COUNLY ..c.cvviiiieiiicieiriicereere e 23
C. PARTIAL SANCTIONS . ..c.ovtuititeiinitnte ittt 25
1. California—Los Angeles and Kern Counties ........cccvuveeeerverecuereirieueunenes 25
2. New York—Suffolk COUnty ..o 27

111 LAYING THE FOUNDATION FOR IMPLEMENTING TANF SANCTIONS:
DEFINING AND COMMUNICATING PROGRAM REQUIREMENTS ..ccuvvueeeeennennes 29

A.  DEFINING WHO IS REQUIRED TO PARTICIPATE IN PROGRAM

ALCTIVITIES avttteeteeteeeeeeeeeteeeeeeeeeeeaeeeseseseeeseeestesseeaseesstesstesseesssesssesssesssesssessneessesnnes 31
B. DEFINING CLIENT EXPECTATIONS . ..ciitittetteitteeeerreeeessreesssssseesssssseesssssssessssseees 34
C. COMMUNICATING EXPECTATIONS TO CLIENTS ..ciiettieteeeireernreeesreessreessreessnees 42

1A% IDENTIFYING AND ADDRESSING NONCOMPLIANCE: PARTICIPATION
MONITORING AND CONCILIATION PRACTICES .cvuvvureereureecenceneenceesescescsnsnnes 47

A, MONITORING PARTICIPATION ...ettetteeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeteeeseeeesseeseeesssseesssesareesssseessees 47

B. CONCILIATING WITH NONPARTICIPATING CLIENTS BEFORE

SANCTIONS ARE IMPOSED ...c.ceutiiiiirieieieieieteieeeieesteie ettt ee s e se e esens 53
1. Conciliation During a Two-Phase Problem-Solving Process: Utah....... 57
2. Conciliation During Mediation Sessions: Suffolk County..........cceueeeee. 58
3. Conciliation During Compliance Planning Meetings: Kern County.....60
4. Conciliation During Compliance Planning Meetings and Home

Visits: Los Angeles COUNLY ... 61

Contents



Chapter

A\

VI

vii

Page
ENGAGING THE UNENGAGED: INITIATIVES FOR CLIENTS IN
SANCTION STATUS uuvuruerrereereeceecessrssrsssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnssnss 65
A. INTENSIVE EFFORTS TO IDENTIFY AND RESOLVE BARRIERS TO
PARTICIPATION .. utttetteeeetteeteeeetteestteesneeseseesssseesseesaseessssesssssessssessssessssesssssessnessnns 67
1. Conducting Outreach to and Group Sessions for Sanctioned
Clients: Kernt COUNtY....coviiiiiiiiiiiiicees s 67
2. Using a Local Social Service Agency to Identify and Resolve
Barriers: Suffolk County ... 69
B. EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS OR POLICIES TO ENGAGE SANCTIONED
CLIENTS IN WORK ACTIVITIES ..tooveieveiereenreenreenreesseeseeseesseseesssesssesssesssesssesssesnns 73
1. Engaging Clients in Job Search and Job Preparation: Tarrant
COUNLY ottt 73
2. Engaging Clients in Unsubsidized Jobs: Suffolk County........cccceuucuuenee. 74
3. Engaging Clients in Federally Countable Activities by Offering
Incentives: GEOIGIA.....ccviuiuivriiiiiiiiici e 76
C. ORGANIZATIONAL STRATEGIES TO SUPPORT RE-ENGAGEMENT
INTTIATIVES et totttietteeette et eeeeeeeeteeeseeseseeseasessseesssesaseesaseesssssesessesessesssseessssessnessns 76
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SANCTIONS AND WORK PARTICIPATION
RATES IN THREE SITES...ctuutteuteeecerecreeereecresseesseesssesssssssessesssssssssssssssssssssssssses 81
A. THE TEXAS EXPERIENCE—SHIFTING FROM A PARTIAL TO A FULL-
FAMILY SANCTION ..uttiittiitieeeeteeeeeesreeesueeesseeessesssseessssesssssessssessssessssessssssssssessnees 83
1. Changes in the Caseload ... 86
2. Changes in Participation ..........cccccvviiiiininiciiieeccsscnesssae 89
3. Changes in EMPIOYMENt c.cciviviiiiiiiiiiiciiiicciniicreece e 92
B. THE GEORGIA EXPERIENCE—SANCTION POLICY AND APPLICANT
WORK REQUIREMENT CHANGES ....cveiviitieieiesteeeestesseesessesseessessessesssessessesasssens 92
C. THE LOS ANGELES COUNTY EXPERIENCE—EFFORTS TO REDUCE
SANCTIONS ..ttt et ee et e et eerteeeeseesetesssseesaseesartesasteessstesastesaseessseessseesessesssseesssees 98

Contents



viii

Chapter

VII

Contents

Page
CONCLUSION .eutueeueenereeeeesecrscrsersessssssesscssessesssssssssessesssssssssssssssessessessssssssssss 103
A.  KEY INNOVATIONS IMPLEMENTED IN THE STUDY SITES..cctteeeteeeeeeeeeeeeeennenn 103
B.  WHAT WE LEARNED FROM THE STUDY SITES’ EXPERIENCES .....ccoevvvevuveenn. 108
C. EXPANDING THE KNOWLEDGE BASE: EVALUATING THE IMPACT OF
VARIOUS SANCTION POLICIES AND PROCEDURES ON WORK
PARTICIPATION AND RELATED OUTCOMES ...veovvtivrieeereeeeeesveeesereesveessneesns 112
1. An Experiment to Test the Impact of Major Policy Changes .............. 113
2. Experiments to Test Alternative Services for Families That Are or
May Be Sanctioned .....c.ccueveereriririniniiieicccccieieeerereneeee e 114
REFERENCES ..oittteteetttt ettt eeeateeeesaeeesesaseeessssseesssssseessssseessssssesssssstesssssssesssssssesssssses 117

APPENDIX A:  STUDY SITE SUMMARIES

APPENDIX B:  TELEPHONE SURVEY OF FRONTLINE WORKERS

SURVEY INSTRUMENT

APPENDIX C: TELEPHONE SURVEY OF FRONTLINE WORKERS

METHODOLOGY AND RESULTS

APPENDIX D: STATE ADMINISTRATIVE DATA



Table

1.1

1.2

1.1

11.2

II1.1

111.2

111.3

111.4

II1.5

V.1

v.z2

V.1

V.2

V.3

TABLES

Page
STATE SANCTION POLICIES: MARCH 2003 AND MARCH 2007....ccccvvvvvrrerrevererrennenns 4
SAMPLE SIZE AND RESPONSE RATE FOR TELEPHONE SURVEY OF
FRONTLINE STAFT ..oitiittetesieseeiesteseetestesseesessesseessessessesssessassessssssessessssssessessesssessessenses 8
CONSIDERATIONS IN STTE SELECTION ..cuveuteeteirteietereeessessesseessessessessessssessessessesesses 16
SANCTION PENALTY AND CURE REQUIREMENTS ....cceouietietieteereereereereeseeeenseeseennens 17
CURRENT EXEMPTIONS ACROSS STUDY SITES...cveeveiesirierrereeresressesseeeessessessesesennes 32
WORK REQUIREMENTS FOR ADULTS IN SINGLE-PARENT CASES ...ccvevververerreienen. 35
MoOsT COMMON PERSONAL CHALLENGES AFFECTING PARTICIPATION............... 38
KNOWLEDGE OF EXEMPTION POLICIES.....ccvcvtiiriereesenesieieesessesseseeessessessessesennes 44
KNOWLEDGE OF WORK REQUIREMENTS.....ccueecterieereeiestesseeeessessesseessessessessessessessees 44
PERSONAL AND FAMILY CHALLENGES CONSIDERED IN SANCTION
IDECISTONS ..utiiitirieieieisestetetetee s steste s e s testesae s e e ssessesseseesessessessensesassessensensesessessens 55
ACTIVITIES REQUIRED BEFORE SANCTIONING ....ucoiivieverereereereereeereereereesesseseneenees 56
RE-ENGAGING SANCTIONED CLIENTS . ...cccveitsiirterteeeresrestessersesessessersessessssessessessssenns 66
OUTCOMES OF EAC MEETINGS WITH SANCTIONED CLIENTS IN SUFFOLK
COUNTY ovtrtiienienteitstesiestestetssessessesessessessassessssessessessensesessessensensessssessensessesessessensensesassenss 72
PROCESSES FOR IMPOSING SANCTIONS ....cviveviiierirereeereeeseseesesessessssesessesessssesessessssens 77



Table

V4

VI.1

VI.2

VI3

V1.4

VL5

V1.0.

VII.1

Tables

Page
LENGTH OF TIME AND EFFORT REQUIRED TO IMPOSE A SANCTION.......ccceveneeee. 78
CHARACTERISTICS OF TEXAS TANF CASES, BY COHORT ....coovevverrereereererenrereerenes 85
CHARACTERISTICS OF SANCTIONED TANF CASES IN TEXAS, BY COHORT ......... 90
EMPLOYMENT RATES AMONG CASES THAT WENT OFF TANF IN TEXAS,
BY COHORT ...veeveeteeteeeteeeteeeteeereetteeseeveeseeseeseesssesseesseesseesssesssasssessseesseesseesssessessenseen 92
NUMBER OF FIRST- AND SECOND-LEVEL SANCTIONS IN GEORGIA OVER
TTIME ettt ettt ettt et et e et ettt et e eteeab e beebeeab e beeteete et e teeae e b ebeeteenbeteeteentean 95
NUMBER OF TANF APPLICATIONS IN GEORGIA AND PERCENT
APPROVED OVER TTIME ..ocviitiiteieetieeeeeeteeteeeeeteeseeseesveesseseesseesseseessensesseessensessesssensenses 96
RESOLUTION OF LLOS ANGELES TANF CASES SUBJECT TO HOME VISITS,
BY TYPE OF RESOLUTION .....cotiitietieieeteeteetteteeteeseetesteeseesessesseessesessssssensessesseensensenns 101
STRATEGIES IMPLEMENTED ACROSS STUDY STTES ...voovieveeteereereereeveereereeveeseereenns 105



Figure
IIL.1
v

V1.1

V1.2

VI3

V1.4

VI.5

VI.6

V1.7
VI.8
V1.9

VI.10

VI.11

FIGURES

Page
APPROACHES TO ASSIGNMENT OF WORK ACTIVITIES ..vveeuveeveeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseeseeenes 36
DIRECT AND INDIRECT REPORTING TO SANCTION DECISION MAKERS.............. 51
TANF WORK PARTICIPATION RATE AMONG SINGLE PARENTS IN TEXAS
OVER TIME, BY COHORT ...cvievieteereeteereereeteeseeseeeseeseesseeseessessesseessessessesssessessesssessensenss 86
CASES ON TANF IN TEXAS OVER TIME, BY COHORT—ALL CASES .....ccceevevvenene. 87
CASES ON TANF IN TEXAS OVER TIME, BY COHORT—SINGLE-PARENT
(O3 2 TSR 87
SANCTION RATES IN TEXAS AMONG NON-EXEMPT CLIENTS ON TANF
OVER TIME, BY COHORT ...cvietieteereeteeteeeteeteeteesveeteeseeseeseeseesesseessessessesseensensesseessensenses 88
NUMBER OF SINGLE-PARENT CASES IN TEXAS PARTICIPATING IN
ACTIVITIES FOR 30 OR MORE HOURS PER WEEK, BY COHORT .....cccevevvererrenrerenas 91
PERCENTAGE OF SINGLE-PARENT CASES IN TEXAS NOT EXEMPT FROM
WORK REQUIREMENTS, BY COHORT ....cvoovierieienteeteeienreereessessesseessesessesssesessesssessenss 91
GEORGIA’S TANF CASELOAD AND WORK PARTICIPATION RATE ..oovevveevennee. 94
GEORGIA TANF APPLICATION DENIAL REASONS OVER TIME ...covvvvivveeeeeene. 97
GEORGIA TANF CASE CLOSURE REASONS OVER TIME ..cooovtieeieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeenns 98
RESOLUTION OF LOS ANGELES TANF CASES SUBJECT TO THE HOME
VISTT PROCESS..ctttteetteeeeeeeeeeeteeeeeeeeteeeesiateessssstessassstessesssessestsesssssssesssssseesssssseessssssesssns 99

SANCTION RATE OVER TIME IN LLOS ANGELES COUNTY weeeevteeeveeeeeeeeseeeeseeseneeas 100



PAGE ISINTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK TO ALLOW FOR DOUBLE-SIDED COPYING



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

(PRWORA) provided a block grant to states to create the Temporary Assistance for

Needy Families (TANF) program. In doing so, it required states to engage certain
minimum percentages of their TANF caseloads—>50 percent of all families and 90 percent of
two-parent families—in specified work and work-related activities for a specified number of
hours per week. Sanctions, or financial penalties for noncompliance with program
requirements, have long been perceived as a major tool for encouraging TANF recipients
who might not be inclined to participate in work activities to do so. The logic behind
sanctions is that adverse consequences—such as a reduction in the TANF cash grant (a
partial sanction) or gradual or immediate termination of the TANF grant (a full-family
sanction)—can help influence the participation decisions that welfare recipients make.

The 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act

In reauthorizing the TANF program, the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 (DRA)
changed the way the work participation rates are calculated and thereby effectively increased
the rates required of states. Work participation rates are calculated by dividing a numerator
consisting of “participants”’—families engaged in federally acceptable work activities for the
requisite hours per week—by a denominator that is a count of “total families.” Largely
because states received credits in their participation rates for caseload reductions that
occurred after 1995 and because the count of “total families” included only certain TANF
recipients, the real rates that states had to meet prior to the DRA were substantially below 50
and 90 percent. As of fiscal year 2007, states will receive credits in their participation rates
for caseload reductions that occur after 2005 and the count of “total families” will include
TANTF recipients as well as families receiving assistance through separate state programs that
count toward maintenance of effort (MOE) requirements. Because of these changes, states
now face the challenge of achieving participation rates that are considerably higher and close
to the 50 and 90 percent standards set in the law. As states consider their options for
meeting the higher work participation rates, they are likely to consider how they might
redefine their TANF and separate state programs and make better use of sanction policies
and procedures to encourage higher levels of participation in program activities.
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Sanctions may influence the work participation rate in one of two ways. First, sanctions
may encourage recipients who are not inclined to participate in program activities to do so.
In this case, a state’s work participation rate will be higher than it would be in the absence of
sanctions because the numerator of the rate will increase. Second, when gradual or
immediate full-family sanctions are applied to noncompliant recipients, they eliminate those
clients from the TANF caseload (thereby removing them from the denominator of the
TANF work participation calculation). Sanctions may also influence the participation rate
indirectly if information about work requirements and penalties for noncompliance lead
some people never to apply for assistance in the first place or to leave the caseload on their
own.

States can use the sanction process in one of two ways to affect either the numerator or
the denominator of the participation rate—they can change sanction policies or they can
change sanction procedures. Examples of changes to sanction policies include changes to
(1) the effect of the sanction on the TANF grant (i.e., whether it is reduced and by how
much or whether it is terminated and when), (2) the length of time a sanction must remain in
place, (3) what a family must do to be considered compliant again and resume full receipt of
benefits after a sanction, or (4) the consequences for multiple acts of noncompliance.
Examples of changes to procedures include (1) implementing new outreach and service
strategies to encourage noncompliant recipients to begin participating and reduce the
likelihood that a sanction is ever imposed, (2) implementing strategies to impose sanctions
more quickly so that noncompliant clients do not remain in the caseload and in the
denominator of the participation rate longer than necessary, and (3) implementing new
initiatives to re-engage already sanctioned clients in program activities. Changes to
procedures indirectly related to sanctions may also affect the participation rate—for
example, changing the way participation is monitored so that noncompliance may be
identified and addressed more rapidly.

This report documents how some jurisdictions are responding, in their sanction policies
and procedures, to the new participation rate requirements imposed by federal law. It is
based on a study conducted by Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. (MPR) of sanction
policies and practices in eight sites located in seven states. With one exception, the sites
included in the study did not introduce major changes to the basic structure of their sanction
policies—that is, the effect of sanctions on the TANF grant. They did, however, implement
changes to other aspects of sanction policy and/or procedures in an effort to increase
engagement in work and work-related activities. After briefly describing the study’s research
questions and methodology, the Executive Summary of this report highlights key
innovations implemented in the study sites and summarizes what we learned from the study
sites’ experiences. It concludes with a discussion of next steps for furthering our
understanding of the impact of various sanctioning approaches on increasing participation in
work activities and improving recipients’ overall well-being.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND STUDY METHODOLOGY

The primary objective of the study was to provide states and localities with a broad view
of sanction policies, procedures, and reengagement strategies that they could adopt to
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improve their TANF programs and work participation rates. A secondary objective was to
define a future research agenda to address outstanding questions about sanction policies and
practices. Given the study’s primary objective, sites were selected purposively to maximize
variation along key policy and programmatic dimensions. Table 1 identifies the study sites
and some key characteristics. To accomplish both objectives, the study addressed five key
research questions:

e What sanction policies exist, how have they changed, and what has been the role
of sanctions in encouraging participation in work activities?

e How are sanction policies implemented at the local level?
e What strategies do states/local sites use to avoid imposing sanctions?
e What strategies do states/local sites use to re-engage noncompliant clients?

e What future research could advance understanding of how sanctions increase
engagement and participation rates?

To answer the research questions, MPR collected data from three sources: (1) in-depth
case studies in all eight sites; (2) a telephone survey of frontline TANF program staff
(primarily case managers and eligibility workers) in all eight sites; and (3) administrative data
systems in three sites. The purpose of the case studies was to gather qualitative information
from a variety of sources to create a comprehensive picture of the implementation of
sanction policies and procedures. The purpose of the survey was to shed additional light on
(1) how staff perceive the role of sanctions; (2) the extent to which staff understand sanction
policies and procedures; (3) the extent to which staff use discretion in the sanction process;
and (4) the way in which staff use sanctions to encourage program participation. The
purpose of the administrative data analysis was to explore through outcome data the
relationship between sanction policy and procedural changes and engagement in work and
work-related activities.

Table 1. Study Sites

County Work-

Major City in or Mandatory
Site Closest to Site Type of Sanction TANF Caseload®
Texas—Tarrant County Fort Worth Immediate full-family 5,800-6,000*
Florida—Duval County Jacksonville Immediate full- family 900*
Utah—Salt Lake County Salt Lake City Gradual full-family 1,600-1,700
Arizona—Pima County Tucson Gradual full-family 1,000-1,100
Georgia—DeKalb County Decatur/Atlanta Gradual full-family 700-800
California—Los Angeles County Los Angeles Partial 26,000-27,000
California—Kern County Bakersfield Partial 6,000-7,000
New York—Suffolk County Long Island Partial 1,000-1,500

 County or regional work-mandatory TANF caseloads reported during fall 2006. *Indicates regional, rather
than county, TANF caseload.

Excecutive Summary
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KEY INNOVATIONS IMPLEMENTED IN THE STUDY SITES

The study sites made different decisions about better use of sanction policies and
procedures to achieve work participation rates. Facing a scarcity of evidence on effective
strategies for engaging large numbers of recipients in work and work-related activities, the
study sites relied on their professional judgment to decide how to use their limited resources
to increase participation in these activities. Several factors influenced their decisions
including: the type of sanction policy already in place; how roles and responsibilities were
allocated between staff in the welfare office and contracted service providers; the site’s
overall philosophy and approach for helping recipients make the welfare-to-work transition;
the number of families subject to work-oriented sanctions; the availability of funds to
implement special initiatives; the availability and use of information on the characteristics
and needs of sanctioned families; and legislative or legal constraints. The strategies
implemented by the sites with respect to sanctions fall into six broad categories:

e Changing sanction policies

e Defining and communicating information about work requirements
e Monitoring program participation and identifying noncompliance

e Re-engaging noncompliant clients before imposition of a sanction

e Revising processes to impose sanctions more efficiently

e Re-engaging noncompliant clients after imposition of a sanction

Most program administrators and staff in the sites perceived the changes they made in
these areas as improvements that will contribute to increased participation rates. However,
little to no data exist to provide evidence of their effectiveness. The bullets below highlight
innovations among the sites in the six areas. Information in the text boxes presents findings
from the administrative data analysis on the outcomes of strategies implemented in Texas,
Georgia, and Los Angeles County. Despite the lack of proven effects, program
administrators in other states and localities might want to experiment with some of the
strategies listed below or use them as a springboard for other ideas on revising sanction
practices or implementing new re-engagement initiatives.

Changing Sanction Policies

In recent years, many states have changed the basic aspect of their sanction policy—the
effect of a sanction on the TANF cash grant—sometimes as part of a larger reform of their
welfare systems. All states that have done so have moved to a more stringent model—that
is, from a partial to a full-family (six states) or from a gradual full-family to an immediate
full-family sanction policy (three states). Other states have made changes to other
dimensions of their sanction policy, some of which have increased and others that have
eased the stringency of sanctions, while maintaining the policy’s basic structure with respect
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to effects on the TANF grant. One of the states in the study—Texas—made major changes
to the basic structure of its sanction policy and others made more minor changes along other
dimensions.

e Shift from a partial to full-family sanction. In September 2003, Texas shifted
from a partial to full-family sanction with strict cure requirements. Before 2003,
failure to comply with work requirements resulted in a benefit reduction equal
to the entire adult portion of the grant. Repeat acts of noncompliance had the
same effect on the TANF grant but were subject to progressively longer
minimum sanction periods. The new policy requires termination of the TANF
grant for one month for all clients who fail to meet their work activity hours.
During that month, clients remain on the caseload in sanction status. After a
second consecutive month of noncompliance, Texas drops clients from the
TANTF rolls completely. To cure a sanction, clients must perform one month of
work activities, and, to return to TANF after being sanctioned off the caseload,
clients must complete 30 days of work activities within 40 days of their TANF
eligibility interview.

Outcomes of the Shift from a Partial to Full-Family Sanction—The Case of Texas

In the wake of its new policy, Texas has experienced a substantial increase in its work participation
rate—from 28.1 in FY 2003 to 34.2 in FY 2004. Administrative data suggest that the increase in Texas’
work participation rate likely resulted from several different factors. First, the number and proportion of
cases participating in work activities was higher immediately after the implementation of full-family
sanctions than before, but declined over time to levels similar to those among cases subject to partial
sanction policies. More importantly, however, the caseload—the denominator of the participation rate—
declined. The rate of sanctioning in Texas did not change when the state shifted to an immediate-full-
family sanction policy. However, substantially more cases subject to the full-family policy left the
caseload over the course of a year than those subject to the original partial sanction policy. FEither they
were sanctioned off the caseload or they left voluntarily, perhaps after taking the work requirements and
stricter consequences for noncompliance into account. After the policy change was implemented, many
families left the caseload for employment (and more did so than before the policy change), however, they
do not affect the work participation rate because they are no longer part of the TANF caseload. In
addition, while 1.7 times as many people left TANF with or for employment in the year after the policy
change than in the year before it, 2.5 times as many left TANF without employment. The administrative
data, however, cannot distinguish the effects of changes in sanction policies from the effects of other
factors, such as other changes in TANF policy or practice, economic influences on the behavior of low-
income families, or changes in policy or practice in other programs serving low-income families.

e Increased penalties for multiple sanctions. In 1994, using federal waivers,
Utah began using a gradual full-family sanction to encourage clients to
participate.  Within the last year, Utah restructured its sanction policy by
decreasing the time it takes to impose a sanction and increasing the stringency
of the penalties for repeat sanctions. Before, all sanctions resulted in a $100
grant reduction for two months followed by case closure for continued
noncompliance. Now, first sanctions result in $100 reduction in cash assistance
for one month followed by case closure for continued noncompliance. Second

Excecutive Summary



xviii

sanctions result in immediate case closure for at least one month and all
subsequent sanctions result in immediate case closure for at least two months.

o FElimination of durational sanctions. California eliminated durational
sanctions in an effort to reengage clients in federally countable work activities
sooner. In the past, a first sanction could be cured immediately, a second
sanction resulted in a reduction of cash assistance for at least three months, and
a third sanction resulted in a grant reduction for at least six months. Now,
clients may cure any sanction at any time and thus return to the numerator of
the participation rate sooner than before.

Defining Work Requirements and Communicating Information about Them

The DRA’s Interim Final Rules reduced the flexibility afforded to states to define what
activities count toward the work participation rates. States still have the flexibility, however,
to decide what recipients are required to do and may allow participation in activities other
than those that count toward the work participation rate. Similarly, although PRWORA
explicitly defines the number of hours a recipient must participate in work activities to count
toward a state’s work participation rate, states can modify those hours by setting either
higher or lower requirements for some or all recipients (though only those participating for
at least an average of 30 hours per week may be included in the numerator of the
participation rate). Acknowledging that many TANF recipients do not understand either
what is expected of them or the consequences for not meeting those expectations, all of the
sites tried to do a better job of communicating information about work requirements and
sanctions to clients. Their hope was that the more clients understand about program rules,
the more likely they would be to abide by them, and the more clients understand about
sanctions, the more likely they would be to avoid them.

o Employability plans that go beyond hours of work required for federal
work participation rate. Half of the study sites require work-ready clients to
participate in program activities for more than the average of 30 hours per week
needed to count toward the federal work participation rate for the month.
Other sites inform clients that they must participate for more than 30 hours per
week but penalize them only if they participate for fewer than 30. For instance,
Pima and Duval counties tell clients that they must participate for 40 hours per
week but will accept (and ultimately expect) 30 hours. This permits clients to
miss some hours of activities because of unforeseen circumstances—such as
doctot’s appointments or caring for sick children—yet still meet the minimum
federally acceptable level of participation.

o Employability plans that include a broad range of activities. Most study
sites allow a broader set of activities than specified in the DRA for clients with
difficult life challenges. Offering a broad menu of activities can make it feasible
to provide limited or no exemptions from work participation requirements.
Utah, for example, provides no exemptions from work requirements but offers
substantial flexibility for clients with respect to activities. Work-ready clients
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typically are assigned to job search followed by placement in a work experience,
vocational education, or training program. However, clients with substantial
personal and family changes may be assigned to a treatment or crisis counseling
program and those with documented disabilities may be referred to a program
that offers intensive case management and help with work accommodations
through a collaborative effort between TANF and vocational rehabilitation
agencies.

e Home visits during the TANF application process. In Los Angeles
County, eligibility workers make home visits to help potential TANF clients
complete their TANF applications. Home visitors provide information orally
and in writing on program requirements, consequences for noncompliance, and
available services. They also try to identify clients who may be exempt from
work requirements or are already in school or working. Home visits guarantee
that clients receive information about work requirements (though they don’t
guarantee that clients understand the information).

e A statewide social marketing campaign. In 2004, Georgia initiated a
statewide social marketing campaign entitled, “The Right Work the Right Way.”
The goal was to change the culture of the welfare agency by reeducating
administrators, welfare program staff, contracted service providers, and clients
about the importance of work. In addition to encouraging counties to engage
more TANF recipients in work and work-related activities, the initiative
encouraged counties to move more TANF applicants away from the welfare
rolls and toward stable employment. While Georgia always had an upfront
applicant job search requirement in place, many counties—in response to the
initiative—modified the way in which they implement the upfront job search
process.

Outcomes of a Statewide Social Marketing Campaign—The Case of Georgia

Georgia’s TANF caseload has declined consistently and substantially since 2004 and, at the same time, its
participation rate has been rising sharply—from 10.9 percent in FY 2003 to 24.8 in FY 2004 and 69.0 percent by
April 2006. Administrative data suggest that the state has moved more TANF applicants away from the rolls,
but has not increased the absolute number of recipients engaged in work activities. Since the implementation of
the initiative there has been no net increase in the number of families meeting the federal work requirements. It
does appear, however, that the strong messages about work and program expectations communicated by
program staff to applicants may be dissuading families from ever applying for TANF. The number of TANF
applications steadily increased between FY 2000 and FY 2003 and then steadily dectreased between FY 2003 and
FY 2006. Application approval rates have also decreased substantially, and those who do apply are increasingly
being denied because of failure to cooperate with eligibility requirements (most typically the up-front job seatch)
or voluntary withdrawal of their applications. It is likely that many of those who could not or would not comply
with work requirements during application would not be able or willing to comply with work requirements once
on the rolls. Trends in outcomes, however, cannot be definitively linked to changes in the state’s initiative rather
than concurrent changes in policy or other factors.
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Monitoring Program Participation and Identifying Noncompliance

To ensure that clients comply with program requirements, TANF agency staff in all
sites closely monitor clients’ participation in required activities. Some sites attempted to
improve the processes of monitoring participation to identify noncompliance more quickly.
Their goal was to decrease the amount of time clients remained noncompliant and in the
denominator of the participation rate without being in the numerator.

e A specialized monitoring and tracking unit. In an effort to create an
efficient system for collecting information on program participation, Suffolk
County created a specialized monitoring and tracking unit in which staff
members are solely responsible for collecting participation data. Fach staff
member is assigned to one of five types of employment services (employment,
work experience, job search, education and training, or medical follow-up) and
collects participation information for all clients receiving that service. Staff
members in other units handle other time consuming functions such as
employment plan development and case management.

o A web-based reporting system. Utah created a new web-based management
information system called YODA (Your On-line Data Access) that allows case
managers to monitor the work participation of each client in real time. Program
administrators, supervisors, and front-line staff can view clients' participation
hours and activities from their workstations at any time. Case managers use
reports from the system regularly to identify those meeting the federally defined
work participation rate and to alert them to clients in need of reengagement.
Supervisors also use reports from the system regularly to hold case managers
accountable for assigning clients to appropriate work activities and hours and
monitoring their ongoing program compliance.

e Liaisons between contracted service providers and case managers. In
DeKalb County, three staff members, called community resource specialists, act
as liaisons between contracted service providers and case managers. In addition
to receiving daily participation reports from providers, they visit providers
several times a week to collect more detailed information about clients with
personal and family challenges and to problem-solve directly with clients. The
specialists relay information about clients’ circumstances to case managers and
immediately inform case managers when a client stops participating, allowing
case managers to act quickly. Rapid action prevents issues from remaining
undetected or ignored due to lags in communication between providers and case
managers.

Re-engaging Noncompliant Clients Before Imposition of a Sanction

Some sites have established formal processes that provide noncompliant clients with an
opportunity to address participation issues and conciliate impending sanctions. Typically,
discussions between noncompliant clients and program staff about participation issues occur
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informally and during impromptu telephone or in-person conversations. In the absence of
specific procedures for addressing participation issues before a sanction, however, the
likelihood of any dialogue between client and case manager often depends on the client-case
manager relationship. Establishing a protocol can ensure that all noncompliant clients have
the same opportunities to present evidence of good cause for their nonpatticipation and/or
to work with program staff to resolve barriers to participation and develop a plan for future
compliance.

e Problem solving sessions with highly skilled staff. Utah provides
nonparticipants with an opportunity to identify and resolve issues before the
imposition of sanctions through a two-phase problem solving process. The first
phase is a meeting between the client, case manager, and a social worker. The
second is a case conference with a wider variety of staff and partners such as
child welfare agency staff, employment service providers, probation officers,
and mental health therapists. Including these individuals provides different
perspectives on how best to assist the client in resolving participation issues and
identify available supports. It also ensures that several people review a case
before it is sanctioned off TANF, providing a check on the decisions of case
managers who have substantial discretion in initiating the sanction process.

e Mediation sessions with on-the-spot decision-making. In Suffolk County, a
TANF agency staff member who is responsible for imposing sanctions and a
mediator (who is employed by the county) meet with each noncompliant client.
The meeting provides an opportunity for the client to explain his or her
circumstances and present evidence of good cause. To create a relaxed
atmosphere and avoid confrontation between the client and the staff member
who recommended the sanction, employment services counselors (or case
managers) do not participate in the meeting. The county has recently expedited
the mediation process. Staff used to take a few days to weeks to decide whether
a sanction was warranted based on the mediation and used to notify clients of
the decision by mail. Now, they make decisions on the spot so that clients who
are not sanctioned as a result of the meeting can re-engage in program activities
immediately. The mediator physically walks clients back to the employment
services staff who re-engage them then and there.

e Home visits to encourage compliance planning. California requires all
noncompliant clients to attend a meeting to determine whether good cause
exists and, if not, to develop a written plan for the client’s return to compliance.
The compliance plan is distinct from the client’s original employment plan in
that it specifies the activities in which the client must participate in order to
avoid a sanction. It usually includes the activity in the original employment plan
that is associated with the client’s noncompliance. However, it may also include
additional or alternative activities that may be more reasonable for the client to
accomplish or that may be useful for the client’s continued participation. In Los
Angeles County, clients are notified by mail that a home visit will occur one day
after the meeting if the client does not attend. The notification of possible
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home visit alone seems to “shock” clients into complying. Most never actually
receive a home visit. Rather, they receive notification that a home visit might
occur and develop a compliance plan to avoid the visit.

Outcomes of Home Visits to Encourage Compliance Planning—The Case of Los Angeles County

In the first year of implementation of the home visiting project, 41,233 TANF recipients in Los Angeles
County were deemed noncompliant and potentially subject to home visits. Among them, 77 percent
successfully resolved their noncompliance sanction and only one in ten of those required a home visit; 11
percent were sanctioned and 12 percent were pending. The number of recipients sanctioned in Los
Angeles County has been declining since implementation of the home visiting project due to both a
reduction in new (initial and subsequent) sanctions and an increase in the number of sanctions cured or
resolved. However, factors other than the home visiting initiative may have influenced the rates of
sanction and sanction resolution, and the changes in those rates have not translated into an increase in the
county’s work participation rate. Many noncompliant clients had their cases resolved in a manner that
presumably would have a positive effect on the county’s work participation rate; 22 percent agreed to
participate in work activities, and another 7 percent were employed. At the same time, many other cases
were resolved in a manner that would have an adverse effect on the county’s work participation rate; one-
third were found to be exempt from work requirements or to have good cause for not participating. Many
of these cases likely would remain in the denominator and out of the numerator of the participation rate.

Revising Processes to Impose Sanctions More Efficiently

In most of the study sites, case managers had high caseloads and multiple
responsibilities. With high caseloads or workloads, case managers often are able to identify
and address clients’ personal and family challenges only after a finding of noncompliance
and then only to a limited extent. In addition, the process of imposing sanctions can be
complicated and time consuming for case managers or eligibility workers who may put the
process off in the face of competing demands for their time. Inefficiencies in sanction
processes can hurt work participation rates. Thus, some sites took steps to improve the
efficiency of the process for imposing sanctions and implementing re-engagement efforts to
reduce the amount of time noncompliant recipients spent in the denominator without being
in the numerator.

o Specialized staff for imposing sanctions. Pima County, AZ and Duval
County, FL counties have designated one staff person, and Tarrant County, TX
and Suffolk County, NY have designated a separate unit that is solely
responsible for imposing sanctions. In Pima and Suffolk counties specifically,
responsibility for imposing sanctions used to lie with eligibility workers, but
heavy and diverse workloads prevented them from imposing sanctions in a
timely manner. Both counties made the change in structure in an effort to
speed the sanction process and have indeed minimized the time clients spend in
the denominator of the participation rate while awaiting sanction processing.

e Specialized staff for sanction prevention or re-engagement activities.
Four counties in the study—Los Angeles County in CA, Kern County in CA,
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Suffolk County in NY, and DeKalb County in GA—have hired staff specifically
and exclusively dedicated to one or more sanction-related functions, such as
home visits, other outreach efforts to noncompliant clients, and formal or
informal conciliation with noncompliant clients. Such specialized staff can
focus all of their time and energy on participation issues while case managers or
other in-house staff must divide their time among many responsibilities.

e Time constraints on imposing sanctions. California requires that sanctions
be imposed 21 days after the identification of noncompliance unless
participation issues are adequately resolved in the interim. In Los Angeles
County, sanction functions are automated and thus the time clock is enforced
rigidly. As soon as a case manager notes in the management information system
that a client is noncompliant, a sanction clock starts; if the case manager does
not stop or reset the clock, the system automatically imposes a sanction 21 days
later.  The automated 21-day clock keeps staff and clients focused on
completing all re-engagement efforts in a timely manner.

Re-engaging Noncompliant Clients after Imposition of a Sanction

Program administrators in most sites believe that, while necessary, sanctions are not
beneficial to anyone. They hurt clients by limiting financial assistance to families and they
can hurt counties and states with partial sanctions by adversely affecting work participation
rates. To reduce the number of clients in sanction status, some sites continue to work with
sanctioned clients to identify and address the root causes of their nonparticipation and to
encourage participation in work-related activities. Initiatives to engage sanctioned clients can
be beneficial to both clients and agencies. Clients benefit if the initiatives help them
progress toward self-sufficiency while in sanction status. Agencies benefit because
compliant clients may be included in the numerator of the federally defined work
participation rate during their sanction, when their sanction period ends, or immediately
when they return to TANF.

e OQutreach and group information sessions. In Kern County, two staff
members are charged solely with contacting all sanctioned clients in the county
at least once every six months. They discuss barriers to employment and inform
clients about resources available to address those barriers. They also attempt to
identify clients who can be removed from sanction status, such as those who are
working but failed to report their employment. In addition, staff inform clients
about the steps necessary to cure their sanction, including attendance at a group
orientation session for sanctioned clients. During the session staff emphasize
the importance of the work requirements, schedule appointments for clients to
develop compliance plans, and inform clients about in-house and community
resources for addressing personal and family challenges.

e Barrier identification and resolution. Suffolk County contracts with a local

social service agency to re-engage sanctioned clients in program activities.
Agency staff meet with clients in a first sanction to explore the reasons for
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noncompliance, help ameliorate the conditions that led to the sanction, and
encourage clients to re-engage in program activities. All meetings with the
agency are a condition of eligibility; failure to participate results in TANF case
closure. Program administrators and staff believe that the contractors—
particularly those that are community-based organizations—will be more
successful than TANF case managers in motivating sanctioned clients to comply
because clients may perceive contractors as more committed advocates for their
needs. And, Suffolk County administrators believe that TANF and employment
service program staff are often overburdened and do not have time to delve into
personal issues with clients, while contracted agencies are devoted solely to this
task.

Immediate job placement. Suffolk County also contracts with a local social
service agency to meet with clients in a second or subsequent sanction to
identify how they live on a reduced grant and whether they are in fact
immediately employable. After the visit, the agency refers clients immediately
employable to a temporary employment agency for job placement. Use of a
temporary agency to place sanctioned clients into jobs is mutually beneficial; the
temporary agency increases its volume of business and the TANF agency and its
clients gain access to employers.

e Job search and job preparation services. Tarrant County contracts with a

local social service provider to engage sanctioned clients in 40 hours of work-
related activities per week for 4 consecutive weeks. Activities include job
search, community service, transitional jobs, or others as needed. In addition,
agency staff tap community partners to assist in providing sanctioned clients
with specialized services such as mental health treatment.

Provision of work supports. Georgia tries to encourage sanctioned clients to
find jobs or participate in program activities by providing them with work
supports that are highly valued. Given that Georgia’s cash grant is relatively low
(the cash grant for a family of three is $280), many families applying for TANF
are more interested in childcare assistance than cash assistance. In Georgia,
however, all TANF sanctions automatically discontinue childcare and
transportation assistance. Recently, to encourage clients to work or participate
in activities while in sanction status, the state restored access to these supports
to clients who do so.

LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE STUDY SITES’ EXPERIENCES

policymakers and for program administrators.
our knowledge of the range of approaches used by states and local TANF offices to engage
more recipients in work and work-related activities.
contribution to make:

The experiences of the study sites provide several lessons for state and federal
Broadly speaking, their experiences expand
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limits and possibilities for using sanction policies and procedures to increase participation in
work and work-related activities. The bullets below identify lessons from the study sites’
experiences.

e Although nearly all TANF recipients are included in a state’s work participation
rate calculation, most of the study sites continue to exempt clients with serious
personal and family challenges from work requirements; none of the study sites
narrowed its exemption policies in response to the DRA.

e (Case managers devote substantial time to gathering and verifying participation
data, limiting the time they have to provide personal support to help recipients
resolve participation barriers. To address this issue, some of the sites have hired
dedicated workers either to gather and verify work participation data or to
provide specialized support to recipients who need it.

e Sanction conciliation processes are an important safeguard for clients; in
particular, those that involve a variety of staff can assist case managers in
making difficult decisions.

e While there were exceptions, the sites with partial sanction policies focused
more intensively than sites with full-family sanctions on reducing their sanction
rates.

e To meet high work participation rates, it is not enough for states with partial
sanction policies to reduce their sanction rates; they must actively assist
nonparticipants to comply with program requirements.

e The highest work participation rates are in full-family sanction sites and reflect
primarily fewer nonparticipating clients on the caseload rather than more clients
engaging in program activities; while some families who leave the TANF rolls
find employment, many do not.

e Additional research on effective strategies for engaging large numbers of
recipients in work and work-related activities is necessary; in the absence of such
research, the sites relied on their professional judgment to decide how to use
their limited resources to increase participation in program activities.

NEXT STEPS

The study sites are good examples of how states and local TANF offices use sanction
policies and procedures to achieve higher work participation rates. However, absent a
rigorous experiment designed to test the impacts of these approaches, we cannot know
whether any of them will, in fact, have a positive impact on increasing participation in
program activities or what impact they will have, if any, on other key outcomes of interest
such as employment and material hardship.

Excecutive Summary



XXV1

Given the keen interest in increasing participation in work activities and the limited
information on effective strategies for doing so, the current policy and programmatic
environment provides an opportunity to rigorously test the impact of sanction policies and
procedures on program participation, employment, and material hardship. For instance,
states and local welfare offices are looking for new approaches to increase work participation
rates, and some large states (e.g., California and New York) are investing additional financial
resources in county welfare offices for the purpose of experimenting with new sanction-
related approaches. Large numbers of recipients are involved in these efforts, as
demonstrated not only by those who have been touched by Los Angeles County’s home
visiting outreach project, but also by the many recipients who remain in sanction status in
Los Angeles County and other large counties/cities in California and New York.

Random assignment demonstration projects could test the effects of both major
sanction policy changes and alternative sanction procedures. First, several states have
recently moved from a partial to a full family sanction policy and more states may soon
follow suit. This shift could provide a natural laboratory for rigorously evaluating
proponents’ claims that full family sanctions encourage greater participation in work
activities and opponents’ claims that such sanctions simply remove families from the
caseload—especially those facing personal and family challenges—without increasing
participation in work activities. In states planning to move from partial to full sanctions, the
new policy could be phased in by randomly assigning applicants and current recipients to
treatment and control groups. The treatment group would be subject to full family
sanctions, while the control group would continue to be subject to the partial sanction.
Second, some of the study sites made a special effort to reach out to and/or provide
additional services for families at risk of sanction or already sanctioned. To test the
effectiveness of these services, a demonstration project could be designed to leave the
current sanction policy intact while varying the procedures and/or setvices that accompany
the implementation of the policy. In this experiment, all recipients would be subject to the
same sanction policy, but the treatment group would be offered additional services, either at
the point at which a recipient is notified of the work requirements, when a sanction is being
considered, or after it has been levied.

In the current environment, sanctions are perceived as a crucial tool for encouraging
TANTF recipients to participate in work activities. In light of increased pressures to meet
high work participation rates, sanctions will continue to be of interest as states and counties
seek innovative ideas that will help to boost their rates. Today’s environment is ideal for
testing whether some of the strategies implemented by the study sites have the potential to
significantly increase work participation and employment rates without significantly
increasing material hardship.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

(PRWORA) provided a block grant to states to create the Temporary Assistance for

Needy Families (TANF) program. In doing so, it required states to engage certain
minimum percentages of their TANF caseloads in specified work and work-related activities
for a specified number of hours per week. States that do not meet these required work
participation rates are financially penalized. In reauthorizing the TANF program, the Deficit
Reduction Act of 2005 (DRA) effectively increased the work participation rate required of
states by changing the way the rate is calculated. As of October 1, 2000, each state is
required to engage 50 percent of all families and 90 percent of two-parent families in work
activities, although these standards will be adjusted downward for any caseload decline that
occurs after 2005 for reasons other than changes in federal requirements and changes in
state rules since 2005 that directly affect a family’s eligibility for assistance. The work
participation rate achieved by each state will be calculated by using a base (that is, a
denominator) that includes not only families receiving TANF assistance but also families
receiving assistance in separate state programs that count toward maintenance of effort
(MOE) requirements. This is a substantial change from previous law, which also set
standards of 50 and 90 percent but adjusted the requirements downward for caseload
declines that occurred after 1995. Moreover, the work participation rate was previously
computed by using as the base only families receiving TANF assistance and not those in
state-funded MOE programs. Largely because of how the caseload reduction credit was
defined, the real participation rates for active cases that states had to meet before the DRA
were substantially below 50 and 90 percent. As of fiscal year 2007, states face the challenge
of achieving participation rates that are considerably higher and close to the 50 and 90
percent standards set in the law.

The 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act

Sanctions, or financial penalties for noncompliance with program requirements, have
long been perceived as a major tool for enforcing program requirements and for
encouraging TANF recipients who might not be inclined to participate in work activities to
do so. They may be particularly useful in motivating recipients to work toward employment
before exhausting their time limit on cash assistance. The logic behind sanctions is that
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adverse consequences—such as a reduction in the TANF grant (a partial sanction) or gradual
or immediate termination of the TANF cash grant (a full-family sanction)—can help
influence the decisions that welfare recipients make. Therefore, as states consider their
options for meeting the higher work participation rates, they are likely to consider how they
might make better use of sanction policies and procedures to encourage higher levels of
participation in program activities.

Sanctions may influence the work participation rate in one of two ways. First, sanctions
may encourage recipients who are not inclined to participate in program activities to do so.
In this case, a state’s work participation rate will be higher than it would be in the absence of
sanctions because the numerator of the rate will increase. This effect may vary, depending
on the type of sanction. If gradual or immediate full-family sanctions induce more recipients
to participate than do partial sanctions, all else equal, work participation rates would be
higher in states with full-family sanctions. Second, when gradual or immediate full-family
sanctions are applied to noncompliant recipients, they eliminate those cases from the TANF
caseload, thereby removing them from the denominator of the TANF work participation
calculation.

States interested in modifying their sanction policies and procedures are likely to seek
strategies that can help them meet the effectively higher participation requirements. Given
that families sanctioned and still on the caseload for more than 3 months in a 12-month
period remain in the denominator of the participation rate, states with partial-sanction
policies may consider several alternatives to raise their participation rate. First, they can
move to a gradual or immediate full-family sanction to eliminate noncompliant cases from
the caseload.' Second, they can implement new outreach and service strategies to encourage
sanctioned recipients to come into compliance with program requirements, or to reduce the
likelihood that a sanction is ever imposed. Third, they can reduce the amount of time a
sanction must be in place before it can be “cured” by a participant’s compliance (e.g., from 6
to 3 months) or eliminate entirely the minimum sanction durational requirements. States
with a gradual or immediate full-family sanction policy in place may aim to impose full-
family sanctions more quickly. For states with gradual full-family sanction policies, rapid
imposition of full-family sanctions could mean reducing the time to move from a partial to a
full-family sanction (e.g., from 6 to 3 months). States with gradual or immediate full-family
sanction policies may consider changing how they implement such policies in order to
ensure that all sanctions are imposed more swiftly.

This report documents how some jurisdictions are responding, in their sanction policies
and practices, to the new requirements imposed by federal law. The study focuses on
sanction policies and practices in eight sites located in seven states. It provides information
on changes these jurisdictions have made with respect to sanctions and ways in which they
use the sanction process to increase engagement in program activities—information that

I Although the shift from a partial to a full sanction policy could result in a substantial decline in the
TANTF caseload, any decline that results from the change would not count toward a state's caseload reduction
credit because it is the result of an eligibility change that a state must net out of its credit.

Chapter I: Introduction



may be useful to other states and counties considering whether adjustments in sanction
policies can increase participation in program activities. This chapter describes the study and
the context in which it was conducted. Chapter II describes the study sites and the reason
for their selection. Chapters 111 through V discuss the approaches the study sites have taken
with respect to three major program components of the sanction process: (1) defining and
communicating program requirements; (2) monitoring participation in program activities;
and (3) re-engaging noncompliant clients in program activities. Chapter VI reports on an
analysis of the relationship between sanction policies and practices and work participation
and related outcomes such as employment. Finally, Chapter VII summarizes our findings,
identifies unanswered research questions, and presents opportunities for future study.

A. STATE PoLicY CONTEXT

The most crucial aspect of a sanction is its effect on a family’s TANF grant. There are
four basic categories of sanction policies with respect to their effect on the TANF grant (1)
partial grant sanctions; (2) gradual full-family sanctions; (3) immediate full-family sanctions;
and (4) pay-for-performance. When a partial sanction is imposed, a family’s cash grant is
reduced—by a specified dollar amount, by a specified percentage, or by the noncompliant
adult’s portion of the grant—but the family continues to receive some portion of its
benefits. =~ When a gradual full-family sanction is imposed, the first instance of
noncompliance results in a partial grant reduction for a specified period. The full grant is
then restored for families that come into compliance, or the case is closed for families that
do not. Depending on the state, a second or subsequent instance of noncompliance may
result in immediate TANF case closure. When an immediate full-family sanction is imposed,
a family loses all of its cash assistance either immediately or soon after it is identified as
noncompliant. ~ Under the pay-for-performance model, which only Wisconsin has
implemented to date, a family receives assistance only for the hours it participates in required
work activities; families that do not participate at all receive no assistance, and families
participating for fewer hours than required receive proportionately reduced assistance.

In recent years, many states have shifted the basic structure of their sanction policy,
sometimes as part of a larger reform of their welfare systems. All states that have done so
have moved to a more stringent model—that is, from a partial to a full-family (six states) or
from a gradual full-family to an immediate full-family sanction policy (three states). Table 1.1
compares states’ sanction policies at the time of an earlier review of sanction policies
Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. (MPR) conducted in March 2003 (see Pavetti et al. 2003)
to their current sanction policies. At present, six states have partial- sanction policies, 23
states have gradual full-family sanction policies, and 21 states have immediate full-family
sanction policies in place.

Chapter I: Introduction



4

Table I.1. State Sanction Policies: March 2003 and March 2007

Sanction Policy in 2003 and Change to 2007 States

Partial-Sanction States in 2003

Partial Sanction in March 2007 CA, DC, ME, MO, NY, VT
Gradual Full-Family Sanction in March 2007 IN, MN, NH, RI, WA
Immediate Full-Family Sanction in March 2007 X

Gradual Full-Family Sanction States in 2003

Gradual Full-Family Sanction in March 2007 AK, AL, AR, AZ, CO, CT, DE, GA, IL, MA,
MT, NJ, NM, ND, OR, SD, UT, WV

Immediate Full-Family Sanction in March 2007 LA, NC, NV
Immediate Full-Family Sanction States in 2003

Immediate Full-Family Sanction in March 2007 FL, HI, IA, ID, KS, KY, MD, MI, MS, NE,
OH, OK, PA, SC, TN, VA, WY

@ Policies reflect the most stringent policies in the state. States in italics made changes to the basic structure
of their sanction policy between 2003 and 2007. The table does not include Wisconsin, which operates a
pay-for-performance system and reduces benefits by an amount equal to the minimum wage multiplied by
the number of hours the individual failed to participate in required activities. Wisconsin also imposes
“strikes” for noncompliance within each program component. After imposition of a third strike, the case is
permanently ineligible for benefits in that component.

In addition to the effect on the TANF grant, four other major dimensions define the
structure and stringency of a state’s sanction policy: (1) the minimum duration of the
sanction, (2) the steps a recipient must take to reverse or cure a sanction, (3) the agency
response to multiple acts of noncompliance, and (4) the sanction’s effect on Medicaid and
food stamp benefits. The minimum duration of the sanction is the length of time a sanction
must remain in place. This period varies—among states and for repeated instances of
noncompliance within a state—from 1 to 12 months, or it can simply last until program
compliance. The requirements to reverse or cure a sanction dictate what a family must do to
be considered compliant again and resume receipt of full benefits. Some states simply
require the noncompliant adult to indicate a willingness to comply while others require a
minimum level of participation in program activities. Jurisdictions also vary in how they deal
with multiple acts of noncompliance—that is, how they treat families that move in and out
of sanction status. Typically, states increase the stringency of the sanction with each act of
noncompliance either by intensifying the effect on the TANF grant or by imposing longer
minimum durations or stricter cure requirements. Finally, in some states, sanctions result in
loss of Medicaid for the adult and/or in a reduction of the family’s food stamp benefit; in
other states, neither is affected. The effect of TANF sanctions on food stamps in particular
is critical to the overall effect of sanctions on disposable income. The food stamp benefit
calculation and benefit levels are established at the federal level (with some state options)
and take TANF income into account. Thus, for states with lower TANF benefits and in
which sanctions do not affect food stamp benefits, the effect of full-family sanctions on
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disposable income may not differ very much from the effect of full-family sanctions in states
that have higher TANF benefits and in which sanctions do not affect food stamp benefits.
Since MPR’s last review in 2003, some states have made changes along these four
dimensions while maintaining the basic structure of their sanction policy, though no
comprehensive information is available on which states have made such changes. Some of
these changes increased and others eased the stringency of sanctions.

B. STUDY QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY

There are two primary objectives of the current study of sanction policies and practices.
The first is to shed light on how sanctions are used in efforts to increase participation in
program activities. The second is to define a possible research agenda to address
outstanding questions about sanction policies and practices. To accomplish these objectives,
the study addresses five key research questions:

e What sanction policies exist, how have they changed, and what has been
the role of sanctions in encouraging participation in work activities? To
understand the role of sanctions in encouraging participation in work activities,
it is important to develop a picture not only of the details of states’ sanction
policies—including how and when sanctions affect cash and other benefits,
minimum sanction periods, cure requirements, and approaches to repeat acts of
noncompliance—but also of the goals of the sanction policy and the underlying
philosophy about when, why, and how sanctions should be used. Exploring
recent changes in sanction policy—the nature of the changes, the impetus for
change, who was involved in making the changes—can help us understand the
underlying philosophy as well as the observed changes in sanction rates and
related outcomes over time. We examine staff perceptions of the role of
sanctions in encouraging participation in work activities and examine
administrative data as well. We pay particular attention to (1) how sanction rates
and engagement in activities have changed with the growing emphasis on
achieving higher work participation rates, and (2) the contribution that explicit
sanction policy, procedural, or service delivery changes may have made to these
trends.

e How are sanction policies implemented at the local level? A review of
state sanction policy can provide basic information about the consequences of
noncompliance in theory but reveal little about how policies play out in practice.
Procedures for implementing sanction policy can vary across local welfare
offices or even among staff within the same office. The way in which policies
are applied may depend on how well local welfare office staff understand
sanction policies and procedures, how and how well local welfare staff
communicate work requirements and sanctions for noncompliance to recipients,
how local staff perceive the role and utility of sanctions, how much discretion
local staff may exercise in implementing sanctions, and how staff make
decisions regarding sanctions.  Understanding how sanction policies are
implemented in practice can shed light on how existing policy can be best used,
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and can help explain variation in sanction rates and related outcomes between
states or localities with similar policies.

o What strategies do states/local sites use to avoid imposing sanctions? An
important use of the sanction process is to encourage program participation
before recourse to a sanction becomes necessary. The extent to which efforts to
avold sanctions are successful may depend on when and how local welfare
office staff identify barriers to participation, the services available to address
those barriers, and how participants gain access to those services. An
exploration of the work requirement exemptions developed by sites, how sites
define good cause, how sites assign and monitor work activities, and how
quickly and when participants move from one activity to another can shed light
on who is most likely to be at risk of sanction, how quickly noncompliance may
be identified, and perhaps when noncompliance may be more likely to occur in
the service delivery process. Some state and local welfare offices have
developed specific processes for conciliating acts of noncompliance in order to
avoid sanctions. The extent to which these efforts are successful may depend
not only on the design of the process but also on the degree to which program
staff use the process to encourage participation.

o What strategies do states/local sites use to re-engage noncompliant
clients? Once clients are sanctioned, many welfare offices have minimal
contact with them and most of that contact occurs for purposes of managing
ongoing monthly benefits and/or supportive setvices in partial-sanction states.
Other offices, however, have developed unique initiatives targeted specifically to
sanctioned clients for purposes of re-engaging them in program activities. In
study sites that have developed such initiatives, we explore the extent to which
local office staff set priorities for re-engaging sanctioned clients and preventing
recurring sanctions, the nature of services and supports for sanctioned clients,
who provides such services/supports, when and for how long, how clients
access them, and how much they cost. We also examine the extent to which
sanctioned clients cure their sanctions or return to TANF.

e What future research could advance understanding of how sanctions
Increase engagement and participation rates? At the completion of this
study, questions about the role of sanctions in encouraging participation in work
and work-related activities will undoubtedly remain. We identify the questions
and how they might be best addressed in future evaluations.

To answer the study’s research questions, we selected eight counties in seven states and
collected data from three sources: (1) in-depth case studies in all eight sites; (2) a telephone
survey of frontline TANF workers in all eight sites; and (3) administrative data in three sites.”

2 Chapter II identifies and describes the study sites and the site selection process.
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1. Case Studies

The purpose of the case studies was to gather qualitative information from a variety of
sources to create a comprehensive picture of the implementation of sanction policies and
procedures. We conducted in-person visits to one local welfare office in each county in fall
2006. While some states had already solidified revisions to their sanction and related
policies, many state and local programs were, at the time of our visits, still in the process of
determining their approach to addressing the new requirements under the DRA, which took
effect in October 2006. Thus, the case studies may not reflect all the ways in which the
selected sites have responded to the DRA.

For most sites, a two-person team conducted the in-person visits, which lasted two to
three days each. The visits involved one-on-one interviews and small group meetings.
Using semi-structured guided discussion techniques, we collected data from local welfare
office administrators, case managers, eligibility workers, and employment service providers
in each site. Where applicable, we gathered data from specialized staff such as those
responsible for conciliating or imposing sanctions and those responsible for conducting
home visits or other outreach to noncompliant clients. In each site, we asked case managers
to identify a small number of clients who had most recently been sanctioned and we
reviewed the case files of those clients. The case file reviews enriched the interview data by
providing concrete examples of the concepts and issues raised by interviewees. Finally, we
obtained written reports and copies of sanction notices and other relevant material in each
site and conducted telephone interviews with state TANF administrators.

2. Telephone Survey of Frontline Workers

Concurrent with the case studies, we conducted a telephone survey of frontline staff in
each local office to which we made a site visit in order to interview those involved in the
sanction process. For purposes of the telephone survey, “front-line staff” was defined as
case managers, eligibility workers, and staff with specialized roles in the sanction process
(such as staff responsible for conciliating or imposing sanctions and those responsible for
conducting home visits or other outreach to noncompliant clients). The primary goal of the
survey was to shed additional light on (1) how staff perceive the role of sanctions; (2) the
extent to which staff understand sanction policies and procedures; (3) the extent to which
staff use discretion in the sanction process; and (4) the way in which staff use sanctions to
encourage program participation. The 25-minute telephone interview asked respondents
about their role in:

e Deciding who is required to meet TANF work requirements and what an
individual must do to meet the requirements

e Informing clients about the work requirements and consequences for
nonparticipation

e Monitoring clients’ participation in program activities
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e Deciding whether a client should be sanctioned for nonparticipation in program
activities

e Carrying out procedures to impose a sanction

e Contacting clients who are in sanction status for purposes of re-engaging them
in program activities

In each site, we attempted to interview either the complete universe of staff or, in larger
offices with substantially more staff, a random subset. In total, we completed 161
interviews—ranging from 9 in one site to 30 in another—from a sample of 176. Table 1.2
presents the sample size and total number of completed interviews by site. Throughout the
report, we cite selected findings from the survey. The survey instrument, or questionnaire,
may be found in Appendix B. A full compendium of tables presenting data from the survey
may be found in Appendix C along with a more complete description of the telephone
survey methodology.

Table 1.2. Sample Size and Response Rate for Telephone Survey of Frontline Workers

Total Completed
Sample Size  Nonrespondents® Interviews Response Rate (%)
Suffolk County, NY 29 1 28 96.6
Pima County, AZ 9 0 9 100.0
Duval County, FL 16 1 15 93.8
DeKalb County, GA 29 3 26 89.7
Tarrant County, TX 12 1 1 91.7
Los Angeles County, CA 24 3 21 87.5
Kern County, CA 30 5 25 83.3
Salt Lake County, UT 27 1 26 96.3
Total 176 15 161 91.5

®Nonrespondents include those who refused to participate in the survey and those who were unavailable during the
survey fielding period.

3. Administrative Data

To explore the relationship between sanction policy and procedural changes on the one
hand and engagement in work and work-related activities on the other, we obtained and
analyzed administrative data from management information systems or detailed management
reports in two of the states—Texas and Georgia—and one of the counties—ILos Angeles—
included in the study. We focused on these sites because they had implemented major
sanction-related changes, at least in part, to increase their participation rates. Moreovert,
these sites introduced the changes recently enough that the changes reflected the current
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policy environment, but not so recently that ample data were not available to track outcomes
of the changes over an extended period. We examine participation rates and related
outcomes (for instance, employment rates) before and after the changes went into effect (1)
to explore whether there is any correlation between policy and programmatic changes and
changes in participation rates and (2) to consider the ways that policy and programmatic
changes may influence the rates. Without data on what work participation rates and related
outcomes would have been in the absence of sanction policy and procedural changes, we
cannot draw rigorous conclusions about the effect of the changes on these outcomes. This
is because we cannot distinguish the effects of changes in sanction policies from the effects
of other factors, such as other changes in TANF policy or practice, economic influences on
the behavior of low-income families, or changes in policy or practice in other programs
serving low-income families.

Our objective in analyzing data in Texas was to learn about how the number of
recipients participating in work activities and the employment rate changed with the
implementation of major statewide sanction policy changes. We analyzed TANF and
Unemployment Insurance data for one cohort of cases that were on TANF one year before
the policy changes and one cohort of cases on TANF in the month before the changes. The
state shifted from a partial to an immediate full-family sanction in September 2003. The first
cohort consisted of the 131,556 cases on TANF in August 2002 and the second cohort of
the 138,916 cases on TANF in August 2003. We tracked the TANF, work participation,
sanction, and employment status of each cohort for one year to determine the extent to
which outcomes differ across clients subject to different sanction policies.

Our objective in analyzing data in Georgia was to learn about how changes in applicant
job search procedures may have affected who entered the TANF caseload and thus became
subject to sanctions and how the new procedures may have affected the work participation
rate. In 2004, the state implemented a new employment-focused initiative that prompted
many counties to change the way in which they were implementing their TANF applicant
job search processes. In January 2005, the state implemented changes to its gradual full-
family sanction policy. We analyzed data on the TANF caseload, TANF applications,
TANTF case closures, and sanctions for each month from January 2001 through December
2006. For each month, we obtained the total number of applications received statewide, the
percentage of applications approved and denied, and the reasons for denial. We also
obtained the number of sanctions imposed, the number of TANF cases closed, and the
reasons for case closure. Using these data, we tracked trends over time—particularly before
and after implementation of the new initiative and new sanction policies—and we attempt to
identify correlations between (1) recent caseload declines and work participation rate spikes
and (2) changes in application, case closure, and sanction rates.

Finally, our objective in Los Angeles County was to assess the outcomes of the county’s
home visiting process, which was designed to avoid the imposition of sanctions. We
obtained program management reports on the 41,233 TANF recipients who were
noncompliant and subject to the county’s home visit process in the first year of its existence.
We examined the percentage of cases successfully resolved (and resolved with and without a
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home visit), sanctioned, or unresolved. We also looked at trends in the sanction rate over
time.

C. REVIEW OF LITERATURE ON THE ROLE OF SANCTIONS IN WELFARE REFORM

Although consensus holds that sanctions have been one of the most important policy
changes implemented through state welfare reform efforts, they are among the least studied.
Most studies to date have focused on the incidence and duration of sanctions and the
characteristics and circumstances of sanctioned families. We refer to this literature where
relevant throughout the body of the report. Fewer studies have focused on those aspects
that are most relevant to the current study—the relationship between sanctions and
participation in work and related activities, and the implementation of sanction policies in
practice. In this section, we briefly summarize the existing literature in these two areas and
describe how the current study adds to the literature. It is important to note that all of the
previous studies rely on the use of simple descriptive statistics and/or non-experimental
methods (primarily regression analyses) to explore the relationship between sanctions and
outcomes of interest; thus, none of the studies provide rigorous evidence of the impact of
sanctions or causal relationships between sanctions and outcomes.

1. The Relationship Between Sanctions and Participation in Work-Related
Activities

Sanctions are intended to change TANF recipients’ behavior by encouraging those who
would not otherwise participate in work activities to do so; yet, research on the success of
sanctions is scant. A few studies from 1999 and 2000 that address the impact of sanctions
suggest that more stringent sanction policies may lead to greater welfare exits and TANF
caseload declines, though they offer little insight into how these changes occur (Hofferth,
Stanhope, and Harris 2000; Rector and Youssef 1999; Mead 2000). An earlier study suggests
that high rates of caseload declines may result from differences in office performance (Mead
1997). Researchers found that well-performing welfare offices make program expectations
clear and threaten sanctions for nonparticipation but rarely need to impose sanctions.
Conversely, welfare offices that do a poor job of clearly stating recipient expectations and
perform poorly in job placement and other performance measures frequently sanction
recipients. Large caseload declines may thus occur because agencies either do well in
pressing recipients to find work and leave the caseload, or do pootly in communicating
expectations such that many recipients leave the caseload without work.

More recent studies have attempted to discern whether sanctions motivate behavioral
change. For example, Lee et al. (2004) distinguish sanctions imposed from sanctions that
were initiated but lifted before benefits were reduced. They label the latter a “threat to
sanction” and hypothesize that if sanctions induce behavioral changes, a threat to sanction
would predict employment and welfare behavior as well as, or better than, imposed
sanctions that result in actual grant reduction. If, on the other hand, sanctions are primarily
a punitive tool, we would expect greater effects on behavior from imposed sanctions. Using
longitudinal survey and administrative data to perform multivariate analyses, Lee et al. found
(1) that there is no evidence that sanctions are correlated with less dependency on welfare
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and, in fact, are correlated with less work and lower earnings, and (2) that threats to sanction
are not systematically related to formal work and welfare outcomes, although they are
positively related to informal work and job training. The authors conclude that sanctions do
not appear to promote work or reduce welfare dependency and that any induced behavioral
change occurs in the context of information about work and job preparation. They caution,
however, that causal relationships between welfare grant reductions and observed outcomes
cannot be ascertained because the characteristics of sanctioned and non-sanctioned
recipients are likely to differ in other unmeasured ways.

Hasenfeld et al. (2004) postulate that sanctions intended to change behavior assume
(1) that welfare recipients can comply with work requirements but do not do so because they
are unmotivated or not truly needy, and (2) that recipients understand and can calculate the
costs and benefits of compliance. Their study, however, calls both assumptions into
question. Findings from the study run counter to the first assumption in that sanctioned
recipients in the study faced a greater number of barriers to the work requirements than
non-sanctioned recipients despite no differences between groups in whether they looked for
work in the past 30 days (a proxy measure for motivation to work). Annual household
income from all sources was lower among sanctioned families than non-sanctioned families,
indicating the former group’s relatively greater financial need. These findings suggest that
many sanctioned recipients fail to comply with program requirements not because they are
resistant to them but rather because they face barriers that make it difficult for them to meet
such requirements. The researchers find the second assumption equally questionable
because a significant proportion of recipients, whether sanctioned or not, reported that they
were poorly informed about sanction policies. There are seven reasons why a TANF
recipient may be sanctioned in California, but almost one-fifth of the sample only knew of
three or fewer rules. Almost two-thirds of the sample was unaware that they could be
sanctioned for not participating in an assigned activity. Other studies have also found that
clients are unaware of program rules and the consequences of violating them (Nixon et al.
1999; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 1999).

Other findings suggest that sanctions may have their desired effect. Wu et al. (2004)
find that many TANF recipients cure their sanctions and remain in sanction status for
relatively short periods. They interpret the results as suggesting that sanctions may change
behavior toward program compliance. However, they note that some sanctioned recipients
moved off TANF altogether. More research is needed on whether such cases leave the
program because they are employed, or whether they and their families leave even though
they face serious economic distress (the former suggesting that perhaps sanctions had their
desired effect, and the latter suggesting that they did not).

2. The Implementation of Sanctions

In an earlier literature review, MPR highlighted uncertainties about factors that cause
variation in sanction rates across local welfare offices. Several recent studies find substantial
variation in the implementation of TANF sanctions not only between different agencies
within the same locality but also between staff members within the same agency. These
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studies point to a variety of factors that can affect implementation of sanctions and sanction
rates:

e Personal Judgment and Decision-Making. Three recent studies illustrate the
extent to which the staff of local welfare offices use personal judgment in
applying policy. In a study by Los Angeles County (2005), case managers
reported basing their sanctioning decisions on their perceptions of participants’
motivation, attitude, needs, and likelihood of benefiting from the program. In a
study by Berkley Planning Associates (2004), case managers in some local
welfare offices in Louisiana said that their usual practice was to avoid
sanctioning clients if at all possible. Case managers in other local offices
throughout the state, although given the same amount of discretion, were more
likely to use sanctions whenever the circumstances justified so doing, without
any personal judgment. And a study by the Wisconsin Department of
Workforce Development (2004) found that case managers within and across
agencies in the state made markedly different decisions with respect to
sanctioning when presented with the same case scenarios.

e Variation in Personal Perceptions of the Purpose and Elffectiveness of
Sanctions. Research indicates that caseworkers differ in their philosophy about
ways to ensure program compliance among TANF recipients. Caseworkers in
the Los Angeles County (2005) study fell into two camps: (1) those who use
sanctions as a way of removing from the caseload those who fail to comply; and
(2) those who use the sanction process as a way of working with participants to
encourage their involvement. In the BPA (2004) study, 45 percent of program
managers across Louisiana agreed or strongly agreed that sanctions are an
effective way to help program participants become more self-sufficient while 25
percent disagreed or strongly disagreed.

e Variation in Personal Background Characteristics Among Staff. The Los
Angeles County (2005) study explored the relationship between caseworkers’
backgrounds and their use of sanctions (self-reported). Case managers with
more years of employment experience had a 54 percent greater probability of
curing more than 30 sanctions over the past year than those with less
experience. The researchers suggest that those with more work experience may
more thoroughly understand sanction policy and the implications of sanctions.

e Variation in Office Structure and Performance Measurement Practices.
Fording et al. (2005) find two noteworthy variations. First, they find that TANF
cases in Florida managed by for-profit providers are more likely to be
sanctioned than cases managed by government or nonprofit agencies. They also
find that regions in the state where the rate of welfare exits to employment is
low appear to sanction clients more heavily than regions that perform better.

e Variation in the Local Welfare Office Environment. The Los Angeles
County (2005) study suggests that various aspects of the work environment,
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such as caseload size and the privatization of case management services, may
affect sanction practices and rates. For instance, researchers found that large
caseloads were significantly associated with higher sanction frequencies. In
contrast to the Fording et al. (2005) study in Florida, the Los Angeles study
found that contract caseworkers (from for-profit providers) had a lower
probability of sanctioning than county caseworkers, although the finding may be
at least partially attributable to differences in the types of participants served by
the two types of caseworkers. Other aspects of the work environment—for
instance, lack of coordination between the TANF and employment and training
agency management information systems, lack of communication between the
TANF and employment and training agency workers, or staff time and resource
constraints due to a growing number new programs, new services, and increased
workloads—have created challenges to implementing sanctions correctly and
contributed to an increased rate of sanctioning.

Variation in Sanction Policies and Procedures. 'The BPA (2004) study
revealed varied staff responses to Louisiana’s policy shift from partial to full-
family sanctions in August 2003. Staff in six local offices in the state reported
using sanctions more often after the switch, staff in four offices reported using
sanctions at the same rate, staff in two offices reported using sanctions less
often, and staff in the other offices in the study could not come to consensus on
how their use of sanctions might have changed. Hasenfeld et al. (2004) suggest
that the way in which local welfare office staff communicate with TANF
recipients also has implications for sanction rates. They found that, in a county
that invested resources in counseling sanctioned recipients to help them cure
their sanctions, 64 percent of recipients were aware of the rules governing
sanctions. By contrast, in a county in which staff communicate with recipients
primarily through formal notifications, only 41 percent of recipients were aware
of how sanctions work. The authors conclude that interactions between
workers and recipients play a significant role in the degree to which recipients
understand program requirements and consequences and can respond rationally
to them.

Variation in the Social and Political Environment. Fording et al. (2004) and
Keiser et al. (2004) suggest that the implementation of welfare reform and
sanctions in particular is not race-neutral. Fording et al. (2005) find that clients
are less likely to be sanctioned if they live in a county with a relatively large
Hispanic population and more likely to be sanctioned if they live in a county
with a relatively high wage rate. Keiser et al. (2004) find that, in any given
county, nonwhites are more likely to face sanctions than whites with similar
demographic characteristics, work histories, family structures, and welfare
experience. Yet, in the aggregate, white TANF recipients are more likely to face
sanctions than are nonwhites due to the fact that they are more likely to live in
areas with higher sanction rates.
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3. Contributions of the Current Study of Sanction Policies

Despite the literature just cited, there is still little research on how states and localities
have used sanctions to increase work participation rates and the extent to which they have
succeeded. In the absence of an experiment in which families are randomly assigned to
groups subject to different sanction policies, it would be difficult to determine rigorously
how sanctions affect work participation or related outcomes, and the extent to which
sanctions lead to behavioral change among welfare recipients. The current study, however,
explores the mechanisms by which sanction policies and procedures can help achieve
desirable outcomes and presents opportunities for exploring the effect of sanction-related
initiatives in future evaluations. It describes how policymakers and program administrators
in selected states have either changed sanction policies or practices or improved
implementation of existing policies and procedures specifically to increase participation rates.
It also presents the challenges associated with such initiatives, the costs of the initiatives, and
how sanction rates, work participation rates, and related outcomes differ before and after the
implementation of the initiatives in some states. This information will be valuable to other
states or counties, most of which are likely to be considering a range of options to increase
their work participation rates in the wake of the DRA. This report should not be used to
deduce the impact of various sanction policies and procedures; ideally states that choose to
adopt sanction-related changes as a result of information from this report would study the
impact of those changes using random assignment methodologies.
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CHAPTER I1

SANCTION POLICIES AND PROGRAM
TRENDS:
AN INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY SITES

sanction policies, procedures, and reengagement strategies that they could adopt to

improve their TANF programs and work participation rates. Given this goal, we
selected sites purposively to maximize variation along key policy and programmatic
dimensions. Including sites with different sanction policies (e.g., immediate full-family,
gradual full-family, and partial sanctions) allows states to compare the advantages and
challenges of each approach. Preference was given to sites that had made explicit changes in
sanction policy or procedures. We were particularly interested in sites that made changes
specifically as part of their efforts to increase their work participation rate. To maximize the
utility of the study to other states and localities, we excluded sites that seemed atypical or
idiosyncratic with respect to caseload size, geographic location, or general welfare policies.
We also excluded three states that were the subject of an earlier study MPR conducted on
the implementation of TANF sanctions—Illinois, New Jersey, and South Carolina (Pavetti et
al. 2004).” Finally, to expose policy makers and program administrators to potentially
promising practices, we included sites that implemented innovative sanction strategies, such
as home-visiting reengagement programs, problem-solving or conciliation processes,
sanction orientation meetings, or assistance with curing sanctions. With these criteria in
mind, we selected eight sites in seven states to include in this study (see Table II.1).

The primary goal of this study was to provide states and localities with a broad view of

3 Where relevant, we weave findings from the previous study into this report.
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Table I1.1. Considerations in Site Selection

County Work-  Implemented Implemented
Mandatory Sanction Innovative
Major City in or Type of TANF Policy Sanction

Site Closest to Site Sanction Caseload® Changes Strategies
Immediate

Texas—Tarrant County Fort Worth full-family 5,800-6,000b Yes Yes
Immediate

Florida—Duval County Jacksonville full-family 900° No No
Gradual full-

Utah—Salt Lake County Salt Lake City family 1,600-1,700 Yes Yes
Gradual full-

Arizona—Pima County Tucson family 1,000-1,100 Yes No
Gradual full-

Georgia—DeKalb County ~ Decatur/Atlanta  family 700-800 Yes No

California—Los Angeles 26,000-

County Los Angeles Partial 27,000 Yes Yes

California—Kern County Bakersfield Partial 6,000-7,000 Yes Yes

New York—Suffolk County Long Island Partial 1,000-1,500 No Yes

County or regional work-mandatory TANF caseloads reported during fall 2006.

®Indicates regional, rather than county, TANF caseload.

Sanctions are implemented in complex welfare environments. A variety of state and
For instance, work

local factors may influence the way sanctions are implemented.

requirements and exemption policies, caseload size and characteristics, or the TANF
program administrative and staffing structure may influence who is subject to sanctions and
how sanctions are carried out. As a result, two sites operating under the same sanction
policy may actually be using sanctions to achieve different goals and outcomes. In this
chapter, we introduce the study sites, grouped by the type of sanction policy they have in
place, and describe the sanction policy and the context in which the policy is administered.
Table II.2 provides an overview of the sanction policy in each site. We also present
information on recent trends or initiatives in the site that are critical for understanding the
sanction policy environment.
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Table 1.2. Sanction Penalty and Cure Requirements

Penalty for 1** Sanction Penalty for 2™ Sanction Penalty for 3" Sanction
Minimum Minimum Minimum Cure

Site Cost Duration Cost Duration Cost Duration Requirements

Texas Grant 1 month Grant 1 month Grant 1 month Comply for 30

(Tarrant County) termination termination termination consecutive
days

Florida Grant 10 days Grant 1 month Grant 3 months Case manager

(Duval County) termination termination termination discretion

Utah $100 reduction 1 month Grant 1 month Grant 2 months Comply up to 2

(Salt Lake County) termination termination consecutive
weeks

Arizona 25% reduction 1 month 50% reduction 1 month Grant none Verbally commit

(Pima County) termination to participate

Georgia® 25% reduction 3 months Grant 3months  25% reduction” 3 months Renegotiate

(DeKalb County) termination employment
plan

California Reduction by None Reduction by none Reduction by none Participate up to

(Los Angeles/Kern adult portion adult portion adult portion 30 days

County)

New York Reduction by None Reduction by 3 months  Reduction by 6 months Renegotiate

(Suffolk County) adult portion adult portion adult portion employment
plan®

? In Georgia, the first instance of noncompliance results in a formal conciliation with no effect on the TANF grant. The first sanction results
in a 25 percent reduction of the TANF grant for 3 months.

® After a 2™ level sanction, sanctions alternate between a 25 percent grant reduction for three months and immediate full TANF case
closure for a year.

° Local districts in New York have the authority to require clients to demonstrate compliance for a period of time in order to cure their
sanctions. The longest period of time local districts have required is 10 days.

A. IMMEDIATE FULL-FAMILY SANCTIONS

An immediate full-family sanction terminates the TANF grant for the first instance of
noncompliance without good cause. Immediate full-family sanctions are a quick
consequence for nonparticipation and could be a strong motivator to encourage program
compliance. They may also help states achieve higher work participation rates because they
remove nonparticipants from the TANF caseload and thus the denominator of the
participation rate calculation. Ensuring that sanctions are implemented appropriately is
particularly important in states with immediate full-family sanctions since the ramifications
for clients are swift and severe.

Two of the seven states in the study, Texas and Florida, use immediate full-family
sanctions. In 2003, Texas policymakers passed legislation authorizing a change in sanction
policy, from a partial to an immediate full-family sanction. Just prior to these changes, one-
third of the TANF caseload was in sanction status. Now, during an average month,
approximately 10 percent of TANF clients are removed from the caseload due to a sanction.
In both states, sanctions are imposed swiftly, typically less than two weeks after an initial
warning notice is sent to clients. Immediate consequences for nonparticipation have likely
helped both states achieve state work participation rates of about 50 percent.

Chapter I1: Sanction Policies and Program Trends
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1. Texas—Tarrant County

Sanction Policy. In Texas, program administrators encourage the use of sanctions as a
tool to enforce the state’s work first approach. The state establishes all sanction policies.
The penalty for a sanction is elimination of the cash grant for a minimum of one month and
loss of Medicaid for the adult. During that month, clients remain on the caseload in
sanction status. To cure a sanction, clients must perform 30 consecutive days of work
activities; if they do not, the TANF case is closed. To return to TANF after being
sanctioned off the caseload, clients must complete 30 days of work activities within 40 days
of their TANF eligibility interview. All sanctions result in the same consequences. The
maximum cash grant for a family of three is $217. A TANF sanction does not affect food
stamp eligibility or benefit amounts.

To offset the strict requirements for curing a sanction, Tarrant County decided to use
existing TANF funds to support those seeking to cure their sanctions. The county
contracted with a local service provider to operate REAP (Rapid Employment Attachment
Program), a program designed to reengage sanctioned clients and assist those interested in
curing their sanction. REAP offers sanctioned clients intensive support and guidance in
structured job search classes and individualized help to address personal and family
challenges so that they might fully participate.

Program Requirements. All TANF applicants are required to complete an orientation
session, and most comply with the requirement. Once eligible for TANF, clients are
required to participate for 30 hours a week in federally countable activities. Extensive
exemption criteria, however, eliminate about a quarter of the TANF caseload from the
requirement to participate, and case managers may modify clients’ work hours and activities
for those with documented good cause.

Administrative and Staffing Structure. In Texas, the state Health and Human
Services Commission (HHSC) and Texas Workforce Commission (TWC), an agency that
administers state workforce investment services, work in partnership to design and
administer services for TANF recipients. In Tarrant County, Workforce Solutions, the local
workforce investment agency, contracts for management and operations of the local
Workforce Center that provides case management and employment and training services to
TANF recipients. Workforce Solutions also contracts with 12 community agencies for
specialized services not provided directly at the Workforce Center. Staff at a specialized
HHSC sanction unit review and impose all sanctions requested by Workforce Solutions case
managers.

Recent Trends and Initiatives. Between October 2003 and September 20006, the
TANF caseload in Texas declined by nearly half, from 118,927 to 61,333 cases. TANF
administrators speculate that shifting from a partial to a full-family sanction has contributed
to this decline. In addition, Texas was in the process of shifting TANF eligibility functions
from individual workers in welfare offices throughout the state to centralized call centers,
but this transition was put on hold indefinitely in March 2007. Call center staff were to be
responsible for obtaining, verifying, and calculating income and resources to determine client
financial eligibility, for interviewing clients to gather information to determine non-financial
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eligibility, for processing changes to client case status or benefits, and for addressing client
problems or complaints. Problems with the transition, however, left fewer in-house workers
to handle initial TANF eligibility determinations, which extended the time for processing
TANF applications. As a result, fewer TANF applicants have been entering the TANF

caseload.

2. Florida—Duval County

Sanction Policy. State and local TANF administrators in Florida see immediate full-
family sanctions as an effective tool for holding TANF clients accountable and encouraging
compliance. In Florida, repeat sanctions result in progressively stricter penalties. First level
sanctions, which account for 60-70 percent of all sanctions imposed, lead to loss of cash
assistance for at least 10 days. Second level sanctions result in the loss of cash assistance for
at least a month. Third level and all subsequent sanctions result in loss of cash assistance for
at least three months. Sanctions may extend beyond the minimum period if the client does
not come back into compliance. To cure a sanction, clients are required to come into
compliance as defined by the local workforce investment agency. In Duval County, case
managers have discretion to define what individual clients need to do to cure their sanctions.
Typically, case managers require that clients participate in activities for a few weeks. Local
agencies also have the discretion to determine what constitutes grounds for good cause for
noncompliance. The cost of a sanction—the full family benefit—is $303 for a family of
three. However, families that do not have children under six years old and are not otherwise
exempt from food stamp work participation requirements (about one-quarter of TANF
clients) also lose their food stamp benefits. TANF sanctions do not affect eligibility for
Medicaid.

Florida policy also includes a safety net for sanctioned families. Families in second level
and subsequent sanctions may reapply for TANF at any time with a designated protective
payee other than the parent, who manages the cash grant, so that the children continue to
receive cash assistance. Months for which assistance is paid through a protective payee
continue to count against the family’s welfare time limit.

Program Requirements. TANF applicants in Duval County are required to complete
an initial orientation and eight job search/job readiness workshops of 60 to 90 minutes each
prior to approval for TANF. Once approved for TANF, clients are assigned to activities
and hours that meet the federal work participation requirements; most are assigned to job
search or community service activities. Opportunities to obtain post-high school/GED
education are limited. Exemptions from work requirements are relatively broad and must be
verified and reassessed every 90 days.

Administrative and Staffing Structure. Florida’s Department of Children and
Families determines initial and ongoing eligibility for TANF recipients through centralized
processing centers.  In Duval County, First Coast Workforce Development, Inc.
(WorkSource), the local workforce investment provider, handles case management for
TANTF clients and provides job search and job readiness activities to help them find work.
The Market Street Branch One-Stop center is designated to serve only TANF clients. Other
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job seekers use One-Stop centers in different locations. WorkSource case managers at the
Market Street Branch work closely with clients and initiate sanctions when clients fail to
meet program requirements. A designated eligibility worker at the centralized processing
center imposes all sanctions in Duval County.

Recent Trends and Initiatives. Over the past few years, Florida has shifted from the
caseworker model of service delivery to a model in which staff perform specialized tasks,
including staff at new centralized call centers. State administrators anticipate very few
changes to sanction or related policies in response to the DRA. Just prior to the DRA, the
state’s work participation rate was slightly more than 50 percent, but under the new rate
calculation based on changes required by the Interim Final Rules, the state’s rate is
substantially lower.

B. GRADUAL FULL-FAMILY SANCTIONS

Gradual full-family sanctions are intended to alert and motivate clients to comply before
a full-family sanction is imposed. Three of the study states, Arizona, Georgia, and Utah, use
gradual full-family sanctions as penalties for noncompliance. In each of these states, repeat
instances of noncompliance with program requirements, by the third occurrence, result in
grant termination. In Utah, the penalty for a first sanction is a $100 reduction in cash
assistance for a month followed by a full-family sanction for continued noncompliance. All
subsequent sanctions result in immediate case closure. Georgia uses a combination of grant
reduction and termination, depending on the sanction occurrence. In Arizona, either three
consecutive months of nonparticipation or three instances of noncompliance result in a full-
family sanction. In Utah, sanctions are applied to a small fraction of the TANF caseload,
but about 20 percent of all TANF case closures result from sanctions. In Arizona and
Georgia, very few sanctions are imposed.

1. Utah—Salt Lake County

Sanction Policy. In 1994, using federal waivers, Utah began using a gradual full-family
sanction to encourage clients to participate. Program administrators emphasize the
importance of ensuring that clients make an informed choice not to participate before a
sanction is imposed. Within the last year, Utah restructured its sanction policy by decreasing
the time it takes to impose a sanction and increasing the stringency of the penalties for
repeat sanctions. First sanctions result in $100 reduction in cash assistance for one month.
If the client does not comply during the grant reduction period, then the entire cash
assistance case is closed. For the second sanction, the clients’ cash assistance case is
immediately closed for at least a month. All subsequent sanctions result in immediate case
closure for at least two months. The cost of the full-family sanction for a family of three
receiving the maximum TANF benefit is $474. TANF sanctions do not affect Medicaid or
food stamp eligibility, though food stamp benefits may increase if TANF sanctions
contribute to a decline in household income. To ensure that full-family sanctions are
imposed appropriately, the center manager must approve all second and subsequent
sanctions.
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In Utah, the state establishes sanction policy and requires regions to implement a
sanction conciliation process within certain defined parameters, but the regions decide
exactly what that conciliation process will look like. Utah requires employment counselors
to carry out a two-phase problem solving process to understand the client’s reason for
noncompliance, uncover and address their hidden barriers to employment, and develop a
plan to reengage them in program activities. Clients enter the problem-solving process for
nonparticipation or failure to report participation hours and activities. The problem-solving
process includes a formal case review by the employment counselor, the supervisor, an in-
house licensed clinical therapist, community partners, and the client. Clients may invite
others who support them to the case review as well (e.g., family, boyfriend/girlfriend,
religious leaders). To cure a sanction, clients are required to participate for up to two
consecutive weeks.

Program Requirements. In Utah all clients are required to participate to their
maximum ability. As a result of this universal engagement approach, a large proportion of
the work-mandatory caseload has serious personal and family challenges. However,
employment counselors have considerable flexibility to modify clients’ hours and activities
based on a documented barrier to employment. Those without documented barriers are
required to participate in hours and activities that meet the federal work requirements.
Clients may access employment and training services in-house or, using payment vouchers,
at one of the many authorized vendor agencies within the community. In addition, more
than 20 licensed clinical therapists are co-located in welfare offices across the state to
identify and address clients’ mental health conditions. Most major case management
decisions, such as sanctions and modification of work hours and activities, are made in
formal case reviews or by case managers in consultation with supervisors or in-house
licensed clinical therapists.

Administrative and Staffing Structure. The Department of Workforce Services, an
integrated welfare and workforce investment system, operates the Family Employment
Program (FEP) for those receiving TANF. Case managers, or employment counselors, in
Salt Lake County serve a combined caseload of TANF clients, workforce investment job-
seekers, and General Assistance clients. Other parts of the state may specialize caseloads by
program. Employment counselors are responsible for all case management activities,
including developing an employment plan with the client, monitoring and documenting
participation and progress, and initiating the problem-solving (sanction) process.
Employment counselors also decide whether to impose sanctions and initiate sanctions in
the management information system, but eligibility workers located at a centralized call
center make changes to the TANF benefit.

Recent Trends and Initiatives. Recent policy and program changes as well as a strong
economy have contributed to a sharp caseload decline in Utah, from 5,546 work-mandatory
TANTF cases in November 2005 to 3,324 cases in October 2006. The state is in the process
of making changes to increase its federal work participation rate. In November 20006, the
state’s participation rate was just over 50 percent, but was based on planned hours of
participation. Using actual hours of participation, as required by the DRA, the state’s
participation rate was substantially lower. Anticipating TANF reauthorization, program
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administrators initiated major changes in FEP a year before the DRA, and made additional
changes after the new requirements were enacted. Major changes include statewide training
sessions for employment counselors, encouraging them to assign clients to work activities
and hours that meet the federal requirements, speeding up the sanction process and
imposing stricter penalties for repeat sanctions, and a new process for verifying and
documenting clients’ work hours and activities.

2. Arizona—Pima County

Sanction Policies. Arizona TANF administrators encourage workers to use sanctions
as a last resort, if all efforts to remove barriers have failed to get participants to comply with
program requirements. All sanction and related policies are established at the state level.
For continued nonparticipation without good cause, or failure to contact program staff, case
managers may impose a gradual full-family sanction. Clients move from one level to the
next for either repeat sanctions or three months of continuous nonparticipation while in
sanction status. The consequence of a first sanction is loss of 25 percent of the total cash
assistance grant.  The penalty for a second sanction, imposed either for repeat
noncompliance or at the beginning of the second month of nonparticipation, is a 50 percent
grant reduction. The third and all subsequent sanctions or consecutive months of
nonparticipation result in a full-family sanction. The cost of a full-family sanction for a
family of three is $347 and loss of Medicaid for the adult; food stamp eligibility is not
affected.

In 1999, a lawsuit agreement between the William E. Morris Institute for Justice
(formetly, the Arizona Justice Institute) and the Department of Economic Security (DES)
led to several changes to sanction policies and procedures in an effort to protect clients’
rights to due process. First, Arizona was required to extend the length of the pre-sanction
warning period and the number of notices sent to clients. The entire process is designed to
take at least a month and typically takes longer. Second, supervisors are required to review
all sanction requests using standardized forms. Staff must show that they addressed or
attempted to address all barriers identified during assessment and previously documented in
the case file. One agency mistake in handling the case requires restarting the pre-sanction
process. In addition, each quarter, DES conducts an internal review of all sanctioned cases
to check for errors. Finally, clients may cure their sanction or stop the pre-sanction process
with a verbal agreement to participate. The process for imposing a sanction is labor-
intensive for case managers and sanctions, once imposed, can be cured quickly. Clients,
then, often cycle in and out of participation.

Program Requitements. Arizona recently began requiring TANF applicants to
complete an upfront 30-minute orientation as a condition of TANF eligibility. Once
approved for TANF, clients are required to participate between 35-40 hours per week.
However, case managers will only initiate sanctions if clients complete fewer than 30 hours.
Clients with documented personal and family challenges may qualify for an exemption or be
assigned to broadly defined activities that satisfy state program requirements, such as
addressing their child’s health or behavioral problems (for instance, by attending doctor’s
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appointments or school appointment), attending court appointments, and participating in
services to address mental or physical health conditions.

Administrative and Staffing Structure. The TANF program in Arizona is state
administered. Two divisions within the Department of Economic Security (DES) serve
TANTF recipients. The Family Assistance Administration (FAA) handles initial and ongoing
eligibility, and the Employment Administration operates the JOBS (TANF) program,
providing case management and employment and training services to welfare recipients. In
Pima County, staff from the two divisions are co-located within the Irvington Road Job
Service Center. JOBS case managers request sanctions when necessary, and one designated
FAA eligibility worker imposes them.

As part of a statewide privatization effort, JOBS case management responsibilities will
be transferred to contracted service providers. Contracts were supposed to be in place by
January 2007; however, the need for a second procurement delayed the process. Now, the
goal is for the providers to be fully operational by October 1, 2007.

Recent Trends and Initiatives. Arizona program administrators are focused on
selecting contracted service providers and transferring case management responsibilities to
them. In addition, they are exploring ways to increase the state’s low work participation rate.
Under the state’s original calculation, the participation rate in Arizona was around 30
percent. Using the new DRA calculation requirements, Pima County’s rate was about 12
percent in October 2006. * Providers will bear some of the responsibility for achieving
higher work participation rates; DES administrators plan to include formal language in their
contracts to define these objectives. DES administrators also have been pushing for a
shorter sanction warning period so that sanctions may be imposed more quickly. The legal
team overseeing the lawsuit agreement recently approved this proposal and the process is
now in place. Finally, the state has instituted a process of triaging clients based on an
assessment of their work readiness in an effort to heighten the focus on program
engagement.

3. Georgia—DeKalb County

Sanction Policy. Georgia TANF administrators see the purpose of sanctions as
encouraging clients to “do what they need to do.” Georgia uses a gradual full-family
sanction to achieve this purpose. The first instance of noncompliance results in a formal
conciliation with no effect on the TANF benefit. The second instance results in a 25
percent reduction in the TANF grant for three months. At the end of three months,
sanctioned clients are required to meet with their case manager to renegotiate their
employment plan within 30 days or their entire cash assistance case is closed. The third
instance of noncompliance results in immediate case closure for at least three months.
Subsequent sanctions, which are rare, alternate between a 25 percent grant reduction for

* These rates rely on different data sources and may not be completely comparable.
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three months and immediate TANF case closure for a year.> To cure a sanction, clients
must meet with their case manager after the minimum penalty period to renegotiate their
employment plan. Clients must reapply for benefits if the sanction resulted in full TANF
case closure. No sanctions affect Medicaid eligibility, but when a sanction results in case
closure, TANF benefits are no longer considered in calculating the food stamp benefit
amount, so food stamp benefits are likely to increase. Very few sanctions are ever imposed,
especially third and subsequent sanctions, largely because of the state’s formal and informal
conciliation processes.

Program Requirements. Georgia has a stringent upfront pre-approval requirement.
Work-mandatory TANF applicants who are determined to be job ready are required to
participate full-time (40 hours per week) in four weeks of job search activities, but counties
can define the structure of those activities. Providers in DeKalb County estimate that about
half of all applicants referred to them complete the requirements and are approved for
TANF. Once approved, most clients are required to engage in activities that count toward
the federal participation rate. In DeKalb County, providers establish minimum participation
requirements for their programs (as long as they are at least 30 hours per week) and county
staff enforce their requirements. Most providers in DeKalb require 40 hours of participation
per week.

Administrative and Staffing Structure. The state Department of Human Resources,
Division for Family and Children Services (DFCS) administers the TANF program in
Georgia. DFCS case managers handle ongoing eligibility and case management
responsibilities for TANF families. They refer clients to a variety of employment and
training service providers under contract with DFCS. Clients who did not find employment
during their applicant job search are usually referred to one of two contractors that provide
intensive job search assistance and clients with disabilities are referred to a third contractor
for in-depth assessment and individualized employment services. DFCS hired three full-
time community resource specialists as liaisons between DFCS and contracted service
provider staff. They share information with DFCS and contractors, and report client
nonparticipation to DFCS case managers immediately. DFCS case managers determine
when to initiate a sanction and impose it electronically in the case file. As a safeguard to
protect clients, supervisors must approve all sanctions to ensure they are imposed
appropriately.

Recent Trends and Initiatives. Georgia recently initiated a statewide social marketing
campaign entitled, “The Right Work the Right Way,” to change the culture of the welfare
agency by reeducating administrators, welfare staff, contracted service providers, and clients
about the importance of work. The strong message about work, combined with a variety of
minor policy changes, has contributed to a 50 percent reduction in the TANF caseload since
2004. At the same time, the state’s work participation rate has risen to about 66 percent in
FY2006.

5 After a 25 percent reduction in the TANF grant for three months, clients are required to contact their
case manager within 30 days or the TANF case is closed.
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C. PARTIAL SANCTIONS

The largest states, California and New York, implemented partial family sanctions with
the implementation of PRWORA. In these states, sanctioned clients comprise a substantial
proportion of the TANF caseload. In New York, at any given time, about 30 percent of
adult TANF and MOE cases include an adult in sanction status—that is, are in benefit
reduction status or in the conciliation or fair hearing process. Sanction rates in California
were 20 percent among single-parent cases and 13 percent among two-parent cases in
October 2006.

In response to DRA, California and New York instituted new efforts to reengage
nonparticipants and sanctioned clients. Both states now encourage the use of sanctions as a
last resort. In addition, they allocated additional funds to reengage sanction clients or those
at risk of being sanctioned. Finally, California eliminated durational sanctions in an effort to
reengage clients in federally countable work activities sooner. In the past, a first sanction
could be cured immediately, a second sanction resulted in a reduction of cash assistance for
at least three months, and a third sanction resulted in a grant reduction for at least six
months. Now, clients may cure any sanction at any time and thus return to the numerator of
the participation rate sooner than before.

1. California—Los Angeles and Kern Counties

Sanction Policy. Recipients who do not meet program requirements may be subject to
a partial sanction involving elimination of the adult portion of the grant. Clients continue to
receive food stamps after a sanction is imposed. However, the amount of food stamps is
calculated based on the full TANF grant rather than the amount after the partial sanction
thus preventing an increase in food stamp benefits as a result of a TANF sanction. A
sanction has no affect on Medicaid eligibility. The California Department of Social Services
(CDSS) sets all sanction policies to be implemented throughout the state. Counties may
implement additional requirements or supports to reengage sanctioned CalWORKSs (TANF)
clients. To cure a sanction, clients must engage for up to 30 days in the activity that led to
the sanction. As a result, some individuals may cure a sanction by attending a one-hour
orientation while others must participate in 30 days of job search or work experience.

Program Requirements. State policy requires clients to complete a two-phase
pathway of activities aimed at getting a job quickly. Clients begin with 3-4 weeks of
structured job search. If the client does not land a job, an in-depth assessment is required to
develop an employment plan with the case manager. All non-exempt clients must complete
32 hours of work or work-related activities per week. At least 20 hours must be federally
countable activities; the remaining 12 hours may be from a broad list of state defined
activities. California, however, offers a broad range of exemptions from work requirements
and a broad range of program activities for those with personal and family challenges.

State Administrative Structure. The TANF program in California is called
CalWORKSs. The California Department of Social Services (CDSS) defines CalWORKSs
policy and provides guidance and oversight to counties as they administer the program.
Counties submit formal plans which CDSS reviews for consistency with state and federal
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law. Counties were recently asked to update their TANF plans and describe how they would
implement legislative initiatives to increase the state’s work participation rates. A variety of
additional state agencies (e.g., California Department of Mental Health, California
Department of Alcohol and Drug, California Department of Education, and California
Community Colleges) administer and provide oversight to specialized services and education
programs for CalWORKSs clients throughout the state.

a. Los Angeles County

County Administrative and Staffing Structure.  The Los Angeles County
Department of Public Social Services handles CalWORKSs eligibility in 24 offices throughout
the county and administers 7 GAIN (Greater Avenues to Independence) offices that handle
all case management and work and work-related activity functions. The Los Angeles County
Office of Education operates Los Angeles County’s job search program and several
community colleges provide education and training opportunities for CalWORKSs clients.
Providers report clients’ participation to GAIN case managers, who reengage
nonparticipants and initiate sanctions by contacting CalWORKSs eligibility workers to impose
them.

Recent Trends and Initiatives. Los Angeles County created a home visiting program
to engage TANF recipients who have been or risk being sanctioned. The home visit
program was part of a larger plan to reduce the sanction rate in Los Angeles County, which
is about a quarter of CalWORKSs families at any given time. As of the fall of 20006, the
county work participation rate was between 25 and 27 percent, far below the DRA standard,
though the state recently implemented new participation rate standards so that counties
would be held accountable to the DRA standards. In an effort to address clients’ personal
and family challenges promptly, Los Angeles County is hiring new GAIN case managers to
decrease the client-case manager ratios and make it more feasible for case managers to
become involved with clients before they stop participating. The current caseloads are about
110 cases per worker and have been as high as 150 cases. GAIN case managers will
eventually be assigned 90 CalWORKSs clients and will be required to meet with them at least
monthly.

b. Kern County

County Administrative and Staffing Structure. The Kern County Department of
Human Services (DHS) determines eligibility for CalWORKSs applicants and provides
ongoing case management. DHS works closely with TANF and workforce investment
service providers co-located in the local One-Stop center. These agencies provide
employment and training services to most TANF recipients. The County Department of
Mental Health, another partner at the One-Stop Center, provides mental health and
substance abuse treatment services to TANF recipients as needed. The DHS social worker
refers clients to these providers, monitors their participation, and initiates sanctions when
necessary. DHS eligibility workers impose sanctions.
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Recent Trends and Initiatives. Kern County developed three special initiatives to
help clients cure their sanctions and avoid future sanctions. Most sanctioned clients are
required to attend a 1%2 -hour sanction orientation meeting designed to emphasize the
importance of program participation, set an appointment to develop a cure plan with the
social worker, and learn about in-house and community resources to address personal and
family challenges. Clients may call the sanction hotline to find out when sanction orientation
sessions are held during the upcoming week. In addition to the sanction hotline and
orientation, DHS created a sanction reengagement team to inform TANF clients about the
process for curing their sanction and to identify clients who may qualify for an exemption
from the work requirements. County administrators estimate that, during an average month,
about one-fourth of the TANF caseload is in sanction status. Kern County has one of the
higher county work participation rates at about 55 percent.

2. New York—Suffolk County

Sanction Policy. New York imposes partial sanctions by removing the adult portion
of the TANF grant. Unlike California, New York still imposes durational sanctions, with
each progressive sanction resulting in a longer minimum sanction period. First sanctions last
until program compliance. Second sanctions last at least three months and third and
subsequent sanctions remain in place for at least six months. Unless a client is otherwise
exempt from Food Stamp employment and training requirements, a partial reduction in the
food stamp grant is also imposed when a TANF sanction is imposed. A TANF sanction
does not affect eligibility for Medicaid. To cure a sanction, clients are required to contact
program staff and indicate a willingness to comply with program requirements and to attend
an assessment interview. The state does not require clients to participate for a minimum
amount of time to cure their sanction, though local districts have the authority to require
clients to demonstrate compliance for a period of time. The longest period of time local
districts have required is 10 days. The sanction rates for New York and Suffolk County are
30 and 38 percent, respectively.

Program Requirements. New York state policy requires single-parent TANF
recipients to participate in federally countable work activities for at least 30 and up to 40
hours per week, as defined by the local county. Suffolk County requires nearly all clients to
participate the full 40 hours a week in federally countable activities.” They are typically
assigned to job search, work experience, or unsubsidized employment provided in-house or
by community partners.

Administrative and Staffing Structure. The Office of Temporary Disability
Assistance (OTDA) administers the TANF program in New York. In Suffolk County, the
Department of Social Services (DSS) determines initial and ongoing eligibility for TANF
recipients while the Department of Labor, divided into four main units, defines clients’
program requirements, and monitors their participation in required activities. Clients move

¢ With supervisory approval, clients with a child under age six and a demonstrated hardship may be
required to participate fewer hours.
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progressively through the first three units — the registration unit (initial intake and
orientation), client services unit (assessment and employment plan development), and
monitoring unit (monitoring and tracking assigned activities). The noncompliance unit
reviews cases referred by the monitoring and tracking unit for noncompliance and initiates
the sanction process. A DSS compliance examiner initiates the conciliation process and
imposes sanctions. DSS contracts with a community based service agency to re-engage
sanctioned clients.

Recent Trends and Initiatives. Suffolk County contracts with a local social service
provider to provide outreach to sanctioned clients to encourage them to re-engage in
program activities. New York State recently appropriated $15 million statewide for
additional outreach to sanctioned clients and those at risk of a sanction. In addition, local
program administrators recently shifted their philosophy regarding the use of sanctions in
response to the effectively increased work participation rate requirements specified in the
DRA. They are now telling local staff to follow up more aggressively with nonparticipants
before imposing sanctions. In addition, the state and county require greater leniency with
respect to the first instance of noncompliance with good cause. Suffolk County’s work
participation rate has been fairly stable at 46 percent since spring of 2000.
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LAYING THE FOUNDATION FOR
IMPLEMENTING TANF SANCTIONS:
DEFINING AND COMMUNICATING
PROGRAM REQUIREMENTS

program requirements. PRWORA explicitly defined 12 program activities in which

TANF recipients’ participation would count toward meeting federal requirements.
Nine of those activities were identified as activities in which recipients had to participate for
a total of at least 20 hours per week. The remaining three were identified as activities in
which recipients could participate for the balance of any required hours. All recipients
participating in the requisite activities for the requisite number of hours per week are
included in the numerator of the participation rate.

The primary purpose of sanctions is to encourage TANF recipients to comply with

Until HHS promulgated Interim Final Rules as required by the DRA, states had
considerable latitude in determining the specific activities that would be considered
countable within the 12 defined categories. To standardize what counts as work
participation across the states, however, HHS used its rule-making process to clarify the
definitions of activities that could count within each of the 12 categories. For instance, the
DRA’s Interim Final Rules explicitly defined job search and job readiness assistance as
activities that involve seeking and preparing for work. They also restricted the definition of
community service programs to “structured programs in which TANF recipients perform
work for the direct benefit of the community under the auspices of public or nonprofit
organizations” " and clarified that the definition of vocational educational training excludes
basic skills, language training, and post-secondary education leading to a baccalaureate or

7 Previously, some states had been counting some job search or job readiness activities, participation in
substance abuse or mental health treatment and domestic violence counseling, and caring for a disabled
household member as community service.
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advanced degree. States still have the flexibility, however, to decide what recipients are
required to do and may require participation in program activities other than those that
count toward the work participation rate. Similarly, although PRWORA explicitly defines
the number of hours a recipient must participate in work activities to count toward a state’s
work participation rate, states can modify those hours by setting either higher or lower
requirements for some or all recipients. States that set lower requirements run the risk of
low participation rates, however, since only those participating for at least an average of 30
hours per week may be included in the numerator.

Before passage of PRWORA, the federal government defined the types of individuals
that could not be required to participate in work and work-related activities. * While some
states maintained the exemptions that were in place before the advent of TANF, others
narrowed the pool of recipients who could be exempt from participating in work activities,
and still others required all TANF recipients to participate (i.e., universal participation).
Many of those exempted by states from work requirements, though, are included in the
denominator of the federal work participation rate.

Before the DRA, calculation of the work participation rate involved some important
exclusions from the denominator, which have now been narrowed by the new legislation.
Regardless of how states defined who was required to participate or who was exempt,
recipients caring for a child under age one (at state option and up to 12 months per lifetime)
and those participating in a separate state program (funded with TANF Maintenance of
Effort funds) were excluded from the denominator of the work participation calculation
before the DRA. In addition, cases in work sanction status were excluded from the
denominator as long as they were sanctioned for no more than three of the preceding 12
months. Under the DRA and the accompanying interim final regulation, states retained all
the flexibility they previously had to define who would be required to participate in program
activities. ~ However, some groups previously excluded from the work participation
calculation are now included. For example, recipients in separate state programs funded
with TANF Maintenance of Effort funds are now included in the calculation. These may
include working families whose grants are paid by the state in order to stop the federal time
limit clock or families that have reached the federal time limit on assistance but continue to
receive a state grant. Similarly, sanctioned families in which the adult’s needs were removed
from the TANF grant due to noncompliance with work requirements are included in the
calculation. On the other hand, parents caring for a disabled family member are now
excluded from the work participation rate calculation.

8 Exemptions from employment and training requirements were broad and included applicants or
recipients who were (1) ill or incapacitated or of advanced age; (2) needed in the home because of another
family member’s illness or incapacity; (3) the patent or other relative of a child under age 3 who was personally
caring for the child; (4) employed 30 or more hours per week; (5) a child under age 16 or attending an
elementary, secondary, or vocational school full-time; (6) a woman in at least the second trimester of
pregnancy; or (7) residing in an area where the employment and training program is not available. PRWORA
passed down to the states responsibility for defining who is and is not required to participate in work activities.
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Given that sanctions are imposed for failure to participate in program activities as
defined by the state (or by the county if the authority is delegated), a first step in
understanding the use of TANF sanctions to encourage participation in work activities is to
recognize how a state defines who is required to participate in program activities, what
activities they are required to participate in, and how that information is communicated to
recipients.

The Current All-Families Work Participation Rate Calculation

The Numerator:  Families that include a work-eligible individnal’ and are participating in countable activities
Jor at least an average 30 honrs per week

divided by

The Denominator: All families on TANEF or in separate state (MOE) programs that include a work-eligible
individual' minus:
(1) families in sanction status for no more than 3 of the previous 12 months
(2)  families in which a single custodial parent is caring for a child nunder age one for a
maxinunm of 12 months

“ Parents providing care for a disabled family member who (1) is living in the home and (2) does not attend school
on a full-time basis are excluded from the definition of a work-eligible individual.

A. DEFINING WHO IS REQUIRED TO PARTICIPATE IN PROGRAM ACTIVITIES

Although five of the study states provided a broad range of exemptions from

work requirements before the DRA, none narrowed its exemption policies in
response to the DRA, which restricted the categories of recipients who could
be excluded from the work participation calculation.

The states included in the study have taken different approaches with respect to
exemptions from work participation requirements (see Table IIL.1). Utah employs a
universal participation model; it does not exempt anyone from participation requirements,
though the state broadly defines the activities in which TANF recipients may participate.
Georgia provides minimal exemptions, requiring all recipients except those caring for a child
under age one to participate in program activities. All other states provide broad
exemptions, including most of those allowed before passage of PRWORA, though the states
have limited the caretaker exemption to those with a child under age one. While states have
the flexibility to provide a broad range of exemptions, exempting substantial portions of the
caseload from work requirements will have negative consequences for work participation
rates.

Despite the importance of the DRA in changing federal rules, none of the states

included in this study changed its exemption policy since the passage of the DRA. Changes
may still be made, however, since exemption policies are often part of state legislation, and
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such legislation may still be enacted. Some states are still in the process of considering the
best approach to addressing the needs of TANF recipients who have traditionally been
exempt from program requirements and/or excluded from the work participation rate
calculation. While one option might be a change in state exemption policies to require more
recipients to participate, another might be the creation of solely state-funded programs for
specific client groups.

Table Ill.1. Current Exemptions Across Study Sites

) GA X FL AZ NY  CA

Exemption

Caring for a child under one year of age X X X X X
Caring for a child under three months of age X

Medically incapacitated X X X X X
Toward the end of pregnancy X X X
Caring for an incapacitated family member X X X X X
Mental health and/or substance abuse issues X X X X
Domestic violence issues X X

Child in school or vocational school for requisite hours X X X
Of older age X X X
Percentage of adult clients exempt in a typical month in 2006 0 21 25 n/a n/a 30 28

n/a = not available.

While most states in the study allow several types of exemptions and Georgia only one,
exemption rates in Georgia are not substantially lower than those in other states. Among
states with broadly defined exemptions, exemption rates range from an estimated 25 percent
in Texas to 30 percent in New York in a typical month in 2006. Caring for a young child
accounts for a substantial portion of exemptions in all study states. In some states (such as
California), most exemptions apply to recipients caring for young children; in other states
(such as Texas or New York), the primary reason for an exemption is a medical incapacity,
though relatively large numbers of clients are still exempt to care for a young child. This
explains why in Georgia, where the only exemption is for those caring for a child under age
one, the exemption rate is still relatively high at 21 percent in October 2006. Across all sites
in the study, average caseload size among TANF case managers responding to the survey of
frontline workers was 107 clients, and the average percentage of clients exempt from work
requirements was 16 percent.

Some states have created “partial exemptions.” These states do not approach
exemptions as an all-or-nothing policy but instead recognize that, in addition to clients who
should be fully subject to work requirements and those who should not be subject to work
requirements at all, a middle group of clients may be able to participate in activities but to a
more limited extent than others. Florida, for instance, provides two types of exemptions
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(which the state calls deferrals) from work requirements—total and partial. Clients with
severe medical conditions may receive a total exemption and are not subject to any work
requirements. Clients with mild medical conditions may receive a partial exemption with
modified participation requirements based on the recommendations of private physicians
who complete forms indicating the types and amount of activities that clients may perform.
About half of the clients with medical exemptions have total exemptions, and about half
have partial exemptions; all are included in the calculation of the state’s work participation
rate. All clients with total or partial medical exemptions may be required to attend a
bimonthly workshop that teaches clients about workplace accommodations for individuals
living with disabilities and helps them identify how they might work with their physical
limitations. While other states do not explicitly operate a two-tiered exemption system,
some modify hour and activity requirements for clients with certain personal challenges (see
Section B).

In all study sites, exemptions must be clearly documented and periodically
reviewed.

All of the study sites that grant exemptions require documentation of the reason for
exemption. Some rely on the recipient to obtain and provide that documentation. For
exemptions involving a physical or mental incapacity or pregnancy, documentation usually
requires forms completed and signed by a physician. For instance, in Pima County, all
medical exemptions require authorization from a medical doctor, indicating the types and
amount of work or work-related activities that the client is able and unable to perform and
any recommended work accommodations. Other sites have established internal processes
for documenting exemptions. For instance, in Suffolk County, all TANF applicants who are
not immediately employable (as determined by a TANF agency employability worker during
an initial assessment) are referred to a private contractor for in-depth assessment. The
contractor conducts drug and alcohol, mental health, and physical health assessments as
necessary. It assists TANF staff in determining whether the applicant is employable
(potentially with limitations that can be addressed) and subject to work requirements,
temporarily unemployable and in need of a work exemption, or disabled and in need of
referral to the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program.

In all study states exemption status is not permanent but is regularly reviewed and
updated. Some states require exemption reviews annually, others more frequently. For
instance, in Los Angeles County, employment program staff must review exemptions at least
once a year, and certain types of exemptions at shorter intervals. The county’s management
information system alerts case mangers of exemptions due for review. In Suffolk County, all
TANF recipients, regardless of exemption status, must go through an assessment with a
TANF agency employability worker (and a private contractor at the worker’s discretion)
every six months as a condition of continued TANF eligibility. The sole purpose is to
reassess clients’ conditions and make redeterminations of employability or good cause
exemptions. In Pima County, exemptions are reviewed every 30 days and require an
updated form from a physician every three to four months.
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In addition, some exemptions are defined as temporary at the outset. In Florida, for
example, medical problems expected to last fewer than 90 days are considered worthy of a
temporary deferral from work requirements for 90 days instead of a total or partial
exemption. Temporary deferrals may be granted for mental health and substance abuse
issues that are considered temporary but may last longer than 90 days. A physician or
licensed psychiatrist must evaluate the client at the 90-day mark to determine whether the
deferral should continue. In Kern County, case managers have considerable discretion in
granting exemptions or temporary good cause in 30-day increments. They receive a list of
more than 50 examples of allowable reasons, including domestic violence, homelessness,
mental health conditions, drug and alcohol addiction, incarceration, lack of transportation
(only in rural areas), or legal issues. Clients are also allowed a temporary good cause
exemption if they need to secure childcare before participating in work activities. If possible,
clients are required to provide verification for a temporary exemption, though case managers
may still grant temporary exemptions without written verification.

B. DEFINING CLIENT EXPECTATIONS

Half of the study sites implemented more stringent hour requirements than
established in the DRA to ensure that recipients who miss some hours of
activities still meet the minimum federally acceptable level of participation.

Half of the study sites require work-ready clients to participate in program activities for
more than the average of 30 hours per week needed to count toward the federal work
participation rate for the month (see Table II1.2); two require only slightly more (32 hours),
and two require substantially more (40 hours). Some of the other sites inform clients that
they must participate for more than 30 hours per week but penalize them only if they
participate for fewer than 30. For instance, Pima and Duval counties tell clients that they
must participate for 40 hours per week but will accept (and ultimately expect) 30 hours. This
permits clients to miss some hours of activities because of unforeseen circumstances such as
doctor’s appointments or caring for sick children yet still meet the minimum federally
acceptable level of participation. In addition, most sites require parents with children under
age six to participate for a fewer number of hours per week—typically 20 hours in sites that
require 30 hours of other single parents and 30 hours in sites that require 40 hours of other
single parents. Further, some sites (such as Pima County) calculate participation hours
monthly rather than weekly, providing clients with the flexibility to miss hours in some
weeks and make them up in others. In these sites, a client may work 20 hours one week, 40
hours the next, and 30 hours the last two weeks of the month and still meet the participation
rate.

The degree to which study sites tailor initial and subsequent activities to
meet clients’ individual needs varies across sites.

Typically, sites assign clients to a countable activity for at least 20 hours per week and an
allowable or other activity for the balance of the required hours. They use one of three basic
approaches to determine the specific activities to be included in clients’ employment or
personal responsibility plans. Figure III.1 presents the three approaches. In the first
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approach, sites make no distinction between clients’ strengths and challenges at the outset
and assign all clients to the same initial activity and same sequence of subsequent activities.
In the second approach, clients are assigned to the same initial activity, but then move into
different subsequent activities according to their needs and/or interests. In the third
approach, the first assigned activity and all subsequent activities vary from client to client
depending on the client’s level of employability. The first approach is relatively the easiest to
implement; it does not require much decision- making on the part of program staff with
respect to which activities may be appropriate to client circumstances. The second approach
can enable clients to self-sort into subsequent activities based on their success in the initial
activity.  Typically, the initial activity is a job search. Successful clients move on to
unsubsidized employment or perhaps transitional jobs while clients who are not successful in
the initial activity may be assigned to an array of more intensive services. The third
approach has implications for the timing of employability and other in-depth assessments.
To make an appropriate initial-activity assignment, program staff need to understand clients’
strengths, challenges, and needs at the outset; accordingly, sites following the third approach
generally carry out in-depth assessments early in the program process.

Table IlIl.2. Work Requirements for Adults in Single-Parent Cases

Hours per Typical First or

Site Week Primary Activity Other Typical Activities

Salt Lake County, UT 30 Semistructured Broad range
job search

DeKalb County, GA 40 Structured Education and training, work experience
job search

Tarrant County, TX 30 Structured Community service
job search

Duval County, FL 30° Semistructured Community service
job search

Pima County, AZ 30° Unstructured Work experience, education and training, paid
job search employment

Suffolk County, NY 40 Job readiness Employment, work experience, education, and
training training

Kern County, CA 32 Job readiness Employment, employment preparation, job
workshop or placement, education and training, behavioral
assessment health services
workshop

Los Angeles County, CA 32 Structured Employment, work experience, education and
job search training, job search, specialized supportive

services, vocational education/training,
employment-related job skills training, work
experience (paid and unpaid)

*These sites inform clients that they must participate for 40 hours per week but penalize them only for not participating for
at least 30 hours per week.

Tarrant County provides an example of the first approach. The county initially assigns
all clients to job search activities and then to a community service program called Career
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Steps,” a program that assists clients in starting on a career path by finding appropriate work
in transitional jobs or through community service at a hospital. Clients unable to fulfill all of
their work participation hours through Career Steps must participate in core activities for the
remaining hours. Duval County is another site that uses the first approach.

Los Angeles County offers an example of the second approach. The typical
employment plan begins with a four-week job club program, which consists of job
preparation and job search activities but can vary considerably after that. Clients who find
employment are required to work 32 hours per week. Clients with no jobs at the end of the
job club may take one of four paths: the client may attend some type of school program; the
client may enter a work experience program; the client may continue looking for a job,
relying on the county’s Office of Education or TANF program job developers; or the client
may enter specialized supportive services. The only clients who do not go through the job
club program are those already enrolled in a self-initiated training or education program or
those already employed 32 hours per week.

Kern County provides an example of the third approach. All work-ready clients are
assigned to a two-and-a-half-day job-readiness workshop followed by three weeks of a
guided job search during which they are required to apply for 25 jobs per week. Clients who
are unsuccessful in obtaining employment then complete a comprehensive two-day
assessment of their skills, interests, and abilities, with the results informing the assignment of
subsequent activities. Clients with personal and family challenges are first referred to a five-
day workshop designed to identify mental health, substance abuse, and domestic violence
issues. After completion of these initial activities, a social worker and the client develop a
formal employment plan that includes the client’s ongoing work activities. Assigned
activities depend on the client’s needs and interests and may include employment
preparation, job placement, unsubsidized employment, education and training, and
behavioral health services. Other sites that use the third approach include Suffolk County,
DeKalb County, Pima County, and Salt Lake County.

Figure lll.1. Approaches to Assignment of Work Activities

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Activity 1 Activity 1 ActWy 1
Activity 2 Activity 2 Activity2  Activity 2 Activity 2 Activity2  Activity 2

°Clients who have already completed six weeks of job search activities within a fiscal year are assigned
directly to Career Steps.

10 In DeKalb County, however, all TANF applicants go through the same four-week job search program.
Once approved for TANF, clients are assigned to activities based on individual needs and interests.
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Some sites have developed specific processes—such as periodic assessments
or case conferences—to ensure that clients progress rather than stagnate in
the same activity for extended periods.

Some sites have developed specific processes for ensuring that clients progress rather
than stagnate in the same activity for extended periods. Some sites implement these
processes at major transition points—for instance, at the end of a defined job search
period—while others implement them periodically throughout a client’s participation in the
program, or when it is evident that a client is experiencing difficulty in obtaining
employment. In Kern and Los Angeles counties, clients undergo an extensive vocational
assessment followed by a formal employment planning process if they have not found jobs
after three weeks of job search. In Georgia, case conferences take place at least every three
months and often more frequently for clients who remain unemployed after participating in
required work activities at the assigned provider. During case conferences, the client, case
manager, case manager’s supervisor, and provider discuss the client’s participation and any
issues that may be inhibiting the client’s progress. Staff may also decide to invite to the
conference a domestic violence specialist, mental health specialist, or other professional with
expertise in various issues that may pose barriers to the client. The conference may lead to
modification of the client’s employability plan, and the client may be referred to a new
provider that offers a different set of activities or may be better able to address the client’s
issues. Tarrant and Duval counties, which assign most clients to the same sequence of initial
and subsequent activities, do not have formal reassessment or review processes to determine
the appropriateness of assigned activities for individual clients.

For clients with difficult Iife challenges, most study sites allow a broader set
of activities than specified in the DRA, but such flexibility affects the
calculated participation rate.

Logistical and personal challenges are common among TANF recipients (Pavetti 2002).
Respondents to the survey of frontline staff suggested that the most prevalent challenges
facing clients in the study sites are childcare problems, motivational issues, and
transportation problems (see Table II1.3). In addition, a nontrivial share of respondents
cited physical and mental health problems as the most common challenges. Previous studies
have found that all of these challenges are more common among sanctioned versus non-
sanctioned clients (Cherlin et al. 2001; Kalil et al. 2002; Mancuso and Linder 2001; Hasenfeld
et al. 2002; Polit et al. 2001).
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Table Il1.3. Most Common Personal Challenges Affecting Participation

Percentage of Program Staff Reporting Challenge as
One of Two Most Common Challenges Clients Face

Childcare problems 42.3
Motivational issues 36.9
Transportation problems 29.7
Mental health issues 16.2
Physical health issues 16.2
Homelessness or housing problems 6.3
Lack of information about program 54
Domestic abuse issues 4.5
Child behavioral problems 4.5
Poor education 4.5
Substance abuse problems 3.6
Lack of soft skills 3.6
Sample size 111

Source: MPR survey of frontline workers.

Most of the study sites therefore modify work requirements for recipients with personal
and family challenges. The sites allowed adjustments after concluding that some clients with
challenges would have difficulty fully complying with participation requirements and
following the standard sequence of activities. For instance, Kern County recipients with
mental health, substance abuse, or domestic violence issues typically are not exempt from
participation but may receive special supportive services, a reduction in required work hours,
or assignment to activities other than those that are federally countable or allowable. Their
participation requirements are based on recommendations from a licensed professional of
appropriate activities and hours given their limitations and abilities and may include
treatment and in-depth ongoing assessment. In Florida, a case conference is required to
establish an alternative participation plan for clients with non-medical challenges such as
domestic violence or severe child behavioral problems. Case managers, supervisors, and
external social service providers typically attend the conference. Victims of domestic
violence may fulfill their participation requirements by filing court injunctions against their
abuser and participating in counseling. Clients with other non-medical challenges may be
required to participate in a four-week life skills management program to help them learn to
cope with the challenges in their lives. Clients may also be referred to the vocational
rehabilitation agency or a local mental health or substance abuse treatment provider.
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Some sites use specialized staff to work with clients whose challenging circumstances
have necessitated adjustments to their work requirements. In Los Angeles County, for
instance, clients who have requested assistance with domestic violence, substance abuse, or
mental health issues are transferred to the Specialized Supportive Services (SSS) unit. The
SSS worker refers clients to specialized contracted service providers for further assessment
and participation planning. SSS workers understand the issues and know the providers well,
help facilitate receipt of services, and assist in resolving issues related to accessing or using
services. SSS clients may work, but their required weekly hours are largely determined by
contractor staff and may be few if they require careful attention and therapy. In Utah, case
managers determine the activities and hours required of clients with challenging life
circumstances. In Suffolk County, staff or contractors with specialized expertise make
decisions about work schedule adjustments.

Extending a broad menu of activities to clients with personal barriers to employment
can be a strategy for making a no-exemptions policy feasible. Utah, for example, has
balanced its no-exemption policy with substantial flexibility for clients with respect to
assigned activities. Generally, work-ready clients are required to participate for 30 hours per
week in federally defined work activities. They typically begin with two to three weeks of job
search followed by placement in a work experience, vocational education, or training
program. However, hard-to-employ clients may be referred to a contractor for assessment,
case management, job search and job preparation, and job placement and retention services.
Clients with substantial personal and family changes may be assigned to a treatment or crisis
counseling program. Those with documented disabilities may be referred to the Choose-to-
Work program, a collaborative effort of the TANF and vocational rehabilitation agencies,
which offers intensive case management and help with work accommodations. Case
managers have the flexibility to include tailored activities in a client’s employability plan. For
instance, clients with a mental health condition may have attending counseling appointments
as the only activity in the plan for a limited period, and a new mother may have attending
doctor’s appointments and enrolling in a GED program as the central components of her
plan.

Modification of work requirements for clients with personal and family challenges
affects work participation rates. Hours spent in activities outside what the DRA considers
countable or allowable cannot be counted toward the federal 30-hour requirement for single
parents. Thus, in the short term, assigning clients to such activities could reduce the work
participation rate by decreasing the numerator without simultaneously decreasing the
denominator. Often, however, the rationale for assigning clients to such activities is to
enable them to address issues that may pose barriers to their participation in countable or
allowable activities, thereby making participation in these activities easier in the future.
Agencies making the choice to modify work requirements believe that clients with mental
health problems who have received counseling or clients with substance abuse issues who
have received treatment will be better prepared to participate in work and work-related
activities. To the extent that their belief is borne out, modification of work requirements for
clients with personal and family challenges can have a positive effect on work participation
rates in the longer term.
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Modifying work requirements for clients with personal and family challenges also has
implications for sanction rates. By modifying work requirements, program staff attempt to
place more realistic demands on clients who may be incapable of participating in work
activities for 30 or more hours per week. Sanction rates will likely be reduced if clients are
better able to meet the modified requirements. Sanction rates may also be reduced because
instead of sanctioning a client who is not meeting standard work requirements, case
managers have the option to review and modify the client’s employment plan to reduce the
required hours or to replace the required activities with ones that may be more appropriate
given the client’s circumstances.

The DRA has not undercut the value study sites place on offering a wide range of
activities, though it may be leading some sites to increase their emphasis on federally defined
countable and allowable activities. Utah, for example, has been providing an incentive
payment of $40 per month since 1994 to TANF recipients who participate in activities that
can count toward the federal work requirement for at least 30 hours per week. The state
recently increased the incentive payment to $60. In October 2006, about 17 percent of
TANTF recipients in the central region where the study site visit took place received a bonus
payment. In addition, Utah has recently expanded the range of contracted service providers
and work placement sites offering federally countable work activities.

Given that case managers often are not trained to recognize mental health,
substance abuse, and domestic violence issues, reliance on specialized,
credentialed staff and contractors helps TANF program staff identify
recipients who may experience difficulty meeting the standard work
requirements.

Many welfare offices briefly screen TANF applicants and clients for personal and family
challenges that may interfere with program participation. Screening often takes place during
standard eligibility and intake procedures, or during the meetings in which clients and case
managers develop the client’s employment or personal responsibility plan. This approach to
screening relies on the skills of case managers—often generalists who are not trained to
identify acute barriers such as mental health, substance abuse, or domestic violence issues—
to distinguish between clients with and without specialized service needs. Pima and Duval
counties are good examples of this typical approach to assessment. In Pima County, intake
workers briefly ask clients about their reasons for requesting cash assistance and about
personal and family challenges that may interfere with employment. Once a client is
determined eligible, employment program case managers conduct a more detailed
assessment after an initial orientation session. The assessment, which includes employment
plan development and lasts between 60 and 90 minutes, covers basic background
information, employability, family needs, and barriers to employment. Duval County
evaluates all TANF clients for their education and reading level (with a tool similar to the
Test for Adult Basic Education, or TABE) and completes a checklist during program
orientation that assesses client job readiness. Then, during an employment plan
development meeting, a case manager informally assesses the client by relying primarily on
personal skills and knowledge to determine a client’s special needs.
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Some study sites supplement standard assessment procedures by employing the
specialized skills of private service providers. Those sites recognize that case managers may
not have the requisite skills and expertise to identify, on their own, clients with substantial
personal challenges. Suffolk County, for instance, uses a two-stage process to identify clients
with substantial personal barriers to participation—a cursory assessment with a TANF
agency employability worker and an in-depth assessment with a specialized contractor, which
employs state credentialed alcoholism substance abuse counselors. The contractor conducts
drug and alcohol, mental health, and physical health assessments as necessary and assists the
TANF agency employability worker in determining whether the client is (1) employable with
limitations and subject to work requirements; (2) temporarily unemployable and in need of
an exemption; or (3) disabled and in need of an SSI referral. The contractor then refers
applicants to treatment programs or back to the employability worker for referral to job
search.

In Georgia, the role of the private contractor is to triage clients claiming a disability.
Certified SSI advocates employed by the contractor conduct an in-depth three-day
assessment by using SSI manuals; skills tests; personal profiles; mathematics, reading, and
vocabulary assessments; and other tools. Their specialized skills enable them to distinguish
among clients with more and less severe conditions, which traditional TANF program case
managers previously were unable to do very successfully. Assessments classify clients into
one of four groups: (1) disabled; (2) sick with disabling conditions; (3) sick without disabling
conditions; and (4) able to work with accommodations. The contractor walks clients in the
first three groups who are likely to be approved for SSI through the entire SSI application
process. All other clients, regardless of classification, must participate in job search and a
variety of workshops that the contractor offers for five days per week and up to 6 hours per
day (for a minimum of 24 hours per week), though specific activity requirements vary among
clients.

In California, state law requires counties to administer specialized assessments to clients
who do not find jobs through initial job search activities. Specifically, the state requires all
counties to assess such clients for potential learning disabilities and to ensure that properly
qualified and credentialed staff conduct the assessments. Most counties contract with an
outside provider to conduct the assessments. Kern County uses an outside agent to conduct
an in-depth examination of clients’ capabilities, needs, and vocational potential, and to
compile the results into a comprehensive report with recommendations for employment
plan development. Areas covered in the assessment include family situation, work history,
education, occupational skills, interests, aptitudes, attitude toward and motivation to work,
behavior patterns affecting employment potential, family resources and needs, supportive
service needs, and personal employment information. Specialized masters-level staff
conduct the assessments and compile the results.

Kern County also takes a unique approach to the upfront appraisal the state requires to
identify the immediate service needs of newly approved TANF clients. Using a standardized
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county guide, social workers conduct appraisals for most clients during home visits. "' The
guide is divided into five broad sections: (1) household (verification of who resides in the
home); (2) resources (child care and transportation); (3) education (completed and current
education and training); (4) hurdles (mental health, substance abuse, domestic violence,
learning disabilities, and criminal history/legal issues); and (5) employment (past and
current). Perhaps the greatest advantage of conducting in-home appraisals is that clients
often respond to the questions in the guide more openly and honestly when they are in their
home versus in the welfare office. In addition, social workers learn a lot by observing clients
in their own home. They can often assess who resides in the household, material
possessions, living conditions, and other characteristics not addressed in the appraisal guide
but that may affect program participation.

C. COMMUNICATING EXPECTATIONS TO CLIENTS

All sites recognize the importance of clearly communicating information to
recipients about work requirements, but some sites supplement standard
efforts with innovative outreach activities to ensure that messages are heard
and understood.

Many TANF recipients do not understand what is expected of them or the penalties for
non- participation (Los Angeles County 2005; Hassenfeld et al. 2004; Pavetti et al. 2004; U.S.
DHHS 1999; Nixon, Kauff, and Losby 1999; Overby 1998). To address this concern, all of
the study sites provide information to clients about work requirements and sanctions at
several points and in several formats. At program orientations, which represent the primary
venue for such communication, clients usually receive information packets and short
handouts highlighting the most important information. They also listen to program staff
explain program rules and have an opportunity to ask questions. In addition to orientations,
staff use intake interviews, discussions of employment plans, and ongoing case management
meetings and telephone calls as opportunities to reinforce information about requirements
and sanctions.

Some sites have been particularly innovative in their approaches to communicating with
clients and holding their attention during orientations. Orientation in Utah, for instance,
includes a PowerPoint presentation that summarizes work requirements, consequences for
nonparticipation, and the purpose and structure of the problem-solving process for
noncompliant clients. Three slides focus on the consequences of nonparticipation. The first
instructs clients that they should call their case manager if they (1) cannot complete an
activity in their employment plan; (2) cannot keep an appointment; (3) cannot turn in what
the case manager has requested; or (4) have had a change in their situation. The next slide is
entitled “What happens if I choose not to do the activities after I have signed the plan?” and
explains the problem-solving process and the possibility of consequences for failure to
complete the activities in the plan. The final slide describes in detail the consequences for

'The appraisal is conducted in the office if the client has received cash assistance within the last three
months.
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nonparticipation. The use of a visual aid to convey information that is typically presented
verbally and/or in writing ensures that recipients with different learning styles have equal
access to the information.

Sites with partial sanctions, in particular, supplement standard efforts with additional
outreach to ensure that clients hear and understand messages. Partial-sanction sites have
considerable incentive to engage in outreach; the more clients understand about sanctions,
the more likely they are to avoid them and the fewer clients who are sanctioned, the higher
the work participation rates will be. (In full-family sanction sites, in contrast, the more
clients who are sanctioned, the higher the work participation rates will likely be since
noncompliant clients will be removed from the caseload and thus the denominator of the
rate.)

One way that partial-sanction sites conduct additional outreach is through home visits.
Los Angeles County, for instance, has established a Home Interview Program (HIP), under
which eligibility workers make home visits to help potential TANF clients complete their
eligibility applications. The home visits were initially intended to deter fraud, but they now
provide potential TANF recipients with information on the county’s employment and
training program before approval of their application for assistance. Home visitors provide
information orally and in writing on program requirements and available services and set up
an appointment for the client’s initial appraisal and orientation. The aim is to reduce the
number of people who fail to show up for the initial meetings. The appraisal and orientation
appointment is usually made for one month after the home visit, allowing time for approval
of the TANF application and for the family to arrange childcare. During home visits,
workers also try to identify clients who may be exempt from work requirements or are
already in school or working.

Home visits guarantee that clients receive information about work requirements
(though they don’t guarantee that clients understand the information). Thus, home visits
also may be useful in sites with full-family sanctions where the consequences for
nonparticipation are severe. Based on information from MPR’s previous study of TANF
sanctions, case managers in at least one local TANF office in South Carolina, a state with
full-family sanctions, visit newly approved TANF clients in their homes. During the visits,
case managers provide an overview of TANF, conduct an initial client assessment, and
inform clients verbally and in writing of the program requirements and consequences of
noncompliance.

Effective and consistent communication to clients requires staff themselves
to have a strong understanding of policy; often, however, they do not.

Clients are likely to respond positively to work requirements and sanction policies only
if they understand them, yet the survey of frontline workers suggests that program staff are
themselves often ill-informed about such policies. Many staff erroneously believe (1) that
certain circumstances might exempt clients from participation requirements or (2) that other
circumstances might not exempt clients from participation requirements (see Table IIL.4).
Almost six percent of frontline workers were not aware of the number of hours that single
parents of children over age six must participate in work-related activities (see Table IIL.5).
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Many program staff responsible for informing clients about sanctions did not know how a
sanction would affect a family’s TANF grant or the time a sanction must remain in effect
(see Table III1.6). There is no clear evidence that the level of staff knowledge about work
participation and sanction policies varies across sites or types of sites (e.g., sites with partial,
gradual, or immediate full-family sanctions).

Table 11l.4. Knowledge of Exemption Policies

Percentage of Program Staff
In Sites Where Clients  In Sites Where Clients

Are Exempt Are Not Exempt
Said Said Not Said Said Not
Circumstance Potentially Meriting Exemption Exempt Exempt Exempt Exempt
Clients with very young children 67.3 30.9 38.7 61.3
Parents working a certain number of hours per week 50.0 49.1 38.7 54.8
Clients with disabilities or personal health conditions 89.1 9.1 87.1 12.9
Clients caring for family members with disabilities 90.0 8.2 96.8 3.2
Clients beyond a certain point in pregnancy 87.3 11.8 35.5 61.3
Clients with domestic abuse issues 80.0 14.5 54.8 35.5
Clients with severe personal and family challenges 78.1 18.2 67.7 29.0
Sample size 141

Source: MPR survey of frontline workers.

Table IIl.5. Knowledge of Work Requirements

Accurate or Inaccurate Staff Statements in Survey Responses  Percentage of Program Staff

Said correct number of hours required per week 70.2
Said fewer hours than required per week 13.0
Said more hours than required per week 11.2
Did not know number of hours required per week 5.6
Sample size 161

Source: MPR survey of frontline workers.
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Table 1l.6. Knowledge of Sanction Policies Among Staff Responsible for Providing
Information About Sanctions to Clients

Percentage of Program Staff

Issue Related to Sanction Policies Generally Knowledgeable®  Not Knowledgeable
The effect of a first sanction on TANF grant 90.0 10.0
The effect of a second sanction on TANF grant 82.3 17.7
The effect of a third sanction on TANF grant 76.2 23.9
Minimum time a first sanction must remain in place 49.2 50.8
Minimum time a second sanction must remain in place 66.9 33.1
Minimum time a third sanction must remain in place 63.1 36.9

Length of time clients must participate in activities to

end a sanction and receive full benefits again 60.8 39.2
Sample size 130
Source: MPR survey of frontline workers.

2 Staff who are “generally knowledgeable” understand the policy completely or understand the basic features of the policy
but not the details as defined by specific criteria (for example, know that a first sanction reduces the TANF grant by a
certain percentage, but do not know what the correct percentage is; or know that there is a minimum period of time a first
sanction must remain in place, but do not know what the correct period of time is).

These findings suggest that additional staff training on work requirements, exemptions,
and sanction policies and procedures may be warranted in TANF programs across the
country. The sites in the study typically conduct training for new frontline workers or all
local program staff only after the introduction of significant policy changes. States often
provide training to regional directors or local office administrators or supervisors who then
must convey the information to subordinates via memoranda or in-person meetings. It is
possible that information is lost or misinterpreted as it is conveyed. Previous research, which
suggests that staff with more work experience more thoroughly understand sanction policy
and the implications of sanctions, also underscores the need for training among workers
with less experience in particular (Los Angeles County, 2005).
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CHAPTER IV

IDENTIFYING AND ADDRESSING
NONCOMPLIANCE:
PARTICIPATION MONITORING AND
CONCILIATION PRACTICES

increases clients’ likelithood of future labor market success. To ensure that clients

comply with program requirements, TANF agency staff closely monitor clients’
participation in required activities. When staff identify participation problems, they take a
range of factors into consideration in deciding how to address the issue. In some cases, they
may immediately initiate a sanction as a means of motivating clients to participate. In other
cases, they may attempt to gather more information about the reasons for participation
problems and then help clients comply more fully. This chapter examines different
approaches to monitoring and documenting clients’ participation and to addressing
noncompliance.

( ; iven that work activities are designed to help clients get and keep jobs, compliance

A. MONITORING PARTICIPATION

Once clients know what is expected of them, TANF staff must then monitor
participation so that clients meet the program requirements. Monitoring participation is
integral to promoting program compliance. In a study of pre-welfare reform employment
programs, Hamilton and Scrivener (1999) found that programs that monitor clients’
activities closely achieve higher participation rates than programs that do not. To hold
clients accountable, program staff may either initiate sanctions to encourage participation or
remove noncompliant clients from the TANF caseload.

Participation reports are a critical source of information for identilying
noncompliant clients.

Sites regularly and systematically document clients’ participation. The process includes
gathering clients’ participation hours at least monthly, though often weekly, and entering
reported data into a centralized management information system. Data may include client
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timesheets, contracted service providers’ tracking reports, school transcripts from education
and training programs, attendance sheets from work site supervisors or community partners,
and pay stubs from employers or any combination of sources. Some sites allow clients,
especially employed clients, to mail or fax their participation hours; in-person data
submission is not always convenient for the client. Case managers or other designated staff
enter the data into a state monitoring and tracking system that generates participation
reports.

Case managers review participation reports to identify noncompliant clients. Findings
from the staff survey confirm that case managers largely rely on attendance records and
participation reports to make sanction decisions. Among those surveyed, 9 out of 10 case
managers said that they use written attendance records, and more than three-fourths review
computerized participation reports (see Appendix C). Of those using attendance records
and participation reports to make sanction decisions, nearly all found the records and reports
useful.

The utility of participation reports depends in part on the frequency with which case
managers receive them. In some sites, case managers receive participation reports monthly
and in others weekly. In Utah, however, participation reports are available to case managers
at all times. The state created a new Web-based management information system called
YODA (Your On-line Data Access) that allows case managers to monitor the work
participation of each of their cases in real time. Program administrators, supervisors, and
front-line staff can view clients' participation hours and activities from their workstations at
any time. Case managers use reports from the system regularly to identify those meeting the
federally defined work participation rates and to alert them to clients in need of
reengagement.  Supervisors also use reports from the system regularly to hold case
managers accountable for assigning clients to appropriate work activities and hours and
monitoring their ongoing program compliance.

In addition to identifying noncompliance, case managers use the information in
participation reports to determine the next steps for handling a case. For clients satisfying
some but not all participation hour requirements, case managers often contact them by
telephone or mail an appointment letter to obtain more information before initiating the
sanction process. For blatant and continuous nonparticipation, case managers may initiate
the sanction process immediately based solely on the information in the participation
reports. Obviously, case managers cannot serve clients who never show up; therefore, they
often use the sanction process to bring such clients into the office. According to the survey
of frontline staff, case managers initiate sanctions most often for clients who never
participate once they are deemed eligible for TANF (see Appendix C). Case managers
speculate that such clients learn what is required of them and then decide to rely on other
sources of income (e.g., family, boyfriend/girlfriend, disability insurance) rather than comply.
Some, they fear, may have legitimate reasons for nonparticipation but do not report the
reasons to program staff.

Chapter IV: Identifying and Addressing Noncompliance
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Since clients report their participation to those serving them, clients may
report to sanction decision makers directly or indirectly through contracted
service providers.

Clients report their participation directly to those serving them. Sites define reporting
paths in accordance with the service delivery structure. Clients may be assigned to
employment and training services provided either in-house or by community providers such
as contracted service providers, vocational and educational training programs, or specialized
treatment providers. When services are provided in-house, clients report directly to case
managers, who are typically responsible for deciding whether to initiate sanctions. When
referred to an outside community provider, clients report to the provider, which then relays
information to the case manager. If case management responsibilities are broadly defined to
include ongoing monitoring, then clients referred to a community provider may also be
required to report both to the provider and to their case manager (see Figure IV.1).

Direct Reporting. Clients referred to in-house employment and training services
report directly to case managers, who are authorized to make sanction decisions. Duval and
Pima counties rely exclusively on case managers and in-house employment and training staff
to serve TANF recipients, monitor and track participation, and initiate sanctions. In these
sites, case managers have at least weekly contact with clients when clients submit their
participation reports. In addition, case managers meet with clients at least monthly, so that
clients can provide a detailed account of their progress and discuss conditions that may
interfere with participation. Case managers may use the monthly meetings to resolve
difficult situations and reassure and motivate the client. Direct reporting and ongoing
monitoring permit the development of personal relationships between case managers and
clients.

Indirect Reporting. In sites that rely on community providers for employment and
training services, clients report participation indirectly to sanction decision makers through
their providers. In Suffolk, Los Angeles, and DeKalb counties, contracted service providers
or community partners work with TANF clients to help them get and keep jobs. Clients
report their hours and activities to the providers, which in turn report at scheduled intervals
to welfare agency staff. Providers also may initiate special reports sooner for noncompliant
clients. There are three ways that providers may report to welfare agency staff: directly to
case managers, to liaisons at the welfare agency, and to specialized monitoring units.

In Los Angeles County, clients report to providers, which then report to case managers.
Case managers and clients first interact when they develop clients’ employment plans. Case
managers then assign clients to contracted service providers, General Educational
Development (GED) or English as a Second Language (ESL) providers, and community
colleges, among others, each of which is responsible for monitoring and reporting client
participation. After that, case managers meet only with clients who become noncompliant.

In DeKalb County, contracted service providers monitor clients’ participation in work
activities and submit attendance sheets daily to specialized TANF agency staff called
community resource specialists. Three community resource specialists serve as liaisons
between case managers and contracted service providers. Each community resource
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specialist works with a specific set of providers. In addition to receiving daily participation
reports from providers, they visit providers several times a week to collect more detailed
information about clients with personal and family challenges and to problem-solve directly
with clients. While on site, they often meet with clients to re-engage them or strengthen
their commitment to participate.  The specialists relay information about clients’
circumstances to case managers and immediately inform case managers when a client stops
participating, allowing case managers to act quickly. Rapid action prevents issues from
remaining undetected or ignored due to lags in communication between providers and case
managers.

In Suffolk County, specialized units handle case management functions such as
employment plan development, monitoring, and sanction responsibilities. There are five
units that monitor participation defined by the type of program activity to which clients are
assigned (e.g., work site, employment, school, job search, and medical tracking). Community
providers serving clients report to one of the five monitoring units. The monitoring units
transfer all clients failing to complete their required hours to the noncompliance unit, which
initiates the sanction process.

Direct and Indirect Reporting: A Hybrid Approach. Access to a mix of in-house
and contracted service providers expands clients’ service options but sometimes duplicates
reporting to the sanction decision maker. Case managers in Kern, Tarrant, and Salt Lake
counties have primary responsibility for case management but rely on a combination of in-
house services, contracted service providers, and community partners to deliver employment
and training services. Clients report directly to case managers and to service providers if so
assigned. Providers also report clients’ participation to case managers, who may use the
information to verify clients’ reported hours. In each of the three sites, case managers carry
small caseloads and are required to work intensively with individual clients. Community
providers also work closely with clients. While monitoring efforts are sometimes duplicated,
clients receive ongoing support from several sources.

To avoid delays with indirect reporting, sites may require contracted service
providers to report nonparticipation immediately.

Reliance on community partners as providers expands the resources available to welfare
agencies, but it also demands coordinated reporting. Three-fourths of the sites rely on
contractors as primary or supplementary providers of employment and training services or
specialized treatment (e.g., mental health, substance abuse treatment, domestic violence).
Contractors and other community-based agencies are active partners in documenting client
participation. Contracts or formal agreements define how, when, and what providers report.
At a minimum, providers regularly submit a written or electronic report summarizing clients’
participation hours and activities within a designated period.

Despite the advantages of the involvement of community partners, relying exclusively
on providers’ regular participation reports may delay consequences for nonparticipants.
Nearly all providers submit participation reports at least monthly. As a result, clients who
stop participating at the beginning of a reporting period may remain noncompliant for
several weeks before a case manager is aware of their noncompliance.  Delayed
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consequences may reduce the effectiveness of sanctions in motivating clients to participate.
Some sites take additional steps to identify nonparticipants sooner.

Figure IV.1. Direct and Indirect Reporting to Sanction Decision Makers
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To avoid delayed consequences, providers may be required to notify case managers
immediately when clients are noncompliant. For example, Kern County included very
specific language in its contracts with providers to encourage timely notification of
nonparticipation. Provider staff have three business days to notify the case manager verbally
if a client fails to appear. Provider administrators and staff said that the three-day provision
motivates them to report nonparticipation quickly in order not to jeopardize the status of
their contracts. “We have no room for error,” said one provider administrator who
understands the provision’s potential repercussions.

Reporting nonparticipation as it occurs allows case managers to re-engage clients or
impose consequences quickly. To focus clients’ attention on their nonparticipation status,
case managers may immediately contact nonparticipants and/or initiate the sanction process.
With full participation a high priority, re-engagement efforts may encourage clients to
comply fully or motivate them to leave the TANF caseload.

When caseloads are high, case managers in sites with indirect reporting
often do not become aware of clients’ personal and family challenges until
clients become noncompliant.

Caseloads are high in each of the sites with indirect reporting. In Suffolk County,
workers in the monitoring unit are responsible solely for monitoring the participation of
clients in various work activities but each staff member is responsible for a large number of
clients. Two workers are responsible for monitoring the participation of the 500 clients
assigned to work experience. Worker-to-client ratios range from 1 to 65 for clients enrolled
in educational programs to 1 to 700 for clients who are employed. While other individuals
involved with the case, such as worksite supervisors, may report noncompliance immediately
to the monitoring unit, the monitoring unit generally will not become aware of
noncompliance quickly unless these other individuals take it upon themselves to reportit. In
Los Angeles County, caseloads range from 110 to 150 per case manager. While case
managers spend most of their time reengaging nonparticipants, they are also responsible for
developing employment plans and monitoring participation. County administrators are
hiring additional staff to reduce the worker to client ratio to 1 to 90. Case managers in
DeKalb County handle an average of 60 cases, but are responsible for ongoing eligibility for
TANTF, food stamps, and Medicaid assistance as well as regular case management.

With high caseloads or workloads, case managers often are able to identify and address
clients’ personal and family challenges only after a finding of noncompliance. This is
consistent with findings from previous studies that large caseloads are significantly associated
with higher sanction frequencies (Los Angeles County, 2005). In each site with indirect
reporting, case managers’ limited ongoing interaction with clients reduces opportunities to
learn about client difficulties. Nonetheless, by addressing barriers after clients become
noncompliant, case manager target resources to the most problematic conditions.

In the absence of information on personal and family challenges, case managers
typically rely on participation reports alone to make sanction decisions. Since information
about the client is limited, decisions are mostly mechanical and objective. Failure to engage
in the required hours of work activities immediately triggers the sanction process.
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When case managers are aware of clients’ personal and family challenges,
they have much more information on which to base sanction decisions.

Frequent interactions made possible by small caseloads and direct reporting cultivate
personal relationships between case managers and clients. Small caseloads of fewer than 100
clients allow case managers to expand the range of information they gather to include
personal and family circumstances, participation patterns, and clients’ attitudes and
behaviors. Most sites with direct reporting keep caseload sizes between 30 and 70 clients per
worker. In such sites, case managers who make sanction decisions meet with clients
frequently and regularly, especially clients with serious and persistent personal and family
challenges. Some clients disclose personal information to their worker as it relates to their
ability to participate and get a job. At the same time, case managers may observe behaviors
and/or attitudes potentially indicating that undisclosed battriers may interfere with
participation (e.g., drug or alcohol use, learning disabilities, limited functioning).

During interactions, case managers may find ways to identify and address barriers
before they interfere with participation. Depending on the severity of the barrier and the
flexibility of program requirements, case managers may encourage clients to obtain
documentation for an exemption, or they may adjust client employment plans or refer clients
to specialized services. For example, case managers in Utah may refer clients with mental
health conditions to an in-house social worker for a clinical assessment and mental health
treatment covered by TANF or Medicaid funds. For those in treatment, case managers may
temporarily reduce required participation hours and count treatment as an activity. In Kern
County, all clients are encouraged during TANF program orientation to disclose drug or
alcohol addictions to their case manager. In instances of disclosure, case managers refer
clients to CalWORKSs Behavioral Health Services. In Tarrant County, welfare recipients
with barriers may be referred to specialized services provided by community organizations
that are under contractor to the entity that operates the Workforce Center (or One-Stop
Center).

Case managers who know their clients well generally consider a wide range of factors
when deciding to impose a sanction. Case managers may refrain from sanctioning clients
facing personal and family challenges. They also may delay a sanction or excuse missed
hours if the client has participated consistently in the past or they recognize that a sanction
will create family hardship (see Appendix C). In addition, case managers consider their
personal relationship with the client. For example, they may deem a client cooperative and
responsible if, when faced with a scheduling conflict, the client calls the case manager to
reschedule an appointment rather than skipping it without notice.

B. CONCILIATING WITH NONPARTICIPATING CLIENTS BEFORE SANCTIONS ARE
IMPOSED

Once case managers determine that a client’s nonparticipation warrants a sanction, they
must take the necessary steps to begin the pre-sanctioning process. Across the study sites,
pre-sanctioning processes ranged from sending standard notices of an impending sanction to
extensive outreach efforts to re-engage clients in work activities before imposing the
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sanction. When these efforts succeed, clients maintain their benefits and program
participation rates do not suffer. When these efforts do not succeed, a sanction may be
inevitable.

Notitying clients of impending sanctions provides clients with one final
opportunity to present evidence of good cause for noncompliance.

As standard procedure in all sites, clients receive an official written warning of an
impending sanction and are given a final opportunity to remedy noncompliance and avoid a
sanction. Warnings are typically notices sent to clients through the mail. They inform
clients that a sanction will be imposed unless they respond to the notice within a specified
period (typically 10 to 20 days). In some sites, clients are considered to have responded to
the notice and can temporarily avoid a sanction if they simply contact their case manager. In
other sites, clients must demonstrate good cause for nonparticipation in order to avoid a
sanction. Most sites automatically impose sanctions on clients who fail to respond to the
letter in the specified manner within the specified period.

Documented reasons for noncompliance may delay or prevent a sanction. Findings
from the survey of frontline staff indicate that case managers refrain from sanctioning a
nonparticipant facing physical and mental health problems, dealing with domestic abuse,
caring for a disabled family member, or experiencing homelessness or other housing
problems, among other reasons (see Table IV.1). In most of the sites, clients must have
documentation (for instance, from a physician or licensed professional) to be excused for
nonparticipation for these reasons and thereby avoid a sanction. To provide guidance to
program staff, many sites develop formal lists of all the circumstances that constitute good
cause. However, unless exempt from work requirements, clients with documented barriers
may be sanctioned if they do not take steps to address their conditions.

In addition to standard sanction warning notices, outreach to clients
through letters, telephone calls, or home visits can help ensure that clients
receive critical information about impending sanctions.

Some sites conduct additional outreach to clients because they have learned that
standard sanction warning notices alone are often insufficient to elicit a reaction from
clients. Many clients do not immediately heed or even understand the message in the
notices. Previous research supports this observation. Hasenfeld et al. (2004) found that
recipients were far more likely to understand the rules governing sanctions in localities that
invested resources in counseling recipients on sanction-related issues than in localities in
which staff communicate with recipients primarily through formal notifications. Thus, sites
attempt to deliver messages about sanctions to clients through other methods such as
specialized notices, telephone calls to clients and other parties involved in a client’s case, in-
person meetings with clients, and even home visits. The rationale for additional outreach is
generally twofold. First, it acts as a safeguard to ensure that clients do not face undue
hardship if they need extra time to comprehend the consequences of their nonparticipation
and what they must do to remedy it. Second, it serves as documentation that program staff
have done everything possible to reach the client and to avoid a negative action on the case,
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and that a sanction is justified. Such documentation can be important evidence in defense of
the TANF agency during the sanction appeals process.

Table IV.1. Personal and Family Challenges Considered in Sanction Decisions

Percent of Workers who Have Refrained from

Personal or Family Challenge Sanctioning a Nonparticipating Client with Challenge
Physical health issue 78.4
Mental health issue 75.7
Domestic abuse issue 721
Need to care for a disabled family member 68.5
Homelessness or housing problem 68.5
Substance abuse issue 65.8
Child care problem 57.7
Child behavioral problem 541
Transportation problem 48.6
Legal problem 441
Another reason 54
Death in the family 1.8
Sample size 111

Source:  MPR survey of frontline workers.

Note: Fifty of 161 survey respondents are not responsible for initiating sanctions and thus were not
asked this question.

Nevertheless, additional outreach does not guarantee that messages about impending
sanctions will reach clients (see Table IV.2). Some staff who are required to conduct
outreach activities do not have time to do so and even if they do, clients are often
unavailable by telephone and do not attend scheduled meetings with program staff. Home
visits can be particularly difficult. Substantially fewer staff who are required to conduct
home visits attempt to do so relative to other outreach responsibilities; and, those who do
attempt home visits often are unable to reach clients at home.
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Table IV.2. Activities Required Before Sanctioning

Percent of Staff

Among Staff Required to Conduct Activity,
Frequency of Follow-Through®

Required to All of the  Most of Half of Some of  None of

Activity Conduct Activity Time the Time the Time the Time the Time
Send a standard sanction

notice 62.1 89.0 6.0 1.0 0.0 3.0
Send other letters to clients 49.7 58.8 16.3 15.5 5.0 25
Telephone clients 51.6 72.3 21.7 6.0 0.0 0.0
Able to reach clients by

phone - 3.6 19.3 55.4 217 0.0
Meet with clients in the office 50.3 67.9 17.3 7.4 3.7 3.7
Able to get clients to attend - 1.3 25.6 43.6 26.9 0.0
Conduct home visits 37.9° 31.1 16.4 21.3 11.5 9.8
Able to reach clients at home - 3.3 13.1 31.1 26.2 0.0
Sample size 161

Source: MPR survey of frontline workers.

@“Most of the time” was defined as 75 percent of the time, and “some of the time” was defined as 25 percent
of the time. For some activities, the frequency does not sum to 100 percent. The remaining responses were
“don’t know.”

® Just over 17 percent of staff reported that they themselves were responsible for conducting home visits,
and just over 20 percent reported that other staff members were responsible for conducting home visits.

To maximize the chances that program staff successfully convey to clients messages
about impending sanctions, most sites that conduct additional outreach make several
attempts to contact clients. For example, Los Angeles County requires employment and
training case managers to mail clients a notice instructing them that they must participate in a
cause determination meeting to avoid a sanction. Case managers attempt to telephone
clients both before and after sending this notice. They make two to three telephone calls at
different times during the day to cover all the times that clients may be at home. Case
managers in the Specialized Supportive Service unit—which handles clients with substance
abuse, domestic violence, and/or mental health issues—make even more efforts to contact
clients through a combination of letters and telephone calls. In Arizona, case managers send
three to four notices to clients over a four-week period before imposing sanctions. This
ensures that clients have ample opportunity to establish good cause and indicate a
willingness to resolve participation issues and comply with program requirements. However,
many program staff believe that, while notification procedures protect clients’ due process
rights, repeated communication suggests to clients that there is no urgency to comply.
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In an attempt to determine the reasons for noncompliance, resolve
participation issues, and ensure future compliance, many sites go beyond
routine outreach practices and work actively with clients before imposing
sanctions.

Some sites have established formal processes that provide clients with an opportunity to
address participation issues and conciliate impending sanctions. Typically, discussions
between noncompliant clients and program staff about participation issues occur informally
and during impromptu telephone or in-person conversations. In the absence of specific
procedures for addressing participation issues before a sanction, the likelihood of any
dialogue between client and case manager often depends on the client-case manager
relationship. Establishing a protocol can ensure that all noncompliant clients have the same
opporttunities to present evidence of good cause for their nonparticipation and/or to work
with program staff to resolve barriers to participation and develop a plan for future
compliance. Four of the study sites have established well-defined conciliation processes that
extend well beyond client-case manager discussions.

1. Conciliation During a Two-Phase Problem-Solving Process: Utah

Utah’s conciliation process is designed to give nonparticipants ample opportunity to
identify and resolve issues before the imposition of sanctions and to maintain protections for
clients in the wake of pressure to achieve higher participation rates. The process is
organized into two phases. The first phase is a meeting between the client, case manager,
and a social worker. The purpose is to determine why the client is not participating and
whether reasonable cause exists, to identify necessary supports and resources for the client,
to revise the client’s employment plan if necessary, and to reiterate to the client the
consequences for continued nonparticipation. If a client fails to attend the meeting or does
not follow through with the employment plan after the meeting, the problem-solving
process progresses to the second phase. The second phase involves a case conference to
reconsider whether reasonable cause for the client’s nonparticipation exists and to inform
the client that, in the absence of reasonable cause, the TANF grant will be reduced and
possibly terminated. Case managers initiate a sanction in the management information
system for all clients who do not attend the conference or do not participate in activities
after the conference, and eligibility workers follow-up to ensure that the TANF benefit is
reduced or terminated.

In addition to case managers and social workers, the conciliation process usually
involves a variety of other program staff. Often, case management supervisors and
community partners participate in the phase-one meeting. The client’s case manager, a
supervisor or lead case manager, and a social worker involved with the client must
participate in the phase-two case conference. However, staff from the child welfare agency,
employment service providers, adult probation officers, community action program staff,
and mental health therapists may also be invited to attend. Based on information from
MPR’s previous study of TANF sanctions, some TANF offices in Illinois also involve a
variety of staff in the conciliation process including employment services staff and
community partners.
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The inclusion of a wide variety of staff in the problem-solving process serves several
purposes. First, it lends different perspectives on how best to assist the client in resolving
participation issues and identifying the supports that might be available to the client.
Second, it ensures that several people review a case before it is closed. As previous studies
have illustrated, when case managers apply personal discretion when making sanction
decisions they sometimes make different decisions for cases with similar circumstances
(Hassenfeld et al. 2004; Los Angeles County, 2005; Berkley Planning Associates, 2004,
Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development, 2004). Including other staff in the
process provides a check on the decisions of case managers, who have substantial discretion
in initiating the problem-solving process. Third, it ensures that clients have an opportunity
to be heard broadly beyond their case manager and the case manager’s immediate supervisor.
When clients are informed of the date and time of their case conference, they also are
advised that they may invite others outside the TANF program context—such as family,
friends, other agency workers, or their clergy—to the conference. They are specifically
encouraged to invite those who support them in their pursuit for self-sufficiency.

Key Features of the Conciliation Process—Utah

o A variety of staff participate in the conciliation process to (1) help identify potential
barriers and develop plans to resolve them and (2) ensure that staff not involved in
recommending the sanction help determine whether the sanction is justified.

o A/ staff participating in the conciliation process must be knowledgeable about the client’s
circumstances in order for their participation to be useful.

All staff participating in the problem-solving process exert considerable effort to
familiarize themselves with the client’s case so that they can contribute to the process in a
meaningful way. All TANF program staff have electronic access to case notes entered by
other program staff in the automated case management system. Anyone involved in the
problem-solving process can fully examine the notes. All relevant staff then meet with each
other internally before the phase-one meeting with the client. During the internal meeting,
staff may identify and clarify inconsistencies in the client’s required hours and activities and
share information about potential barriers the client may be facing. Before the meeting, the
case manager may make home visits to the client, particularly if the client has not responded
to any recent communication or is exhibiting drastic behavior change (e.g., a client who has
participated fully for months suddenly stops participating).

2. Conciliation During Mediation Sessions: Suffolk County

Conciliation activities for nonparticipation in Suffolk County take the form of a
mediation session between the client and county staff. An examiner from the Department
of Social Services (DSS) Compliance Unit (responsible for imposing sanctions) and a
mediator (a county staff member with the title of case manager) conduct the meeting with
the client. Clients are notified of impending sanctions by letter, which requires them to
contact the DSS Compliance Unit within 10 days. Meetings are typically scheduled within

Chapter IV: Identifying and Addressing Noncompliance



59

three days of the client’s call, last about 15 to 20 minutes, and take place in a mediation room
at the central DSS office. The room is equipped with a computer that provides staff with
access to the county’s two integrated automated management information systems. A high
percentage of clients respond to the Compliance Unit’s letter and attend conciliation
meetings. If a client fails to contact the DSS Compliance Unit within the required 10 days,
the unit follows procedures to impose a sanction on the 11th day.

To create a relaxed atmosphere and avoid confrontation between the client and the staff
member who recommended the sanction, employment services counselors do not
participate in the conciliation meeting. Rather, they transfer all case files and documentation
to the Compliance Unit for review and are available to talk with unit staff about the details
of the case. The meeting provides an opportunity for the client to present his or her side of
the story and evidence of good cause; at the same time, the county weighs the evidence and
decides whether a sanction is warranted.

Key Features of the Conciliation Process—Suffolk County

o Excluding from the conciliation meeting the staff member who recommended the sanction
creates a relaxed atmosphere and avoids confrontation during the meeting.

o Accelerating the conciliation process—~by making and acting on sanction decisions
quickly and by conducting conciliation meetings frequently—Dhelps increase participation
rates.

® [ eniency in the acceptance of good cause for noncompliance helps reduce sanction rates
and increase participation rates.

The conciliation meeting results in one of two possible outcomes. Compliance Unit
staff may either rescind the request for a sanction or impose the sanction. All decisions to
rescind a request for sanction require supervisory approval. Given that supervisors are
located on site at the central DSS office, staff are able to obtain immediate approval. If staff
decide to proceed with the sanction, the Compliance Unit examiner follows procedures to
impose the sanction in the county’s management information system on the day of
conciliation or, at the least, within a few days.

To increase its participation rate, the county has attempted to expedite the conciliation
process. Staff used to take a few days to weeks to make a sanction decision based on the
conciliation meeting and used to notify clients of the decision by mail. Now, staff make the
decision on the spot so that, in the case of a rescinded request for sanction, a client can re-
engage in program activities immediately. The mediator physically walks clients back to an
employment services supervisor who then escorts the clients to an employment services
counselor for re-engagement in activities then and there. In addition, the county recently
increased the number of days on which it conducts conciliation meetings in order to
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accelerate the conciliation process and reduce the time between the identification of
nonparticipation and resolution of a case (either through re-engagement or sanction).

In response to the DRA, the county recently instituted a “one strike” rule that permits
staff in the conciliation meeting to accept a good-cause excuse for noncompliance one time
only without requiring documentation from the client. Previously, staff required hard
documentation from the client before accepting any good-cause excuses. The change
reflects an effort to avoid an abundance of sanctions and thereby increase the county
participation rate. Anecdotally, according to Compliance Unit staff, about 60 percent of
sanction requests are now rescinded as a result of the conciliation process. Staff estimate
that, before enactment of the “one strike” rule for good cause, about 20 percent of sanction
requests were rescinded.

3. Conciliation During Compliance Planning Meetings: Kern County

The goal of conciliation activities in Kern County is to determine the activities for
which the client is suited and to create a written plan for the client’s return to compliance.
Kern County staff must schedule a cause determination appointment with all
nonparticipating clients to determine whether a client can establish good cause for
nonparticipation. If the client has a documented good-cause reason for nonparticipation,
the case manager may terminate the sanctioning process. If the client cannot establish good
cause, the client and case manager must work together during the appointment to develop a
welfare-to-work compliance plan.

Key Features of the Conciliation Process—Kern County

® Development of a compliance plan distinct from the original employment plan identifies
the activities in which clients must participate in order to avoid a sanction.

o Unlimited opportunity to conciliate impending sanctions protects clients from potentially
undue sanctions but also may reduce the potential effect of sanctions on client motivation.

The compliance plan is distinct from the client’s original employment plan in that it
specifies the activities in which the client must participate specifically to avoid a sanction.
Clients are required to complete the activities in their compliance plan in order to move out
of the pre-sanction process. If an assigned activity lasts longer than 60 days, the client must
participate for at least 60 days in order to move out of the pre-sanction process. In the
absence of obvious reasons explaining why a client would not be able to complete the
activities in the original employment plan, the compliance plan almost always includes the
activity in the original employment plan that is associated with the client’s noncompliance.
However, activities that may be more reasonable for the client to accomplish or that may be
useful for the client’s continued participation may be included in the compliance plan in
addition to or instead of the original activities. Examples include completing an assessment
to identify and address social service needs or consulting with a professional regarding
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potential mental health or substance abuse issues. In addition, the case manager may modify
the client’s original employment plan if the client reveals personal and family challenges
previously not considered. Nevertheless, case managers impose sanctions for clients who
fail to complete the specified activities in their compliance plan (or 60 days of participation
in activities anticipated to last more than 60 days).

Clients have unlimited opportunity to conciliate impending sanctions. If a client
completes the compliance plan and then once more stops participating in program activities,
the conciliation process begins again. This arrangement provides clients with extensive
protections against undue sanctions and ample opportunity to discuss how to engage more
fully in program activities. Some program staff believe, however, that the freedom to engage
in the conciliation process time and time again reduces the potential effect of sanctions on
client motivation. For instance, when clients do not comply with the assessment process
before their assignment to activities, completion of the assessment process itself may be the
only activity included in their compliance plans. Often clients complete the assessment but
then never participate in activities, thereby triggering the pre-sanction process again rather
than swifter or more severe consequences.

4. Conciliation During Compliance Planning Meetings and Home Visits:
Los Angeles County

In 2005, Los Angeles County began a home-visiting program that focuses primarily on
outreach to and conciliation with nonparticipating clients before imposition of a sanction.
When case managers identify noncompliance, they mail a letter to clients notifying them of a
cause determination appointment. The purpose of the appointment is to determine whether
a client can establish good cause for not participating in program activities and, if not, to
develop a compliance plan. The case manager then notifies a home visit worker to mail an
additional letter advising the client that a home visit will occur one day after the cause
determination appointment if the client does not attend the appointment. Home visitors call
clients one day before the cause determination appointment to remind them of the
appointment. If the client attends the appointment, the home visit is not necessary.

Program staff report that notification of a possible home visit seems to “shock” clients
into action. Home visits were designed to be a mechanism for gathering information on and
addressing reasons for clients” noncompliance. In reality, however, most clients never
receive a home visit. Rather, clients receive written notification that a home visit will occur
if they do not participate in the cause determination ap