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After peaking in 1994, welfare caseloads plunged during the rest of the 1990s.  While the experiences
and outcomes of adults who have left the welfare system have drawn the attention of researchers
and journalists alike, far less is known about how the children of these welfare “leavers” have fared

in the early years of welfare reform.  Are these children more or less likely to be at risk in their development
than children whose families remain on welfare?  

To address this question, this Research Brief compares survey data for children of welfare leavers and 
current welfare recipients on several outcome indicators in three key areas  – health, school engagement,
and social behavior.  The picture that emerges is that children in both groups look similar on most of these
measures.  Only two differences stand out: adolescents whose families have recently left welfare are much
more likely to have been suspended or expelled from school than adolescents whose families receive welfare;
also, children in families receiving welfare are more likely to have an activity-limiting condition than 
children whose families have left welfare. 

While children in the two welfare groups look similar on many measures to children in poor families that
do not have a history of recent welfare receipt, there are a few differences that highlight potential vulnera-
bilities.  Yet across all of the measures examined, children in the three low-income groups fare worse than
children in more affluent families.  These findings underscore the role of poverty, more than welfare status
per se, as a marker of risk in children’s lives.

This brief is one of a series being prepared by
researchers at Child Trends to help inform the
public debate surrounding this year’s reautho-
rization of the Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) block grant, the centerpiece of
the 1996 welfare law.

CHILD OUTCOME 
INDICATORS  
In this Research Brief, we use data from the 1999
National Survey of America’s Families (NSAF), a
nationally representative survey that collected infor-
mation from more than 42,000 households in 
the United States. Using parents’ answers to 
questions about their children, we examined the 
following child outcome measures:1

■ Fair or poor child health (ages 0-17)2

■ Presence of a condition that limits normal 
activities (ages 0-17)3

■ Low engagement in school (ages 6-17)4

■ Lack of participation in at least one extra-
curricular activity in the past year (ages 6-17)5

■ High level of behavioral and emotional 
problems (ages 6-11)6

■ High level of behavioral and emotional 
problems (ages 12-17)6

■ Skipping school twice or more in the 
past year (ages 12-17)7

■ Expulsion or suspension from school 
in the past year (ages 12-17)8
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We compare these measures across children from
four groups, as defined by their welfare status or
family income:  

■ Children in families receiving welfare in 1999

■ Children in families that left welfare between
1997 and 1999

■ Children in families with incomes below 
the federal poverty level9 and with no history 
of welfare receipt within the past two years   

■ Children in families with incomes at or 
above 200 percent of the federal poverty level

WELFARE STATUS AND
CHILD INDICATORS   
Children’s individual and family experiences vary
greatly.  This is true for children of current welfare
recipients and children of recent welfare leavers as
it is true for other children. Yet by looking closely
at child outcome indicators, we can develop a bet-
ter understanding of whether  – on average – the
children of welfare leavers are at lesser or greater
risk for poor outcomes than children who remain
on welfare caseloads. Based on our analysis of the
1999 NSAF data, what have we learned about how
the children in these two groups compare on the
eight measures examined?

■ On most measures (six out of eight),
children from families that have left
welfare do not look significantly better
or worse than children from families
currently on welfare.10 (See Figure 1.) For

example, children of welfare leavers and 
welfare recipients are similarly likely to show 
low school engagement (30 percent and 29
percent, respectively) and to be reported in
fair or poor health (8 percent and 11 percent,
respectively). Regarding this latter measure, 
it should be kept in mind that “fair” and
“poor” health represent the lowest classifica-
tions on this measure.  

On the remaining two measures, significant 
differences were found between the children of
recent welfare leavers and current recipients:11

■ Adolescents of welfare leavers were
more likely than adolescents of current
welfare recipients to have been 
suspended or expelled from school in
the past year. (See Figure 2.)  More than 40
percent of the adolescents of welfare leavers
were suspended or expelled in the past year
compared with slightly more than one-
quarter of the adolescents of current 
recipients.  This finding is in keeping with
results from several evaluations showing 
negative impacts on adolescents when parents
are assigned to participate in welfare-to-work
programs.  It is not yet clear why adolescents
of recent leavers might be at greater risk
than adolescents of current recipients.
Researchers and policy makers are taking a
closer look at adolescent development in 
families making a transition off welfare.12
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On most indicators of child well-being (six out of eight), there were no significant differences  
between the children of current welfare recipients and recent welfare leavers.
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■ Children of current recipients were
more likely than children of welfare
leavers to have a physical, learning, or
mental health condition that limits
their activity. (See Figure 2.)  A little more 
than 20 percent of the children of current
recipients had a limiting condition, compared
with 14 percent of the children of welfare
leavers.  A child’s limiting condition may
serve as a barrier to employment for welfare
recipients, a factor that may help to explain
this finding.13 If a mother has to care for a
disabled or chronically ill child, for example,
she may be less able to get or keep a job. 

LOOKING BEHIND THESE PATTERNS
Why do the children of current and former welfare
recipients generally look similar on these eight
important measures of child well-being?  To
answer this question, the findings presented in
this brief must be placed in the context of what is
known about the family circumstances of welfare
recipients and leavers.  Recent findings from other
research show that while current and former wel-
fare recipients were different in a number of note-
worthy ways, they did share important similar-
ities.14 Turning first to the differences, this body
of research shows:  

■ Welfare leavers were more likely to be 
married than current welfare recipients 
(though they were less likely to be married
than low-income women without a history of 
recent welfare receipt).    

■ Welfare leavers were more likely to have
higher levels of education, as well as more
extensive work experience than current
recipients.15

■ Welfare leavers were less likely than current
recipients to have multiple obstacles to work.
And, not surprisingly, welfare leavers were
more likely to be working than current 
recipients.  They tended to work in the same
industries (for example, services and the 
wholesale and retail trade) and occupations
(for example, services and clerical and admin-
istrative support) as other low-income
women who were not on welfare, but they
were more likely to work longer hours 
per week.16

Despite these differences, this research shows that
current and former welfare recipients had much in
common: 

■ They were younger than other low-income
women who had no recent history of being on 
welfare, and they were more likely to have 
young children (under age three).   

■ They were both likely to report symptoms of 
poor mental health and health conditions 
that limited their ability to work.   

■ They both reported greater economic 
hardship in terms of difficulty paying bills
and not having enough to eat (“food insecuri-
ty”) than other low-income families.17
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Thus, while the marital, educational, and employ-
ment status of welfare leavers might suggest that
the children of welfare leavers would fare better
than the children of current welfare recipients,
this does not generally appear to be the case.  The
similarities between current and former welfare
recipients in their mental health status and level of
economic hardship – two factors known to affect child
well-being – may help to explain the lack of consis-
tently large differences found in these two groups.  

OTHER POOR CHILDREN
Children of current welfare recipients and recent
leavers are in families that, for the most part, have
incomes near or below poverty.   How do outcomes
for these children compare with outcomes for chil-
dren from poor families without a recent history of
welfare receipt?  (From this point on, for ease of
readability, we use the term “other poor children”
as shorthand for "children from poor families with-
out a recent history of welfare receipt.")  Based on
our analysis of the 1999 NSAF data, we found that
children in families that are or were recently a
part of the welfare system appear to be in greater
jeopardy than other poor children in several
dimensions of their lives:18

■ The school-age and adolescent children
of current welfare recipients and recent
leavers were more likely than other
poor children to have high levels of
behavioral and emotional problems. 
(See Figure 3.)  Specifically, children in the
two welfare groups were more than twice as 
likely as children from other poor families to
have high levels of behavioral and emotional
problems. This finding may be related to 
differences in the family characteristics (for
example, family structure or educational 
attainment) of those who receive welfare and
those who do not.  Alternatively, children in
families receiving or leaving welfare may
have experienced relatively more recent 
instability and transitions in their lives (for
example, a parent’s entry into employment, a
parent’s separation from a partner, moving
into a new home) than children in other poor 
families.19 Such turbulence may be reflected 
in children’s behavior.

■ Adolescents of recent welfare leavers
were more than twice as likely than
other poor adolescents to have been
suspended or expelled from school in 
the past year.  (See Figure 4.) Specifically,
as noted previously, 43 percent of the adoles-
cents of welfare leavers experienced this 
situation, compared with 21 percent of other 
poor adolescents.21 Why might having a 
parent who left welfare have some bearing on
this negative outcome for adolescents?
Recent findings suggest that the varying 
reasons a parent leaves welfare (for example,
leaving because of employment versus being
denied welfare benefits for failure to comply 
with program rules) may be related to adoles-
cent outcomes. But more research is needed
to understand these results.21

■ Children of current welfare recipients 
and recent leavers were both more likely
than other poor children to have a physical,
learning, or mental health condition that
limits their activity.22  (See Figure 5.) However, 
of the two welfare groups, this was more a risk
factor for children in households that were still on 
the rolls.

Thus, on several, though not all, measures, chil-
dren of current and former welfare recipients are
faring worse than poor children in families that
had never been on welfare or that had not been on
welfare recently. This finding may be at least par-
tially explained by the family circumstances and
events that bring families onto the welfare rolls
(for example, job loss, divorce, or a child’s illness).
Further research may broaden our understanding
of the reasons behind this result.

In seeing how outcomes for children of current
and former welfare recipients stack up with out-
comes of children in other poor families, we should
be mindful of something else: Compared with 
children from higher-income families, these three
groups of children showed markedly poorer out-
comes on all eight measures examined (see Figures
3, 4, and 5).23 We are using “higher-income” here
to describe families at or above 200 percent of the
federal poverty threshold in 1998, which translates
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Source: Child Trends’ tabulations of the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families

Children of both welfare recipients and recent leavers were more likely than other poor
children to have a physical, learning, or mental health condition that limits their 

activity. Health status did not differ significantly among the three groups.

11%
8%

21%*

14%+

9%

2%

12%

7%

Current Recipients
Recent Leavers
Other Poor 
Higher Income a

+ = statistically different from other poor children at the p<.10 level                                 * = statistically different from other poor children at the p<.05 level
a = In all comparisons, children from hight income families are significantly different at the p<.05 level from children in the other three groups.

0

10

20

30

40

50

Pe
rc

en
t

0

10

20

30

40

50

Pe
rc

en
t

Current Recipients
Recent Leavers
Other Poor 
Higher Income a

Child (8-17) exhibits low levels of
school engagement

Child (12-17) skipped school 2 or
more times in last year

Child’s (12-17) was suspended or 
expelled in last year

Source: Child Trends’ tabulations of the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families

Adolescents of recent leavers were more than twice as likely than other poor adolescents 
to have been suspended or expelled in the past year. The school-age children and adolescents 
of recent leavers and current recipients did not differ significantly from other poor children 

in their school engagement or likelihood of skipping school.

29% 30%

24%

16%
18%

22%

14%

7%

27%

43%*

21%

9%

* = statistically significant difference at the p<.05 level
a = In all comparisons, children from higher income families are significantly different at the p<.05 level from children in the other three

Figure 5

Figure 4

0

10

20

30

40

50
Pe

rc
en

t
Current Recipients
Recent Leavers
Other Poor
Higher Income a

Child (6-17) does not participate in
extracurricular activities

Child (6-11) exhibits high levels of
behavioral and emotional problems

Child (12-17) exhibits high levels of
behavioral and emotional problems

Source: Child Trends’ tabulations of the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families

On some outcomes, children of current recipients and recent leavers looked similiar to other poor 
children. However, school-age children and adolescents in these groups were more likely than

other poor children to have high levels of behavioral and emotional problems.

41%

31%

35%

10%

23%*

14%+

8%

4%

20%+ 21%*

9%
6%

+ = significant different from other poor children at the p<.10 level * = statistically different from other poor children at the p<.05 level
a = in all comparisons, children from higher income families are significantly different at the p<.05 level from children in the other three groups.

Figure 3



into $33,060 for a family of four.  For example,
only 7 percent of children from higher-income
families had an activity-limiting condition (com-
pared with 21 and 14 percent of children of cur-
rent and former welfare recipients, respectively,
and 12 percent of children from other poor fami-
lies). Similarly, only 9 percent of children from
higher-income families were suspended or expelled
from school in the past year (compared with 27
and 43 percent of adolescents of current and 
former welfare recipients, respectively, and 21 
percent of children from other poor families). 

THE POVERTY CONNECTION
The existing body of research on poverty and child
well-being provides an important context for the
findings presented in this Research Brief.  Across
numerous studies, researchers consistently find
that poverty in childhood is associated with nega-
tive outcomes, such as poor health, behavioral and
emotional problems, lower scores on tests of cogni-
tive abilities, grade repetition, and school dropout.
These correlations are particularly strong for chil-
dren who experience deep poverty, long-term
poverty, or poverty during early childhood.24

Given the heightened risk for negative outcomes
among children experiencing poverty, it is not sur-
prising that the children of current and former
welfare recipients look similar to children from
other poor families on a number of the measures
examined here.  Indeed, in 1998, more than 50
percent of welfare leavers had pretax incomes
below the federal poverty level.25 Without larger
changes in the economic well-being of leavers, sig-
nificant improvements in their children’s well-
being are harder to achieve. Nevertheless, it is
clear that the children of current and former wel-
fare recipients may be experiencing unique family
circumstances that make them more vulnerable to
negative outcomes than other poor children.  

SUMMARY
Early predictions about how children would fare
when their parents left welfare were widely diver-
gent.26 On one hand were those who contended
that requiring individuals to make the transition

from welfare to work would be disastrous for their
children’s development, making already vulnera-
ble children even more so.  On the other hand
were those who contended that having parents
who were on the road to economic self-sufficiency
could only benefit children.  What we have found
does not neatly match either prediction.  

The main finding to emerge from this analysis is
that in 1999, in the early period of the implemen-
tation of federal welfare reform, children’s risk for
poor developmental outcomes was not alleviated
when parents made the transition off welfare.
Children whose families left welfare within the
past two years were not consistently better or
worse off in the areas of health, behavior, and
school engagement than children whose families
were still receiving welfare.  However, the two dif-
ferences that were noted – more suspensions/expul-
sions for the adolescents of former recipients and
more activity-limiting conditions for the children of
current welfare recipients – highlight potential
areas of concern.  

A stronger pattern and a more overarching con-
cern is the role that poverty plays as a risk factor
in children’s lives. On average, children of current
welfare recipients, recent welfare leavers, and poor
children in households without a recent history of
welfare receipt all fare worse on a variety of
health, education, and behavior measures than
children in more affluent households.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY
The findings presented in this Research Brief are
not based on experimental data and thus are likely
to reflect a wide range of child, family, and com-
munity factors. Nevertheless, they point to the
continued need for supports for economically dis-
advantaged children and families, whether or not
they have experience with the welfare system.
Research suggests that several kinds of supports
for children in poor families could promote healthy
development.  For example, providing health and
development screenings for very young children
may promote the early identification and treat-
ment of physical and learning disabilities.  In addi-
tion, across the age range, children may benefit



from participating in certain types of programs.
Options include early intervention programs and
high-quality child care that promote safe and
healthy early development; high-quality after-
school programs and activities that can improve
school-age children’s social and academic skills
and their engagement in school; and programs for
older school-age children and adolescents that sup-
port their unique needs and interests.  

In considering these options, policy makers might
also consider programs to address other family
characteristics that may place children at
increased risk for developing poorly, such as poor
parental mental or physical health. There are indi-
cations that some programs for families leaving or
preparing to leave welfare are beginning to provide
supports directly to the children in these families,
as well as to the adults.27 It will be important in
the future to examine such “two generational”
approaches to determine whether and how they
have the potential to enhance both the transition
to work and children’s positive development.

Finally, the pattern of findings presented in this
brief, particularly the divergence in outcomes for
children by income, accentuates the importance of
programs and policies that help families make sus-
tained improvements not just in employment and
earnings, but also in overall income.  Thus, discus-
sions of welfare reform reauthorization might 
do well to consider the elevated risk of all children
living in poverty, including children from families
currently receiving welfare or who have recently
left welfare. The threat that job loss might pose to
the fragile livelihoods of many former 
welfare recipients and other low-income workers
could add a special note of urgency to these 
discussions.

This Research Brief is based on analyses conducted
for the chapter, “How Are Children Faring Under 
Welfare Reform: Emerging Patterns” in Alan Weil
and Kenneth Finegold (Editors), Welfare Reform: The
Next Act, released this month, by Urban Institute
Press, Washington, D.C. (Zaslow, M.J., Moore, K.A.,
Tout, K., Scarpa, J., & Vandivere, S., 2002).  An earli-
er version of the analyses was presented at a meeting

of research grantees studying welfare leavers, spon-
sored by the Office of the Assistant Secretary for Plan-
ning and Evaluation, U. S. Department of Health and
Human Services, in November 2000.

Child Trends is a nonprofit, nonpartisan research cen-
ter that studies children and families.  For additional
information on Child Trends, including a complete set
of available Research Briefs, please visit our Web
site, www.childtrends.org.
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