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abstract This article examines the effects of an intensive life skills education

and home visiting program, Building Nebraska Families (BNF), on the employment,

earnings, and personal and family well-being of work-mandatory cash welfare recip-

ients. Based on a randomized controlled trial, the analysis used survey and admin-

istrative data for more than 600 hard-to-employ Temporary Assistance for Needy

Families (TANF) recipients across 11 sites in Nebraska. Statistically significant, robust

effects were observed on the employment, earnings, and various measures of per-

sonal and family well-being for a subgroup of more disadvantaged, very hard-to-

employ TANF recipients. The magnitude of the effects grew over time and was most

pronounced during the last 6 months of the 30-month follow-up period. Overall,

the findings suggest that BNF’s approach, with its focus on developing life skills and

improving personal and family functioning, can be an effective strategy for improving

the employability and self-sufficiency of the most at-risk TANF recipients.
Service Review (September 2019). © 2019 by TheUniversity of Chicago. All rights reserved.
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introduction

Social welfare policy in the United States is increasingly using employ-
ment as a condition for enrollment in programs as diverse as housing as-
sistance, food assistance, cash assistance, and public health insurance. For
example, both the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) pro-
gram and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) require
some recipients to engage inwork activities or be subject to sanctions.More-
over, the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services offered waivers in
2018 for states to implement and evaluate Medicaid work requirements;
the US Department of Housing and Urban Development is weighing the
imposition of work requirements for receipt of subsidized housing assis-
tance. Across these programs,many recipients with complex obstacles, skill
deficiencies, and parent and family responsibilities must meet these work
requirements. Given this state of affairs, it is timely to examine state-based
social welfare programs designed to providework-related supports to assist
low-income individuals and families in meeting their work requirements
and progressing toward self-sufficiency. Development of the skills and em-
ployability of at-risk families represents not only an important social policy
concern but also a considerable programmatic challenge across the range of
safety-net programs administering or considering work requirements.

In particular, since 1996 the TANF cash assistance program for low-
income families has included substantial work requirements to provide
an impetus for low-income parents to find and keep jobs. Yet for many of
these individuals, multiple and serious obstacles and skill deficiencies ham-
per their efforts toward stable employment and self-sufficiency. The most
disadvantaged households typically face many challenges, among them un-
stable housing, child care, and transportation; mental and physical health
problems; substance abuse; domestic violence; and limited cognitive andba-
sic skills (Danziger et al. 2000; Bloom, Loprest, and Zedlewski 2011; Jacobs
and Bloom 2011). These personal and family challenges and life skills limi-
tations, or their combination, can impede individuals’ ability to get a job,
maintain employment, and achieve economic self-sufficiency for their fam-
ilies (for a review of this research, see Bloom et al. 2011). For households in
rural areas, meeting work requirements can be even more challenging be-
cause of additional economic, geographic, and social hurdles (Lichter and
Jensen 2000; Weber and Duncan 2001; Friedman 2003; US Department
of Agriculture 2004; Strong et al. 2005; Heflin and Miller 2012).
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In this article,we report for the first time in a peer-reviewed journal the
results of a rigorous effects and benefit-cost evaluation of an intensive life
skills education and home visiting program, Building Nebraska Families
(BNF). Our aim is to highlight the study’s promising implications for help-
ing the most disadvantaged TANF recipients navigate their transition from
welfare towork and self-sufficiency (Meckstroth, Burwick, andMoore 2008).
The evaluation used a randomized controlled trial to assess whether BNF im-
proved employment, earnings, and personal and family well-being among
TANFclientswhowere referred to theBNFprogram fromNebraska’s small
and midsize towns and rural areas. More than 600 individuals eligible for
limited program slots were randomly assigned to a treatment group and
offered BNF program services, or to a control group in which individuals
were not offered BNF program services but could access all other available
services; such control groups are sometimes referred to as “usual care
groups.” Both the treatment and control groups were subject to the same
TANF program rules and had access to the same set of employment-related
and supportive services from TANF.To determine the program’s net effect,
we compared the behaviors and outcomes of the treatment and control
groups over a 30-month follow-up period using data from surveys and from
administrative records. The BNF program was evaluated and the findings
originally reported as part of the RuralWelfare-to-Work Strategies Demon-
stration evaluation, funded by the US Department of Health and Human
Services, Administration for Children and Families (Meckstroth et al. 2008).

Although BNF was implemented and tested 15 years ago, from 2002 to
2004, the program and this evaluation’s findings are still relevant in today’s
social policy context, as federal, state, and local policymakers and practi-
tioners continue to wrestle with how to retool programs to assist vulner-
able, low-income adults and families that might be participating in new
ways in a range of safety-net programs. BNF’s focus on developing clients’
life skills as a strategy for improving personal and family functioning, as
well as employment, earnings, and family self-sufficiency, is compatiblewith
efforts under current programs, such as Mobility Mentoring, Goal-4 It!,
and MyGoals, that emphasize goal-oriented adult learning, intentional self-
regulation, and development of executive function skills. Rigorous evalua-
tions of Goal4 It! andMyGoals, for example, are underway as part of the fed-
eral Evaluation of Employment Coaching for TANF and Related Populations,
along with two other coaching models. Findings from these evaluations are
expected in 2021.
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In the remainder of this article, we begin by summarizing previous re-
search related to life skills education and home visiting interventions.We
then describe the evaluation design and methods, including data sources.
Our presentation of evaluation results follows, including a summary of ef-
fects on employment, income, public assistance receipt, and measures of
well-being. We then conclude by considering the study’s implications for
policy and the design of welfare-to-work initiatives today.

The evaluation of BNF fills several important gaps in the social policy
literature. First, it fills a research gap by investigating the effects of a home
visiting program with adult economic self-sufficiency as its primary goal.
Second, it expands the research literature on two intervention strategies that
may be of particular value for hard-to-employ TANF clients: (a) intensive life
skills education and (b) service delivery through home visitation. By using a
randomized controlled trial, this evaluation provides a strong empirical ba-
sis to evaluate the effectiveness of these two strategies when used together.
Third, the evaluation contributes to the knowledge base related to the qual-
ifications of home visitors and service provision in rural areas.
background and related literature

The passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Recon-
ciliation Act of 1996, which created TANF, emphasized short-term labor
force attachment over longer-term education and training as the primary
strategy for moving low-income families toward economic self-sufficiency.
The act also instituted a lifetime limit on benefit receipt and imposed work
requirements as a condition of cash assistance. This focus on quickly con-
necting TANF recipients to jobs underscored the need to understand and
address the barriers to employment faced by women on public assistance
(Danziger et al. 2000; Bloom et al. 2011). Studies conducted since the advent
ofwelfare reformfind thatmost TANF recipients have at least one barrier to
employment, many recipients have multiple barriers, and the likelihood of
employment decreases as the number of barriers increases (Danziger et al.
2000; Bloom et al. 2011; Jacobs and Bloom 2011).

An intensive focus on life skills education is a key innovation of the BNF
program. More recent research related to the TANF population suggests
that personal capabilities and life skills are critical to obtaining and retain-
ing employment (Banerjee and Damman 2013). Drawing on this research,
life skills–based mentoring and coaching models, such as the Mobility
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Mentoring (EMPath) Model (Babcock 2018), Goal 4It! (Derr and McCay
2018), and MyGoals, which was developed for the housing assisted popu-
lation (Guare and Dawson 2019), typically involve strategies to help clients
set and achieve meaningful goals, solve problems independently, develop
communication skills, and improve personal relationships. More broadly,
aspects of life skills education have been integrated into the service delivery
of TANF programs to varying degrees. In some programs, a life skills com-
ponent has been incorporated into job search assistance and job readiness
activities in order to educate clients about topics such as how to communi-
cate effectively and how tomanage personal finances. Even as life skills cur-
ricula are becoming more common in TANF programming, to our knowl-
edge no studies yet provide experimental evidence of the positive effects
of life skills education as part of TANF programming.

The proliferation of program models using the life skills education and
mentoring approach reflects a growing interest among administrators of
employment-related programs in applying research from psychology to the
development and implementation of strategies that explicitly focus on im-
proving self-regulation and developing related executive function–informed
and goal-directed skills and behaviors,with the aim of helping low-income
adults find and retain jobs and progress toward self-sufficiency (Cavadel
et al. 2017; Babcock 2018). BNF’s life skill education focused on various execu-
tive function–related skills, such as goal-setting, problem-solving, self-esteem,
communication skills, coping skills, anger and stressmanagement, and time
management. Moreover, its approach to using individualized mentoring ses-
sions to deliver life skills education may be considered a precursor to cur-
rent life skill mentoring and coaching models. As such, our evaluation of BNF
provides evidence-based support for the promise of these ongoing program
models.

A second innovation tested in BNF is the use of a home visiting approach
designed to support TANF recipients in their efforts to transition to work
and self-sufficiency. Home visitation offers a potentially valuable mode of
service delivery partly because it creates the opportunity for an intensive,
individualized intervention. Home visiting programs have most commonly
focused on improving children’s health and development (Avellar and Sup-
plee 2013; Azzi-Lessing 2013; Boller et al. 2013; Avellar et al. 2016).However,
research generally indicates that home visiting interventions can have prom-
ising outcomes in a range of areas, including parenting behaviors, maternal
and child health, child development and school readiness, and the economic
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self-sufficiency of families (Gomby 2005; Daro 2006; Jones Harden et al.
2012; Avellar et al. 2016). Although there is a precedent for using home vis-
iting with a TANF population, the focus of extant studies and programs has
been on improving family functioning and health-related outcomes as op-
posed to economic self-sufficiency (Kneipp et al. 2011; Smith and Moore
2012; Michalopoulos et al. 2019).1 The results of the BNFevaluation expand
the breadth of understanding around the range of populations and out-
comes responsive to a home visiting approach. Specifically, this evaluation
of BNF fills a research gap by investigating the effects of a program with
adult employability and self-sufficiency as primary goals.

Studies also suggest that the qualifications of home visitors may be an
important factor in a program’s success. In a study of theNurse-Family Part-
nership program, the effects of services delivered by nurses were compared
with those delivered by paraprofessionals. Effects on several outcomes, in-
cluding maternal employment, were much more robust for clients who re-
ceived services from the nurses, who were better qualified than the para-
professionals (Olds et al. 2002, 2004). As in the Nurse-Family Partnership
program, BNF relied on well-qualified professionals to deliver its core ser-
vices. In the case of BNF, master’s-level staff conducted the home visits and
delivered the life skills education.

Finally, the BNF program delivered services across rural and semirural
Nebraska—both to small and midsize towns and to remote, sparsely pop-
ulated areas. Few studies have done more than simply document the exis-
tence of higher barriers to employment among rural residents. Rural resi-
dents often face higher barriers to services and employment than urban
residents, including transportation inaccessibility, limited local services to
address barriers to employment, and poorer economic conditions (Lichter
and Jensen 2000; Findeis et al. 2001; Weber and Duncan 2001; Friedman
2003; Government Accountability Office 2004; US Department of Agricul-
ture 2004; Strong et al. 2005;Heflin andMiller 2012).This study of BNFalso
contributes to the literature by evaluating an intervention strategy targeted
to TANF recipients living in rural and semirural areas.
1. A recent assessment of the Mother and Infant Home Visiting Program Evaluation did

include economic self-sufficiency as one of six primary outcomes. However, no significant dif-

ferences were observed between the treatment and control groups in terms of the key self-

sufficiency measures of employment and earnings (Michalopoulos et al. 2019).
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program and economic context

The evaluation’s findings on program effects represent the value of BNF in
addition to a fairly supportive,work-oriented TANF program in a state that
offered a variety of employment-related and other services during the time
of the evaluation. Part of BNF’s value in Nebraska may have been in how it
complemented the work requirements, employment assistance, and suppor-
tive services already available. As TANF recipients, all sample members—
treatment and control group members alike—had access to all employment-
related opportunities and supportive services offered by TANF, except that
the control group did not have access to BNF.

Nebraska experienced relatively low unemployment and poverty rela-
tive to many states during the time of the evaluation.The average unemploy-
ment rate in the BNF areas, 3.6 percent, was less than the 2003 statewide
unemployment rate of 4 percent and the 2003 national rate of 6 percent.
Although the average poverty rate in the BNF counties, 10.5 percent, was
slightly higher than the 2003 statewide average of 10 percent, it was still
below the national rate of 12.5 percent.
the state tanf program

The Nebraska TANF program’s rules, as well as its existing employment
and supportive services, were relevant and available to all evaluation sam-
ple members, treatment and control groups alike. During the time of the eval-
uation, Nebraska’s TANF program had a 2-year time limit, communicated
a work-oriented philosophy, and encouraged those who could work to do
so. However, it did not stress direct entry into the labor market for all cli-
ents. Rather, it used a flexible, targeted “human capital investment model”
of service delivery that provided some short-term support for education and
training.

Job search training and assistance varied across the state but generally
included helpwithwriting resumes, completing job applications, obtaining
job leads, and conducting interviews. Job search workshops commonly
lasted up to 3 weeks, requiring up to 5 days of participation each week. Lo-
cal TANF agencies also frequently referred clients to job readiness and life
skills training, generally offered as a 1-day workshop or two 5-hour ses-
sions, designed to prepare clients for work by addressing such practical life
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skills topics as health and wellness, appearance and demeanor, interpersonal
skills, stress and time management, problem solving, self-esteem, attitude in
the workplace, and work ethic.

A mix of transitional benefits was available to support clients as they be-
came employed. Child care and medical benefits were available for up to
2 years after clients were no longer eligible for cash assistance. Payments
related to transportation and work-related supplies were available for up to
6 months after clients left cash assistance.

Many TANF clients were well connected with services and staff, and
participation in work-related activities was relatively high. In a survey con-
ducted shortly before BNF was implemented, more than three-fifths of
TANF clients in rural and semirural Nebraska reported having participated
in an employment activity during the past year (Meckstroth et al. 2002). In
the same survey, nearly two-fifths of such TANF clients reported talking with
their TANF case manager at least once every 2 weeks.
availability of other services

Information gathered as part of the evaluation suggested that workforce
development, education, health, family support, and other services were avail-
able through organizations in communities throughout Nebraska. Various
entities, including private TANFcontractors, one-stop centers, community
colleges, and adult education agencies, offered employment and training
services. For people who were disabled, vocational rehabilitation provided
services inmany communities.More than a third of TANF recipients in ru-
ral and semirural Nebraska reported talking regularly about employment-
related issues with staff from an organization outside TANF (Meckstroth
et al. 2002).

Community action organizations and other groups helped meet some of
the health and other service needs of TANF clients and their families. For
mental health needs, counseling assistance through communitymental health
centers was generally available within 2 weeks of initial request, though
waiting times could be substantially longer for psychiatric consultation.
The availability of substance abuse treatment, or access to it, was limited.
Public transportation was also very limited inmost areas. Nebraska’s TANF
clients generally relied on travel by personal vehicle—either their own or
someone else’s.
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the bnf program model

To address the challenges hard-to-employ TANF clients face, in 2002 the
Nebraska Health andHuman Services System, in partnership with the Uni-
versity of Nebraska–Lincoln Cooperative Extension (UNCE), developed and
launched the BNF program. The intensive program used a home visiting
model to improve life skills and job readiness. It was offered as a supportive
service, in addition to Nebraska’s regular TANF program, and complemented
existing TANF employment services.Work-mandatory clients were targeted
for the BNF program and subject to TANFwork requirements, sanctions for
nonparticipation, and a 2-year time limit. As work-mandatory TANF recipi-
ents, BNF participants were required to work or participate in work-related
activities for at least 30 hours per week. After clients agreed to participate
in BNF, it became a mandatory activity, and the time clients spent meeting
with BNF staff could be counted toward their required work-related hours.
Clients received BNF services both before they obtained a job and for up to
6 months after beginning a job, depending on their needs and progress to-
ward a set of individualized goals. The evaluation examined the BNF pro-
gram’s operation in Nebraska from 2002 to 2004.

BNF continued to operate in Nebraska until December 2006. After the
reauthorization of TANF through the 2005Deficit ReductionAct, Nebraska
modified its TANF program to conform to the revised definition of allow-
able TANFwork activities set by the US Department of Health and Human
Services. BNF was not included as part of Nebraska’s modified TANF pro-
gram. Nebraska concluded that BNF, as a longer-term intervention, did not
fit well into the revised categories of allowable work activities and, there-
fore, did not support Nebraska’s ability to achieve its mandated work par-
ticipation rate. Moreover, because of the relatively high cost of BNF, along
with general budget pressures within the Nebraska Health and Human Ser-
vices System, the agency decided against continuing to fund BNF with non-
TANF or state maintenance-of-effort dollars. Nebraska made these program-
matic and funding decisions before the evaluation of BNF was completed and
the findings made available.

BNF took an indirect approach to helping low-income peoplemove from
welfare to work and self-sufficiency. It recognized that many TANF clients
face multiple obstacles and that specialized services to address obstacles,
build life skills, and improve personal and family functioning often are limited
or difficult to access, especially in rural areas. The program model posited
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that through improved life skills and functioning, clients not only would be
better equipped to address obstacles and participate in employment activ-
ities, but also would improve their ability to be successful at home and in
the labor market (fig. 1).

At the heart of the BNF programwas individualized, interactive instruc-
tion on basic life skills, coupled with mentoring and service coordination
support (fig. 1, left). These key elements—life skills education, mentoring,
and service coordination support—were interconnected, working together to
help clients enhance skills, address challenges, and progress toward work
and self-sufficiency.The home visitors (known as “BNFeducators”) drew on a
research-based curriculum, Survive, Strive, Thrive: Keys to Healthy Family
Living, to enhance a wide range of life skills and family management practices
FIGURE 1 . Building Nebraska Families (BNF) program model and intended outcomes and
context. TANF 5 Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.
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(Fox 2007). UNCE administrators and the BNF coordinator developed the
programmodel and its core curriculumwith help from UNCE’s network of
educators. The curriculum and approach are grounded in family develop-
ment research, most notably the principles and family strengths and qual-
ities articulated in Stinnett and DeFrain (1985), DeFrain (1999, 2002), and
DeFrain and Asay (2007).

The BNFcurriculum aimed to develop stronger andmore self-sufficient
families by building skills in three key areas, as shown in figure 1: (1) per-
sonal improvement, including lessons on goal setting, decision making, self-
esteem, communication skills, coping skills, anger and stress management,
and time management; (2) family life, including child development, parent-
ing, and family management; and (3) practical life skills, including money
management, healthy home life, and nutrition. The curriculum is designed
to teach participants to move from day-to-day survival to a state of thriving
by giving them the tools and assistance they need to achieve success in all
aspects of their lives—at home, at school, at work, and in the community
(Fox 2007). In particular, many of the personal improvement components
of the BNF life skills instruction relate directly or indirectly to definitions of
executive function. For example, Sylvia A. Bunge and Jonathan D.Wallis
(2007) describe executive function in adulthood in relation to the key skills
most required of adults: planning, self-control, and self-monitoring. Peg
Dawson and Richard Guare ([2009] 2016) conceptualize executive function
as a broader set of skills that encompass (1) thinking skills that help indi-
viduals select goals and deviseways to accomplish them, among themplan-
ning, organization, and timemanagement, and (2) behavioral skills, such as
emotional control, task- and goal-directed persistence, and response inhi-
bition and flexibility that help individuals execute plans. These skills are
broadly consistent with BNF’s focus on helping clients improve their ability
to be successful at home, at work, and in other areas of their lives.

Across BNF’s 3 key areas are a total of 15 stand-alone curriculum com-
ponents designed for easy use. Each component includes an overview with
goals and objectives, along with many teaching materials, such as lesson
plans, suggested activities, relevant articles and other handouts, and teach-
ing tips. During individualized and interactive teaching sessions, most often
delivered in clients’ homes, educators used the structured lesson plans and
provided related guidance to clients to help develop their life skills. Partic-
ipants and educators cooperated to develop an education plan and select
lesson topics to be covered. To promote skill building and reinforce the
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lessons, clients were asked to complete short homework assignments be-
tween meetings.

The BNF home visits were intended not only to deliver the life skills ed-
ucation to clients but also to provide opportunities for mentoring clients
and facilitating service referrals and contactswith other organizations.When
possible, the BNF educators linked the lessons to clients’ efforts to prepare
for jobs and the workplace. The educators mentored clients by modeling
positive behavior and goal-setting skills, and coached them in how to com-
plete practical tasks, resolve problems, andmake progress toward short- and
long-term goals. Educators also provided individualized service coordina-
tion and advocacy support by helping clients access services and resources
and interact with agencies and employers.

BNF used two performance measurement tools, entry-exit checklists and
success markers, to monitor program operations and track changes in cli-
ents’ ability to manage their lives. Entry-exit checklists documented changes
in clients’ behaviors and attitudes before and after receiving program ser-
vices, and success markers provided a monthly indicator of clients’ prog-
ress toward meeting predetermined, individualized goals. By providing a
description of each of these tools, the appendix highlights the way in which
the program assessed clients’ strengths and weaknesses and helped clients
to set and achieve goals.2 All educators who delivered BNF’s life skills edu-
cation and support to clients held master’s degrees. Their degrees were in
such fields as social work, counseling, education, and family and consumer
sciences. As a group, they had many years of previous work experience, of-
ten in social work, counseling, or teaching, and about half had previous ex-
perience working with low-income, disadvantaged people. In addition, nearly
all were thoroughly familiar with the geographic areas they served.To pro-
vide individualized education and support to clients, and to do so across a
dispersed service area, required that educators be creative, resourceful, self-
directed, highly reliable, and organized.

The educators benefited from initial and ongoing training, along with
the active leadership of the program coordinator,who drewon the resources
available through UNCE to train educators to deliver the BNF lessons and
services and guide and support them throughout the evaluation period.
At the outset, the coordinator provided an individualized, in-person train-
ing to each new educator over a 3- to 4-day period.Topics covered included
2. A copy of each of the tools can be found in app. D of Meckstroth et al. (2008).
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the BNF curriculum, confidentiality issues, performance-monitoring tools,
home-visiting techniques, and a community asset-mapping process. In addi-
tion, educators attended a 2- to 3-day training through the Nebraska Health
and Human Services System that covered TANF regulations and procedures
and TANF service delivery methods and issues. Educators fine-tuned their
skills through ongoing training and technical assistance provided in regular
staff meetings, quarterly trainings, andmentoring relationships betweenmore
and less experienced educators.3 During the period of the evaluation, the ed-
ucators (along with the program coordinator) made improvements and re-
finements to the BNF curriculum, developing the materials to make them
more responsive to the needs of the disadvantaged TANF clients served by
the program.

BNF targeted TANF clients who faced serious obstacles and skill defi-
ciencies. To be eligible, a person had to be an active or sanctioned, nonex-
empt (i.e.,work-mandatory) TANF recipient.The recipients deemed appro-
priate were generally those who had already tried or had been considered
for less intensive programs and who faced many challenges, such as a poor
work history, limited education, low personal functioning, or difficulty with
parental roles and daily structure.

Key BNF staff included a program coordinator and 11 educators located
in 11 UNCE offices in counties around the state.The BNFeducators carried
small caseloads of between 12 and 18 active clients. Each educator was as-
signed to clients in a multicounty area in rural and semirural Nebraska.
The target areas encompassed more than 65 counties across the state and
3. Trainings, often delivered by guest experts, covered topics such as wraparound service

delivery, substance abuse, domestic abuse, conflictmanagement resolution, legal aid, consumer

credit counseling, and child abuse andneglect. Educators also attended a 1-day poverty training

to sensitize them to issues facing low-income families and prepare them to work more effec-

tively with very disadvantaged families.To the same end, they participated in a coachingwork-

shop that taught techniques for developing rapport and building trust with clients, and for

helping clients improve problem-solving skills and self-reliance. Educators practiced delivering

services via coaching during some of their regular meetings. In addition, to promote mentoring

and information sharing among educators, more experienced educators were matched as men-

tors with newer educators. At the outset, the less experienced educators spent 1 or 2 days with

their respectivementors to review anddiscuss the BNFcurriculum, educational techniques, and

service delivery challenges and lessons. The two colleagues were encouraged to interact regu-

larly,with the more experienced educator providing guidance and assistance to her less experi-

enced colleague.
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included midsize towns with populations around 50,000 (e.g., Grand Island);
small towns with populations between 7,000 and 15,000 (e.g., Scottsbluff
and Nebraska City); and remote and sparsely populated counties with pop-
ulations around 10,000 (e.g., Custer andHolt counties).Only the two largest
cities, Omaha and Lincoln, and their corresponding counties were excluded
as potential target areas for BNF.
program participation

BNF services were intended to be intensive, and clients and educators were
encouraged to meet on a weekly basis for at least at an hour. Program par-
ticipation data collected during the period of the evaluation show that the
average BNF client (i.e., the average individual assigned to the evaluation’s
treatment group) participated for more than 8 months, spanning a period
that includes both the preemployment and postemployment periods. Cli-
ents met with their educator, on average, two or three times per month,
most often during one-on-one meetings in clients’ homes lasting an hour
or longer.

Most BNF clients were well connected with their educator and with
the program’s services. Ninety-five percent of clients (i.e., treatment group
members) had at least 1 program contact, and three-fifths had more than
10 contacts. The average client had a total of 22 educator contacts during
his or her time in the program. The great majority of the contacts (86 per-
cent) were related to teaching and mentoring around life skills, and the re-
mainder were related to service coordination support.Total contact time be-
tween educators and clients was substantial—25 hours, on average. BNF
educators provided more services to sample members who faced greater
needs and obstacles—those who composed the very hard-to-employ (more
disadvantaged) subgroup of sample members, as defined below. Nearly all
(96 percent) of the more disadvantaged clients received at least 1 BNF pro-
gram contact, and the more disadvantaged clients received services for
1.5 months longer, on average, than their less disadvantaged counterparts
(9.3 vs. 7.7months). Reflecting the longer duration of their programs,more dis-
advantaged clients also received several more contacts on average than did
less disadvantaged clients (25 vs. 21 total contacts) over a greater number
of hours (27 vs. 22 contact hours).

Although most clients received a substantial number of services, some
were harder to engage and received relatively few services. Twenty-three
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percent of sample members received fewer than five contacts, and 15 per-
cent were placed in noncooperation status after repeated attempts by edu-
cators to contact them. Many of these clients were also sanctioned by their
TANF case manager for nonparticipation in BNF or other TANF activities.

In their work with clients, the BNF educators focused most intensively
on building goal-setting, problem-solving, and decision-making abilities;
developing parenting skills; and improving personal functioning and rela-
tionship skills. Lessons that emphasized setting attainable short- and long-
term goals and developing concrete strategies for achieving them were com-
mon: nearly three-quarters (72 percent) of all BNF clients received at least
one lesson on topics in the category of goal setting, problem solving, and
decision-making (table 1). In addition, one-third received five or more les-
sons on such topics. Supporting clients’ self-concept, reinforcing princi-
ples of good character and ethics, and improving personal functioning were
also important aspects of BNF. Topics in this area typically related to self-
esteem, coping skills, and stress management. Sixty-seven percent received
at least one lesson in this area, and 27 percent received five or more such les-
sons (table 1).

Helping clients develop positive and productive relationships with spouses,
partners, family members, and others was also an important aspect of the
educational lessons clients received. Relationship-building lessons focused
on healthy relationships and personal boundaries, communication skills, and
anger management. More than half of all treatment group members received
at least one lesson on such topics, and 15 percent received five or more such
ll use s
table 1. Lesson Topics Taught to Building Nebraska Families Clients

Topic
Treatment Group Members

with ≥1 Lesson (%)

Personal improvement:
Goal setting/problem solving/decision making 72
Character development/personal functioning 67
Relationship-building skills 53

Family life:
Parenting 66
Child development 21

Practical life skills:
Money management 39
Household management 16
Nutrition 14
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lessons. Parenting was another common topic. Two-thirds (66 percent)
of clients received at least one lesson on parenting, and more than one-
quarter (29 percent) received five or more lessons on this topic (table 1).
Practical life skills were also important; for example, lessons that coached
clients on how to (1) manage their finances, (2) manage their households,
and (3) provide good nutrition also played an important role in BNF, affect-
ing 39, 16, and 14 percent of treatment group members, respectively.
study design and research sample

The evaluation of BNF used a random assignment research design. During
a 28-month enrollment period from March 2002 to June 2004, 602 peo-
ple eligible for BNF in 11 sites in Nebraska were randomly assigned to ei-
ther a treatment group or a control group.4 Although the experiment began
with a balanced design, we shifted to an unbalanced design within the first
9 months of the study period in order to ensure that BNF educators main-
tained full caseloads. Across the study group, the probability of selection to
the treatment group was 60 percent. This probability varied across the BNF
sites from a low of 50 percent in two sites to a high of 70 percent in two
others. By the end of the enrollment period, the treatment group totaled
358 people and the control group 244 people.

Sample members assigned to the treatment group were enrolled in BNF
and offered program services (generally within a day or two of random as-
signment), whereas control group members were not offered program ser-
vices, although they had access to all other available services through the
TANF program and within their community. As noted earlier, BNF par-
ticipation among the treatment group was nearly universal; 95 percent of
4. TANFcasemanagers identifiedpotentially eligible clients on their caseloads and referred

them to the BNF program. As noted earlier, potentially eligible clients were those who were

nonexempt (i.e.,work-mandatory) TANF recipients, either in active or sanctioned status.They

were also recipients who case managers identified as facing multiple barriers to employment.

Once clients were determined eligible and referred to the program, they had to agree to par-

ticipate in it before they were randomly assigned into the treatment or control group. Over

90 percent of clients referred to BNFdid agree to participate.Clientswere strongly encouraged

by their casemanagers to participate as away to helpmeet thework participation requirement.

Overall, approximately 20 percent of Nebraska’s TANF recipients at the time of the evaluation

were considered potentially eligible for BNF.
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treatment group members received at least one program service.5 Given
this, we estimated intent-to-treat effects of the program.The analysis sam-
ple represents all clients who were enrolled in BNF, irrespective of how
many services they received.Hence, the intent-to-treat effect estimates pre-
sented in this article represent the average effect on all program enrollees
of being offered BNF services. This preserves the integrity of the random
assignment design because everyone randomly assigned is included in the
analysis. In addition to the analysis of program effects, the evaluation of
BNF also included a study of program implementation and a benefit-cost
analysis, the key data sources and methods for which are described below.

The key characteristics of the evaluation sample at the time of referral
to BNF are highlighted in table 2. More than 9 in 10 sample members were
female (93 percent), the average age was 28, and 6 in 10 clients had a child
under age 3. Treatment and control households were similar with respect
to educational background, duration of TANF receipt, public assistance
receipt, and household composition at baseline. They were also similar in
their overall level of disadvantage, as described next. Overall, there were
few systematic, statistically significant differences between treatment group
and control groupmembers.The only statistically significant differencenoted
in table 2 (recentwork experience) is within the range of expected variation
for a randomly selected sample. As described in “Analytic Methods,” we
controlled for differences in baseline characteristics through multivariate
regression modeling.

All samplemembers were considered hard-to-employ by the TANFcase
managerswho referred them to the program, but someweremore disadvan-
taged than others. More than two-fifths of the sample could be considered
very hard-to-employ clients who faced multiple, serious barriers.We char-
acterized samplemembers as very hard-to-employ (or more disadvantaged)
if they met two or more of five self-reported criteria that reflect serious ob-
stacles to employment and self-sufficiency.Thefive criteriawere (1) no high
school diploma or general educational development (GED); (2) a personal
or family health problem that limited the sample member’s ability to work
or participate in school or training; (3) lack of ownership or access to a
5. Of the 358 treatment group members, 341 received program services. The 17 who did

not were considered program no-shows and received no program services. Among the con-

trol group, all 244 individuals received some amount of business-as-usual services available

through Nebraska’s TANF program.
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working vehicle, or lack of a valid driver’s license; (4) lack of own earnings
during the prior year, suggesting a limited recentworkhistory; and (5) receipt
of TANF or Aid to Families with Dependent Children cash assistance for
2 or more years during the sample member’s lifetime.6 Forty-three percent
table 2. Baseline Characteristics of Building Nebraska Families (Treatment) and Control
Group Members for Total Sample and Very Hard-to-Employ Subgroup

Characteristic

Total Sample Very Hard to Employ

Treatment Control All Treatment Control All

Female gender 95 92 93 96 93 94
Average age ( years) 28 28 28 29 29 29
Race/ethnicity:
Hispanic 16 13 14 22 13 17
White, non-Hispanic 72 75 74 65 73 69
Nonwhite, non-Hispanic 12 13 12 13 14 13

Education:
No high school diploma or GED 35 30 33 57 44 50
High school diploma or GED 38 41 40 17 32** 25
More than high school diploma or GED 27 28 27 26 24 25

Worked for pay during past 2 years 89 78** 83 79 69 73
Earnings in prior year:
None 21 22 21 43 39 41
$1 to <$5,000 53 52 52 45 41 43
$5,000 to <$10,000 18 18 18 8 14 11
≥$10,000 9 8 9 4 6 5

Duration of TANF or AFDC receipt before
random assignment:

Never received 3 3 3 3 2 2
Received 1–24 months 75 69 72 56 52 54
Received >24 months 22 28 25 42 46 44

Household characteristics:
Child <3 years old 61 56 59 58 49 53
Single adult 53 49 51 51 53 52
Married or partner 21 18 20 18 22 20
Other multiple-adult 26 34 30 31 25 28

Very hard to employ (more disadvantaged) 46 52 49 100 100 100
n 309 193 502 128 83 211
6. Clients with a health condition that

baseline that (1) they currently had a heal

training, or schoolwork they could do (in

dition, a physical disability, an adverse

use); or (2) someone else in their househ
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of sample members met at least two of these five criteria at the time of ran-
dom assignment and comprised the more disadvantaged subgroup in the
analyses.7 Table 2 displays the key characteristics of themore disadvantaged
(very hard-to-employ) subgroup at the time of referral to BNF.

TANF clients in the sample faced similar types of obstacles and at similar
rates as TANF recipients in rural and urban areas nationwide at the time of
the study (Olson and Pavetti 1996; Johnson and Meckstroth 1998; Meck-
stroth et al. 2002; Bloom et al. 2011; Zedlewski 2012). Although a great ma-
jority of sample members faced at least one serious obstacle or skill defi-
ciency, many also appeared to have the education and experience needed
to secure basic employment. For the full sample, nearly all had a recent em-
ployment history (more than 9 in 10 hadworked for pay in the past 2 years),
though earningswere limited, and only 16 percent wereworking at the time
of referral to BNF. In addition, two-thirds held at least a high school creden-
tial when they were referred to BNF, and more than one-quarter had some
education beyond high school. The very disadvantaged subgroup was less
ready for employment than the full sample. Still, nearly two-thirds (73 per-
cent) hadworked for pay during the past 2 years, and 50 percent had at least
a high school diploma or GED.
data sources

We relied on various data sources to examine program effects and to assess
BNFprogramparticipation, service use, and implementation.Three sources
were used to identify program effects. First, baseline demographic and so-
cioeconomic data on sample members were collected just before random
assignment. Second,we conducted two follow-up surveyswith samplemem-
bers 18 and 30months after random assignment.We achieved response rates
of 87 percent on the 18-month survey and 83 percent on the 30-month sur-
vey for the full sample, and 83 and 81 percent, respectively, on the 18- and
made it difficult for them (the sample members) to work, attend training, or go to school. Cli-

ents with a transportation barrier were those who responded at baseline that they did not

have a driver’s license or that they did not own or have access to a vehicle on a daily basis.

7. Seventy-nine percent of sample members met at least one of the five criteria. In terms

of the individual criteria, 32 percent of sample members did not have a high school diploma

or GED, 41 percent had a health condition that limited their activity, 34 percent had a trans-

portation barrier, 22 percent had no earnings in the prior year, and 24 percent had received

TANF or Aid to Families with Dependent Children for 2 or more years.
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30-month surveys for the very hard-to-employ subgroup. The majority of
sample members who did not complete surveys and were therefore lost
to survey follow-up (and hence the analysis sample) were individuals we
were not able to locate; however, in a small number of cases sample mem-
bers refused to complete the survey or were deceased or incarcerated. Fi-
nally, administrative records from the state of Nebraska provided data on
monthly TANF and food stamp receipt among sample members, as well
as their quarterly employment and earnings, based on unemployment in-
surance records.8 Data were obtained for a 36-month (or 12-quarter) period
after random assignment.

The surveys included monthly estimates of employment and earnings
as well as variables on the characteristics of jobs held at follow-up, income
sources, family income, and personal and family hardships and well-being.
Although the 30-month survey was our primary data source for most out-
comes, we relied on the 18-month survey for several types of measures.
First, data related to service use were collected from the 18-month survey,
as was data used to measure self-esteem and self-efficacy among sample
members. Second, to develop a monthly timeline of sample members’ em-
ployment and earnings experiences for the full 30-month follow-up period,
we relied on both the 18- and 30-month surveys. When sample members
responded to both surveys, we drew on their responses to the 18-month
survey for data on their monthly employment and earnings for the first
18 months after random assignment.We then drew on their 30-month re-
sponses for data on their monthly employment and earnings since the time
of the 18-month survey. For data on samplememberswhowere interviewed
only at the 30-month follow-up, we asked participants to provide monthly
employment and earnings data for the full 30-month follow-up period.9
8. The BNF program operated and this evaluation was conducted before the name of the

food stamp program was changed to SNAP.Therefore, for purposes of this article we refer to

the benefit program as “food stamps.”

9. It is likely that that the early employment and earnings histories of the 30-month-only

respondents are more affected by recall error than those of sample members who responded

to both surveys. However, both treatment and control groups should be equally affected by re-

call error, so there is no reason to believe that this error biases the estimated effects. To make

certain that the results did not vary substantially with the choice of sample, we repeated all

analyses conducted on the full 30-month sample with the subset of sample members who re-

sponded to both surveys. Findings across the two samples were highly consistent. For example,
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The evaluation’s implementation study sought to document the BNF
program model and its service delivery strategies, to describe client expe-
riences in the program, to assess program implementation, and, more gen-
erally, to provide a context for interpreting the effects study findings. In-
formation on clients’ program participation and service use was gathered
through a management information system (MIS) developed for the evalu-
ation.TheMIS provided data on how frequently clientsmetwith educators,
the duration of educator-client interactions, the type and quantity of educa-
tional lessons clients received, and referrals and other services provided to
clients. The implementation study also used data gathered during two site
visits to Nebraska, one in each year of the evaluation period. Site visits in-
cluded in-depth interviews with BNF and state agency staff, case reviews,
observations of program activities, and focus groups with members of both
the treatment and control groups. Findings from the implementation study
were discussed in the section on program participation and are integrated
with the interpretation and discussion of the effects and benefit-cost anal-
ysis findings later.
key outcome measures

The BNF program model focused on developing stronger and more self-
sufficient families. Given that improved self-sufficiency is the ultimate goal
of the program, our analysis focused most heavily on the program’s effects
on primary economic outcomes related to employment, earnings, and in-
come. In relation to income,we examined effects on benefit receipt from so-
cial welfare programs, primarily TANF and food stamps. Importantly, we
also examined BNF’s effects on a host of secondary outcomes that reflect
personal and family functioning and well-being. In addition, we examined
intermediate outcomes related to clients’ participation in key activities and
services that may help them develop the skills necessary to sustain employ-
ment and advance toward self-sufficiency. For most outcome measures, the
primary data sources were the 18- and 30-month surveys.
there were no statistically significant differences in the primary employment and earning ef-

fects found between the two samples, either for the full sample or the subgroup analyses.

For amore complete discussion of the comparison of the two samples, see app.C inMeckstroth

et al. (2008).
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Using the survey data, we examined monthly estimates of employment
and earnings.We also used this data to examine variables in the character-
istics of jobs held at follow-up, income sources, and family income.Where
possible,we measured outcomes at specific points in time, in addition to as-
sessing outcomes continuously. Point-in-time measures included such items
as job characteristics, income and various income sources, living arrange-
ments, and hardships. Continuous measures included such items as the
duration of employment and welfare receipt. Depending on the source,
period-specific measures were defined by month or quarter and for aggre-
gated periods, such as the full 30-month follow-upperiod and the last 6months
of the follow-up period.

In terms of benefit receipt,we focused onmonthly TANFand food stamp
receipt using administrative records data.We also used survey data for esti-
mates of self-reportedparticipation rates in other public assistance programs.

We examined services that might have an important role in helping
TANF recipients develop skills and move toward self-sufficiency. In partic-
ular, we estimated effects on such intermediate outcomes as sample mem-
bers’ receipt of education and other skill-building activities, different types
of mentoring, health-related services, and logistical supports.We were not,
however, able to directly measure sample members’ executive-function re-
lated skills.

In terms of personal and family well-being,we examined outcomes that
reflected both economic well-being and personal and family functioning.
We examined family income and poverty status, as well as various sources
of income.We also investigated program effects on various health problems
or issues, challenges that hindered samplemembers’ ability towork, house-
hold status, housing problems, and food availability.These variables are de-
scribed next in more detail in the discussion of program effects.
analytic methods

Given that a random assignment research design was used to create the
BNF and control groups, we can attribute subsequent differences in the two
groups’ outcomes to the services the BNF program offered in addition to
Nebraska’s regular TANF program and services. The random assignment
research design ensures that the BNF and control groups are very similar
at baseline, and table 2 confirms the initial similarity of the groups. Thus,
a simple comparison of means of the two research groups can provide a
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valid estimate of program effects.We initially estimated effects by compar-
ing mean outcomes for the two groups for the period up to 30 months after
random assignment.The differences between themean outcomes represent
unbiased estimates of the average effects of BNF.

Multivariate regression models can improve the statistical precision of
the effect estimates. They can also adjust for small initial differences be-
tween research groups that can occur by chance or through survey nonre-
sponse. The effect estimates presented in this article for continuous out-
come measures were generated using weighted least squares regression
models. For binary outcome measures we used logistic regression models.

The regressionmodels included numerous variables to control for char-
acteristics measured at baseline. These covariates included variables that
reflect relevant demographic and socioeconomic variables—such as age, sex,
race and ethnicity, household composition, age of youngest child, educa-
tional level, employment history, prior year earnings, duration of cash assis-
tance, level of disadvantage—and key contextual variables—such as popu-
lation density of local service area and year of program enrollment. We
estimated that the variance of the effect estimates was reduced by 15 per-
cent as a result of multivariate modeling.We identified program effects if
treatment group outcomes differed from control group outcomes by a mar-
gin that was statistically significant using a two-tailed test at the 90-percent
confidence level.10

To measure the program effects for the average sample member, we
weighted the data to account for differing probabilities of selection to the
treatment and control groups across the BNF sites (as described in the section
on study design and research sample) and to account for survey nonresponse.
10. With the final analytic survey sample, power calculations indicated that to detect sig-

nificant effects we needed to observe monthly earnings differences of about $118, monthly

TANF benefit differences of about $40, and employment and welfare effects of about 9–

10 percentage points. If the program had effects of these magnitudes, we had an 80 percent

chance of detecting them. Minimum detectable differences were somewhat smaller when

administrative records data were used because administrative data for all sample members

were available. With the final analytic sample based on administrative data, the evaluation

was able to detect, for example, monthly TANF benefit differences of about $36 and TANF

and food stamp effects of about 8–9 percentage points. We also estimated program effects

(not shown here) without controlling for baseline characteristics.The findings were substan-

tively similar (with no key differences in the evaluation’s conclusions) when we estimated

effects with and without the inclusion of baseline control variables.
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The nonresponse weights were calculated using standard techniques to esti-
mate the probability of survey nonresponse as a function of baseline charac-
teristics. Standard errors from the regression models were calculated, taking
into account the variability associated with these weights.

In addition to assessing BNF’s effects for the full sample, we examined
whether effects differed across subgroups of clients. In particular, we ex-
pected that BNF would have larger effects on more disadvantaged clients,
who stood to gain more from its individualized, intensive service model.We
examined effects for the subgroup of very hard-to-employ (more disadvan-
taged) clients, as defined in the “Study Design and Research Sample” sec-
tion, who composed 43 percent of the overall study sample.
results
effects on program participation and service use

BNF had the potential to affect intermediate outcomes by enhancing treat-
ment group members’ access to education, training, and various services.
Positive effects on education, training, and service receipt among BNF par-
ticipants also could result from the life skills education that educators of-
fered, as participants became more resourceful in identifying and securing
the training and services they needed.The results show that treatment group
members were more likely than their control group counterparts to receive
some form of education or training in the 18 months after random assign-
ment. Forty-seven percent of treatment group members, compared with
39 percent of the control group, reported that they had worked toward the
completion of an adult basic education certificate, pursued a high school de-
gree or GED, or received vocational education or training (table 3). During
the period between the 18- and 30-month follow-up surveys, there was no
difference in the fraction of treatment and control group members who re-
ported participating in some type of education or training (not shown).

BNF also had a positive and statistically significant effect on the like-
lihood that sample members would receive training to help them prepare
for working. Sixty-one percent of treatment group members, compared with
54 percent of control group members, reported receiving job readiness train-
ing or classes, which addressed such topics as dressing for work, getting
along with fellow workers, and sticking to a work schedule (table 3).

BNF’s explicit focus on mentoring is reflected in the program’s positive
effect on receipt of personal and work-related counseling and encourage-
ment. The treatment group members were more likely than members of
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the control group to receive this kind of mentoring (42 vs. 33 percent; ta-
ble 3). The program also increased sample members’ likelihood of receiv-
ing service coordination support, such as mediation with employers or agen-
cies or help finding housing.

The overall pattern of program participation and service use among
the very hard-to-employ (more disadvantaged) subgroup was similar to the
treatment-control pattern for the full sample. However, there were several
notable differences. Among themore disadvantaged sample members, statis-
tically significant effects were observed for several discrete measures related
to participation in educational activities. Specifically, although similar frac-
tions of members of the more disadvantaged treatment group and the more
disadvantaged control group participated in education or training outside
of BNF, among those who did participate in such activities, the duration of
participation was greater for the treatment than the control group: 7 months,
on average, for the treatment group, compared with 4 months, on average, for
the control group (significant at the .05 level). In addition, among the nearly
one-third of the more disadvantaged sample members who did not have
a high school credential at baseline, more treatment than control group
table 3. Effects on Service Receipt for the Full Sample during the 18 Months
after Random Assignment

Receipt of Service or Participation
in Activity Treatment Control

Effect
Estimate p-Value

Effect
Size

Education or skill-building activities (%):
Formal education or vocational training 47.1 38.7 8.4** .04 .21
Job readiness training 61.2 53.8 7.4* .81 .18
Job search/job placement assistance 55.8 58.0 22.3 .59 2.05

Mentoring or informal counseling (%) 42.1 32.7 9.4** .02 .24
Service coordination support and other

services (%):
Help finding housing 23.9 16.4 7.5** .03 .29
Mediation 14.1 7.6 6.5** .02 .42
Health-related service 56.1 52.2 3.9 .34 .10
Help paying for child care 60.7 55.1 5.7 .17 .14
Help paying for work-related supplies 29.7 24.6 5.1 .18 .16
Help paying for transportation 29.9 34.7 24.8 .22 2.13
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members had earned one by the time of the 18-month follow-up (17 vs. 5 per-
cent; significant at the .01 level).
effects on employment, earnings, and well-being
for the full sample

The central BNF program goal was to help clients progress toward eco-
nomic independence. For the full sample, BNF improved some measures of
employment, but it did not affect earnings. However, family income was
higher and poverty lower for the treatment group than the control group.
Because of BNF’s indirect approach to helping low-income families move
fromwelfare to work,we expected that any potential effects would be stron-
gest later in the follow-up period. Consistent with our expectations,we found
no significant effects on employment in the first 2 years of the 30-month
follow-up (table 4). However, to a statistically significant degree, treatment
group members worked for a greater number of months during the final
6 months of the follow-up period than did control group members (3.5 vs.
3.1 months; table 4).

Treatment group members also were more likely, with statistical signifi-
cance, to have retained employment for 6 consecutive months and to have
been promoted (table 4). In addition, at the time of the 30-month follow-up,
treatment group members were more likely to be working in regular, day-
time-shift jobs or in jobs that provide health insurance or paid vacation
(table 4). However, they were no more likely than their control group coun-
terparts to hold a job earning more than $8 per hour (table 4). In addition,
during the 30-month follow-up period, there were no statistically signifi-
cant differences in the earnings of the treatment and control group mem-
bers (table 5).

Despite the absence of statistically significant difference in earnings, in
the month before the 30-month survey, the average monthly income of treat-
ment group members was higher than that of control group members to a
statistically significant degree (table 5).These higher incomeswere driven by
public assistance income (most notably Supplemental Security Income) that
was statistically different across groups and by treatment versus control group
improvements in earnings that were not statistically significant. The higher
income among treatment groupmembers translated into a statistically signif-
icant reduction in the poverty rate 30 months after random assignment,with
This content downloaded from 096.065.114.162 on October 30, 2019 10:30:30 AM
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55 percent of the treatment group living below the poverty threshold, com-
pared with 63 percent of the control group (table 5).11

the very hard-to-employ subgroup:
effects on employment, earnings, and income

We hypothesized that effects on key outcomes might be larger for individ-
uals who were relatively more disadvantaged at the time of their enrollment
into BNF. Because the very hard-to-employ subgroup faced greater obsta-
cles to employment and self-reliance than did the less disadvantaged sample
table 4. Effects on Employment and Job Quality for the Full Sample during the 30-Month
Follow-Up Period

Characteristic Treatment Control
Effect

Estimate p-Value
Effect
Size

Number of months employed:
30-month follow-up 15.0 14.8 .3 .77 .02
First year of follow-up 4.9 5.2 2.3 .54 2.05
Second year of follow-up 6.8 6.3 .4 .26 .07
Final 6 months of follow-up 3.5 3.1 .4* .08 .12

Employment retention and advancement (%):
Ever employed 6 consecutive months 77.1 68.0 9.1** .02 .20
Ever employed 12 consecutive months 54.0 48.5 5.6 .19 .11
Ever moved from lower- to higher-wage job 34.9 32.9 2.0 .63 .04
Employed in job in which received promotion 9.8 6.0 3.9* .09 .16
Employed in job in which likely to receive
promotion 16.2 4.2 12.0*** <.01 .60

Job quality (%):
Job offers hourly wage > $8/hour 2.8 17.1 3.7 .29 .10
Job is regular daytime shift 36.1 27.7 8.4** .04 .19
Job provides health insurance 27.7 18.4 9.3** .01 .24
Job provides sick leave 17.5 15.7 1.8 .59 .05
Job provides paid vacation 27.0 2.0 7.0* .06 .18

n 309 193 ... ... ...
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members, the more disadvantaged stood to gain more from BNF’s inten-
sive and individualized education and support. Indeed, we generally find
strong effects on the employment, earnings, income, and well-being of the
more disadvantaged sample members, but we find almost no effects on the
outcomes of the less disadvantaged sample members.

The subgroup analyses designed to test the effects of BNF on the very
hard-to-employ clients found that the program had statistically significant
and robust positive effects on employment, employment retention, job
type, and earnings during the 30-month follow-up period. During the second
year and final 6 months of the 30-month follow-up period, the more disad-
vantaged BNF sample members worked significantly more months than did
the more disadvantaged control group members (table 6). The treatment
group members were also significantly more likely to retain employment
longer.That is, 46 percent of themore disadvantaged treatment groupmem-
bers were employed for 12 consecutive months at some point during the
follow-up, comparedwith 29 percent of their control group counterparts (ta-
ble 6). The more disadvantaged treatment group members were also signifi-
cantly more likely than the more disadvantaged control group members to
move from a lower-wage job to a higher-wage job and to be employed in a
higher-paying job with better benefits, such as health insurance (table 6).

These effects on employment and job quality translated into large and sta-
tistically significant effects on earnings for the very hard-to-employ subgroup.
The earnings effects for the more disadvantaged treatment group members
table 5. Effects on Earnings and Economic Well-Being for the Full Sample during the
30-Month Follow-Up Period and in the Month before the 30-Month Follow-Up Survey

Characteristic Treatment Control Effect Estimate p-Value Effect Size

Average monthly earnings ($):
30-month follow-up 494 504 210 .80 2.02
First year of follow-up 388 448 259 .20 2.09
Second year of follow-up 559 527 32 .49 .05
Final 6 months of follow-up 619 569 50 .39 .06

Monthly family income ($) 1,712 1,490 222** .04 .16
Income below poverty threshold (%) 55.3 62.9 27.6* .07 2.16
n 309 193 ... ... ...
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grew during the 30-month follow-up period. They were particularly large
during the last 6 months,when treatment groupmembers’ average reported
earnings of $548 per month were 56 percent higher than corresponding
control group members’ earnings of $351 per month (table 7).12
table 6. Effects on Employment and Job Quality for the Very Hard-to-Employ Subgroup
during the 30-Month Follow-Up Period

Characteristic Treatment Control
Effect

Estimate p-Value
Effect
Size

Number of months employed:
30-month follow-up 12.5 10.9 1.6 .22 .14
First year of follow-up 4.0 3.9 .2 .80 .04
Second year of follow-up 5.5 4.5 1.0* .09 .20
Final 6 months of follow-up 2.9 2.2 .7* .07 .23

Employment retention and advancement (%):
Ever employed 6 consecutive months 65.8 56.2 9.7 .12 .20
Ever employed 12 consecutive months 45.9 29.3 16.5** .01 .36
Ever moved from lower-wage job to
higher-wage job 34.9 18.4 16.6*** <.01 .43

Employed in job in which received promotion 8.7 4.6 4.1 .24 .20
Employed in job in which likely to receive
promotion 16.1 5.2 11.0** .02 .50

Job quality (%):
Job offers hourly wage > $8/hour 19.7 8.5 11.2** .03 .40
Job is regular daytime shift 33.2 18.3 14.9** .01 .39
Job provides health insurance 19.7 5.7 14.0*** <.01 .60
Job provides sick leave 11.9 6.5 5.4 .20 .22
Job provides paid vacation 20.4 8.2 12.3** .02 .45

n 128 83 ... ... ...
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BNF also affected the receipt of public assistance among the very hard-
to-employ clients.These more disadvantaged BNF clients received less TANF
and food stamp income than the more disadvantaged control group mem-
bers across the full 30-month follow-up period. Administrative records data
on sample members’monthly TANF and food stamp receipt show that levels
of TANF receipt dropped quickly for the more disadvantaged sample mem-
bers in both the treatment and control groups: approximately 9 in 10 sam-
ple members were on TANF in the first month after random assignment,
whereas only 1 in 5 were on TANF 30 months later (not shown). Overall,
the pattern of declining rates of TANF receipt is not unexpected because
many samplemembers would have faced increased pressure to leave TANF
table 7. Effects on Earnings and TANF Cash Assistance for the Very Hard-to-Employ Subgroup
during the 30-Month Follow-Up Period

Characteristic Treatment Control Effect Estimate p-Value Effect Size

Average monthly earnings ($):
30-month follow-up 408 324 84 .13 .20
First year of follow-up 300 286 14 .81 .03
Second year of follow-up 461 326 134** .03 .29
Final 6 months of follow-up 548 351 197** .03 .32

Average monthly TANF income ($):
30-month follow-up 120 149 229** .02 2.25
First year of follow-up 181 204 223 .12 2.15
Second year of follow-up 81 127 246*** <.01 2.30
Final 6 months of follow-up 75 84 29.0 .61 2.06

n 128 83 ... ... ...
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because of Nebraska’s 2-year time limit on spells of cash assistance, and some
sample members would have reached the 2-year time limit. However, the
more disadvantaged BNF clients left TANF quicker than did their control
group counterparts, resulting in significantly lower levels of TANF income
during the second year of the follow-up—an average of $46 less per month
for treatment than control group members ($81 vs. $127 per month, re-
spectively, for the two groups; table 7). Overall, across the 30-month follow-
up, the treatment group, on average, received nearly $900 less in cash as-
sistance than the control group received.

Driven by the earnings effects, the more disadvantaged treatment group
members had significantly higher family income than did the more disad-
vantaged control group members at the time of the 30-month follow-up.
More disadvantaged treatment group members had an average monthly
household income of $1,670—35 percent more than the $1,234 of more dis-
advantaged control group members (fig. 2; significant at the <.01 level).
The largest contributor to the statistically significant difference in treatment
and control groupmembers’ total family incomewas samplemembers’ own
earnings, which represented about half of the total difference in income.
Another contributing income source was child support income. BNF led to
FIGURE 2. Average monthly family income and poverty for very hard-to-employ sample
members during the month before the 30-month survey. Source: Rural Welfare-to-Work 18-
and 30-month follow-up surveys of Building Nebraska Families (BNF) sample members. Based
on a sample size of 211 (128 program group members and 83 control group members). Note: All
estimates were adjusted using multivariate regression methods. The data were weighted to ac-
count for (1) the different probability of selection to the program group across the BNF sites
and (2) survey nonresponse. Standard errors of the estimates account for sample weights. * Sig-
nificantly different from 0 at the .10 level, two-tailed test. *** Significantly different from 0 at
the .01 level, two-tailed test.
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a statistically significant increase (at the <.10 level) in the amount of income
sample members received from child support (not shown). Child support
income represents an important component of income among those who
receive it; the very hard-to-employ treatment groupmembers who received
child support received $384 on average in the month before the 30-month
survey, compared with $120 received by the more disadvantaged control
group members who received child support, a statistically significant dis-
parity. This effect is not unexpected, given the type of mentoring and service
coordination assistance that the BNF educators provided to their clients.

The higher income among the BNF treatment group members trans-
lated into a statistically significant reduction in poverty. In themonth before
the 30-month survey, about 60 percent of the more disadvantaged BNF cli-
ents, compared with 72 percent of the more disadvantaged control group
members, had household income below the federal poverty threshold for
the size of their household (fig. 2). Moreover, less than one-quarter of the
very hard-to-employ treatment groupmemberswere living in extremepov-
erty (defined as having incomes less than 50 percent of the poverty thresh-
old), whereas 35 percent of the very hard-to-employ control group mem-
bers were in extreme poverty (not shown; significant at the <.05 level).
the very hard-to-employ subgroup: effects on personal
and family well-being

One clue as to why the BNF programwas found to be effective for the most
disadvantaged group is that the positive economic effects were accompa-
nied by positive effects on various measures of personal and family well-
being (table 8). At the time of the 30-month follow-up survey, themore dis-
advantaged clients were, to a statistically significant degree, less likely than
their counterparts in the control group to report a health problem or a per-
sonal hardship such as physical domestic abuse or drug or alcohol prob-
lems. They were also half as likely as their control group counterparts to
be separated from their minor children at the time of the 30-month follow-
up. From staff interviews and client focus groups we learned that some BNF
participants were concerned about having their children removed from the
home by the child welfare system.The finding that treatment groupmembers
were less likely to be separated from their minor children may suggest that
BNF’s education and services, as intended, did help improve participants’
ability to manage their lives and perform their parenting responsibilities.
This content downloaded from 096.065.114.162 on October 30, 2019 10:30:30 AM
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Despite these positive effects on personal and family well-being, hard-
ships remained for the more disadvantaged clients. At 30 months, more
disadvantaged program group members were more likely than their con-
trol group counterparts to report that they could not pay a utility bill, that
they had a utility turned off, or that they had been homeless or lived in a
table 8. Differences in the Prevalence of Obstacles and Hardships for Very Hard-to-Employ
Sample Members at the Time of the 30-Month Follow-Up Survey

Characteristic Treatment Control
Effect

Estimate p-Value
Effect
Size

Health problems or issues:
Overall health is fair or poor 36.8 53.7 216.9** .01 2.34
Poor health inhibits work, training, or school 28.6 35.2 26.6 .25 2.14
Physical disability or illness 24.0 26.2 22.2 .69 2.05
Mental health problem inhibits work, training,
or school 30.4 36.2 25.8 .37 2.12

Any health problems 55.6 70.7 215.2** .02 .33
Challenges that hindered work:
Transportation problems 41.7 46.6 24.9 .48 2.10
Child care problems 22.5 18.4 4.1 .45 .11
Lack of support for working from family/friends 19.5 14.5 5.0 .35 .14
Physical abuse by spouse or partner 6.3 14.7 28.3* .06 2.23
Drug or alcohol problems 2.1 8.5 26.4* .07 2.23
Any challenges that hindered work 56.6 56.8 2.20 .98 .00

Lack of health insurance coverage:
Uninsured at follow-up 34.2 29.5 25.3 .42 2.12
Sometimes uninsured during follow-up 74.8 72.7 2.1 .73 .05
Children uninsured at follow-up 6.7 3.0 3.7 .27 .22
Children sometimes uninsured during follow-up 21.1 19.7 1.5 .80 .04
Any health insurance coverage issue 74.9 71.7 3.2 .59 .07

Separated from minor children at follow-up 9.9 21.3 211.4** .02 2.28
Housing issues:
Lived in public or subsidized housing 18.5 29.1 210.6* .08 2.23
Could not pay rent or mortgage 56.8 46.7 10.1 .13 .20
Evicted from home or apartment 25.8 28.0 22.2 .71 2.05
Could not pay utility bill 61.1 49.5 11.6* .08 .23
Had utility turned off 43.6 30.1 13.5** .05 .29
Homeless or lived in a shelter 26.5 16.1 10.4* .07 .28
Any housing issue 80.8 81.0 2.2 .98 2.01

Food was often or sometimes not available 74.3 60.7 13.6** .04 .28
n 128 83 ... ... ...
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shelter at some point during the 30-month follow-up period. More disad-
vantaged program group members were also more likely to report times in
which food was not available at some point during the 30-month follow-up.
Finally, the proportion of more disadvantaged BNF clients living in public or
government-subsidized housing was smaller to a statistically significant de-
gree than the proportion of control group participants living in such hous-
ing. Although this might indicate an improvement in housing situation, the
BNF clients also had significantly higher housing costs during the 30-month
follow-up period.That is,we found that more disadvantaged program group
members had average monthly housing costs of $638, compared with $492
for the more disadvantaged control group members (not shown).

These findings on hardships are somewhat surprising, given the large
positive effects on family income formore disadvantaged BNFclients. How-
ever, the measures of family income and poverty, described in earlier this
section, are based on gross family income and do not factor in differences in
sample members’ expenditures. It is possible that the effects on food and
housing hardships reflect increased time and resource costs associated with
employment, as well as the increased housing costs discussed in this section.
discussion

Using a rigorous random assignment research design, this study evaluated
the effectiveness of an intensive life skills education andhome visiting inter-
vention that was designed to improve the life skills, job readiness, and em-
ployment and earnings of TANFclients throughout small andmidsize towns
and rural areas inNebraska. In sum, for the overall sample, BNFservices im-
proved employment by the end of 30 months but had no effect on earnings.
However, for the very hard-to-employ subgroup, BNF significantly increased
employment and earnings, reduced poverty, and improved aspects of per-
sonal and family well-being. The strong, robust findings for the very hard
to employ,who faced multiple obstacles, are particularly notable given that
BNF operated in an environment fairly rich in service offerings, and many
control group members did receive services outside the program.The find-
ings suggest that BNF’s intensive and individualized education and support
during the period both before and after employment shows promise for im-
proving the employment and earnings trajectory of the most disadvantaged
TANF clients. Moreover, our comparison across evaluations suggests that
the magnitude of BNF effects on earnings for more disadvantaged welfare
This content downloaded from 096.065.114.162 on October 30, 2019 10:30:30 AM
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clients is broadly consistent with findings from past experimental eval-
uations of successful welfare-to-work programs (Freedman et al. 2000;
Michalopoulos and Schwartz 2001; Grogger, Karoly, and Klerman 2002;
Gennetian, Miller, and Smith 2005).

In a benefit-cost analysis fully described elsewhere (Meckstroth et al.
2008), BNF’s high administrative cost was shown to have contributed to a
steep threshold for cost-effectiveness.While showing negative net benefits
during the 30-month follow-up, our analysis shows that BNF may still be
cost-effective over time if it is targeted to particularly disadvantaged and
low-functioning clients.We estimate that positive net benefits would result
if BNF were offered only to very hard-to-employ clients and if the average
earnings effect for these clients during the last 6 months of the 30-month
follow-up were to persist for less than 2 years after the follow-up.

Although this evaluation of BNFused a rigorous random assignment de-
sign and analytic methods and achieved relatively high response rates, it
is not without limitations. The study took place in rural and semirural Ne-
braska a decade ago. How generalizable are these results to current eco-
nomic and social conditions? It is important to note that unemployment rates
during the study period were relatively low, as they are today. Additionally,
demographic and social conditions in rural and semirural Nebraska at the
time of the evaluation are not unlike those in many other Midwestern and
semirural states and communities across the country. There are very few
evidence-based programs for TANF clients that have been developed for
low-income families in such areas, and this program provides an important
example of an approach that can be useful in today’s tool kit available to
states. But thinking beyond rural and semirural areas, as noted earlier, BNF
samplemembers faced similar types of obstacles and at similar rates as TANF
recipients in rural and urban areas nationwide. It is also the case that the con-
tent of BNF’s curriculum was designed for applicability to both rural and
urban populations. Thus, although BNF operated in rural and semirural
Nebraska, the findings and lessons are relevant more broadly.

In particular, BNF’s promising findings for the more disadvantaged
TANF clients may hold interest for other states as they strive to develop
and refine approaches to support work and self-sufficiency among their
TANFpopulations, particularly thosewithmultiple obstacles to employment,
a group that may constitute a larger faction of states’ TANF caseloads now
than at the time of the BNF evaluation. To the extent that characteristics
and barriers to employment for other groups are similar to those of the very
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hard-to-employ BNF subgroup, the BNF curriculum and program model
also has relevance for vulnerable populations outside of the TANFarena.That
is, although BNF was targeted to families making the transition from wel-
fare to work, it was developed for use both with individuals and groups, and is
designed to teach basic life skills necessary for stable employment to awide
range of audiences.The lessonsare likely tohavebroadapplicability to other
disadvantaged populations, such as those on housing assistance or Med-
icaid, who may benefit from improved self-regulation, executive function-
ing, and life and family management skills.

Future program efforts and research might explore how different as-
pects of the BNF programmodel and service delivery approach influenced
its success. For example, although staff with advanced qualifications were
used to deliver the BNF service model and contribute to the development of
its curriculum, what aspect of their formal background was most important
to the success of the program? It is possible that results could be replicated
using well-trained staff with fewer qualifications—for example, bachelor’s-
level rather thanmaster’s-level professionals.

Another important question is whether home visitation is the best or
only way to deliver the program model. Could BNF be adapted for delivery
in a more traditional office environment, either with individuals or in small
groups? Without home visitation, BNF staff could carry larger caseloads,
which were very small because of both the home visitation and the dis-
persed nature of BNF’s clients,who lived in rural and semirural areas. Fur-
thermore, could aspects of the curriculum be incorporated into other, exist-
ing home visiting programs? States are currently conducting home visits,
for example, as part of the Maternal, Infant, and Childhood Home Visiting
program.The core components of the BNFmodel could conceivably be in-
corporated directly or adapted for inclusion in those visits or visits con-
ducted as part of the Early Head Start and Head Start programs.

Finally, this study raises important questions about the costs associated
with working for disadvantaged populations.While this study did find that
BNF led to increases in family income and decreases in poverty, the increases
in housing and food hardship among the most disadvantaged program group
suggest that increased time and resource costs associated with working may
still leave the household unable to make ends meet. It is important that future
research provide a clearer picture of the financial and other costs associated
with working and how work influences a family’s well-being and overall
level of self-sufficiency.
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