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The Road to Economic Self-Sufficiency: 
Job Quality & Job Transition Patterns After Welfare Reform 

Abstract 

 
In this paper, we analyze the relationships of schooling, the skill content of work experience, and 

different types of employment patterns with less-skilled women’s job quality outcomes.  We use survey data 
from employers and longitudinal data from former/current welfare recipients covering the period 1997-early 
2002.  We broaden the analysis of job quality beyond employment rates and wages measured at a point in time 
by including non-wage attributes of compensation and aspects of jobs that affect future earnings potential.  This 
study shows the extent to which a lack of employment stability, job skills, and occupation-specific experience 
impede welfare recipients’ abilities to obtain “good jobs” or transition into them from bad ones.  We find that 
the business cycle downturn has significantly negatively impacted the job quality and job transition patterns of 
former/current recipients. 
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Introduction 

 The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 abolished 

Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), the program through which eligible families were entitled to 

cash assistance, and replaced it with Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), a time-limited block 

grant program.  TANF requires recipients to participate in work or work-based activities in order to receive cash 

assistance.  TANF’s work participation mandates have shifted the focus of welfare-to-work programs away from 

education and training toward immediate job placement.  The emphasis on quickly placing recipients in 

employment is based on the premise that the best way to succeed in the labor market is to take any job, even one 

that may not pay well and may not be full-time (Brown, 1997).  This “quick labor force attachment model” 

assumes that women who take low-paying and part-time jobs will eventually move up to higher-paying and full-

time jobs (Pavetti & Acs, 2001). 

Two fundamental assumptions will determine if PRWORA can both reduce welfare caseloads and 

increase economic well-being: (1) that almost all recipients can get and keep jobs, and (2) that consistent work 

will eventually lead to a living wage and economic self-sufficiency.  Regarding the first assumption, post-

PRWORA caseloads declined by 50 percent in the first five years and former/current welfare recipients entered 

the labor market at much greater rates than in the past.1  Much of the reform’s success in moving so many 

recipients from welfare-to-work is due to its implementation during a period of extremely low unemployment 

rates and strong economic growth, which began about five years prior to and ended about five years after welfare 

reform.  One, as of yet, unknown issue is whether the employment gains of former/current recipients will be 

jeopardized by the recession that began in early 2001.      

 With respect to the second assumption, we know little about the extent of employment continuity once 

recipients start jobs or about the quality of jobs they obtain.  There is also limited and conflicting evidence about 

the likelihood that consistent work will eventually lead to economic self-sufficiency for former recipients—many 

of whom have low levels of education, work skills, and work experience.  Nor is there evidence about the paths 

by which work experience affects job quality.  For instance, are recipients/ex-recipients more likely to move into 

                                                 
1 The rate of caseload decline, however, outpaced the increase in employment rates among former/current recipients during 
this period. 
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jobs that pay a living wage and provide health benefits by moving up within a firm or by switching employers?   

Does the skill content of work experience affect the likelihood of moving into full-time jobs that pay a living 

wage?  To what extent have the worsening economic conditions in 2001-2002 affected job transition patterns and 

the probability of earning a living wage?  This study is among the first to provide direct evidence that offers 

insight into how the quality of employment outcomes and job transition patterns of former/current TANF 

recipients are affected by the skill content of work experience and changes in economic conditions.   

 The current emphasis of state welfare programs on immediate job placement, with little attention given 

to the quality of these jobs, may mean that many TANF recipients begin work in bad jobs (e.g., part-time jobs 

paying less than $7 per hour, with no health insurance coverage) because they lack the job skills required by jobs 

that offer the greatest chances for upward mobility.  If this happens, will these women be relegated to a low-

wage job ghetto—that is, dead-end jobs that lack training opportunities, that are unstable and do not pay enough 

to support their children; or will steady work in bad jobs increase the probabilities of moving into a good job?  

In this paper, we provide evidence on job quality, job skills, and employment patterns of former/current 

TANF recipients over a five-year period (1997-early 2002).  We analyze two new data sets— a panel study of 

single mothers who received cash welfare in February 1997, and a telephone survey of a random sample of 

employers.  Both surveys were administered between 1997-early 2002 in Michigan.  The same sets of questions 

about job tasks/work skills were asked in each survey.  We first analyze the Women’s Employment Survey 

(WES), a four-wave, in-person survey of a random sample of women from an urban Michigan county who 

received cash welfare in February 1997, to 1) examine the quality of jobs held at each wave, 2) examine the skill 

content of their recent work experience, and 3) assess the extent of job stability and job mobility between waves.  

We develop a series of job quality indices based on the wages, health benefits, and hours of jobs.  The WES data 

cover the period 1997-early 2002, allowing for examination of the impact of changes in local economic 

conditions.     

We next analyze the Michigan Employer Survey (MES), a random sample of employers in three large 

metropolitan areas in Michigan, to document the quality of recently filled entry-level jobs, focusing on hourly 

wages, health benefits, and hours of jobs that did not require a college degree.  We compare employers’ reports 
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of the skills required (for example, reading, writing, arithmetic, computer, customer communication skills) in 

recently filled jobs to the skills and previous job task experience of the WES respondents.  

We then use the WES data to examine the relationships of schooling, the skill content of work 

experience, and different types of employment patterns with job quality outcomes.  We also compare the quality 

of employment outcomes, job transition patterns, and the probability of successfully transitioning to good jobs, 

in the 1997-1999 period of tight labor demand with these employment patterns in the 2000-early 2002 period of 

a more sluggish economy.   

A primary goal of this study is to shed light on the pathways through which successful transitions into 

“good” jobs are made.  This study shows the extent to which a lack of employment stability, job skills, and 

occupation-specific experience impede welfare recipients’ abilities to obtain “good jobs” or transition into them 

from bad ones.  We find that the recession already has had significant negative effects on job quality and job 

transition patterns.  

This paper is organized as follows.  In the next section, we review related studies.  We then describe our 

data sets and define the job quality and job transition pattern variables.  The empirical results are presented in 

two parts.  In the first section, we present descriptive results from both the longitudinal individual-level and firm-

level survey data.  In the subsequent section, we discuss our empirical strategy and model specification.  We then 

present regression results from a model that analyzes the probability of transitioning from a bad job to a good job 

in a given year (conditional on the individual working in a bad job at the beginning of the period).  We 

investigate the extent to which human capital, especially job skills, work performance, job transition patterns 

(mobility, instability, stability), economic conditions, demographic characteristics, and health conditions 

facilitate or hinder transitions from bad to good jobs.  We conclude by discussing policy implications of our 

results. 

Related Studies 

 Skill Requirements of Jobs.  Earnings inequality within groups defined by education and age/experience 

has steadily increased over the past three decades (Katz & Murphy, 1992).  A shift in demand for worker 

characteristics that are unobserved in data sets like the Current Population Survey (CPS) is a principle hypothesis 

advanced to explain this trend (Levy & Murnane, 1992; Katz & Murphy, 1992; Juhn et al., 1993).  Recent 
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research has documented the growing importance of cognitive skills in wage determination, for all workers, as 

well as for less-educated workers (Murnane et al., 1995; Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Tyler et al., 2000).  However, 

the explanation of increasing returns to dimensions of skill not proxied by educational attainment has not 

resolved the puzzle as to which particular job skills have become relatively more valued in the labor market 

(Krueger, 1993; DiNardo & Pischke, 1997). 

 A lack of “basic” skills—reading, writing, simple arithmetic, basic familiarity with computers—may 

explain why some welfare recipients have difficulty obtaining good jobs (Holzer, 1996, 2001).  In addition to 

attributes that employers have always looked for—reliability, a positive attitude, and a willingness to work 

hard—employers now look for hard skills (e.g., reading/writing skills, math skills, computer skills) and soft 

skills (e.g., ability to work in groups of various backgrounds, ability to communicate effectively) that entry-level 

applicants might not have needed 20 years ago (Murnane & Levy, 1996). 

 Job Quality.  There is some evidence documenting that many low-skilled workers attain only poor 

quality jobs, with low wages and minimal benefits.   In 1998, sixty percent of poor families had one or more 

workers, and twenty percent included one or more full-time workers (Guyer & Mann, 1999).  Also in that year, 

35 percent of working parents with incomes below 200 percent of the poverty level were uninsured.  This 

suggests that many jobs available to former TANF recipients may not provide health insurance.  In Michigan, the 

state from which our data are drawn, working parents who are not on welfare are ineligible for Medicaid if their 

earnings exceed 46 percent of the poverty level ($6,141 a year for a family of three).  Working single mothers are 

eligible to receive transitory Medicaid assistance up to 12 months after leaving TANF, but eventually Medicaid 

eligibility will be exhausted. 

Making the Transition from Bad Jobs to Good Jobs.  While there is consensus that initial wages are 

likely to be low for less-skilled workers, there is no consensus about their potential for movement into “good” 

jobs.  Some analysts think that low-wage jobs without health benefits represent a port of entry into higher-paying 

jobs with health benefits, whereas others are concerned that entry level jobs simply represent the first in a 

succession of  “dead-end” jobs (Connolly and Gottschalk, 2001; Edin and Lein, 1997).     

 Studies of women who have left AFDC find low-paying jobs to be the norm and little wage growth in 

the first several years after leaving welfare (Harris, 1996; Riccio et al., 1994; Pavetti et al., 1995; Cancian et al., 
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2000).  Burtless (1995), using NLSY data, showed that women with low levels of schooling and low AFQT 

scores had lower rates of wage growth with age than did other women and conjectured that these low rates of 

wage growth reflect recipients’ low skill levels.   

Loeb and Corcoran (2001), on the other hand, claim that AFDC recipients experienced low rates of wage 

growth with age because recipients worked fewer years and were more likely to work part-time, relative to non-

recipients.  They report that wage growth per years actually worked is similar for AFDC recipients and non-

recipients (roughly 6 percent for every year of full time work), and that wage growth is slow when individuals 

work part-time.  Gladden and Taber (2000) find no significant differences in wage growth with experience by 

educational attainment.   

Neither Loeb and Corcoran (2001) nor Gladden and Taber (2000), however, consider the dimensions of 

skill not proxied by educational attainment and experience.  That is, their estimates include both individuals in 

jobs that require only soft skills who may gain little or nothing from work experience, and individuals whose 

jobs require hard skills (e.g., reading, writing, math, or computer skills) who may experience significant gains 

from work experience.  This study directly tests whether the skill/task content of work experience affects 

movements from “bad” jobs into “good” jobs.  

There are two possible routes to a “good” job from a “bad” job.  In one case, a worker remains at the 

same firm and experiences an upgrade in pay and benefits due to raises or promotions.  Or, a worker might 

accumulate work experience in a “bad” job and then change employers to get a better job.  Topel and Ward 

(1992) and Loprest (1992) highlight the importance of job mobility (that is, job-to-job transitions) to early career 

wage growth, estimating that job changes account for roughly one-third of total wage growth during the first ten 

years in the market.  These studies, however, are based on samples of better-educated workers.  Royalty (1998) 

and Holzer and LaLonde (2000) show that the kinds of job-to-job changes that have potentially positive effects 

on the earnings of young workers are relatively infrequent among young, less-educated women, while job-to-

nonemployment changes occur more frequently among this group.  The WES data allow us to directly examine 

job-to-job transitions between waves and to assess the extent to which job mobility facilitates movement into 

good jobs.  
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Connolly and Gottschalk (2001) evaluate the extent to which “bad jobs” can be considered “good” in 

that they allow individuals to develop job skills and offer on-the-job training opportunities that enable them to 

get better wage offers in the future.  They find that high school dropouts experience both lower wage growth 

within jobs and lower wage growth in starting wages across jobs than do females with more education.  

  Pavetti and Acs (2001) examine the employment transitions of young women into and out of 

unemployment, “bad” jobs, and “good” jobs.  They define good jobs as those that are full-time and pay at least 

$8 per hour.  Pavetti & Acs predict that about a quarter of women who ever receive welfare will work primarily 

in good jobs by their late twenties.  However, their estimates of transition rates are based on the work 

experiences of women who have never received welfare, and may well overstate recipients’ employment 

prospects, if welfare mothers possess unobservable personal and human capital characteristics that negatively 

affect employment outcomes.               

Local Labor Market Demand Conditions.  A number of studies have tried to estimate the effect of the 

business cycle or local labor market conditions on welfare caseloads over the 1980’s and 1990’s (e.g., Hoynes, 

2000; Blank & Wallace, 1998; Ziliak & Figlio, 1998); but less evidence has been brought to bear on how welfare 

recipients’ labor market outcomes are affected (Holzer, 1999).  Previous research has shown that less-skilled 

workers are more impacted by changes in local economic conditions—they are more likely to have reductions in 

employment and earnings during a downturn, and also more likely to have gains during periods of economic 

expansions (Hoynes, 2000). 

 Former/current recipients may have even greater sensitivity to the business cycle.  Unstable work 

histories may be penalized because firms use education and employment histories to signal the likelihood of a 

successful job match.  Many welfare recipients have spent substantial time out of the labor force.  Because WES 

provides data on earnings and employment characteristics over a five-year period that has significant variation in 

labor market demand conditions, we can directly investigate their sensitivity to the business cycle.     

In summary, this study offers insight into how the quality of employment outcomes and job transition 

patterns of former/current TANF recipients are affected by the skill content of work experience and by changes 

in economic conditions. 
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Data Sets & Variable Definitions 

Datasets 

The Women’s Employment Survey (WES).  The Women’s Employment Study drew a random sample of 

single mothers who received cash assistance in February 1997 in an urban Michigan county.  To be eligible for 

the sample, the women had to reside in this county, be U.S. citizens between the ages of 18 and 54, and be either 

Caucasian or African-American.  Interviews were conducted in Fall 1997, Fall 1998, Fall 1999/Winter 2000, and 

Fall 2001/Winter 2002.  The response rate was 86 percent for the first wave (N=753), 92 percent for the second 

wave (N=693), 93 percent for the third wave (N=632), and 91 percent for the fourth wave of this panel study 

(N=577).2  The fourth wave occurred between 56 and 61 months after the sample was drawn.   

The sample was drawn as the transition from the old welfare system to the new one was being 

implemented.  Whereas all respondents received cash assistance in February 1997, about one-quarter had left 

welfare by Fall 1997, one-half by Fall 1998, seventy percent by Fall 1999, and seventy-five percent by Fall 2001.   

We utilize many measures not available in other studies, including information about work histories, 

welfare histories, basic job skills, hourly wage of their main job, number of hours worked in this job, and 

whether they received employer-provided (and partially financed) health benefits.  The human capital variables 

from WES include: years of schooling; years of full-time and part-time work experience; occupation in which 

recipient has previous work experience; number and type of job tasks ever performed on a daily basis in any 

previous job held.  Type of job tasks include reading/writing paragraph-length material, arithmetic, customer 

communication skills, and use of computer (on a daily basis).3  The physical and mental health and safety 

measures we use include: physical limitations, mental health measures, child health problems, and experience of 

severe abuse. 

The Michigan Employer Survey (MES).  In the fall of 1997 (when the initial wave of WES was 

underway), Harry Holzer administered a telephone survey to 900 establishments in three large metropolitan areas 

in Michigan.  The employers were drawn from a sample that was stratified ex-ante by employer size, so that the 

sample roughly represents the distribution of the workforce across establishment size categories.  The survey was 

                                                 
2 Respondents interviewed at the first four waves represent 67 percent of the original sample, i.e., 0.86 x 0.92 x 0.93 x 0.91. 
3 The job task questions were developed from Harry Holzer (1996). 
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administered to the individual who was responsible for entry-level hiring, and to all establishments that had hired 

someone within the past two years.  Conditional on meeting these criteria, response rates averaged over 70 

percent (Holzer, 1999). 

Each employer was asked a series of questions about the characteristics of the most recently-filled 

position that did not require a college degree.  Because the firms are represented in proportion to the number of 

workers they employ, this sample of recently-filled non-college jobs constitutes a representative sample of the 

jobs that are available in local labor markets over a period of several months (Holzer, 1996).  Employers were 

also asked a similar series of questions about the characteristics of jobs previously (within the past two years of 

the survey) filled by welfare recipients.  Questions focused on: (1) the hourly wage, hours, and health benefits 

offered in the job; (2) the occupation/position in which this worker was hired; (3) the credentials and skills 

employers sought and the hiring criteria used; and (4) the daily task requirements of the job, where the job task 

measures are identical to those used in WES.   

Given the high response rates and the extensive survey instruments, these data sets provide 

complementary evidence from the supply and demand sides on the relationships between job skill requirements, 

job transition patterns, and job quality for former/current recipients in the post-welfare reform era.4   

Variable Definitions 

Job Quality Index.  At what point does a family have sufficient income and resources (such as health 

benefits) to meet its needs adequately?  At least 50 U.S. cities and counties have enacted living wage ordinances 

since 1994, which require businesses with city contracts or subsidies to offer wages (and in some cases fringe 

benefits) well above the level required by the state and federal government.  The living wage ordinance in 

Detroit (which is similar to those in other localities) is indexed to the federal poverty level for a family of four 

                                                 
4 Michigan’s welfare policies are quite similar to those of many other states.  For example, women in Michigan who worked 
part-time at minimum wage jobs were at the median for monthly net income among 12 states that contained a large portion 
of the nation’s population and about half of the 1998 caseload (Acs et al., 1998).  Furthermore, the fraction of women in our 
sample who are employed, the fraction who have left welfare, and the fraction who have left welfare and are working but do 
not have employer-sponsored health insurance, are all very similar to the results of a recent Manpower Demonstration 
Research Corporation (MDRC) report on Cleveland (Brock et al., 2002), results in Wisconsin from a study by Cancian, 
Haveman, Meyer, & Wolfe (2000), and very similar to those reported by Acs & Loprest (2001) at the Urban Institute using 
administrative data from the Washington, D.C. area.  Because of the similarities in the fraction working across all of these 
studies, we do not expect our results to differ from those that would be found in other studies if these other studies had 
measured what we are able to measure and include in our models.  While the study uses data from only Michigan, the policy 
and economic conditions in Michigan are broadly representative of the majority of the TANF caseload.   
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(currently $8.83) with health benefits, or 125 percent of the federal poverty level (currently $10.44) without 

health benefits. 

   Our measure of job quality is based on the wage, health benefits, and hours of a woman’s primary job, 

and is quite similar to the notions embodied in living wage laws.  We examine only primary jobs because women 

who work full-time on their main job are more likely to experience wage growth than are individuals who work 

full-time hours but whose hours are spread between a main job and another job.  (Only 7 percent of our sample 

report multiple jobs).  We define a “good” job as one that is full-time (at least 35 hours per week), pays at least 

$7 per hour, and offers health benefits either immediately or after a trial period, or, as one that is full-time, pays 

at least $8.50 per hour, and does not provide health benefits.  Individuals whose current jobs satisfy these wage 

and benefit criteria but who work part-time are defined as having a good job if they are working part-time 

voluntarily.  All other jobs are defined as “bad” jobs.   

 Table 1 shows the components of income and the net annual income (in 1999 dollars) received after 

taxes, transfer, and health insurance costs by a hypothetical single mother who has two children and works full-

time at a “good” job.  The last row of Table 1 compares this net income to the 1999 poverty line for a family of 

three.  At $7.00 per hour with employer provided health benefits, the net annual income of a full-time worker is 

$15,997, 19 percent above the 1999 poverty line for a family of three.  At $8.50 per hour without employer 

provided health benefits, the net income is $15,212, 13 percent above the 1999 poverty line.  

 There is a continuous spectrum of job quality, and thus, any definition of good job is inherently 

somewhat arbitrary.  We, therefore, experimented with several alternative definitions of “good job” to test the 

robustness of our results; none of which qualitatively changed the underlying findings reported in this paper.  

(These results using alternative definitions of good job are available from the authors upon request).  A problem 

that potentially arises with using health benefits as a criterion for good job is that, because part-time jobs are 

much less likely to offer health benefits, the categorization of individuals in bad jobs may be driven by women’s 

preferences for part-time work, rather than by the quality of their employment outcomes.  Moreover, because the 

majority of our sample have preschool-aged children, part-time work may allow greater opportunities for flexible 

work hours.  We alternatively define an individual as possessing a good job if the individual earns at least $7 per 

hour and works full-time, or voluntarily works part-time.  Individuals working part-time, but desiring to work 
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more hours on their primary job, are categorized as working in bad jobs.  This alternative definition that excludes 

health care coverage did not qualitatively change our findings.5  We report descriptive results using these 

alternative definitions in the text. 

 A respondent is defined as falling into one of three employment states at each interview date: 

unemployment, employment in a bad job, and employment in a good job.  A priori, we cannot assume 

individuals who are unemployed at a point in time are worse off than those who have bad jobs, since longer job 

search may enable the unemployed to secure existing good jobs.  However, self-reported reservation wages 

suggest that the unemployed are having difficulty getting any job.  Among women who were unemployed at the 

Fall 1998 wave, 90 percent had reservation wages less than $7 per hour, and only 2.3 percent had reservation 

wages greater than $8 per hour.  About two-fifths were willing to take a job at or below the minimum wage.  

Because almost all of the unemployed stated a willingness to take a bad job, we use the following hierarchy of 

employment states—good job, bad job, unemployed.   

Job-Transition Pattern Variables.  We characterize employment patterns and the extent of job stability 

and job mobility between waves, using retrospective questions from each wave on job tenure and monthly 

job/employment history over the past year.  The wages, hours, and health benefits of the most recent job are 

recorded at each interview (given the individual has worked at some point between interviews).6  Therefore, we 

count job separations over the period between two interviews.7  If a person is between jobs at the time of an 

interview, the separation is assigned to the interview year when she starts her next job.  We distinguish job 

separations both by whether they were voluntary (defined as leaving a job for any reason other than being fired 

or laid-off) or involuntary, and by whether they were followed by a nonemployment spell of four or more weeks.  

 We define three patterns of job transitions: job stability, job mobility, and job instability.  Individuals whose 

current/most recent job at wave t was the same as that held at the previous wave are denoted as experiencing job 

stability.  Job mobility occurs when respondents made a voluntary job change without experiencing any 

                                                 
5 Other specification checks using alternative thresholds of a good job (such as earning at least $6.50 or classifying full-time 
as at least 30 hours a week) yielded similar overall patterns of results. 
6 Since only about 10 percent of the sample did not work between waves (and thus lack wage information), selection bias 
should not be a major concern. 
7 Job change and employer change are used interchangeably here due to insufficient data information to distinguish between 
the two. 
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involuntary separations or transitions into nonemployment.  Individuals experience job instability if they had at 

least one job-to-nonemployment transition or an involuntary separation from their primary job.8  We define a 

“transition” as a job-to-job transition if the job change was voluntary and the interval between jobs was less than 

four weeks.  Conversely, we define a transition as being into nonemployment only if the spell of nonwork lasts 

four or more weeks, or if the job change results from being laid-off or fired.  Royalty (1998) and Gladden and 

Taber (2000) use similar definitions of job transitions.  (Appendix A provides further details on other variable 

definitions and measurement issues). 

Descriptive Results 

Table 2 reports respondents’ employment status at each wave and the wages, hours worked, and job 

characteristics of working respondents at each wave.  Employment grew modestly from 61.8 percent in Fall 1997 

to 66.8 percent by Fall 1999; and subsequently declined to 63.4 percent by Fall 2001/Winter 2002.  While 

unemployment among these women declined by 8.3 percentage points between 1997-1999 when the economy 

was expanding, it rose by 7.8 percentage points between 1999-2001.  We define the unemployed here as those 

who are not employed, but either worked or searched for work within the last year.     

The quality of jobs held by hired former/current recipients improved between each wave.  Median hourly 

wages increased by 15.9 percent (from $5.99 to $6.94) between Fall 1997 and Fall 1999, and by 8.4 percent 

(from $6.94 to $7.52) between Fall 1999 and Fall 2001.  The percent of employed women who worked full-time 

on their primary job rose from 46 percent in Fall 1997 to 65 percent by Fall 1999.  This increase in full-time 

employment likely contributed to the large increase in the availability of health benefits on employed women’s 

jobs—from 38 percent at Wave 1 to 57 percent at Wave 3.  There were only slight increases in full-time 

employment and the proportion of women working in jobs offering health benefits between Fall 1999 and Fall 

2001. 

Despite the large increase in full-time employment over the five-year period, many face hours 

constraints.  Roughly three out of five of the 35.2 percent of women who worked part-time at Wave 3 were 

                                                 
8 We compared the total number of job transitions with information on the total number of jobs held between waves, as well 
as information on jobs held concurrently and could account for nearly all primary job changes.  
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underemployed—i.e., worked part-time, but wanted to work more hours on their main job.9  At both Waves 3 

and 4, roughly one-third of all respondents were either unemployed or underemployed. 

The increases in wages, work hours, and health benefits led to improvements in job quality.  At Wave 1, 

only 15.1 percent of workers worked full-time at jobs that paid $7.00 or more per hour; by Wave 4, 46.3 percent 

of working respondents held such jobs.  At Wave 1, only 13.5 percent of working respondents had “good” jobs; 

by Wave 4, 45.8 percent of working respondents held “good” jobs. 10  Despite improvements in labor market 

outcomes between Fall 1997 and Fall 1999 during the economic boom, 62 percent of employed respondents at 

Wave 3 were not working in “good” jobs.11  This fell slightly to 54.2 percent by Fall 2001/Winter 2002.  

Table 3 shows movements across successive waves between nonemployment, working in bad jobs, and 

in good jobs.  (Note that a woman can move from a bad job to a good job either by getting raises or promotions 

on the same job or by changing jobs).   There is evidence both of stability and volatility in job quality across 

waves.  Between 51 and 59 percent of women had the same employment state at Waves t and t+1 (the on-

diagonal elements).  There is also considerable change in employment status across waves.  On the positive side, 

21.5 percent of women in bad jobs at Wave t, and 13.5 percent of women not employed at Wave t, moved into 

good jobs by Wave t+1.  On the negative side, 25.4 percent of women in good jobs at Wave t worked at bad jobs 

at Wave t+1, and 15.1 percent of women in good jobs at Wave t were not employed at Wave t+1.  That is, forty 

percent of women in good jobs at Wave t were not in good jobs at Wave t+1. 

In Tables 3b and 3c, we examine the effect of changes in economic conditions by contrasting job quality 

transition patterns for the period Fall 1997-1999 of tight labor demand with the period Fall 1999-2001 of a more 

sluggish economy.  The transition rates into good jobs were higher between 1997-1999 across all employment 

states.  We see less upward mobility in the 1999-2001 period, as higher proportions of women were 

nonemployed at the beginning and end of this period, lower fractions of women were able to successfully 

transition into good jobs from bad ones, and lower fractions of women were able to hold onto good jobs.     

                                                 
9 The Wave 1 survey did not contain questions about desired work hours. 
10 Because the Wave 1 survey did not ask about desired work hours, we did not include voluntary part-time workers in this 
figure—11 percent of the employed sample at Wave 1 met the wage and benefit criteria for a “good” job, but worked part-
time. 
11 Even when we exclude health benefits as a criterion for a good job, only 27.2 percent of the total sample (42.8 percent of 
the employed sample) held good jobs at Wave 3. 
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Table 4 reports job quality at Wave 4 by the number of months in which respondents worked over the 

roughly five years (56-61 months) since the sample was drawn.12  There was considerable variation in months 

worked.  Sixteen percent of the respondents had worked in every month of the previous five years, and nearly 

seventy percent had worked in 65 percent or more of the months.  Less than 5 percent had never worked, and 27 

percent had worked in some, but not most, of the months.   

The probability of holding a good job at Wave 4 is positively associated with the regularity of 

employment.  Yet, even among the 16 percent of respondents who had worked in every month of the past five 

years, only 55 percent were employed in “good” jobs; and less than forty percent of those respondents who had 

worked in most of the months of the past five years were working in “good” jobs.  Although regular work 

improved women’s chances of working at a “good” job, the majority of women who had worked on a regular 

basis over roughly a five-year period were still not working in “good” jobs by Wave 4. 

One reason extensive work experience may not lead to “good jobs” for former/current TANF recipients 

is that they work at jobs that provide few on-the-job training opportunities to acquire the skills necessary to move 

into good jobs. We next use the employer survey (MES) to examine the characteristics of jobs filled by 

previously hired welfare recipients (within the last two years) and the skills and credentials of the former 

recipients who obtained these jobs.  These results are presented in columns 1 and 2 of Table 5.   

Roughly half of employers had hired a recipient in the past two years—25 percent of jobs filled by 

previously-hired recipients were good jobs, while 75 percent were not.  A clear pattern emerges—good jobs 

require more skills than bad jobs, but all jobs require skills.  For example, among previously-hired recipients 

holding bad jobs, nearly 90 percent were high school graduates (or had GEDs); 46.8 percent had occupation-

specific experience, and 29 percent had some type of skill certification.  These much higher skill credentials of 

previously-hired recipients, relative to the WES sample, are likely due to the ability of the most highly-skilled 

recipients to obtain jobs and leave the rolls first.  Among the more detailed job categories in which these 

previously-hired recipients were employed are cashiers, receptionists, general office clerks, restaurant workers, 

nurses aids, and maids and janitors.   

                                                 
12 Table 4 includes only labor force participants, classified here as individuals who are either currently employed (i.e., at the 
time of the interview), or if not employed, have either worked or searched for work within the last year. 
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Do former/current welfare recipients have the necessary credentials and skills to compete for jobs, 

particularly good jobs?  Columns 3, 4, and 5 of Table 5 report the skills/credentials of the WES sample of TANF 

recipients by their employment status—unemployed, employed in bad job, or employed in good job.13  The 

associations between credentials, skills, and WES respondents’ employment outcomes (columns 3,4,5) mirror 

the associations between credentials, tasks, and quality of entry-level jobs reported by employers (columns 1 and 

2).  More than 80 percent of those employed in good jobs were high school graduates (or had obtained a GED), 

while only 58 percent of the unemployed had a degree.  Seventy-two percent of women employed in good jobs 

had performed reading/writing on a daily basis on a job held over the past year, compared to 43.9 percent of the 

unemployed.  Thirty-five percent of women with good jobs had performed both reading/writing and computer 

skills on past jobs, compared to only 19 percent of women in bad jobs, and 14.6 percent of unemployed women.   

The bottom part of Table 5 shows that good jobs filled by previously-hired welfare recipients (column 1) 

are concentrated in clerical (41.3 percent) and blue-collar occupations (26.3 percent), while service jobs make up 

44 percent of bad jobs (column 2).  These occupation distribution patterns are similar to those observed in the 

WES sample of TANF recipients.  Forty-five percent of WES women employed in bad jobs worked in service 

occupations (column 4). 

Comparing the skills and credentials of former/current recipients who are unemployed or are employed 

in bad jobs to the skill and credential requirements of good jobs, suggests hard skill deficiencies (i.e., 

deficiencies in reading/writing, arithmetic, and/or computer skills) prevent some current/former welfare 

recipients from making the transition to good jobs.  For example, 34.6 percent of the unemployed have not 

worked in jobs requiring hard skills, while 85 percent of “good” jobs require at least one hard skill, and usually 

require multiple hard skills.               

A lack of cognitive skills may not only affect the kinds of jobs some recipients can get, but, because of 

fewer on-the-job training opportunities, may also affect their potential for wage growth.  MES collected 

information from employers on the chances of upward mobility in jobs of different skill level filled by previously 

hired recipients.  As Holzer (1999) acknowledges, employer reports of potential wage increases for merit and 

                                                 
13 In columns 3-5 of Table 5, job quality outcomes at Waves 2, 3, and 4 are pooled; recipient job skill experience 
corresponds with job skills used (occupation worked in) in the past year of relevant wave of employment outcome.   
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chances for promotion are likely upward-biased, since employers may consider it more socially acceptable to 

claim that they are willing to offer chances of upward mobility.  Still, the differences in these reports in jobs that 

require both reading/writing and computer skills compared with jobs that require only soft skills provide useful 

comparisons of the potential for wage growth and chance for promotion in jobs of different skill.  Based on 

employer reports, jobs filled by previously hired recipients that require both reading/writing and computer skills 

were more likely to offer potential wage increases for merit, greater chances for promotion (with good 

performance), and were more likely to offer formal job training opportunities.  Recipients who received formal 

job training and worked in jobs requiring reading/writing and computer skills experienced almost twice the 

number of formal job training hours relative to those holding jobs that require only soft skills (results not 

shown).14  Since on-the-job training typically provided in non-college jobs is not firm-specific15 (i.e., training 

received that is valued within the firm but less easily transferable to other jobs), but rather consists of general and 

occupation-specific training, these opportunities may be of special importance for low-skilled workers.16   

Among the welfare recipients who were hired in the firms from the MES, almost one-third were no 

longer working for their employer, indicating a reasonably high amount of job turnover during the relatively 

short time periods that had elapsed since most were hired (Holzer, 1999).17  Overall work experience 

accumulated masks heterogeneity in job transition patterns, which may have significant effects on wage growth 

trajectories (Johnson, 2003).  While most WES respondents have worked in most of the months over the past 

five years, with much of this work in full-time jobs, job instability was the most common employment pattern 

between waves.  Table 6 displays the job transition patterns between the most recent job of successive waves.  

                                                 
14 Previous research has documented that most employer-provided training is short and intensive, concentrated during the 
first four weeks of the job spell (Lynch, 1991).  Thus, the observed differences in the amount of hours of job training are not 
likely to be driven by potential differences in job turnover rates between these jobs. 
15 The proportion of on-the-job training opportunities that are firm-specific rises with the skill level/education requirements 
of the job (Simpson, 1992). 
16 See, for example, Lynch (1991) for evidence on the effects of on-the-job training on wage growth and job mobility 
patterns of female workers. 
17 Over 60 percent of the employees in this category were hired in 1997, and the median duration of time that had expired 
since the time of hiring was about six months for this sample (Holzer, 1999). As Holzer notes (1999), a 31 percent turnover 
rate for a sample of roughly six-month periods is considerably higher than the national average of about 40 percent 
(Anderson and Meyer, 1994). 
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Roughly half of the respondents experienced job instability, while 29.6 percent experienced job stability and 21.9 

percent experienced job mobility between successive waves.18   

 Why is there so much job instability?  Women who were working at Wave 1 were asked if they expected 

to be working in their current job less than 6 months, 6 months to one year, one to two years, or over two years.  

Sixty-three percent of those working at Wave 1 expected to be working in the same job at Wave 2, but only 38 

percent actually still worked at the same jobs.  The fraction of women who experienced job stability over a two-

year period more than doubled for Fall 1999-Fall 2001, relative to the fraction of women who experienced job 

stability during the preceding two-year period (increasing from 12.5 percent to 33.1 percent (data not shown)).   

 On the other hand, the worsening economic conditions in 2001 increased the risk of job loss.  As shown 

in Table 6, among individuals who experienced job separations between waves, separations resulting from being 

fired or laid-off increased from 21.3 to 27.9 percent between 1998-1999 and 1999-2001.  As the economy 

contracts, individuals with the weakest skills and least work experience lose their jobs first, leaving many 

former/current recipients highly vulnerable to layoffs.   

The primary reasons reported for job separations between Waves 2 and 3 were: 21.3 percent fired/laid-

off; 21.3 percent job-related quit (includes dissatisfaction with current job, such as inadequate pay, poor working 

conditions, suboptimal hours, poor job match); 10.3 percent child care concern; 9.4 percent health problem; 7.6 

percent transportation problem; 2.7 percent family problem/pressure; 27.4 percent other.  The large proportion 

reporting non-job-related reasons (57.4 percent) is consistent with the substantial job instability experienced by 

these women.  These descriptive results motivate our regression model of job quality estimated in the next 

section.   

Empirical Strategy & Model Specification 

What particular job skills and types of work experience enable recipients to obtain good jobs or 

successfully make the transition into them from bad ones?  We estimate equation (1), which specifies the 

hazard—i.e., the probability of transitioning from a bad job to a good job in a given year (conditional on the 

individual working in a bad job at the beginning of the period)—as  

                                                 
18 These results are consistent with those of Royalty (1998) and Holzer and LaLonde (2000), who found that job-to-
nonemployment changes were more frequent than were job-to-job changes among young women with low levels of 
schooling. 
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h (t)  =  1 / [1- exp(βX(t)]    ,                                                                                              (1) 
where X(t) =β0-1 EDUCit   +   β2 WKEXPit  +  β3-12 JOBSKILLS i, (t-1,t)  +  β13 JSTABLTYi, (t-1,t)   +        
β14 JMOBILE i,(t-1,t) +  β15(JMOBILE i,(t-1,t)*WKEXPit) +  β16UNEMPRATEt  +   
β17 UNIONit +  β18-22 Zit  + β23-26 HLTHit  +  β27 DUR i ,(t-1,t)   +   β28 WAGEi , t-1   +  εit . 

 
where:  h (t) = the hazard of transitioning from a “bad” job to a “good” job, t=2,3,4   
 EDUC = educational attainment: high school diploma/GED; whether some college.  
 WKEXP = work experience as of t. 

JOBSKILLS = job skills used in job(s) held between (t-1) and t; job performance in the last  
month of most recent job (t); whether has learning disability; whether passed reading test. 

 JSTABILITY = whether held the same job at (t-1) and t. 
JMOBILE = whether experienced job mobility between (t-1) and t. 
UNEMPRATE = monthly county unemployment rate 

 UNION = whether union member at current/most recent job (t). 
Z = demographic variables: age of children, whether pregnant (past yr),  
       whether married/cohabitating, and race. 
HLTH = health-related measures at t: physical limitations, mental health problems, child health  

  problems, severe physical abuse. 
 DUR = duration of time (in months) that has elapsed between (t-1) and t. 
 WAGE = hourly wages on current/most recent job held at (t-1). 
  

In equation (1), time t = 2, 3, and 4 corresponds with the time of the most recent job of individual i as of 

the survey interview dates of Waves 2, 3, and 4, respectively.  The wages, hours, and health benefits of the most 

recent job are recorded at each interview (given the individual has worked at some point between interviews).19  

Our multivariate analysis focuses on the quality of employment opportunities, rather than on the labor supply 

preferences, of respondents.  Thus, we restrict our analysis to labor force participants and classify individuals 

working voluntarily part-time as possessing good jobs if their wages and benefits on these jobs meet the wage 

and benefit criteria for a “good” job.20  One can transition from a bad job to a good job either through pay raises, 

increased hours, or promotions at the same job, or by switching to a new and better job.21    

The coefficients on the job skills variables measure the extent to which the skill content of recent 

experience is associated with an increased likelihood of moving into a good job.  The coefficient on the health 

and safety variables measure the extent to which health-related problems are associated with a lower likelihood 

of moving into a “good” job.  The wage controls for how close a woman was to a good job threshold at (t-1).   

                                                 
19 Since only about 10 percent of the sample did not work over the entire period (and thus lack wage information), selection 
bias should not be a major concern. 
20 We have also run these analyses using alternative definitions of good job/bad job (e.g., relaxing the health benefit 
requirement of good jobs), but none qualitatively changed the findings reported.   
21 We classify individuals as transitioning from a bad job to a good job only if the individual is still currently working in the 
“good” job at the relevant survey interview. 

 17



We analyze whether consistent work experience in bad jobs are a better pathway to good jobs, relative to 

accumulating no work experience or intermittent work experience, by including the set of job transition pattern 

variables, and the aggregate number of years of work experience accumulated as of t.  The job transition pattern 

variables JMOBILE and JSTABLTY measure whether the individual experienced job 

mobility/instability/stability over the past year.  We are interested in the impact of job separations on the 

probability of moving into a good job.  We classify individuals as experiencing job instability when job 

separations are the result of being fired/laid-off, or when job-to-nonemployment transitions last more than a 

month.  Nonemployment spells of more than a month are less likely to be the result of a voluntary separation, 

and are more likely to be the result of nonmarket/nonsearch reasons.  Individuals who had voluntary job-to-job 

changes without intervening spells of nonemployment of a month or more are classified as experiencing job 

mobility. 

We expect a greater likelihood of moving into a good job for individuals who experience job mobility, 

(since they voluntarily changed jobs (presumably) because they expected a total compensation gain), than for 

individuals who experienced job instability (because of losses in job-specific human capital and matching 

capital, and because employers use the stability of potential workers’ employment histories as a signal for good 

matches) (Gladden and Taber, 2000).  We also expect that returns to job stability (i.e., individuals whose 

current/most recent job in wave t was the same as that held in the previous wave) will be higher than those to job 

instability.  Because the timing of job mobility in a worker’s career (as well as the extent of overall job mobility) 

has been shown to be important (Bartel, 1980; Light and McGarry, 1998), we include interactions between job 

mobility and work experience.  We expect the returns to job mobility to be largest early in one’s career.  

Job mobility decisions are likely endogenous with respect to improvements in job quality.  One reason 

individuals stay in the same job is because those jobs have more potential wage growth opportunities.  This 

produces a downward bias on the estimated effects of job mobility (relative to job stability), since the 

counterfactual—the improvement in job quality the individual would have experienced had she stayed in the 

same job—is not observed.  In this way, the estimates of the gains to job mobility (relative to job stability),  

( β14 - β13 ), may be considered lower bound estimates. 
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The inclusion of the monthly county unemployment rate captures the impact of changes in local 

economic conditions—i.e., the effect of worsening economic conditions after early 2001 (between waves 3-4), 

relative to the period of tight labor demand and strong economic growth that occurred between 1997-1999 

(waves 1-3).  Increases in the availability of jobs increase work through increases in the frequency and quality of 

job offers and stability of employment (Hoynes, 2000).  Labor market conditions affect wage levels and the 

probability of finding and keeping employment.     

We do not give the coefficients on our explanatory variables any structural or causal interpretation, as 

the hazard model does not control for unobserved heterogeneity (e.g., unobserved characteristics such as work 

attitudes or motivation remain a potential source of bias).  Instead, our hazard model summarizes the 

relationships between various dimensions of job skills, work experience, health issues, employment patterns, 

economic conditions, and demographic characteristics, and the probability of transitioning from a bad job to a 

good job. 

Regression Results 

The final column of Table 7 reports the average one-year percentage change in the hazard rate of 

transitioning from a bad job to a good job associated with a discrete change in each of the explanatory variables.  

These average percentage changes are estimated using the coefficients reported in column 2 of Table 7.  Due to 

the nonlinearity of the model, average effects of discrete changes in explanatory variables are calculated by 

evaluating the effect of varying the explanatory variable of interest in a given way for each individual (holding 

all other variables constant, evaluated at a one-year interval), and then computing the mean of these effects (e.g., 

the percentage change in the hazard).  The mean predicted one-year hazard rate of transitioning from a bad to a 

good job is 15.6 percent.   

The results indicate that post-secondary schooling and years of work experience22 are positively and 

significantly associated with transitioning from a bad job to a good job between waves.  In particular, having 

some post-secondary schooling (relative to being a high school dropout) is estimated to increase the probability 

of transitioning into a good job by 40 percent, and an additional year of work experience is estimated to increase 

                                                 
22 Alternative specifications for work experience that had a quadratic term, as well as specifications that distinguished full-
time and part-time work did not significantly improve the fit of the model. 
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the probability by 3.4 percent.  Having a high school diploma or equivalency increases the probability of 

transitioning to a good job in a given year by 15 percent, but this effect was not statistically significant.   

Comparing the results from the full model specification displayed in Table 7 with results from a 

parsimonious specification that excluded the set of job skill and job transition variables, suggest that part of the 

return to education is in the form of higher probabilities of job-to-job upgrading/mobility (within/across firms).  

(These results are not shown in the Table, but are available from the authors upon request).  The coefficient on 

post-secondary schooling and years of work experience drops in magnitude but remains significant with the 

inclusion of the extensive set of job skill and job transition variables. 

The results reported in Table 7 illuminate the importance of job skills.  Individuals who used 

reading/writing and/or computer skills daily on a job(s) held over the past year and individuals who had 

supervised co-workers in the past year were significantly more likely to make the transition from a bad job to a 

good job; while individuals who worked in jobs that involved serving customers daily (either by phone or in 

person) were significantly less likely to make this transition.  On average, having recent experience in jobs that 

required reading/writing increased the one-year hazard by 51 percent; experience with computers increased the 

hazard by 34 percent; and experience serving customers reduced it by 41 percent.   

Some analysts have contended that a subset of current/former welfare recipients either do not know or do 

not conform to common standards of work behavior and that this reduces their chances of upward mobility.  

Eighteen percent of respondents had work performance problems (our measure of work performance-related 

problems is discussed in Appendix A).  The coefficient on our measure of work performance problems (e.g., 

rudeness to customers, leaving early, refusing to do job tasks) is negative and significant, suggesting work 

performance problems may play an important role in reducing women’s chances of gaining good jobs.  In 

particular, having work performance problems decreased the probability of transitioning from a bad job to a good 

job in a given year by 26 percent.  Our results also indicate that having learning disabilities decreases the 

probability of transitioning into a good job by 24 percent (though the coefficient is only marginally significant).  

 Voluntary job mobility is associated with improvements in job quality outcomes, while individuals 

experiencing job instability are significantly less likely to transition to good jobs, relative to individuals who 

remain in the same job.  On average, relative to job instability, voluntary job mobility is associated with a 92 
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percent predicted increase in the one-year hazard rate of making the transition from a “bad” job to a “good” job, 

and job stability is associated with a 24 percent increase in the hazard rate.  The negative coefficient on the 

“voluntary job change*work experience” interaction term shows that the returns to voluntary job changes are 

greater early in one’s career, as predicted by job matching theory.   

 Local economic demand conditions have significant effects.  We simulate the effect of a three 

percentage-point increase in the unemployment rate.  This simulated change in local economic demand 

conditions represents the typical within-county change observed over the 1997-2002 period and can be 

interpreted as the variation we might expect between the trough and peak of a business cycle.  The results 

indicate that a three percentage-point increase in the unemployment rate is estimated to decrease the one-year 

hazard rate of transitioning to a good job by 27 percent.  The probability of making the transition from a bad job 

to a good job is estimated to decrease by roughly 10 percent with each additional percentage-point increase in the 

local unemployment rate.  The economic downturn that occurred in 2001 reduced the probability of transitioning 

into a good job by 32 percent, relative to the previous periods of tight labor demand (results not shown).  

Being a union member increases the probability of moving into a good job by 80 percent.  The 

coefficients on the controls for the duration of time that had elapsed between (t-1) and t and the hourly wage as 

of (t-1) were both positive and significant as expected.  While the coefficients on the health-related variables 

were negative, they were not significant.  We expect health-related problems to lower chances of transitioning 

into a good job primarily by hindering work accumulation and increasing rates of job instability. 

Policy Implications 

 The results in this paper document both the strengths and limits of the “Work First” approach adopted by 

PRWORA.  Using a longitudinal data set of recipients drawn from the rolls in February 1997, we find that 

despite improvements in job quality and extensive work effort over the five-year period, job instability and 

limited upward mobility (i.e., transitions to good jobs) characterized the employment experiences of most 

respondents.  In Fall 2001, half were out of the labor force, unemployed, or underemployed, and only about one-

quarter were working in good jobs.   

Economists traditionally focus the good jobs - bad jobs debate on wages.  Employment rates and wages 

measured at a point in time, however, provide an incomplete picture of the quality of employment outcomes 
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obtained by former/current recipients.  In this paper, we broaden the analysis of job quality to include non-wage 

attributes of compensation and aspects of jobs that affect future earnings potential.  We also show that aggregate 

measures of accumulated work experience mask considerable heterogeneity in job transition patterns and job 

skills used, which each have profound effects on the likelihood of transitioning to good jobs. 

This work has implications for welfare policy.  First, it is too soon to declare that welfare reform has 

been successful in its stated goal of moving single mothers into self-sufficiency.  TANF was implemented during 

an economic expansion, when unemployment rates had fallen to a three-decade low.  Even during this period of 

tight labor demand, while employment rates increased and job quality improved, many respondents did not 

achieve a “living wage”.  We also documented some early negative impacts of the recent economic downturn on 

job transition and job quality outcomes. 

Second, our evidence using both survey data of former/current recipients and of employers indicate that   

jobs paying a living wage and jobs that offer the greatest chances of upward mobility have significant hard skill 

requirements.  The assumption that “A job, most any job has shown itself capable of generating the earnings 

growth that will make welfare reform a reality” (Bonilla, 1995) must be qualified.  Training programs aimed at 

developing the “hard” skills that are increasingly valued in the labor market, and placement services that 

emphasize placing former/current recipients into jobs that require the use of hard skills, may improve these 

women’s upward mobility. 

Third, almost half of the women in our sample experienced job instability between successive waves, 

which was associated with a significantly lower likelihood of moving into good jobs, relative to job stability or 

job mobility.  More than half of recipients who left jobs did so for personal reasons (such as child-care issues).  

This suggests further implementation of policies and programs aimed at providing women the necessary supports 

to sustain regular employment, and employment service programs that prepare and encourage women to 

successfully apply for better jobs.       

Because most welfare-to-work programs have focused narrowly on job placement, we unfortunately 

have limited knowledge about how to design and implement programs that promote job retention and job 

advancement.  Analyses that inform and evaluate the likely effects of various post-employment services is an 

important topic for future research. 
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Appendix A: Definition of Variables 
 

Job Performance Variables.  Using WES, we create a job performance measure to test whether an 
inability to conform to norms of appropriate work behavior impairs recipients’/ex-recipients’ chances of 
experiencing wage growth and job retention.  This measure is a dummy variable that takes the value of “1” if the 
respondent reported doing any of the following in the last month of their current/most recent job: 
 •Lost her temper, for example, with a rude customer 
 •Took a longer break than scheduled without permission 
 •Failed to correct a problem that a supervisor had pointed out 
 •Had a problem getting along with a supervisor 
 •Left work earlier than scheduled without permission 
 •Refused to do tasks that weren’t part of her job description. 
Eighteen percent of respondents reported doing one or more of the above in the last month of the current/most 
recent job held.  We include an indicator measure of poor work performance in the regression analysis. 

At Wave 3, the Wide Range Achievement Test 3 (WRAT3) Reading Test was administered to each 
WES respondent.  The WRAT3 was used in the California Employment Readiness Demonstration Project and 
has also been used by schools. The results of the WRAT3 are also correlated with results of the California Test 
of Basic Skills 4 (CTBS-4), the California Achievement Test (CAT), and the Stanford Achievement Test (SAT).  
We create a dummy variable indicating whether the respondent’s reading test score was below 6th grade 
competency.23  We also include a dummy variable indicating whether the respondent self-reported being 
previously diagnosed with a learning disability.  Almost one in five respondents in the sample had reading test 
scores below 6th grade competency, and 15 percent of women in the sample self-reported being previously 
diagnosed with a learning disability.  

Health and Safety Measures.  WES respondents were asked about their physical health, mental health 
status, children’s health, and about domestic violence experiences in each wave.  Women’s physical health was 
assessed using items from the Physical Functioning subscale of the SF-36, which is well-validated and has been 
widely used (Ware et al., 1993).  Respondents were asked a series of questions about whether their health limits 
their daily activities a lot, a little, or not at all in walking, lifting, climbing stairs, bending, carrying bundles, etc.  
Respondents who scored in the lowest age-specific quartile (based on population norms) in a wave were defined 
as having physical limitations.   

WES collected data on four mental health disorders: major depression, post-traumatic stress syndrome 
(PTSD), generalized anxiety disorder (GAD), and social phobia.  The measurement of these disorders was based 
on the definition and the criteria specified in the revised third edition of the American Psychiatric Association’s 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-III-R) (APA, 1987).  The diagnosis was 
operationalized in short-form screening versions of the World Health Organizations (WHO) Composite 
International Diagnostic Interview (CIDI), a structured interview schedule designed to be used by trained 
interviewers who are non-clinicians to assess the prevalence of specific psychiatric disorder.  Major depression 
and PTSD are measured in all three waves, GAD in Waves 1 and 3, and social phobia in Waves 2 and 3.  We 
define a woman as having a mental health problem in a wave if she met the criteria for any of the mental health 
disorders measured in that wave.  We define a respondent as having a child health problem in a wave if she 
reported that one of her children had a physical, emotional, or learning problem that limited his/her activity.  

Domestic violence was assessed with a modified version of the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS).  In each 
wave, interviewers asked women whether their partner had ever in the last twelve months used physical threats, 
physical abuse, sexual abuse, or other coercive actions against them.  We define severe abuse in a wave as 
having experienced one or more of the following in the 12 months prior to the wave interview:  being hit with a 
fist, being hit with an object that could hurt, being beaten, being choked, being threatened with or hurt by a 
weapon, being forced into sexual activity against her will.

                                                 
23 The reading test involves a list of words given to the individual on a separate card.  She reads each word until ten 
consecutive words are read incorrectly.  At this time, the test ends.  The time required depends on the speed of the 
individual taking the test.  Each word read correctly earns one point.  The sum of points results in a raw score.  The test 
manual indicates how to convert raw scores into absolute scores, standard scores, and grade level scores. 
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