


their interactions with DHS. Caseworkers rarely 
recommended jobs or training and when they did, 
respondents felt that this information was not relevant to 
their interests and skills. 

"I haven't gotten any assistance from my case manager. [ 
wasn't referred to any tmining progmms, �a�r�~�y� job placement 
programs. All of these things. how [ learned about {my 
CU"t'nt job·training site], was through hearsay. I had to hear 
it outside by word of mouth. [ am not being told tht' 
in/i.lmwtion I need in orderfof ml' to �p�r�o�g�r�t�'�.�\�~�~� and mow.' on 
and �m�o�v�l�~� (Jut of tht' }w[lart! s.'lstt'11l .... Mcanwhile thcy're 
Idling me �e�,�~�'�r�y�f�h�i�n�g� [ nel'd to bring to thl'm to kt't'p the 
paperworkjlc,wing, to kt'ep them looking like Ihey're d(ling 
their job." 
Respondents consistently complained that they felt 

that their DHS caseworkers did not respect them. Several 
clients were frustrated by the lack of continuity of their 
caseworkers. Lost paperwork, extreme wait times, and 
missed appointments were not uncommon complaints. 

"n'/! had, [ don't know how many diflcmu case managers. " 
In summary, respondents realize that creating both 

financial and social capital is essential to their long-term 
survival. Welfare policy appears to hinder respondents' 
ability to lift themselves out of poverty by providing a 
limited opportunity to save, unreliable childcare, and strict 
transportation and job search policies. Caseworkers were 
perceived as not only unhelpful but also disrespectful, 
which angered and discouraged respondents. 

• What do recipients want? 
• How do they plan to escape from poverty? 

Respondents wont Fulfilling jobs that Allow them to make 
Enough Money to Support their Families 

The respondents expressed knowledge of what kinds 
of jobs are most available to them7

, yet they strive for 
careers that will not only pay above minimum wage, but 
will fulfill themselves personally. Respondents viewed 
their job training as a road to a career and not just another 
job. When asked her goals for the job-training program, 
one respondent expressed herself this way: 

"To get and keep a job. To find a job that fits me well. 
Because I have had plmty of jobs .... [md up quitting. [just 
want to be happy when [get up in the morning. " 
Respondents overwhelmingly saw a career as a way 

to get out of the welfare system permanently. They were 
quite motivated to find a career that matched their skills 
and interests. In many different ways, respondents 
indicated that they were willing to forgo their first job 
opportunity and remain on welfare in the hopes of 
finding more lasting work later. 
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rather than wasting my employer's time and you know [ 
want to foel good about getting liP in the morning and going 
to work." 
Although study respondents clearly preferred careers 

that would allow them to provide for their families and 
grow as employees, they also reported a willingness to 
face the realities of the job market once settled in a fruitful 
career. One respondent said: 

"[ want to start at thl.' beginning and work my way up. " 
Another respondent recognized that her first job may 
likely be a low paying job and thus stated: 

"I want to gt't two jobs. &cause [ think [ can work two 
jobs to make it beftt'r/(),. my kids. " 

Respondents want to Further their Education 

Respondents want education and are willing to work 
hard for it. Almost half of all respondents (eleven 
respondents) reported that they wished to pursue a 
college degree5• The main obstacle for all eleven clients 
was a lack of money to pay tuition. For these women. 
paying back student loans seemed insurmountable and 
could jeopardize their ability to provide for their children. 
One respondent characterized her fear this way: 

"[t s not going to take away from me because my kids as 
for as clothes-wise or they go on [fie/d] trips, or something like 
that, they are going to come first" 

Generally, respondents had not heard of federal grant 
programs that could subsidize at least part of their college 
tuition. Only one respondent had taken advantage of 
such a grant. All eleven of the respondents who wished to 
pursue a college �d�e�g�r�e�e�~� were willing to do so while 
working at least part-time. 

Respondents want to be Motivated through 
their Job- Training Programs 

Respondents overwhelmingly cited the job tratntng as 
motivating in and of itself. In contrast to the experiences 
with the DHS caseworkers, respondents were generally 
more positive about their relationships with their 
counselors at the job-training sites. Respondents felt that 
their job-training counselors were more attuned to their 
needs and knowledgeable about their skills and interests. 
Respondents liked the more specific job searching 
guidelines and cited resume development and basic 
computer training as some of their most prized newly 
acquired skills. One woman currently in job training 
characterized her feelings this way: 

H[ foel like I am doing something, not just sitting 
around and waiting for the check. [foe! like I am earning 
it now," 
Clients saw their job training as a way out of the cycle 

of poverty and dependency. Guilt about using taxpayer 
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money and feelings of inadequacy related to their welfare 
status were common, and job training alleviated much of 
this angst by providing a socially acceptable outlet 
without mandating entry into a low-paying job. 

"I think I am doing a little bit better. At least I am out, 
getting exposure .. . because it is hard looking someone in the 
face and you haven't worked in ten years." 
Respondents who had been on welfare before 1996 

noticed the impact of the change in TANF policy. 
Although all expressed regret that the cash assistance had 
been cut drastically, the policy's focus on work motivated 
most respondents. 

'!After welfare reform, they took a little more time with 
you and talking with you and trying to see what your goals 
were. But they were also stressing that you only have this 
certain amount of time so you have to make a decision about 
what you are going to do. " 

Respondents are Ready for a Career and have Clear Career Goals 

Respondents reported clear career goals and 
knowledge of the training required for entry-level 
positions in their desired fields. One-fifth of the study 
respondents reported a strong interest in computer-related 
careers. Other popular fields included program 
administration/management (including secretarial work), 
accounting, human services/counseling, nursing, and 
day-care work. In addition, two respondents wanted to 
start their own businesses. 

Respondents know how much Money they need to live 

In general, respondents knew exactly how much 
money they needed to live. When asked "how much 
money would you and your family need to live 
comfortably?" many respondents instantly were able to 
give conservative and ideal estimates, and all of the 
other respondents were able to do so with some further 
probing. Their estimates were generally low but within 
range of entry-level positions requiring comparable 
levels of education. The estimates ranged between one 
to five thousand dollars per month and averaged 
$2282.39 per month. 

In summary, respondents wanted to become self­
sufficient, valued education, and were motivated through 
their job-training programs. They are ready to be self­
sufficient, had clear career goals, and possessed 
knowledge of how much money they needed to survive 
off welfare and truly escape from poverty. 

DISCUSSION 

Respondents appear to have begun their working 
lives at a disadvantage as compared with many other 

workers. Low education led to fewer job opportunities 
with a living wage and potential for advancement. 
Although government jobs provided some opportunity, 
respondents have been unable to relocate within 
government jobs after leaving them. Respondents also 
reported a great deal of instability in their lives including 
depression, drug use, and difficulty finding and affording 
suitable housing. To survive these hardships, they 
typically turned to their families and kinship networks 
first. It appears that illegal pregnancy discrimination and 
lack of flexible childcare policies stretched these kinship 
networks to their limits. Desperate respondents then 
reluctantly sought assistance from the government. Once 
involved with the welfare system, respondents still 
struggled to achieve and maintain self-sufficiency. 

Although welfare policy created and mandated job 
training, which is both helpful and generally well liked 
among respondents, the policy as implemented in DC 
served to hinder some of the respondents' efforts toward 
self-sufficiency and ultimately the lift from poverty. The 
welfare check was simply too small to provide any buffer 
for an occasional emergency, much less any money to 
save. Most respondents had exhausted their personal 
savings before requesting assistance from TANF. 
Respondents felt frustrated by the fact that even after they 
obtained a job, additional expenses previously covered by 
welfare (such as Medicaid and food stamps) would 
hamper efforts to save money. Additionally, unadvertised 
childcare and long waiting lists meant that only well­
connected and lucky recipients had access to affordable, 
reliable, and safe childcare. Transportation policies 
prohibiting personal cars limited respondents' job search 
of higher-paying suburban jobs9

• 

Respondents perceived DRS caseworkers' 
disrespectful attitudes as barriers to self-sufficiency. These 
caseworkers are the primary contact paid by the 
government to assist welfare recipients in their efforts 
toward self-sufficiency. Evidence of condescending 
TANF caseworkers has been documented elsewhere 
(Ralston, 1996) and was quite discouraging to the welfare 
recipients interviewed in this study. 

Welfare policies mandating employer's signatures at 
the time of initial contact made respondents vulnerable to 
stigma attached to their own poverty. Other research 
(Riedl &Rector, 2002) found that "businesses will hire 
welfare recipients who are willing to work," yet 
respondents felt that the very process of applying in­
person for a job and asking the employer to sign their job 
search forms blacklisted them from serious consideration 
for the open position. This stigma was incredibly 
demoralizing for the welfare clients interviewed. 

As with most qualitative studies, extrapolation of 
results to the TANF population in DC or the nation in 
general is seriously hampered by the study design. A 
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primary hindrance was the small sample size. Given the 
short timelines associated with issues of critical policy 
importance, small sample sizes are not unusual. Efforts 
were made to offset this limitation and thereby increase 
external validity by visiting six different job-training sites 
in various locales around the city and striving for 
saturation of the data (e.g. interviewing until interviewers 
began hearing the same things repeatedly). Additional 
sampling issues deserve consideration. Although this 
sample can in no way be construed as a representative 
sample, it represents an honest attempt to obtain the best 
data with the given time and resource constraints. In 
addition, this sample was not randomly selected. The 
ways in which this randomization could have been 
guaranteed would have aroused confidentiality issues, as it 
was impossible, for example, to acquire a list of an 
organization's clients from which a random sample could 
have been drawn. Extrapolation to the larger welfare 
population was not a goal of the study. Rather, the study 
sought to contextualize quantitative data already available. 

Secondly, it is impossible to know the extent to which 
the inherent power differential between the interviewers 
and the respondents may have influenced the social 
desirability of their responses and thus construct 
(measurement) validity is threatened. The two 
interviewers were white, twenty-five year-old, educated, 
middle-class, childless research staff at the Institute for 
Women's Policy Research, whereas the respondents were 
African-American, generally older, and poorer, and 
mothers. Ideally, the best interviewers would have been 
demographically more akin to the population under study 
both to better build rapport and to increase the cultural 
understanding of the issues. Despite this shortcoming, 
the project staff focused on maintaining a racially and 
otherwise diverse study staff at IWPR coupled with an 
extensive literature review of pertinent welfare issues. 

It is difficult to gauge whether respondents were 
completely truthful in their responses, especially in light 
of the sensitive nature of many of the questions. 
Additionally, it is possible that some respondents, fresh 
from job training, may have used these interviews as a 
type of practice round for future job interviews. However, 
it is believed that respondents appreciated the 
interviewers' efforts to make their voice heard and were 
honest, albeit in a perhaps more optimistic tone. 

Despite these limitations however, the qualitative 
design employed here facilitated rich contextual data 
from which those who implement TANF in DC can 
benefit. Unlike survey data, this study allowed women in 
the District to communicate with those who will decide 
policies that impact their lives. Themes that have 
emerged in other studies are clarified in this study. The 
primary purpose of this study was to understand the 
context of the lives of a few welfare clients before they 
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began welfare, after they began receiving assistance, and 
the struggles they face on the road to self-sufficiency. 
Hopefully, those aims have been achieved and this 
analysis has provided a voice to TANF recipients in the 
District of Columbia. 

The details of the TANF reauthorization legislation 
were still pending at the time of this writing and, 
therefore, specific policy recommendations are not given. 
Instead, this paper will focus on broad implications of the 
current implementation in the hopes that future DC 
policy will be set with the knowledge of the unintended 
consequences of some of its policies and priorities. 

Sociological theorists such as Waxman (1977) 
suggest that those respondents who had been in the 
welfare system the longest would incur the most stigma 
and logically would have the most difficulty achieving 
self-sufficiency. By all self-reported accounts, this was 
evident in this analysis as well. However, after 
understanding the way that currently implemented 
welfare policies prohibit and discourage activities that can 
lead toward self-sufficiency, it appears that the stigma of 
poverty works in a cyclical way with the welfare system 
playing the role of gatekeeper. Mothers are more 
vulnerable than fathers in American society due to a 
conflux of issues including wage gaps, workplace 
discrimination, and biological ties throughout pregnancy. 
Yet mothers have an especially difficult time proving their 
worthiness of public resources (Gordon, 2002). This 
study suggests that welfare clients want to be independent 
from the government and have gained skills necessary to 
leave welfare through their job-training programs. In 
sum, they have the knowledge and the motivation to 
escape poverty with the assistance from TANF. 

However, further consideration about specific policies 
such as those that limit a client's transportation options, 
undervalue affordable and reliable childcare, and restrict a 
client's ability to save money must be prioritized. Practices 
that increase the stigma of welfare already prevalent in 
American society, such as requiring employers to sign 
welfare forms or allowing DHS caseworkers to be 
disrespectful of clients, only serve to discourage (and 
perhaps delay) welfare recipients in their quest for self­
sufficiency. The District of Columbia is to be applauded 
for its popular job-training programs and the motivation, 
job skills, and hope they provide many of the city's most 
chronically poor. However, the city must understand the 
ways in which some of its specific welfare policies and 
practices impede the efforts of motivated and ready welfare 
recipients from surviving on their own. However, the city 
must address some of the welfare policies and practices 
that impede the efforts of motivated welfare recipients 
during the local implementation of TANF legislation. 
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NOTES 

1 Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, 2002 (See 
Bernstein, 2002 & Hamilton et al. 2001); Urban Institute 2002 
(see Loprest, 1999). 

2 In order to implement the 1996 Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) and reduce 
the welfare caseload, the District of Columbia contracted with 
privately-run agencies to provide job training and work 
readiness programs for employable but unemployed welfore 
recipients. Although the District of Columbia enacted basic 
welfare reform legislation in March 1997, it was not until 1999 
that the District finalized and implemented the legislation 
(Lazere 2001). 

3 For example, single parents with child(ren) under 6 years old 
who cannot find childcare, single parents with child(ren) 
under 1 year old, disabled American citizens who are eligible 
for disability (ACF, 2002b). Much of the implementation of 
this policy varies by state. 

4 Working First But Working Poor Study (2002) and the 
Community Monitoring Survey (1998). 

5 Note that impressions of the data here essentially replicated 
Eden and Lein's (1997)findings. 

6 Although these jobs may have been technically taxable, in no 
case had a respondent reported them to the IRS. 

7 These include jobs in food service, retail, cleaning, and some 
jobs in the governmental sectors. Many respondents told us that 
their caseworkers encouraged them to get a job quickly to "get off 
the rolls, ", rather than find a job that would better match their 
skills and interests. 

8 Although quite a few respondents lauded education as key to 
self -sufficiency, three respondents felt that their sole priority 
should be on finding and keeping a job. Also, two respondents 
emphasized the priority of buying a house in order to provide 
safety and security for their families. 

9 This is from self-report of the clients. I did not engage in an 
exhaustive comparison of pay scales of suburban versus urban 
jobs in the DC area. 
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