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policy-oriented researchers explore the rural context of welfare reform and food
assistance policy and summarize the early results from qualitative and quantitative
studies of welfare reform outcomes in rural and urban paces.  National-level analyses
and information on welfare reform outcomes in 12 individual states are included.
Most of the states are predominately nonmetropolitan in character, and they represent
all four major geographic regions of the country (Figure 3).  Collectively, the chapters
provide a sound empirical basis for the design of state policies to increase employment
and well-being of low-income families in rural and urban regions.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

The remainder of the book is organized into four sections that address issues
related to the impact and outcomes of welfare reform in rural areas.  The first section,
“Welfare Reform, Rural Labor markets, and Rural Poverty,” sets a context for the
subsequent discussion about policy outcomes.  It provides an overview of the
economic and policy environment in which welfare reform has been implemented.
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Sheldon Danziger opens this section by summarizing three general lessons
learned from studies of welfare reform effects at the national level: 1) earnings and
employment have increased since 1996 due to a combination of favorable economic
conditions and federal and state policy changes; 2) there is uncertainty about how
welfare reform will play out under less favorable economic conditions; and 3) poverty
levels have decreased little despite dramatic caseload declines.  Using national Current
Population Survey data, Danziger finds similar patterns of work effort, welfare
receipt, and poverty for central city, “suburban,” and nonmetropolitan working, single
mothers with children.  Then, based on a panel study of urban single mothers with
children who received public assistance, he finds that many welfare recipients face
multiple barriers that impede work effort, and that lower work effort is associated
with higher poverty status.  He suggests that many current recipients who might be
willing to work will “hit the time limits” because of their personal barriers, even if
favorable economic conditions continue.

Robert Gibbs provides an in-depth examination of the rural labor markets
within which rural welfare recipients often begin their transitions into the workforce.
His chapter describes the distinctive nature of many rural labor markets, focusing on
characteristics that constrain job availability and earnings and thus affect the prospects
for the economic success of welfare recipients.  He argues that rural labor markets
may be better positioned for welfare reform than often supposed because rural and
urban job structures appear to be converging.  At the same time, however, rural labor
markets also face significant welfare reform challenges in terms of higher
unemployment and a persistent rural-urban earnings gap.  In particular, Gibbs notes
that the apparent lack of opportunity for may former welfare recipients to move from
their low-wage to higher-paying jobs without additional education is likely to be a
serious stumbling block to a sustainable wage.

Daniel Lichter and Leif Jensen provide a detailed national picture of changing
rates of poverty, sources of income, and employment among rural and urban female-
headed families with children.  Using national data from the Current Population
Survey, they find similar trends in poverty (including deep poverty), welfare receipt,
labor force participation, and earnings among these rural and urban families:
employment and earnings have increased and welfare receipt and poverty have
declined.  Nonetheless, there are disturbingly high rates of poverty among rural
working women; one-third of working female heads are in poverty.

A remarkable outcome of the 1996 welfare reform act has been the
unprecedented decline in welfare caseloads.  The second section of the book,
“Welfare Dynamics in Rural and Urban Areas,” looks at the changes in caseloads in
rural and urban areas of selected states, examines the interaction between welfare use
and employment of low-income populations, and explores rural/urban differences in
welfare reform barriers and outcomes in selected states.
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Mark Henry and others use county-level AFDC, TANF, and food stamp data
from Mississippi and South Carolina to examine rural and urban caseload trends
within the context of local economic conditions.  Their analysis shows no consistent
pattern of caseload declines across rural and urban counties in these two states.
However, when they control for local economic conditions, incentives facing potential
workers, and policy changes, their findings suggest that rural areas will have more
difficulty than urban areas in reducing both welfare and food stamp participation rates.

Henry Brady and his coauthors show that welfare use patterns in rural and
agricultural counties differ from those in urban counties, largely due to differences in
employment patterns and labor market structures.  Using a unique combination of
administrative data sets from California, they show that seasonality of employment in
rural and agricultural counties has led welfare recipients to combine seasonal work
with welfare in the off-season, when unemployment rates rise to high levels.  With the
advent of time limits, these families will have to find other ways to support themselves
in the off-season once their welfare benefits have ended.  Brady and his coauthors
argue that rural and agricultural areas face significant challenges in finding paths from
welfare to work for these families who have traditionally had work opportunities for
only part of the year.

Helen Jensen and her coauthors use state administrative data to examine why
some low-income households who were active in Iowa’s Family Assistance Program
successfully left public assistance during the 1993–1995 period and why others who
left later returned.  They find that rural recipients in Iowa are more likely to return to
welfare than their urban counterparts during the first two quarters after leaving the
program, but after this initial period, rates of return are quite similar in both areas.

Cynthia Fletcher and her colleagues, drawing on state and community
interviews with service providers and welfare recipients, examine rural and urban
differences in welfare reform barriers and outcomes in seven Iowa communities
selected to represent a continuum or rural and urban places.  They find important
differences across the rural/urban continuum related to accessibility and distance to
jobs and support services.  For rural families moving from welfare to work, fewer
services are available locally, and when they are available, rural families have less
access.  The accessibility of jobs, job training and education, health care, child care,
and emergency services are particularly problematic for recipients in rural areas.

In a qualitative study of local welfare administrators and welfare recipients in
rural Appalachian counties in Ohio, Ann Tickamyer and coauthors find that local
administrators share the values about responsibility and work that underlie welfare
reform but are pessimistic about the prospects for their clients given the barriers they
face and the lack of jobs in rural areas.  At the same time, welfare administrators work
to create interventions that make welfare clients more “work-ready” and are
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enthusiastic about the local autonomy they have been given in Ohio.  Program
participants, however, believe that local authority to impose rules has led to some
capricious and irrational barriers.  Some recipients view the new work-readiness
interventions as paternalistic.

A major objective of welfare reform is to increase family well-being in low-
income populations through employment.  The third section of the book,
“Employment and Family Well-Being under Welfare Reform,” looks at the impacts
of welfare policies on the welfare-to-work transitions of welfare recipients.

Signe-Mary McKernan and her coauthors use the Current Population Survey,
as well as data from fieldwork in 12 selected rural areas in 4 states, to assess whether
the employment responsiveness of single mothers differs in rural and urban areas.  The
qualitative fieldwork identifies inadequate transportation, limited employment
services, weak labor markets, low education levels, and shortfalls in transitional
benefits as problems in rural areas.  The quantitative analysis with national data finds
that welfare reform is playing a major role in raising the employment of single mothers
ages 19–45, but that, contrary to expectations, the gains are approximately as high in
rural as in urban areas.  However, although additional child care benefits increased
urban employment of single mothers, they did not increased the employment of their
rural counterparts.  For young single mothers with low education, moreover, welfare
reform increased employment significantly more in urban that rural areas.

Lisa Gennetian and her colleagues examine the impact of an early pilot welfare
reform program, the Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP), on employment
and earnings of welfare recipients in rural and urban Minnesota.  This pilot program
required recipients to participate in training, offered a benefit structure to make work
pay more, and streamlined benefits by, among other things, cashing out food stamps.
Using an experimental analytical design in which they followed MFIP and regular
AFDC participants for two years after random assignment, the authors find that MFIP
increased employment in both rural and urban counties.  The MFIP program had a
large and lasting impact on urban participants; its impact on rural participants was
smaller and it diminished over time, so that the rural effect was less than half of the
urban effect by the second year.  MFIP had, moreover, a significant positive impact
on earnings in both years for urban participants, but it had no significant impact on
rural participant earnings in either year.

“Will there be enough jobs for those leaving welfare?” is a question that has
been raised frequently in welfare reform debates.  This question has particular salience
in rural regions, where unemployment rates are generally higher.  Frank Howell
assesses the capacity of labor markets in Mississippi to absorb the 1996 cohort of
TANF recipients by “matching” their educational credentials with the educational
profile needed for projected jobs in each labor market area from 1997–2002.  He also
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assesses the capacity of local labor markets to provide child care.  The author
concludes that urban labor markets will be better able to provide both “skill-matched”
jobs for welfare leavers and child care services than rural labor markets.

Because transitions to jobs are critical to the success of welfare reform, a key
question focuses on employers’ view of the potential workforce of former welfare
recipients.  Drawing on a survey of 130 Minnesota employers who participated in
local welfare-to-work partnerships, Greg Owen and his coauthors first looked at the
needs and attitudes of these employers in rural and suburban/urban areas.  They find
very little difference in attitudes between the areas, concluding that employers
generally view lack of “soft skills” as the primary barrier to workforce participation.
Employers also believe their main contribution to welfare reform is their willingness
to consider hiring; most employers did not believe it was their responsibility to help
participants overcome their barriers.  Owen and his colleagues also interviewed 395
randomly selected participants in the Minnesota Family Investment Program in rural
and urban areas to determine perceived barriers to employment and self-sufficiency.
In contrast with employers, welfare recipients in both rural and urban areas tended to
cite structural problems such as low wages, lack of child care, and lack of education
as primary barriers.

Mark Harvey and coauthors emphasize several dimensions of rural labor
markets that are often neglected in more quantitative assessments of welfare reform.
They examine labor market participation and involvement in assistance programs in
persistently poor rural counties in Kentucky (Central Appalachia), Mississippi (Lower
Mississippi River Delta), Texas (Lower Rio Grande Valley), and South Dakota
(Indian reservations) to obtain a qualitative picture of the survival strategies of low-
income families under welfare reform.  Information was obtained from national data
archives, state administrative data, records of nongovernmental organizations, and
interviews with community leaders and welfare recipients.  Their analysis highlights
the importance of the local “opportunity structures,” the centrality of the household
in the labor market strategies of rural women, the central role of the informal
economy in rural labor market decisions, and the importance of entrenched local
power structures in the operation of rural labor markets.

The decline in food stamp caseloads after welfare reform raised concern about
why eligible families are not participating in the Food Stamp program.  The fourth
section, “Food Assistance and Hunger: The Rural Dimension,” addresses this concern.

Sheena McConnell and James Ohls examine how well the Food Stamp
program serves nonmetropolitan households.  They conclude that the program is at
least as successful in serving low-income nonmetropolitan households as it is in
serving their metropolitan counterparts.  Participation rates are higher in rural areas,
and the recent declines in participation rates have occurred primarily in metropolitan
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areas.  Their survey data suggest a high degree of satisfaction with the program in
both metro and nonmetro areas.

Mark Nord uses data from the Current Population Survey Food Security
Supplements to examine whether the declines in food stamp use are due to lower
levels of food insecurity and hunger or to less access to the Food Stamp program.  He
finds that food insecurity increased substantially among low-income households not
using food stamps, suggesting that the decline in food stamps is due to reduced
access.  However, because hunger among this population did not increase, he
concludes that those who most need food assistance still have access to food stamps.
Nonmetropolitan patterns are not substantially different from national patterns.

In the concluding chapter of this book, we summarize the findings of the
studies presented in this volume and discuss policy implications and options.  We
draw several policy lessons for the federal design of welfare and food assistance
policy and state implementation of welfare reform and food assistance programs.

In closing, we call attention to a statement taken from the 1995 report,
Understanding Rural America (Economic Research Service 1995):

Understanding rural America is no easy task.  It is tempting to generalize and
oversimplify, to characterize rural areas as they once were or as they are now in
only some places.  Understanding rural America requires understanding the
ongoing changes and diversity that shape it.  The economies of individual rural
areas differ, as do the resources upon which they are built an the opportunities and
challenges they face.  Some have participated in the economic progress of the
Nation, while others have not.  Even among those that have benefitted in the past,
many are not well positioned to compete in today’s global economy.  Each of those
types of areas has different needs. No single policy can sufficiently address the
needs of all.

The U.S. Congress now begins to prepare for the upcoming debate over
reauthorization of PRWORA in 2002.  The research studies presented in this book
will provide a strong empirical basis to help inform the policy debate on
reauthorization and will serve to identify some of the welfare challenges and
opportunities facing rural people, their families, and their communities.

Notes
1. Visit the JCPR Web site at <www.jcpr.org> to download conference papers, the

executive summary, and other relevant resources and information from the May 2000
conference, “Rural Dimensions of Welfare Reform.”

2. For example, Wisconsin’s 72 county governments and New York’s 57 counties plus
New York City are responsible for welfare administration in those states.  In contrast,
Florida, Mississippi, and Washington have state-centered welfare programs (Liebschutz
2000).
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3. See Oliveira (1998) for a more detailed description of the effects of welfare reform on
the food stamp and other food-assistance programs.

4. Using population counts from the 1990 census, there were 50.9 million nonmetro county
residents and 61.7 million rural residents in 1990.  Thus, when using the nonmetro
definition, we are missing some 29 million individuals who live in small rural towns
with fewer than 2,500 residents or open territory but are classified as metropolitan
residents because they live within the boundaries of a metropolitan county.  At the same
time, some 36 percent of nonmetro residents live in urban areas with 2,500 residents or
more.  See The Economic Research Web site at
<www.ers.usda.gov/briefing/rurality/whatisrural/> for mor information on these and
other county classifications.
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