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The Honorable Ron Wyden
Chairman
Senate Committee on Finance
Washington, D.C. 20510
Dear Chairman Wyden and Ranking Member Hatch:

I’m writing to you regarding Congressional funding for rigorous studies of Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families and related welfare programs. Due to a new Congressional
Budget Office (CBO) scoring decision, such funding is no longer in the baseline for the first time
since 1996, and thus not included in the current Continuing Resolution (CR). We urge you to
restore the funding (approximately $15 million) as part of a longer-term CR or omnibus
spending bill for FY 2015, for reasons summarized below.
As background, the Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy is a nonprofit, nonpartisan
organization, whose mission is to increase the effectiveness of government social spending
through the use of rigorous evidence about “what works.” We are unaffiliated with any social
service programs, do not receive federal research funding, and have no financial interest in any
policy ideas we support.
Because of longstanding federal research support, welfare is the one area of social policy
where scientific evidence about what works both exists and has had major policy impact.

From the 1980s through the present, the Administration for Children and Families within the
Department of Health and Human Services has used the welfare research funds to sponsor a
large number of rigorous randomized controlled trials of innovative strategies for assisting
welfare recipients – and those at risk of dependency – to move toward self-sufficiency by
entering and maintaining employment.
Some highlighted findings from the randomized trials:

•
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They have convincingly demonstrated the value of work-focused welfare reform
strategies, as compared to strategies emphasizing remedial education. Specifically,

they have shown that reform models that emphasize short-term job-search assistance and
training, and encourage participants to find work quickly, have larger effects on
employment, earnings, and welfare dependence than reform models emphasizing remedial
education. The work-focused models are also much less costly to operate.1
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The studies found three major work-focused reform models (two in California, one in
Oregon) to be especially effective, each increasing employment and earnings 20-50%
and generating net government savings in the tens of millions of dollars. The

government savings (e.g., from reduced welfare and food stamps payments) was $2,500 to
$7,500 per person, or more than $20 million in each of the three programs. 2
•

Programs that combine mandatory participation in employment-focused services with
earnings supplements for participants who do find work have been shown to raise
overall income and move many out of poverty. For example, the Minnesota Family

Investment Program, employing such a strategy, was found not only to produce sizable gains
(20-40%) in employment and earnings for single-parent, long-term welfare recipients, but
also to reduce the percentage with overall income below the poverty line from 85% to 75%. 3

These findings have had a major impact on policy and practice, paving the way for many of the
work-focused welfare reforms of the past 20 years.

According to federal officials and others involved in the reform efforts, the study findings helped
build political consensus for the strong work requirements in the 1996 federal welfare reform act, and
shape many of the work-first state-level reforms that followed. The scientific rigor of the findings
were critical to their policy impact. 4 Work first and job club models found to be cost effective in these
studies are now the mainstay of welfare systems in the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom,
Australia, and much of Europe.
In addition, the findings regarding the value of earnings supplements have played a key role in state
decisions to preserve and expand state earned income tax credit policies and, in the wake of the 1996
federal welfare reforms, to maintain or implement rules allowing welfare recipients to keep part of
their benefits after going to work. Nearly every state now includes such supplement strategies as part
of its welfare laws.
Because of its scientific rigor and policy impact, federal welfare research has served as an influential
example for other policy areas.

Over the last decade, the example set by welfare research has helped to stimulate the much broader use
of randomized controlled trials in other areas of social policy, to build credible, actionable evidence
about how to improve people’s lives. In areas such as aid to developing countries, education, child
protection, and criminal justice, key leaders have pointed to welfare as the leading model of
policymaking based on scientific evidence about what works. 5
There is much more to learn. Ongoing evaluations being conducted with federal welfare research
funds are addressing important policy and practical questions, such as –
•

Which types of job search assistance (e.g. self-directed versus one-on-one counseling)
produce the largest impacts on employment and earnings? Job search assistance is

ubiquitous in TANF, yet we know little about which approaches are most effective. The ongoing
Job Search Assistance Evaluation, a multi-site randomized controlled trial, is measuring the
relative impact of specific job search strategies. 6
•

How effective is occupational job training for low-income families that focuses on specific
sectors or occupations with high labor demand? This is a key question being addressed in the

ongoing Innovative Strategies for Increasing Self-Sufficiency evaluation, a multi-site randomized
controlled trial of promising sector-specific strategies for increasing employment and selfsufficiency. 7
It would be a great loss indeed if, as a result of a $15 million CBO scoring decision, this critically
important national resource were de-funded. We strongly urge you to restore the funding.

Thank you for your consideration of this matter. Please let me know if you have any questions or would
like additional information.
Sincerely,

Jon Baron
President, Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy
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