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1

Introduction

Even amid the current economic recovery, America’s struggle to overcome
poverty continues. On both right and left, Americans and their leaders do not
accept that large numbers of people should be needy in one of the richest
countries on earth. Republicans and Democrats differ about much, but both
parties show a serious commitment to overcoming the poverty problem.

The most recent watershed in that struggle was welfare reform. In the
1990s, through a largely bipartisan effort, family welfare was transformed to
require that most welfare mothers work in return for aid. Coupled with new
benefits and superb economic conditions, those requirements reduced the
welfare rolls by well over half. Work levels among poor mothers rose dra-
matically while family poverty fell, albeit less sharply.

Now attention is being paid to nonworking men, because their employ-
ment is also crucial to uplifting families. How to get them to work more
steadily is my subject here. Much of my approach is modeled on welfare
reform. Poor fathers, like poor mothers, need both help and hassle. That is,
they need more help from government than they are getting. But they must
also be expected to help themselves. We need to demand work—and, if
necessary, to enforce it.

This study is the first to ask what a serious effort to raise poor men’s
work levels would mean. I ask, in effect, how can we achieve welfare reform
for men? The parallel to the earlier reform cannot be exact because most
nonworking men are not on welfare or receiving any government benefit.
We must seek other points of leverage. It turns out that government is
already much involved with many of the men who concern us. It demands
that absent fathers pay child support, and it expects ex-offenders leaving the
prisons to work as a condition of parole. The immediate goals are to obtain
income for families and to forestall convicts returning to crime. But these
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requirements could also be a basis for requiring men to work and thus rais-
ing their work levels. The germ of a male work test already exists in the
institutions we have.

In this book, I look first at the scale of the men’s work problem and
what seems to be its causes. That requires an excursion into the psychol-
ogy of male nonwork, which has seldom been explored. I go on to exam-
ine experimental programs in which a serious attempt was made to get
more poor men working. Such programs appear able to raise work levels—
if well implemented.

Could such programs be implemented widely? My own research con-
centrates especially on this question. A surprising number of states have
already instituted programs like this, even though Washington has been lit-
tle aware of it. My own interviews in several states uncovered the reasons
why some states innovate in this area and some do not. The more enter-
prising states suggest that, as in welfare reform, the real solution to poverty
is institutional—building new programs that can both promote and require
work for needy adults.

Finally, I draw conclusions for national policy. I recommend a best form
for poor men’s work programs. I advise cautious expansion of these pro-
grams and additional evaluations to learn more about them. I also recom-
mend higher wage subsidies for low-paid workers. As in welfare reform,
linking benefits and requirements is the way forward.

Poverty and Work

If nothing else, welfare reform confirmed that employment is central to
overcoming poverty. When families are poor in America, the immediate rea-
son is usually that parents do not work consistently. Accordingly, raising
employment among poor adults has been a central goal of social policy ever
since poverty first became a national issue in the 1960s. Even programs
seemingly aimed at other things—such as improving education or child
care—have among their goals getting more poor fathers and mothers to
work more regularly.

The poor work much less than the nonpoor. Table I-1 shows that, in
general, work levels in the American adult population run high. Nearly two-
thirds of persons aged sixteen and over worked at some time in 2009, and
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42 percent worked full time and full year. Yet among adults under the
poverty line, only 36 percent worked at all. Only 9 percent worked full year
and full time—less than a quarter of the population rate. If we contrasted
poor with nonpoor, the differences would be even greater. Similar gaps pre-
vail if we look at men, women, heads of family, or female family heads. In
the population, 80 percent of family heads with children worked in 2009,
with 56 percent full time and full year, but among the poor, work rates ran
dramatically lower, especially full time and full year. These figures are for a
recession year. In better times, work levels for both the population and the
poor would be slightly higher, but the gap would remain.

The point is not that people are first poor and then decline to work.
Rather, they are poor largely because they lack work. Nonemployment is
usually the principal cause of working-age poverty. It is not the only cause—
many other factors mediate that link between employment and poverty, par-
ticularly wage levels and family size. There are working poor—people who

INTRODUCTION   3

TABLE I-1
EMPLOYMENT RATE BY POVERTY STATUS OF PERSONS AGED SIXTEEN

AND OVER AND FAMILY HEADS, 2009 (PERCENT)

With children
under 18

All All
family Female family Female

Persons Men Women heads heads heads heads

All income levels
Worked at any time 65 71 60 70 67 80 73

Full time/full year 42 48 35 49 42 56 45
Did not work 35 29 40 30 33 20 27

Income below poverty
Worked at any time 36 41 32 46 48 53 52

Full time/full year 9 12 7 15 13 17 14
Did not work 64 59 68 54 52 47 48

NOTE: Full time means at least thirty-five hours per week; full year means at least fifty weeks per year.
SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, March 2010 Annual Social and Economic Supplement, tables 14, 15, 22.
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work regular hours yet are poor, usually due to either low wages or large
families where no other family members work.

However, the working poor are far outnumbered by the nonworking
poor. The link between nonwork and poverty is extraordinarily potent. What-
ever the precise connection is, poverty—especially serious and sustained
poverty—is deeply involved with low work levels. It is difficult to imagine
overcoming family poverty without poor adults working more consistently.
Raising their work levels has more impact than anything else.

Reasoning like this lay behind welfare reform, which aimed above all to
raise work levels among poor single mothers, many of whom are needy for
lack of jobs. Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), the princi-
pal cash welfare program, had long supported needy female-headed fami-
lies without a serious work expectation. That was the main reason it was
unpopular. Work programs attached to AFDC to which welfare mothers
might be assigned were first seriously expanded in the Family Support Act
of 1988. Then, in 1996, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) replaced AFDC with Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families. TANF mandated that states move half of recipients into
work activities by 2002, on pain of cuts in their federal funding.

Work levels rose sharply—on and off the rolls. In 1993, only 44 percent
of poor mothers with children worked at all, with only 9 percent full time
and full year. By 1999, those numbers had jumped to 64 and 17 percent,
respectively.1 TANF’s new work requirements were the main impetus
behind this change, although a superb economy and new wage and child
care subsidies also contributed.2 Although some of the work gain was lost
in the ensuing recessions, employment levels for poor mothers have
remained substantially higher than before welfare reform. That shift was the
main cause of the drop in the caseload of around 70 percent that occurred
between 1994 and 2008. Even in the recent recession, TANF cases went
back up only slightly.

However, if poor mothers were working more, poor fathers were work-
ing less. Even unusually low unemployment and growing real wages in the
1990s raised their work levels only slightly. As Table I-1 shows, in 2009,
only 41 percent of poor men worked at all, only 12 percent full time and
full year, compared with figures of 71 and 48 percent, respectively, for the
population as a whole. Those levels were below those for poor female family
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heads with children, even though mothers usually have to arrange child care
in order to work.

Men have received more attention recently chiefly because of a wave of
men returning from prison following rising incarceration in recent decades.
A movement has arisen to help ex-offenders and other poor men move into
employment and thus reintegrate in society.

Misconceptions

For that quest to succeed, government must avoid past errors. Welfare
reform was delayed for decades because the contention about it was
unduly partisan. In the 1960s and 1970s, the debate focused mostly on
how much government should do for the poor, with Democrats and lib-
erals typically asking for more and Republicans and conservatives for less.
The debate also focused on opportunity as the answer to poverty or depend-
ency. Roughly, those left of center wanted government to emancipate the
poor from perceived impediments to working, whereas the right counted
on the private market to do so. Finally, the discourse was economistic,
focused chiefly on the benefits welfare provided and the incentives those
benefits generated for or against marriage and employment. Although
some welfare reform plans tried to promote employment, they conceived
of it more as another benefit to be provided to the recipients than as an
obligation incumbent upon them.

In the 1980s and 1990s, a more mature debate emerged. PRWORA was
in some ways highly partisan, the doing largely of Republicans, but it
embodied changes in work and child support requirements that reflected
experience. Evaluations suggested that the Family Support Act of 1988 had
been too cautious in enforcing work. It had put too many clients in educa-
tion and training, whereas going to work in available jobs generated more
gains in employment and earnings. Accordingly, PRWORA required more
welfare mothers to enter work activities, and it shifted these activities
toward “work first”—entering available jobs rather than training.

The discourse also focused less on expanding opportunity for the poor
than on obligating them to fulfill their responsibilities, both to work and to
pay child support. Reform was also seen less in economic and more in insti-
tutional terms. The main lever for change was no longer incentives but the

INTRODUCTION   5
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expanded work and child support requirements that states were to imple-
ment on the ground, that is, at the local level, where recipients were served.
Although such benefits as child care and wage subsidies still played a role,
economics ceded to statecraft as the chief language of policy.3

The emerging men’s debate will have to undergo a similar shift to be
fruitful. In Congress, liberals have responded to the men’s problem chiefly
by throwing money at it. Conservatives seek instead to engage faith-based
organizations to serve the men. The first approach would build up govern-
ment in a conventional sense, whereas the second would restrict it. Politi-
cians also tend to treat the men as unfortunates who bear no responsibility
for their condition. The press depicts them as oppressed by external condi-
tions—as child support defaulters overwhelmed by their arrears or as ex-
offenders without support in the community.4 As in welfare, policy thinking
is economic, framed in terms of new services and incentives.

As before, solutions require that policymakers focus on solving the
problem, not on partisan combat; they must be prepared to enforce work as
well as facilitate it; and they must think in institutional more than in eco-
nomic terms. The way forward is to graft new work programs onto the child
support and criminal justice systems that already deal with low-income
men. Only in this way can nonworking men, like welfare mothers, get both
the help and hassle they need to work more.

A Look Ahead

In the chapters that follow, I first provide more detail about the men’s work
problem. Failure to work regularly is the largest single problem poor men
have, although it is far from the only one. The two key groups of men who
often have work problems are those failing to pay child support and those
emerging from prison on parole (chapter 1). The causes of nonwork include
both economic and cultural conditions. As with welfare mothers, the key to
getting more men to work lies in some combination of new benefits and
work requirements (chapter 2).

Some promising work programs have already appeared in both child
support (chapter 3) and criminal justice (chapter 4). In both areas we see
the development of new institutions to deal with growing family abandon-
ment and crime. In both areas, mere enforcement has proved insufficient.

6 EXPANDING WORK PROGRAMS FOR POOR MEN
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The new programs seek to promote work and other good outcomes
through new services as well as requirements. Evaluations suggest that they
are promising.

Implementing such programs, however, poses substantial challenges
(chapter 5). Nonetheless, a survey of the states shows that half or more have
already developed work programs aimed at these men, even with little fed-
eral support (chapter 6). Field research in six states clarified the political and
administrative factors that determine how aggressively states pursue these
programs (chapter 7).

In light of all the evidence, I recommend a form of work program that
would be mandatory and work focused. Ideally, enhanced work enforce-
ment would be coupled with improved work subsidies for low-income
men who worked steadily and paid their child support (chapter 8). It is too
soon to mandate work programs on the states, but Washington should sup-
port their cautious expansion, chiefly through better funding and more
evaluation (chapter 9).

INTRODUCTION   7
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8

1

Poor Men’s Work Problems

This chapter describes the men’s work problem in more depth. Lack of steady
employment is the most serious problem poor men have, although far from the
only one. Getting them to work more is the best thing society can do for them.

Poor Men and Work

Men aged sixteen to fifty are those most expected to work, although for
teenagers the first obligation would be to finish school. In 2009, 9.1 million
men in this age range were poor, or 12 percent of the total. Of these poor
men, 71 percent were white, but Hispanics (30 percent) and blacks (20 per-
cent) were overrepresented relative to their shares of the population.1

Table 1-1 shows the percentages of poor and nonpoor men in this age
range who worked full time and full year or, alternatively, did not work at
all in 2009, and the figures are broken out by age and race or ethnic group.
Among the nonpoor, nearly three-fifths worked full time and full year. This
was a recession year—in better times, work levels would run higher.
Employment also rises dramatically from ages sixteen to twenty-four to
later ages, as men get fully into their careers. The story is similar for all racial
and ethnic groups, although blacks and Native Americans show somewhat
lower work levels than average.

For poor men, the story is very different. Here only 13 percent report
working full time and full year, and more than half did not work at all dur-
ing the year. Again, work levels would be higher in better times. Employ-
ment fails to rise much from the younger ages to the older. Poor youths
often fail to make a successful transition to adulthood. Somehow they do
not, like better-off men, mature into regular, reliable workers. Already by the
age of fifty, most of these men have left the labor force.
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Of course, as mentioned above, the link between poverty and nonwork
is to a great extent definitional. The poor are necessarily those without
work. Nonwork is poverty by another name. Yet the association is far from
perfect, and group differences are revealing. Hispanics have the highest
work levels, confirming their image as “working poor.” This partly reflects
the status of many as recent immigrants, often illegal. Blacks have the low-
est work rates, particularly among young men, among whom 78 percent
report no employment at all.

POOR MEN’S WORK PROBLEMS 9

TABLE 1-1
MEN WORKING FULL TIME/FULL YEAR AND NOT WORKING, 

BY AGE, RACE, AND POVERTY LEVEL, 2009 (PERCENT)

Ages

16–50 16–24 25–35 36–50

FT/ No FT/ No FT/ No FT/ No
FY work FY work FY work FY work

Above Poverty
Total 59 16 21 40 68 8 74 8

White 60 14 23 37 69 7 75 7
Black 51 26 15 53 59 17 68 15
Native American 50 25 20 52 64 9 66 13
Asian 65 16 19 53 72 9 80 6
Hispanic 57 17 27 41 65 8 69 9

Below Poverty
Total 13 52 6 63 17 40 17 52

White 15 47 7 58 20 34 19 48
Black 7 69 3 78 10 58 9 67
Native American 7 63 0 70 14 48 8 69
Asian 12 57 4 63 11 59 24 49 
Hispanic 20 40 7 60 26 27 26 35

NOTE: The category of working but less than full time/full year is omitted. Racial categories do not
overlap. Native American includes American Indian and Alaska Native. Racial groups add to less than
total because Native Hawaiians and Other Pacific Islanders and persons of two or more races are omit-
ted. Hispanics are an ethnic category and may be of any race. 
SOURCE: Author’s tabulations from U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, March 2010.
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Over time, the men’s problem has been getting worse, not better. Since
at least 1979, rates of labor-force participation (that is, rates of working or
seeking work) have been falling for younger men with no more than a high
school education. Those rates stabilized for white and Hispanic men in the
1990s, but they continued to fall for blacks—despite the unusually good
wages and job prospects of that decade. Rates of actual employment
improved slightly for all groups in the 1990s, but blacks’ work rates still
lagged around twenty points below those of the other groups. And these fig-
ures understate black joblessness because they exclude the many black men
incarcerated for crime.2

Regular employment has ceased to be usual for many low-skilled men.
These men typically work erratically and, when not working, subsist on a
combination of support from families, the few public benefits they may
receive, and illegal employment, such as the drug trade. This change has
devastated low-income areas, depriving families not only of income, but
also of functioning fathers who can set an example for their children.3

Fatherless children tend to drop out of school more often and get
involved in unwed pregnancy or crime at a young age, thus continuing the
pattern. The lack of reliable fathers in the ghetto is like a wound from which
families never fully recover. “Like plants bending toward a distant sun,”
Jason DeParle has written, children still orient to the absent father, even if
he is far away in prison.4 It is tempting to write such men off, yet in fact they
are indispensable. No recovery for the inner city is imaginable unless these
men once again come to constitute a working class.

Nonwork and Other Problems

The most immediate result of male nonwork is that men themselves are
poor, always scrambling to make ends meet. And from that many other
social problems follow. The most obvious is family abandonment. Mothers
refuse to marry men who are not reliable providers, even if the women have
children with them. After a history of nonsupport, they will likely drive the
men out of the house.5 Failure as breadwinners is thus one of the principal
causes of unwed pregnancy, which has overtaken low-income America since
the 1960s. In 1965, the “Moynihan Report” expressed alarm that a quarter
of black children were born out of wedlock, but that rate has since soared

10 EXPANDING WORK PROGRAMS FOR POOR MEN
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to 70 percent for blacks, compared to 50 percent for Hispanics and 33 per-
cent for whites.6

Men who do not work regularly are more often involved in crime, espe-
cially drug selling, as a substitute or supplement for regular jobs. That in turn
entails high risks of addiction, violence, conviction, and incarceration. The
rate of violent crime soared from 161 offenses per 100,000 population in
1960 to 758 in 1991, before declining to 467 in 2007. The comparable rates
for property crime were 1,726, 5,140, and 3,264, respectively. In response,
the rate of imprisonment also soared, so that in 2008, 2.3 million Americans
were behind bars, in federal or state prison or in local jails.7 Perhaps 13 mil-
lion Americans have a felony conviction—7 percent of the population and
12 percent of males. Probably 3 million are former prisoners.8

Some believe that the problems apparently caused by nonwork are
really due to other forces. Mothers may reject their partners over nonwork,
but they are even more likely to do so over the men’s domestic violence,
infidelity, or involvement in crime or drugs.9 Rather than nonwork causing
the family problem, perhaps the family problem is the real source of non-
work and other male dysfunctions. Similarly, crime may be due not to non-
work but to “criminogenic” attitudes that dispose men to break the law.
They must give up crime as a way of life before they are even receptive to
working regularly.

Despite this complexity, it is clear that higher work levels promote bet-
ter outcomes for both parents and children, even if we cannot specify all the
causal connections. Regular employment does make men more marriage-
able, and whether ex-offenders work is a major determinant of whether they
avoid recidivism, even if other factors are involved. Getting a good job does
help ex-offenders—especially older men—turn away from crime.10 What-
ever men’s other problems are, work will ameliorate them. For men, steady
work is a crucial passport to a meaningful life.

Work as Strategic

Another argument for a work focus is that it offers more leverage over men’s
problems in the short run than other approaches society might take. The
deepest difficulties for disadvantaged men probably do lie in crime and fam-
ily life. Nonworking men are disproportionately black and Hispanic, and

POOR MEN’S WORK PROBLEMS 11
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these two minorities also dominate serious crime. Blacks and Hispanics
comprised 13 and 16 percent, respectively, of the national population in
2008, but they accounted for 40 and 20 percent, respectively, of men
behind bars in that year. Whites comprised 80 percent of the population but
only 34 percent of the inmates.11 As many as 30 percent of young black
men today may have a criminal record.12 And as mentioned earlier, the
breakup and nonformation of families is most serious among minorities.
Among blacks and many Hispanics, the expectation now is that children
will grow up without fathers.

But government has so far found few answers to crime and unwed preg-
nancy. The prison reentry movement offers some hope to reduce recidivism,
as discussed in chapter 4, and the U.S. Administration for Children and
Families is working on programs to strengthen marriage. But major progress
on these fronts is still distant. By comparison, raising work levels is some-
thing government knows how to do. Welfare reform showed that it could
be achieved through a combination of work enforcement and new benefits.
Government has solved many of the practical problems involved in work
promotion, including how to motivate staffs and clients and how to hold
programs accountable. What worked for welfare mothers can, at least in
principle, work for nonworking men as well.

Politics argues the same way. The public regrets the decline of the fam-
ily but is unready to stigmatize single mothers.13 The black community is
unready to accept the direct promotion of marriage as a solution to
poverty. Better to raise men’s work levels and child support payments as
first steps, and improved relations with spouses and children should fol-
low.14 Although locking up criminals has recently been popular, it has
reached a limit, as chapter 4 shows. In contrast, promoting work for poor
adults is extremely popular. Working confers membership in society as
nothing else does. Nonworkers themselves typically accept a work obliga-
tion, at least in principle, and the public is ready to spend to achieve it, as
welfare reform demonstrated.15

Men’s problems might call for a variety of services, but a work focus is
comprehensible to the public and supportable where a more complex strat-
egy is not. As welfare reform showed, in the name of work, our leaders can
change the bureaucracy and fund many services besides just job placement.
The work mission has an organizing force that nothing else does.

12 EXPANDING WORK PROGRAMS FOR POOR MEN

chapter1.qxd  2/18/11  9:47 AM  Page 12
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Key Groups

There are 9 million working-aged poor men, but the groups where gov-
ernment has the most leverage are much smaller. One is child support
defaulters—men who already owe child support to former families but who
fail to pay it due to employment problems. In 2007, the most recent data,
an estimated 714,000 noncustodial fathers owed child support to poor
mothers but paid either none or less than was due.16 Presumably most of
these men were themselves poor or low income. Most likely, their failure to
pay had some connection to employment problems.

The other key group is ex-offenders exiting the prisons on parole. In
2007, 721,161 ex-offenders left federal and state prisons, and 821,177 were
on parole in that year. As these numbers imply, parole is usually short term,
with 67 percent of cases leaving parole in 2007.17 In most states parolees are
obligated to work as a condition of parole. Sketchy information suggests
that although most parolees find jobs quickly on leaving prison, they have
trouble maintaining employment, and their work rates fall over time.18 A
rough estimate is that 60 percent of parolees—492,706—have significant
problems working.19

These two groups comprised 1.2 million men in 2007 who were already
supposed to be working, yet had difficulty doing so. That total is somewhat
overstated because the two populations overlap—at least 70 percent of male
ex-offenders are also noncustodial fathers.20 This makes the cost estimates I
offer below conservative, as the actual need may be smaller than 1.2 million.

I do not directly address here how best to help the much larger numbers
of poor men who also have employment problems but currently face no
obligation to work. Not all poor men are fathers, and only a minority are ex-
offenders. Many, however, are likely to become absent fathers or offenders at
some point. The groups I have defined are probably the most disadvantaged
of poor men. These are the men whose nonwork poses the greatest difficulty
for themselves, their families, and society. They are also the men who have
proved hardest to help. Getting them to work, if it can be done, would pay
the largest benefits in terms of reducing poverty and other social problems.
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Causes of Nonwork

To solve the work problem we must first identify its causes.1 Those forces
become levers that policymakers might seize to change behavior. Assuming
jobs are available, what can explain why men fail to work regularly when
they obviously need income? That behavior appears irrational, so the psy-
chology behind nonwork cannot be straightforward. We need to delve more
deeply into poor men’s motivation than social policymakers have done.

Approaches to Nonwork

Social scientists give two conflicting accounts of male nonwork. Economists
typically assume that it reflects economizing; that is, men are acting ration-
ally so as to maximize their utilities. If they are working less than they once
did, that must be because work has become less worthwhile or available
than before. The other, cultural approach views the same behavior as dys-
functional; that is, nonworking men are expressing desires but violating
their own interests and values—and those of their families and society as
well. This behavior is driven by a demand for decent treatment on the job
and a drive for respect that are particularly strong in men.

The Economic Approach. Economists assume that men will work if work-
ing is worth more to them than not working. Therefore, employment should
vary directly with wages. If men are paid more for working, more non-
workers will take jobs; if they are paid less, fewer will do so. This is called
the substitution effect. And indeed, as wages among low-skilled men (those
with a high school education or less) stagnated or fell during the 1970s and
1980s, the work level of this group also fell. On this logic, economists com-
monly infer that the falling wages directly caused falling employment.
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However, lower wages also generate an incentive to work more. When
pay per hour falls, men already working must put in more hours to cover
their financial needs. Conversely, higher wages allow workers to cover
these needs with fewer hours. On this logic, employment should vary
inversely with wages—as wages go down, work levels should go up. This
is called the income effect. When wages change over time, whether the
substitution or income effect will dominate is unclear a priori. Work levels
might go up or down.

Several economists estimate that, at least for low-paid workers, the
substitution effect dominates. Therefore, lower wages have driven work
levels down. However, these estimates rest on data before 1990.2 During
the 1990s, real wages for the low skilled rose, especially late in the decade.
Work levels for poor single mothers also rose sharply, as is consistent with
the economic theory, although welfare reform and the new benefits also
helped. For low-skilled men, however, the work increase was tepid, and
for low-skilled black men labor-force participation rates continued to fall
even during the 1990s. That is inconsistent with the theory. So is the fact
that low-skilled black men work at much lower levels than other low-
skilled men. Some force other than lower pay must be driving their work
levels down.3

Some economists also argue that, for disadvantaged men, jobs not only
pay less but have become less available. Employers, they believe, have
become less patient with low-skilled workers than formerly. Pay now varies
far more according to a worker’s education than it once did, leaving the low
skilled worse off. Under pressure from restructuring and globalization,
employers demand that low-paid employees show adaptability and produce
without problems or be replaced.4 But this argument cannot explain why
millions of unskilled immigrants from Latin America and Asia are now at
work in the U.S. economy. Nor can it account for the large variations in
work levels among different groups of poor men, as shown in table 1-1.

Yet another hypothesis is that native-born blacks have become less
employable than other low-skilled groups. Economists once thought that
the flood of women into the labor force during the 1970s and 1980s drove
down wages and employment for young blacks, but during the 1990s there
is no evidence of this.5 George Borjas argues that rapid immigration from
Mexico, both legal and illegal, has depressed unskilled male wages and
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employment. Anecdotal evidence suggests that employers often do spurn
native-born blacks in favor of women or illegal aliens, viewing them as more
tractable. But other economists question these effects. They are, in any
event, too small to explain the very low black male work levels or their fail-
ure to rise more in the hot labor market of the 1990s.6

One fact that used to make male nonwork seem rational is that drugs
and other illicit trades seemed to offer better opportunities to the low-skilled
male than legal but low-paid jobs. Some view poor men’s involvement in
drugs as a direct response to their inability to get legitimate employment.7

However, returns to drug selling have fallen since the 1980s. Most drug
gang members today make barely more than they would in legal employ-
ment, while they also face high risks of violence and arrest. Most of the
returns go to the gang leaders. Drug dealing no longer seems a rational alter-
native to legal but low-paid jobs.8

Other barriers may appear to block employment for the poor. The mis-
match theory asserts that jobs have become less accessible to the inner-city
poor, either because openings have shifted from the cities to the suburbs or
overseas or because the urban jobs still available now demand more edu-
cation and skills than poor adults have.9 This theory, too, seemed more
plausible during the 1970s and 1980s, when deindustrialization raged,
than it did during the 1990s, when legions of unskilled immigrants as well
as welfare mothers found jobs in cities. Even in a globalizing economy,
most jobs do not demand a four-year college education, and many of these
jobs still pay well.10

The Cultural Approach. The cultural interpretation is that nonworking
men fail to take advantage even of the jobs they can get. In this view, the
apparent association of lower wages with lower employment is spurious.
Neither directly causes the other. Rather, both result from a breakdown in
work discipline, which is the real driver. Low-income men, particularly
blacks, have become less reliable employees. As a result, they are paid less,
and they also work less, because they are often fired or drop out of jobs. This
logic is consistent with employers’ loss of patience with low-skilled workers.
One argument against the cultural view is that schooling levels for men—
our best measure of labor quality—continue to improve, although educa-
tional standards have no doubt fallen compared to decades ago.11
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Since the 1990s, many low-skilled men may seem deterred from work-
ing because of wage deductions to pay child support or because they are
incarcerated. In the 1990s, these factors likely overwhelmed the greater
disposition to work that higher wages might have caused.12 Wage deduc-
tions and imprisonment could be viewed as disincentives or barriers to
work, consistent with the economic approach. But the behavior that gen-
erates these sanctions is not optimizing, but self-defeating, consistent with
the cultural viewpoint.

The best evidence for the cultural theory comes from ethnographic
accounts of the attitudes and behavior of nonworking men. If disincentives
such as low wages explained nonwork, we would find these men com-
plaining about low wages and demanding to be paid more, in the practical
style of trade unionists who bargain with bosses over working conditions.
Ethnographers find, however, that the main reason the men do not work is
not calculations of advantage but the confusions of private life. Immersed in
conflicts with spouses and other personal struggles, they are not organized
well enough to work, whatever the wage. So although they affirm working
in principle, they fail to follow through on their own intentions.13

The culture of nonwork resembles the culture of poverty in general.
Poor adults are seldom rebels or bohemians. They do not reject conven-
tional values, such as the work ethic or marital fidelity. Yet commonly they
fail to achieve them. The gap between norms and actual behavior is much
wider than it usually is for the better off. Differences in outward opportu-
nities are insufficient to explain this.14 More important, the men often
yield to the temptations of the street, such as the drug trade, rather than
going straight.15

A more pessimistic interpretation is that the most alienated men have
abandoned traditional values entirely, in favor of a life that defiantly seeks
power and pleasure on the street.16 But this view cannot account for the air
of disappointment and depression that hangs over lower-class society. The
culture of poverty is, above all, a culture of defeat.17 If poor men really
rejected conventional values, they would challenge society more than they
do. When faced by some new demand by the authorities, their usual
response is not aggressive but passive aggressive. Most neither comply nor
protest, but withdraw. This reflects their conviction that they are losers and
mainstream society has no place for them.18 That instinct explains the low
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turnout in men’s programs even when the benefits offered are generous and
undemanding, as I note below. The work problem cannot be solved with-
out overcoming this profound estrangement from society.

Male Demands. All this applies to poor adults in general. But the problem
of male nonwork appears to involve additional dimensions that derive
from male psychology. The following account is somewhat speculative, but
it draws on the ethnographic accounts already mentioned. Most of this
research is about blacks, but there is no reason to think that the psychol-
ogy of male nonwork differs importantly by race or ethnicity. Disadvan-
taged Hispanic youth show the same self-defeating patterns as poor blacks,
as do the long-term white poor of Appalachia.19 The psychology of male
defeat is universal.

Welfare reform revealed that poor mothers are surprisingly accepting of
employment. Many had worked off the books while drawing aid. For many
women, being required to work on the books was not a major change. The
usual barriers were the logistics of arranging child care and, often, a lack of
confidence. Hence the evolution of welfare policy toward work programs
that are both demanding and supportive. They not only require welfare
women to work but also help them achieve it.20

Nonworking men, typically, are more demanding. That is because work
is usually more important to them, not less. Poor mothers tend to take the
wage they are offered. Black male youth, in contrast, typically demand
higher wages before they will work than do comparable white youth. Econo-
mists say that they have a higher “reservation wage.”21 But this framing
again suggests a quality of calm calculation that is lacking. This is not opti-
mizing behavior in the usual, monetary sense. Young black men will often
refuse to work for “chump change” even if it means not working at all. Or
they accept jobs but then find them unrewarding or abusive, so they leave
in a huff or are fired. They are defending their self-esteem rather than maxi-
mizing their income.22

Low-skilled youth feel that employers treat them as expendable, firing
them on the least provocation. To the employers, however, it seems that the
men simply don’t want to work. So bosses grow wary of hiring them, par-
ticularly minorities and ex-offenders. One cannot call such preferences
racist in the usual sense of a generalized hostility to blacks because black
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employers voice the same complaints as whites.23 Economists may say the
men behave “as if” they do not find work worth their time. Again, that
implies a capacity to decide rationally. Actually, the men violate their own
intentions, which are to work and get ahead.

Successful men keep assertiveness in line. That usually reflects early
conditioning. Middle-class boys of all races internalize the values and
lifestyles of their parents. Obeying their elders—especially their fathers—
prepares them later to obey their teachers and employers. Even in the
ghetto, fathers in two-parent families school their sons to be reliable family
men.24 To be sure, working does not solve all their problems. They still have
to struggle for adequate wages, through earning raises or promotions or
through trade union or political action. But by becoming steady workers,
they at least get a foot on the ladder. That is the formation that nonworking
men and youth typically lack.

The Quest for Respect. At the heart of nonwork is not economic behav-
ior but men’s hunger for “dignity” or “respect.” More than most women,
men at all income levels typically work not just to make money but to “be
somebody.” Gaining respect means that others recognize your importance
and grant you a place in the world. The male quest is to get out front for
some cause and by so doing to vindicate oneself. That drive motivates men’s
achievements, but it is dangerous unless it is harnessed to being employed
and supporting families.25 One key to poverty is that the quest for respect
has lost those moorings in low-income areas.

Poor men feel the same drive as better-off men, but they are less able to
satisfy it. Typically, they grow up in weak families and disordered neighbor-
hoods where, during their formative years, they do not learn the behaviors
needed for advancement. Most families are female-headed. The mothers
seek to socialize their sons but do it less well than a two-parent family could
do. The child is thus not ready for school and tends to do poorly there and
later on the job. Each rejection makes the quest for dignity more desperate,
producing rebellion, which produces further rejection, in a descending spi-
ral. In the middle class, by contrast, boys of all races learn early to satisfy
their parents, then their teachers and bosses, in an ascending spiral.

Paradoxically, the social problems of nonworking men arise initially
from virtue rather than vice—the search for a meaningful life. To observers,
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the men seem out of control and threatening, yet they themselves feel pow-
erless to be anybody.26 Unable to make any impact on the world, many
unskilled youth turn away from the legitimate roles of worker and family
man. They develop an oppositional street culture where prestige is won by
physical toughness rather than by conventional achievement. Many go into
the drug trade as a way to vindicate themselves against the disapproval of
society. Unfortunately, to pursue recognition this way proves destructive for
both them and their communities.27

They also usually fail to form their own families. They father children
but then abandon them and the mothers because the demands of marriage
and fatherhood are too great.28 An economic logic is too narrow to capture
the dynamics. Low-income men might seem to be deterred from working
when their wages are garnished to pay child support. This reduces the effec-
tive wage they can earn, so they calculate that working is no longer worth-
while. Firsthand accounts, however, suggest that the men are much more
blocked by the humiliation and anger they feel at the child support system
and, often, the mother who turned them in. Child support is not just a cost
but the badge of their failure as husbands and fathers.29

This perspective helps to explain one of the mysteries of poverty—why
poor men on average are less employable than poor women, even though the
latter have children to deal with. The reason may be that their lot in life is
less affirming. Poor women find their identity chiefly as mothers. They typi-
cally believe they can succeed in that role, even if outside observers demur.
They have to meet community standards for their children, but they are not
in direct competition with other mothers. They also have had their own
mothers as role models, even if their fathers were absent.30 For them, work-
ing is secondary. It usually poses practical problems, not a crisis of identity.

Men, by contrast, are wired to achieve self-esteem chiefly through efforts
outside the home. That forces them into the labor market, a far more com-
petitive arena than motherhood. They have bought into the success ethos of
the wider society, and, following the civil rights reforms, they can no longer
blame failure on systematic injustice.31 But they are up against other men
much better prepared than themselves. They often lack fathers to guide
them, and government does little to help them. So their failure to compete
is all but inevitable. Hence their prickly defensiveness, which often blocks
them from working at all, to their own cost.
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Work before Family. One implication of this analysis is that, for men,
work must come before family. Men themselves think this. They seek
work first and foremost to vindicate themselves. Getting money to sup-
port families or other ends is also important, but does not cut as deep.
Even a man of independent means, who need not work, will feel unful-
filled unless he is accomplishing something that people recognize in the
outside world. Many educated women feel the same, but for low-income
women, work is typically more instrumental, something they often do
mostly for income.

In appraising men, women also put work before marriage. They
demand to see that a man is a reliable provider before they will contem-
plate marriage with him. Many poor men fail to provide; they often get
into drugs, crime, and spousal abuse as well. They seldom justify them-
selves. They do not argue coolly that available jobs are not worthwhile;
they simply behave badly in ways that even they cannot explain. So the
women give up on them and raise their children alone.32 So for men, suc-
cess at work becomes the passport to marriage and family life. Without
steady work, a man may father children, but he cannot become a daddy
in the conventional sense.33

Some studies suggest the reverse—that marriage can be the key to
employment. The married man is likely to work harder than the unmarried
to support his children. In various ways, his wife may also help him succeed
on the job. So if society could promote more stable marriages among poor
partners, that might help solve the work problem.34 Nevertheless, although
marriage and work are strongly associated, a causal link is less clear: rather
than either work or marriage causing the other, both reflect the compe-
tences a man must have either to work or to marry.35 Ethnographic accounts
favor the view that work is primary. We read that whether men are reliable
providers shapes whether they marry. The same observers do not suggest
that whether men marry determines whether they work.36

If work is primary, then one implication is that men must prove them-
selves first of all in competition with other workers. In legitimate employ-
ment, workers focus on the job, and whether a man succeeds with women
outside the workplace is irrelevant. Indeed, as feminists often complain,
American bosses typically make few allowances for whether a worker has
a family or not. It is true that street youth can impress their friends by
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“scoring” with women and fathering children out of wedlock. But these
rewards are a poor substitute for the more solid rewards that come from suc-
ceeding in legal jobs and then in marriage, and street men know it.

This appraisal also implies, since most workers are men, that men must
prove themselves centrally with other men, and only then with women.
Marginalized men spend much of their time in the neighborhood, not at the
workplace.37 They interact with women, and their troubled relations with
the opposite sex are highly visible. But their failures with men are in fact pri-
mary and offstage. They have failed to measure up to the standards set by
male mentors and rivals in legitimate jobs. The attention they seek from
women is a poor substitute. They seek respect in private life, when it can
really be won only in public, in the workplace.38

Poverty as Disorder. “Poverty” connotes something economic, but in an
affluent society it really reflects a breakdown of order. Today’s urban poverty
arose chiefly because the disciplines of both work and family broke down
in the mid-twentieth century among low-income people, especially blacks.
Somehow, many parents lost their own commitment to jobs and spouses
and thus their authority over children. Fathers failed to work and often dis-
appeared. Their sons then became rootless, seeking to work but not know-
ing how. Paradoxically, the collapse came just as opportunities for blacks
were expanding.

At the core of this breakdown was a loss of self-command among men
and youth. As Daniel Patrick Moynihan wrote in 1965, “A community that
allows a large number of young men to grow up in broken homes, domi-
nated by women, never acquiring any stable relationship to male authority,
never acquiring any set of rational expectations about the future—that com-
munity asks for and gets chaos.”39 If poverty means disorder, the chief solu-
tion to it is to restore order. Government must provide some of the pressure
to work that today’s poor have not internalized.

Assessing the Two Views. The economic approach goes far to explain
the low wages of unskilled men. Even if these men work, the labor mar-
ket does rate their services less highly than it once did. Culture cannot
fully account for that. The wage problem is largely structural, and immi-
gration has exacerbated it.
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But economics explains inconsistent work a lot less well. At least low-
paying jobs appear to be widely available. For low-skilled men to avoid
them cannot be economically rational. In explaining nonwork, culture is
preferable. It provides motives for low-skilled men to resist work where the
economic theory does not. To these men, a life of poverty without steady
work may indeed seem preferable to a life of work without respect.

This account is also more true to life. It captures the self-defeating qual-
ity of male nonwork, the confusion in these men’s lives. One need not
abstract from lifestyle and impute rational behavior to people on an “as if”
basis, as the economic approach tends to do. We should believe what anec-
dotes and common observation suggest: on average, immigrants and
women really are more tractable than low-skilled native-born men. That dif-
ference cannot be explained in economic terms.

The attempt of liberals since the 1960s to explain away nonwork by ref-
erence to various social barriers is not generally persuasive. But an older left’s
contention that capitalism was unfair to workers is still quite arguable. It is
actually after men go to work, not before, that social barriers impede them
most severely. Those with more education generally get better jobs than
those with less.40 The meritocracy has defined success in school as virtually
the sole route to well-paid work. One must be at least a high school gradu-
ate to get a decent job, and the premium paid to college education is far
greater. Those hurdles are too much for most disadvantaged men, even if
they are ready and willing to work. And countermeasures to bolster
unskilled wages, such as unionization or regulation, have sharply receded.

A key issue is whether reduced opportunities generate an oppositional
culture or the reverse.41 Both may be true. To say that lousy jobs directly
generate resistance to working is too simple. That view does not account for
trends over time. Work attitudes among the low skilled seem to have deterio-
rated in the period since the 1960s, an era when opportunities for minori-
ties, on balance, improved. Work behavior among low-skilled men is worse
today than it was under Jim Crow. That change must have causes outside
the labor market.42

Yet, to a degree bad behavior and lousy jobs may reinforce each other.
Acting out undermines men’s reputation with employers, driving wages and
opportunities down. At the same time, low wages exacerbate a dysfunc-
tional culture. When disadvantaged men confront the job market, they may
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already be unfit for it, but low wages also dramatize their failure. This helps
to trigger the cycle of rebellion and rejection, and that—more than low
wages per se—is what brings them down.

Benefit-Oriented Programs

A review of past programs aimed at low-skilled men and youth confirms
that work levels cannot be raised just by reducing economic barriers.
Although benefits in many forms have been offered to these men, some-
times with good effects, none has clearly raised work levels, which is our
focus here. The most effective programs also seek to change conduct.

Wage Subsidies. If one believes the economic theory, one way to motivate
more work is to raise the minimum wage. Congress last did this in 2007.
The final increase from that legislation took effect in July 2009, when the
minimum reached $7.25 an hour. The threshold might well be raised fur-
ther. Fifteen states and the District of Columbia already set higher mini-
mums, the highest being $8.55 an hour in Washington State.43 The main
objection to raising the minimum wage is that doing so deters hiring the low
skilled. In addition, most of the workers who would benefit are already
above the poverty level, chiefly because they live in households where other
people are working.

Most analysts would prefer to raise wage subsidies, which do not deter
hiring and are better targeted to the low-income. Some propose paying non-
custodial fathers a subsidy like the generous earned income tax credit
(EITC) that is now paid to custodial parents of children—as much as 40 per-
cent of wages—provided the fathers pay their child support.44 Some would
expand the much smaller federal EITC already given to single low-wage
workers, with or without a connection to child support. A related device is
to limit the child support a poor absent father must pay, for instance by lim-
iting arrears, on the view that this “tax” deters working. I generally support
such steps, which are discussed further in chapters 8 and 9.

But subsidies do not suffice to raise work levels. Higher wages would no
doubt make poor men better off in some sense. They could either make
more money if they worked or make the same money as now by working
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less. But whether they would work more, which is the goal here, is less clear.
Work incentives in welfare operate like wage subsidies in that they allow
welfare mothers to keep part of their welfare if they work, rather than have
all earnings deducted from their grants. But before the 1990s, these provi-
sions never affected whether mothers worked.45 During the 1990s, the
EITC appeared to increase work by single mothers, but its influence is dif-
ficult to separate from rising work requirements in welfare and a strong
economy, which also drove the mothers’ employment up.46 And this find-
ing applies largely to women rather than to men.

Federal income maintenance experiments from the 1960s through the
1980s showed that low-paid work effort was largely unresponsive to work
incentives. If anything, work levels fell, and this was true for both men and
women. The reason might be that, as mentioned above, raising wages cre-
ates offsetting incentives, both to raise and to lower work levels.47 Or it
might be simply that low-income workers are less responsive to incentives
than economists suppose.

Experimental programs aimed at increasing employment among disad-
vantaged men have not found that raising wages has much effect. The New
Hope project of the 1990s, which tested the effects of a work guarantee and
work supports such as child care, increased the work and earnings of men
outside families only “sporadically.” And the program involved benefits
besides wage subsidies as well as encouragement from a capable staff.48 Jobs
Plus, which ran from 1998 to 2003, tested whether financial incentives and
social supports would increase work rates in public housing projects. The
results showed some employment gains by men, but these were primarily
husbands in two-parent welfare families, including many immigrants, not
the more detached men who typify the male employment problem. Again,
the program offered more than higher wages; it included various activities
to promote more employment.49 Statistical studies find that ensuring
“good” jobs for men can produce steadier work among some men but worse
behavior among others.50

One risk of higher pay is that it would make working in America even
more attractive for foreigners than it already is. That would exacerbate the
inflow of immigrants, thus creating even more competitors for low-skilled
men in getting jobs. Wage enhancements might be limited to native workers,
but illegal immigrants would falsely claim to be native. The danger could be
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avoided only if border and administrative controls on immigration became
more effective than they are now.

Raising wages might increase work over the long term because of the
interaction with culture, as already mentioned. Paying poor men more is a
visible sign that society values their labor. Over time, that might reconcile
some men to taking menial jobs. But in the short term, higher pay is insuf-
ficient to overcome the fractious psychology that now undermines male
work. For wage incentives to have more effect on behavior, low-skilled
men would first have to become the more routine, committed workers
imagined in economic theory. At that point, they would start behaving
more like trade unionists who bargain over work conditions. Higher wages
alone cannot produce that shift. Today the chief value of higher pay may
be political—in reconciling liberal leaders and opinion makers to the need
to require men to work.

Education. Most disadvantaged men do badly in school. Many drop out, and
few earn more than a high school diploma. How might policymakers help
them stay in school longer, acquire better skills, and thus merit higher pay?
Most schools in low-income areas function poorly. Government has recently
tried to improve them by imposing outside standards, as in the federal No
Child Left Behind Act of 2001, and by promoting choice and competition
among schools. But teacher unions resist these steps, and better teachers and
principals must be developed, so progress will necessarily be slow.

The alternative is to promote learning outside of the schools. Intensive
preschool programs can raise employment and depress unwed pregnancy
and crime in the later lives of students. Recently, some after-school programs
for at-risk teenagers have shown promising effects on education and health.51

But these benefits were seen in a few small, high-quality experiments. Such
programs probably could not be expanded to a wider population and realize
the same gains. The national Head Start program has not shown the same
impacts achieved by the most noted preschool pilots. And even if these pro-
grams were effective at scale, their benefits would be long delayed.

Training. The final benefit-only approach to the work problem has been to
train low-skilled workers as adults.52 With the exceptions noted below,
these programs have had smaller impacts than the work programs that
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transformed welfare. An evaluation of the Job Training Partnership Act dur-
ing the 1990s found only slight earnings gains for adult men—5 percent—
and losses for male youth. Gains in employment were 4 percent for adult
men.53 One reaction is that the programs are simply underfunded.54

Another explanation—more plausible in my view—is that the clients com-
monly lack the capacity to raise their skills by much. The only way to elevate
their wages, then, will be through regulating or subsidizing wages, as sug-
gested above.55 The main goal must be to get men working in low-skilled
jobs so they can qualify for the subsidies.

In the cultural view, voluntary training has accomplished little because
of the widespread misconception that the main barrier to work is low skills.
In fact, it is work discipline. When men are poor in America, it is more often
because they do not work consistently at any job than that they work
steadily at low pay. That has been apparent since the 1960s.56 What trainers
really need to instill in disadvantaged men is the personal organization to
get and stick with the jobs they can already get. If men show discipline, then
employers will teach them specific skills. That is what immigrants typically
show more of today than their native-born competitors. So, like education,
improved training can make only a limited contribution to solving the male
work problem.

The Need for Structure

Opportunity-oriented measures alone can do little to improve men’s work
effort because they fail to confront the oppositional culture described above.
Nonworking men must comply with legitimate demands to work, however
hard that is, before they can expect to earn the success and respect they
crave. They must accept the old-fashioned view that the best expression of
male dignity is to do a legitimate job, however lowly, rather than not to do
it. Only this change can halt the current negative cycle, where resistance
begets failure. Only this can begin a positive cycle, where better discipline
yields steadier employment and advancement.

The solution suggested by welfare reform is that government must
enforce work as well as promote it. Work must become an obligation, not a
choice. Programs must link help and hassle. New benefits can assist, but
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they must be tied to definite requirements bearing on the clients. Some
chance for success—some respect—must be offered up front. But there
must also be demands to work steadily at the jobs offered or available,
backed up by some kind of sanction.

Directive Programs. To raise work levels, programs must be directive.
They must tell their clients clearly that they are expected to work. Pro-
grams framed as incentives or as additions to human capital leave work
too much as a choice. Welfare reform mandated work for welfare mothers
as a condition of aid. The most successful welfare work programs use case
managers to check up on clients to be sure they fulfill their obligations, a
style I call paternalist.57

In many areas of social policy, the most successful programs show this
style. They tell their clients firmly what is expected of them, rather than
leaving conduct open. The most dramatic example may be charter schools
that have succeeded in teaching disadvantaged, often minority, students.
They focus intensely on maintaining academic standards and enforcing
good behavior generally because any disorder distracts from learning. Such
schools appear to turn around the lives of many youth who otherwise might
well become welfare mothers or nonworking fathers.58

Among innovative high schools aimed at noncollege students, the one
clear success has been Career Academies, a form of school-within-a-school
where teachers engage small groups of students. Instructors set high stand-
ards and then help youth attain them with more sustained and personalized
attention than they get in the usual high school. This approach significantly
improves students’ earnings and employment, although educational out-
comes are little affected.59

While Career Academies use the regular schools, Job Corps places dis-
advantaged youth in a prep-school-like setting, away from home, where
they are closely supervised. Here the clearest gains are in educational cre-
dentials and reduced crime. Employment and earnings gains occur as well,
but they are sustained only for the oldest youth in the program.60

These programs are for youth. Government has so far failed to generate
comparable structures for adult men on the same scale. Such programs
must be both more supportive and more demanding than traditional train-
ing. Rather than just imparting skills, they must address the troubled rela-
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tions that disadvantaged men often have with employers. The program itself
must model a constructive relationship between the worker and authority,
trading acceptance for performance.

One model might be the Center for Employment Training (CET), a
noted training agency for adults in San Jose, California. Local employers
work closely with the center to define well-paying jobs they need to fill. The
program then prepares trainees, most of whom are Hispanic, to take the
jobs with full-day sessions that mimic actual work. The key appears to be
offering real opportunities while keeping clients under pressure—with help
from the surrounding Hispanic community—not to waste their opportunity.
Unfortunately, CET has not proved to be replicable in other locations.61

Family welfare generally supports only single mothers with children,
but intact families may also qualify in most states if the family is needy. In
AFDC, the predecessor of TANF, unemployed fathers in these families were
subject to work tests, and in some work programs they showed gains in
employment and earnings.62

The Military Model. Except for the welfare work programs, all of the
above programs are voluntary and cannot literally enforce work. Clients can
walk away from them without losing anything else of value. The programs
thus depend on informal suasions to maintain involvement. How could
men be required to work in the same manner as welfare mothers?

Some observers see the military as a possible answer. Hugh Price is a
successful black lawyer and former head of the National Urban League. He
remarks on the power of military service to straighten out other blacks he
knew growing up who never connected with school. The army imposed dis-
cipline while also offering advancement to soldiers who performed. It
taught what society wants all youth to learn—that “if you do a job well, you
get ahead.” During the late 1980s, after conditions for ghetto youth had
sharply deteriorated, another expert opined that it might be time to “con-
script them for their own good.”63

The military achieves exactly the sublimation of assertiveness that men
need to succeed. The “four-star general,” as Moynihan wrote in the Moyni-
han Report, expresses the “very essence of the male animal,” which is “to
strut,” but it is in service to the nation. The military offers blacks an arena
for advancement where equal opportunity is strictly enforced. Once in the
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military, many youth find that officers act like the fathers they never had,
demanding compliance with rules and orders.64 So the effect on black
recruits can be salutary. Black entry into the military in the 1960s was high.

Unfortunately, relatively few blacks tested well enough to qualify for the
army even in 1965, when the draft was still in force. Even fewer can do so
today, when the military is volunteer and seldom admits high school
dropouts. Some studies find that black men who serve in the military do
indeed have better work records after service than blacks who do not, but
black enlistment is no longer unusually high.65 The utility of the military
model for civilian programs today is largely in restructuring education and
training programs for the disadvantaged. Even if these programs remain vol-
untary, strictly speaking, they may still generate unusual authority due to
their military style.

The military appears to be effective at training and upgrading the skills
of enlistees with deficits in literacy and numeracy. Trainers seem to succeed
because they stress belonging, teamwork, motivation, and self-discipline.
The ethos is that every youngster can succeed and that the whole person
must be developed. Curricula are aimed at deficits in basic skills, and there
is strong oversight, feedback, and accountability. At the same time, there are
rewards, recognition, and promotion for those who measure up. Not every-
one can adjust to such a structured approach, but the military appears to
succeed with many disordered youth where the schools have failed.66

The potential can be seen in the Youth Challenge Program, a quasi-
military youth training program developed by the National Guard. This is an
intensive, residential reconditioning program akin to Job Corps. It removes
youth to military bases for five months where they undergo a routine simi-
lar to army basic training. They keep a military schedule with very little
unstructured time. The main emphasis is on remedial academic training, but
the youth also receive physical training and instruction in health and other
life skills. They are closely monitored by staff, who expect compliance and
impose penalties for misbehavior. The clash with the youth’s earlier life is
often sharp. Those lasting the five months are then mentored for a year by a
member of the local National Guard. Not all entrants stay the course, but
those who do emerge with a far more realistic view of what it takes to suc-
ceed. Over about two years, this program has shown strong positive impacts
on educational credentials and, to a lesser extent, on employment.67
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Similar to successful charter schools, military academies maintain a
close focus on standards and order. What academies add is an internal chain
of command among the students themselves. Clear standards are set for
promotion to the next rank, typically requiring solid (if not outstanding)
grades, good discipline, and recommendations from teachers. The idea is to
“co-opt disruptive students” and generate “peer pressure to behave.”68

Conclusion

Raising poor men’s work levels, like welfare mothers’, will require some
combination of help and hassle. Something must be done to raise unskilled
wages, but as argued in the introduction, the instinct to respond only with
generosity must be resisted. Higher rewards alone will not produce higher
work levels, given the psychological freight these men bring to employment.
There must also be some new effort to enforce work.

To rely only on benefits and opportunities presumes that the dysfunc-
tions in men’s lives result mainly from outside pressures. Push back those
barriers, many say, and poor adults will begin to function. Even behavioral
patterns that seem self-defeating will abate once there is hope. For people
who feel powerless, the way forward is to give back control.69 It sounds
logical, and certainly improved benefits and opportunities must be part of
any solution. But this strategy presumes that poor adults have the self-
command that they typically lack. Even when opportunities are improved,
a disorderly lifestyle must still be curbed before these men can take hold in
the labor market and advance. So obligations to work, not just better
chances, appear indispensible.

Programs that impose structure, as well as offer opportunity, have the
best chance to generate steadier employment. One might assume from the
male drive for respect that a hands-off, voluntary approach would be indis-
pensible. Anything more directive would spark resistance. It is true that
directive programs do alienate some men and youth. Yet despite this,
authoritative programs still seem to perform best. The military consistently
chooses to face down fractious behavior rather than tolerate it. People in
authority confront men out of control and demand that they comply. Male
assertiveness is turned around so that it supports rather than undercuts
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discipline. The message is that men are to assert their manhood by excelling
within a demanding structure, rather than defying it. In the end, that is what
many nonworking men need, even what they want.

The programs we have reviewed are not strictly mandatory, and most of
them are aimed at youth. On both counts, work programs for older men
might have advantages. Men who owe child support or are on parole can be
obligated to work as most men or youth cannot. Older men should also
respond better to mandatory work programs than youth. In Job Corps, it
was the oldest youth who most clearly had employment gains, and in work
programs for ex-offenders, older men have gained more than younger.70

Most existing directive programs have been based in the schools or the
voluntary training system. To reach seriously nonworking men, however,
new programs must be grafted onto the institutions that already deal with
them—the child support and criminal justice systems. To these we now turn.
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3

Child Support Enforcement

Next only to nonwork by parents, the leading cause of poverty in America
is the breakup or nonformation of families. When parents split, family
income inevitably drops. The mothers may still be able to work and avoid
poverty, but often little more. Few families attain middle-class status with-
out both parents working and contributing to the support of children.

Welfare reform recognized the importance of family breakup. PRWORA
opened with loud statements about the importance of marriage for a healthy
society. But aside from giving bonuses to states that reduced unwed preg-
nancy, the act did little actually to promote stronger families. It raised poor
mothers’ work levels—a critical success—but left unsolved the absence of
fathers. Programs able to promote stronger families are still distant.

The child support system has operated as second-best, a way to get the
spouse who is absent to help support the family. The absent or noncusto-
dial parent, typically the father, is supposed to admit paternity of the chil-
dren and pay a set amount to help support them. Some policymakers on
both the right and the left have imagined that this system could sustain bro-
ken families in place of welfare. The federal requirement that states try to
collect child support and so minimize welfare goes back to mandates that a
conservative Senate Finance Committee first enacted in 1975.

Work requirements were the chief lever that drove the welfare rolls
down in the 1990s, yet child support played an important secondary role.1

Child support lifted 331,000 families off TANF in 2004, equivalent to 16
percent of the welfare caseload, and by one estimate it kept about half a mil-
lion children out of poverty.2 Mothers receiving child support are more
likely to leave welfare and less likely to reenter it than those without. The
chances that mothers leave welfare and decline to reenter it are also much
higher in states that enforce child support rigorously.3
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Efforts to improve collections initially stressed more effective enforce-
ment on men already working. That approach made important gains, but it
cannot solve the failure of many men to work and pay regularly. There are
economic and cultural approaches to solving that problem, just as there are
to the men’s work program in general. The incentives approach has seen
only limited success. Instead, a new approach seems required, one that will
combine more effective enforcement with new efforts to help nonpaying
men work. I review here past programs for which we have evidence of their
effects. Well-crafted work programs tied to child support can help raise
work levels.

Improving Enforcement

Child support’s history is a struggle to get absent fathers to pay what they
owe.4 The system arose initially from civil law processes in which parents
who divorced or separated arranged for the support of children. The depart-
ing spouse, usually the father, agreed to pay some amount to the custodial
parent, usually the mother. If he did not pay, the system assumed that the
mother could and would go after him in court. The child support system
thus assumed from an early point that the father could pay and the chief
problem was to force him to do so.

Stiffening Enforcement. Congressional conservatives seized on child sup-
port as a way to stem the rapid growth in welfare costs and caseloads in the
1960s and 1970s due to rising family breakup. Under the 1975 legislation,
a new Title IV-D was added to the Social Security Act, and offices of Child
Support Enforcement (CSE) were established at the federal and state levels.
This was to provide the administrative resources and authority to pursue
support without waiting for welfare mothers to take the initiative. As a con-
dition of support, the mothers were to cooperate with CSE in locating
absent fathers. Since then, the federal government has paid most of the cost
of state collection efforts, subject to performance standards backed up by
fiscal incentives. Currently, Washington pays 66 percent of states’ collection
costs and about $500 million in incentive funding.5

Since the initial legislation, the following advances have tightened up
the enforcement of support:

34 EXPANDING WORK PROGRAMS FOR POOR MEN

chapter3.qxd  2/18/11  9:47 AM  Page 34



• Establishing paternity: Determining the identity of the father of an
abandoned child used to be a protracted and legalistic process.
It has become more routine since the 1980s because the federal
government has pressed states to adopt simpler, less judicial pro-
cedures. Moreover, in 1993, states were required to establish
programs by which fathers could acknowledge paternity in the
hospital soon after the birth of a child, and these have been
notably successful.

• Establishing orders: Following paternity, setting the child support
order for the father’s payment was similarly legalistic, with judges
often arbitrary or lenient. In 1984 and 1988, Washington made
states establish guidelines for orders that judges ordinarily had to
follow. Orders are supposed to be reassessed every three years.

• Collecting support: Originally, absent fathers controlled paying
their orders, and they might not do so regularly. But since the
1984 and 1988 legislation, states have had to implement auto-
matic wage withholding, whereby child support, like taxes, is
automatically deducted from fathers’ paychecks. This practice
sharply increased collections.

• Establishing interstate enforcement: Getting child support set and
paid was particularly difficult when the father left the family for
a different state. But progress has been made by mandating com-
mon procedures. Data systems at the federal level help locate
fathers no matter where they live.

By all these means, enforcement has improved greatly in the last twenty
years. Fathers now usually cannot evade all payment, at least if they work
in the regular economy. In states and localities with strong administration,
it is now possible to get something from a large majority of fathers who owe
support. One exemplar is Racine County, Wisconsin, which has made
enforcement a specialty. There a large staff pursues nonpayers relentlessly,
bringing hundreds of enforcement actions every week. As one manager
proudly told me, “We take control.”6
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Traditionally, CSE ignored low-skilled men because they were hard to
find and had little money in any event. This was one reason why nonwork-
ing men became such a problem. But today the system can at least get most
of these men to participate in work programs, if not to pay regularly. In the
Parents’ Fair Share (PFS) demonstration, detailed below, around 70 percent
of clients referred either paid up or participated as directed, and most of
those who did not were referred back to CSE for noncompliance.7 So, today,
government can get control. The question is what to do with it.

Table 3-1 shows that, since 1978, prodigious increases have occurred in
paternities and awards established, far outpacing the growth in population.
In constant dollars, child support collections nearly doubled between 1978
and 2005. By 2001, these monies comprised 17 percent of income in the
families receiving them—30 percent for families in poverty.8 And whereas
in 1978 only 38 percent of poor mothers had a child support award and 18
percent received some payment, by 2005 those figures had jumped to 54
and 45 percent, respectively. Mothers above the poverty line were doing
only slightly better, with figures of 64 and 45 percent, respectively.

Limits to Enforcement. Conventional enforcement has run into diminish-
ing returns. As table 3-1 shows, even in 2005, about half of poor mothers
had no support order and received no support. And for all mothers, only a
quarter received all that was due them, a figure that has improved little since
1978. Despite the increase in collections, some $12 billion in child support
due went uncollected in 2005.

The enforcement problem is not primarily that fathers pay too little
support once working. Rather, it is that they pay nothing at all because they
have escaped paternity and order establishment or they are not working,
or not in a legal job. Besides further progress on paternity, the key to rais-
ing collections is getting men into regular jobs subject to withholding. As
one child support lawyer said to me, “If they’re working, they’re paying.”
In this the support problem resembles poverty in general: adults are poor
principally because they fail to work regularly at any job, not because their
wages are low.

OCSE realizes that its highly automated collection systems alone cannot
solve the enforcement problem. It believes that many nonpaying fathers
have resources to pay that they do not admit. Hence the office states, “We
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need to . . . develop and utilize tools other than wage withholding to enforce
these orders.” This effort will require much closer monitoring of cases,
including more adjustments of obligations to pay, both up and down, and
the ability to “immediately intervene when child support is not paid.” Such
reasoning leads directly toward the support enforcement programs that we
consider below.9
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TABLE 3-1
CHILD SUPPORT TRENDS, 1978–2005

1978 1989 1999 2005

Paternities established (in thousands) 111 339 1,600 1,630
Awards established (in thousands) 315 936 1,220 1,180

All eligible women
Percent awarded support 59 58 62 61
Percent received payment 35 37 40 42
Percent received full payment 24 26 25 25

Women above poverty
Percent awarded support 67 65 66 64
Percent received payment 41 43 45 45

Women below poverty
Percent awarded support 38 43 52 54
Percent received payment 18 25 27 45

Payments (billions of 2005 dollars)
Child support due 19 25 35 35
Child support received 12 17 21 22
Deficit 7 8 14 12

Collections under Title IV-D as percent
of all collections 23 47 84 93

NOTES: “All eligible women” means single mothers with own children under age twenty-one. Some
numbers do not add due to rounding.
SOURCE: U.S. Congress, House Committee on Ways and Means, 2008 Green Book: Background Material,
and Data on the Programs within the Jurisdiction of the Committee on Ways and Means (Washington, DC:
U.S. Government Printing Office, 2008), tables 8.8, 8.10.
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Approaches to Enforcement

In approaching the enforcement problem, we encounter the same two
approaches seen in chapter 2—economics versus culture.

Economics. The economics approach asserts that the main reason absent
fathers do not pay all they could is that it is not in their interests to do so.
If families are poor, fathers can free ride on welfare, which will normally
support their dependents for them. The belief that fathers reasoned like this
generated much of the impetus to create Title IV-D in the first place. To
impute economic logic like this has long been a staple of conservative criti-
cisms of welfare.10

Even if the father does pay support, he has an incentive not to do so
through the official system. If he pays support openly, the government will
pocket most of it to repay the cost of welfare. The family’s grant will be
reduced by any support received, thus leaving it no better off than before.
Poor fathers and mothers thus have an interest in arranging payment unof-
ficially between themselves so that all the money goes to the family and wel-
fare is unaffected. Each parent may also believe that this way he or she has
more control over the other person. The father can pay in kind—diapers,
baby bottles, and so forth—so that he knows his contribution will benefit
his children, not just the mother, while the mother can threaten to turn the
father in to child support authorities should he fail to pay. Although in
theory the mother must cooperate with collection as a condition of aid, in
practice she can deny that she knows who the father is or his whereabouts.11

To change the incentives, Congress in 1984 mandated that at least $50
per month of any child support collected go to the family, net of any reduc-
tions in welfare. This was to give both parents a reason to channel payments
through the official system. But the incentive was costly to states. The
requirement was eliminated by PRWORA, and most states reverted to
claiming all collections for themselves, at least for the diminishing numbers
of cases that had been on welfare or Medicaid.

PRWORA also allowed states to pass through more than $50 to the fam-
ilies if they chose. Wisconsin, as part of its dramatic welfare reform, passed
through all collections made without reducing welfare at all. An evaluation
showed that both the share of fathers paying support and the amount they
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paid increased. However, the gains were small, usually 4 to 6 percent,
although they were higher for new cases not previously on welfare.12

When TANF was reauthorized in 2006, Congress allowed states to pass
through as much as $100 a month in collections ($200 for a family with two
or more children) without having to reimburse the federal government for
its share of those recoveries. Nevertheless, changing incentives are clearly
insufficient to solve the payment problem.

Culture. The economics approach assumes that nonpaying fathers are able
to pay should they find it in their interest. That also is the traditional
assumption of the child support system, but it is far from true. We assume
that low-skilled fathers are much better off than their spouses, who have
children to support. But the poverty rate of noncustodial fathers aged 18–34
is virtually the same as that of young custodial mothers—37 versus 38 per-
cent. About a third of these fathers pay their child support as directed, a
third do not pay and could, and a third do not pay and could not do so with-
out impoverishing themselves. These poor nonpayers—dubbed “turnips”
rather than deadbeats—represent the core of the enforcement problem.13

Also, the economic approach presumes that men are serving their self-
interest when they fail to pay. But for poor fathers and mothers to evade the
official system does not really serve their interests. The father gets no credit
toward his child support obligation, allowing his arrears to build, while the
mother has to lie to the welfare system, which risks denying the family
needed benefits. The attitudes of both parents are also full of misconcep-
tions. Some fathers believe that the mother, not the state, creates their child
obligation, and in the days of the $50 requirement some mothers thought
that $50 was all that the father paid.14 Neither parent has conducted the
relationship rationally, often becoming parents and breaking up without
serious consideration.

The child support problem reflects a larger disarray. The typical poor
mother and father tend to have orthodox goals for their family, but—typi-
cal of the culture of poverty—neither feels much responsibility for realizing
those norms. Mothers feel put upon because they have to take care of chil-
dren with little help from the father, while the father feels overwhelmed by
the mother’s demands and, even more, by those of employment. Low-
income fathers find themselves unable to work regularly, but they blame
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employers or the labor market. They expect that their child support obliga-
tions should be reduced accordingly, but the system is not that responsive.
Typically, neither parent supports the system, the mothers viewing it as inef-
fective and the fathers as unfair.15

Poor fathers search desperately for income to meet the many demands
on them. They strain to get something from the mother, or government, or
employers. Helping to meet their needs must be part of any solution, but
the fundamental problem is these men’s lack of self-command. Kay
Hymowitz remarks: 

One of the most striking things about talking to poor inner-city
men is their sense of drift; life is something that happens to them.
I asked several men where they would like to see themselves in
ten years; all of them gave me a puzzled, I-never-really-thought-
about-it look. Both marriage and vocation are part of the project
that is the deliberate pursuit of a meaningful and connected life.
To put it a little differently, to marry and to earn a living are to try
to master life and shape it into a coherent narrative.16

A lack of direction defines these men. They often give offense or incur obli-
gations without realizing what they are doing. Until they acquire more abil-
ity to avoid trouble and to satisfy others, they cannot expect much reward
out of life.

How to help them start putting out when they begin with nothing—that
is the problem social policy must solve. It will not be solved just by crack-
ing down, as child support enforcement has traditionally done. That course
might simply drive nonpaying men further away from their responsibilities
and the legal economy.

Enforcement Programs

Rather, the child support system needs a more complex strategy that links
better enforcement with more practical help and, above all, more supervi-
sion. Low-income men, like welfare mothers, need case managers able to
both help them fulfill their responsibilities and insist that they do so.

Child support work programs emerged to overcome the difficulty child
support judges have in overseeing such men. When noncustodial parents
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do not pay their judgments, those with regular jobs are the easiest to deal
with. Their employers can be found and their wages garnished. In most
cases they have too much to lose to resist enforcement. A poor nonpayer,
however, typically has a lot less to lose and is tougher to get a grip on.
Dragged before a judge, he typically claims to lack a job and income. The
judge cannot easily verify these claims. He can order the father to make a
one-time “purge payment” toward his arrears, but this does not establish
what he could pay on a regular basis. He can also tell the father to get a job,
but when he reappears in several months he can still say he is jobless, and
the judge will hesitate to hold him in contempt.

The judge can, however, remand him to a work program. Unlike getting
a job, that is an obligation the father cannot evade. Now he must show up
or pay his judgment—or go to jail for contempt. If he is working surrepti-
tiously, participation will conflict with his unreported job and force him to
pay up. If he really is jobless, the program can help him to find work. Either
way, he cannot avoid all responsibility.17

State Programs. Such programs began to emerge on a wide scale in the
1980s as localities grappled with the enforcement problem. A few of these
became nationally visible: Children First was enacted in 1987 in Wisconsin
as one of that state’s early welfare reform initiatives. It was implemented in
1990 in Racine and Fond de Lac, both leading counties in support enforce-
ment, and was later expanded to thirty-nine of Wisconsin’s seventy-two coun-
ties. The program initially assigned clients to community service positions
(work in government or nonprofit agencies), but after 1993 it offered train-
ing and other services as well. With other funding, Racine also offered basic
education and a “parental responsibility class” that confronted fathers with
their duties to their children. Some of that funding came from the fatherhood
programs mentioned below. The program remained small due to limited
funding. In 1999–2001, it was able to fund only 2,850 slots, although coun-
ties managed to serve as many as 4,958 clients in 2000 using other monies.18

The Non-Custodial Parent Choices (NCP Choices) program appeared in
Texas beginning in 2005. An adjunct of the state’s Choices work program for
welfare mothers, NCP Choices targets nonpaying fathers whose families are
currently or formerly on welfare. These fathers are assigned to the program
by local judges on the recommendation of child support administrators. The
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fathers must fulfill their judgments, join the program, or go to jail—in the
state’s phrase, “Pay, play, or pay the consequences.” Men in the program are
served by special staff at the Texas Workforce Commission (TWC), the state’s
chief training agency. Funding is from TANF monies channeled through the
TWC. The emphasis is on job search and placement in existing jobs, with
minimal training. To minimize job losses, NCP Choices also follows up on
clients for six months after they are placed in jobs. NCP Choices was imple-
mented in five counties in 2005 and another four in 2007.

Like Children First, NCP Choices is small relative to its potential client
pool. In the ten counties used for the evaluation described below, the pro-
gram enrolled 2,296 clients, compared to 522,689 noncustodial parents not
in the program. At the time of my interviews in February 2009, the program
had 3,194 clients statewide. Nevertheless, even at its present scale, NCP
Choices appears to be the largest child support enforcement program in the
country, covering 75 percent of the state population.19

Parents’ Fair Share. Parents’ Fair Share (PFS) was a national demonstration
that the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC), the
noted evaluation firm, conducted between 1992 and 1996 at seven sites in
different states. The goal was to create a new structure for child support
enforcement that could not only increase collections but also improve absent
fathers’ employment and earnings and their relationships with their families.

PFS was more complex than either Children First or NCP Choices.
Child support agencies were supposed to pay closer attention to the support
orders of clients than they were used to doing, modifying them more
quickly as the men’s circumstances changed. Most sites reduced or remitted
clients’ child support judgments as long as the clients were in the program
to give them an incentive to participate. The employment services included
on-the-job training as well as job search. The program also offered media-
tion services to try to reconnect fathers with their spouses and children, and
it organized peer support groups at which participants could discuss their
problems with each other.

PFS had trouble enrolling enough clients in the program, although they
were ordered into it by child support judges. The program’s seven sites each
had several thousand child support cases involving welfare, yet it was able
to enroll only 5,460 from all of them, even after special outreach efforts.20
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Fatherhood Programs

Besides child support work programs aimed at enforcement, there have also
been “fatherhood” programs aimed more at helping low-skilled men and
their families deal with their problems. These honored the child support
obligation but stressed it less.

In part, the fatherhood movement was a reaction against the perceived
one-sidedness of child support. Fathers—especially blacks—saw that
system as allied with their estranged spouses, with its sole purpose of get-
ting as much money out of them as possible. They often received nothing
in return, not even visitation rights. Mothers and children already received
much more support and attention from government than poor men, and
now the enforcers were on their side as well.21

The fathers had a point. The groups that pushed the development of
child support have been family oriented. In the 1950s and 1960s, social
workers saw the system as a way to get more money for needy families,
while in the 1970s conservatives saw it as an alternative to welfare. Femi-
nists espoused it as a way of defending women against men who abandoned
them. To all these groups, absent fathers were at best invisible and at worst
the culprits who should simply be made to pay. Only later did fathers’
groups arise to demand attention to men’s own problems—one of which
was the rising pressure of child support enforcement.22

Whereas the child support programs were sponsored by public agen-
cies, the fatherhood programs were typically run by nongovernmental
organizations with ties to minority communities, with public agencies in a
more peripheral role. In place of public funding, several programs received
outside foundation grants, with the Ford Foundation often the lead donor.
The most important fatherhood programs to date were the following:

• Teen Fathers Collaboration (1983–85): Served teenage fathers at
eight sites. Agencies had served mothers and children and now
sought out the fathers also. Services included General Educa-
tional Development preparation, training, job placement, par-
enting, and counseling. The purpose was partly to advocate on
behalf of the fathers and to counter myths about them. Funded
by Ford and community foundations.
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• Young Unwed Fathers Project (1991–93): Operated at six sites
serving fathers under age twenty-five. Offered education and
training to develop the youth as fathers and workers. Assisted
with establishing paternity and paying support. Provided case
management for up to eighteen months, even after job place-
ment. Most fathers participated voluntarily. Funded by the U.S.
Departments of Agriculture and Labor and several foundations.

• Responsible Fatherhood Programs (1998–2000): Operated at eight
sites serving jobless and underemployed fathers. Offered services
to increase their employment and earnings, promote more
involved parenting, and motivate compliance with child sup-
port. Clients were partly volunteers and partly ordered to par-
ticipate by judges. Funded by the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services.

• Welfare-to-Work Grants Program (1998–2000): Served hardest-
to-employ TANF recipients and noncustodial fathers of children
on welfare. Emphasized employment but also increasing child
support payments and improving fathers’ relationships with
families. Men who participated were partly volunteers and
partly ordered to participate by courts. Some programs focused
on fathers on parole or probation. Funded by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor.

• Partners for Fragile Families (2000–2003): At thirteen sites, aimed
to serve young fathers under age twenty-five, while they still had
a relationship with their spouses and had not accumulated large
child support arrears. Promoted voluntary establishment of pater-
nity, payment of child support, maintaining ties to families, as well
as employment and training. Funded by the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, Ford, and other foundations.23

Even more than PFS, all the fatherhood programs had trouble recruit-
ing clients. All were surprisingly small. The Young Unwed Fathers Project
enrolled all of 459 men over three years. Partners for Fragile Families
enrolled barely half the clients expected, and one of its sites in New York
City had only thirty-seven enrollees.24 Even though the programs were
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offering new benefits from which the fathers might gain, few men came for-
ward on their own. This was one reason why most programs relied, at least
partly, on mandatory referrals from CSE or the parole system.

Evaluations

All of the above programs delivered worthwhile services. But how do we
know whether the clients gained anything from them? Evaluations are sup-
posed to determine how much difference a program made to an outcome of
interest such as employment—what evaluators call impact. That assessment
requires allowing, or controlling, for other factors that affect the outcome.
To do this, one constructs a “counterfactual”—an estimate of how the clients
would have done on their own—and then compares this to how they did
with the program.

Evaluation Design. The simplest evaluation design is the before-after com-
parison. One sees whether the clients did better after the program than they
had done before. Here the counterfactual is the clients themselves prior to
the program. By this standard, many of the child support programs appear
successful. The men they served often worked more, earned more, and paid
more child support after the program than they had done before. The trou-
ble is that they might well have improved on their own, so before-after evalu-
ations typically overstate impact.

A better design is the quasi-experiment. Here the clients are compared
to similar men who are not served. If the clients improve more than the
comparison group, we assume the difference is due to the program and not
something else. But for the estimate to be valid, the program and compari-
son groups must be as similar as possible. It is fairly easy to make them simi-
lar in features that are readily measurable, such as gender, age, race, or
education. But how do you control for differences that are not measurable,
particularly in motivation? People who volunteer for a program may well be
more determined to improve themselves than those who do not. If we then
find that they outperform the unserved, some of that difference may be due
to these unmeasured differences. When outcomes appear driven by who
chooses to participate in a program, rather than by the services received,
evaluators speak of “selection effects.”
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One good quasi-experimental approach defines the comparison group
using propensity score matching. Each experimental client is compared to
whichever member of the comparison group he or she most resembles. An
impact is then inferred by comparing outcomes for the two groups. Done
well, this method minimizes selection effects, but it does not eliminate them.

The gold standard in evaluation is the true experiment, based on ran-
dom assignment. Here, people eligible for a program are assigned by chance
to either an experimental group that gets the tested treatment or a control
group that does not. Because assignment is random, we can assume that the
experimental and control groups will differ very little in either measurable
or unmeasurable ways, thus precluding selection effects. Unfortunately, ran-
dom assignment is unpopular with program operators because not all peo-
ple who apply for a program can be served. Some recent evaluations of
men’s programs have used propensity score matching as second-best.

Parents’ Fair Share. The evaluation history for child support work pro-
grams is limited. Only one of the above programs received an experimental
evaluation—Parents’ Fair Share. Those results showed the following:

• Large increases in services provided: Many more clients became
involved in various activities than did members of the control
group. The program thus countered to some extent the isolation
of low-income men from government. The most popular service
was the peer support group.

• Sizable gains in child support: Closer monitoring of men’s cases
raised the share paying support, and also the amount they paid,
by 8 percentage points or 16 percent, even prior to referral to
PFS. There was a strong “smoke out” effect, with around a quar-
ter of the clients admitting they had jobs. PFS itself raised the
share paying support by a further 4 points or 5 percent but did
not increase the size of payments.

• Smaller gains in employment and earnings: PFS showed no impacts
on work or earnings levels overall, but it did show some gains
for the more disadvantaged fathers, those who were high school
dropouts or had not worked recently.
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• No improvement of family ties: Despite its mediation services, PFS
did not improve relationships between fathers and their fami-
lies. Fathers’ interactions with children increased only for
fathers who began with the least contact. Ties with spouses
appeared to be deeply troubled. Indeed, the program may have
increased conflict.25

PFS showed, on balance, that child support is still best at its traditional
function—getting more money out of absent fathers who work. It did not
solve nonworking men’s employment problems and their larger disengage-
ment. For those problems, the child support system would need to enforce
participation better and insist on more actual work, if necessary through the
provision of guaranteed jobs in some form.26

State Programs. In an experimental evaluation in Racine County, Children
First failed to show clear impacts. Clients in the program received more
services than the controls, but it is unclear whether they emerged better off.
The experiment, however, was compromised—some control group mem-
bers as well as experimentals were served. Also, child support collections
were rising sharply even for the control group because of the high perform-
ance already achieved in child support in Racine and Wisconsin generally.
This set the bar high for the new program to show any impact.

However, counties like Racine that implemented Children First in its
early years did tend to outperform counties that implemented it later or not
at all. Thus, the program was one of several initiatives that led to superior
child support enforcement over time. That at least suggests an impact. As
with PFS, gains in child support payments appeared greater than in men’s
employment or earnings.27

NCP Choices received a statistical evaluation based on propensity score
matching. As in PFS, there were large gains in services received, but some-
what stronger impacts. The share of the time that men in the program paid
child support over a year rose by 14 percentage points or 47 percent, and
the amount they paid monthly rose by $57 or 51 percent. The share of time
men worked during a year rose by 8 points or 21 percent. Unexpectedly,
quarterly earnings fell by $587 or 17 percent. That was probably because
the program caused many lower-paid men to go to work, thus reducing
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average wages below those of the comparison group. All these are effects in
the first year; effects persisted at somewhat reduced levels for two to four
years total. Although gains were greatest when economic conditions were
good, somewhat reduced effects occurred even when conditions were
worse. The effect on employment was thus smaller than on support pay-
ments, as in PFS, but now the impact extended to the experimental group
as a whole.28

On balance, the state programs probably outperformed PFS. The likely
reason is that they focused more clearly on getting men to work and keep
working in available jobs. Less time and attention was spent on the dimen-
sions of PFS that appeared less successful—training for better jobs and
improving relationships with families. In NCP Choices, child support obli-
gations are not usually reduced while men were in the program.

Fatherhood Programs. The evaluations of the fatherhood programs are
before-after at best. No assessments were done using comparison or control
groups. I concentrate on the employment and child support results,
although some of these programs also registered gains in education and
other outcomes as well.

• Teen Fathers Collaboration: About two-thirds of young fathers
served were jobless on entering the program. By the end, 61 per-
cent of the jobless clients had obtained jobs, either full or part
time. Forty-six percent of clients who were nongraduates and
not in school at the outset had positive educational outcomes—
entering a General Educational Development program or return-
ing to school.29

• Young Unwed Fathers Project: Twenty-three percent of the young
fathers were working at program entry; a year later, 54 percent were
working, or more than double. Average wages grew by 20 percent,
and the share of clients with a high school diploma or General Edu-
cational Development certificate grew by 23 percent.30

• Responsible Fatherhood Programs: The four sites with the lowest
preprogram work levels realized gains of as much as 33 percent-
age points, but at three other sites there was no significant gain.
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Four sites also recorded earnings growth from 25 to 250 percent,
but at three others there was no change. There were some
improvements in child support payments.31

• Welfare-to-Work Grants Programs: Over two years, clients’
employment levels rose from very low levels to around 40 per-
cent. Correspondingly, poverty rates fell by around 30 percent-
age points for those working. Wages grew modestly but
remained low, around $8 an hour. We should note that most
clients were hard-to-employ TANF recipients rather than men.32

• Partners for Fragile Families: At the time of the program, employ-
ment rates for clients were slightly over half, and they changed
little during or after the program. Average quarterly earnings,
however, grew from $1,501 at baseline to $2,907 two years later.
That increase is almost a doubling, but from very low levels.
Child support compliance increased more clearly, with orders
and payments both growing.33

Some of these programs show their clients improving sharply in
employment, earnings, and child support performance, but the improve-
ment is always from low levels. And results are overshadowed by the par-
ticipation problem. These programs all had few takers, with most of them
volunteers, although some were referred by the courts. That is the situation
where selection effects can be substantial. Thus, many of the improvements
claimed probably would have occurred without the program.

Conclusion

Overall, the evaluations of the enforcement and fatherhood programs are
encouraging, but no more than that. The better efforts—particularly PFS
and NCP Choices—suggest that well-crafted work programs can at least
reach enough nonpaying men to justify their costs, although no cost-benefit
calculations were done to test this. Those impacts might be discernable to
evaluators. Whether they can raise work levels in more visible ways, as wel-
fare reform did, is less certain.
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That difference reflects limited prior development and authority. By the
time work programs began to impact welfare in the late 1980s, efforts to
put welfare mothers to work were already twenty years old. Voluntary and
benefit-oriented strategies had failed. It was clear that work had to be
enforced as a condition of aid if work levels were to rise. Also, in some local-
ities, politicians embraced that goal, and administrators had figured out
how to achieve it. Some pioneer programs, such as those in San Diego and
Riverside, California, and in Wisconsin, produced clear results, visible even
without evaluations. Then other localities got on board, and finally the
nation as a whole followed. In child support work efforts, in contrast, there
is less experience and less commitment to change, and the best program
model is less clear. As the fatherhood experience suggests, some programs
are still protective of fathers and loath to enforce work.

As with welfare mothers, solutions for nonpaying men require the
buildup of new institutions. Child support began as a narrowly legal
arrangement among parties to a divorce. But since 1975, complexity has
grown—first CSE, then work programs, and then the nongovernmental
organizations serving fathers.34 Progress lies chiefly in optimizing this
emerging institutional system. We will encounter this same growth and
spreading of structures in the criminal justice area.
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4

Criminal Justice

The other great arena for men’s work policy is criminal justice. The prison
and parole systems, like child support, already have authority over many
nonworking men. Like child support, they have helped to restore some
order to low-income communities in recent decades. Data in chapter 1
showed that crime rates have fallen substantially since the early 1990s,
although how much law enforcement contributed to this is unclear.

At the same time, the criminal justice world, like child support, harbors
a growing sense of limitation. The reduction in crime has come at the
expense of incarcerating more than 2 million Americans, a huge cost. Con-
victs are also returning home in large numbers—735,454 in 2008.1 Past
rehabilitation programs have failed to reintegrate ex-offenders, although they
may make some contribution. Nor has the parole system reduced recidi-
vism. The current hope is that prison reentry can be managed through com-
munity services so as to reduce crime and improve overall public safety.

In that quest, work programs figure prominently. As in child support,
evaluations of these programs are limited, but the results are similar, sug-
gesting some potential to raise work levels. The discussion below describes
the criminal justice problem and the traditional responses to it, then goes on
to the reentry movement and the recent work programs. My assessment, as
above, is largely confined to programs for which we have some independ-
ent evidence of effects.

Responses to Crime

The sharp upturn in crime that hit the country after 1960 highlighted
criminal justice and its failings. In part the explosion came from social
changes, such as growing black assertiveness, the decline of the family, and
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the weakening of informal social restraints in the 1960s. But it also arose
from institutional failings. Criminals no longer seemed deterred by the
threat of “doing time.” Nor did being imprisoned seem to improve their
functioning. On release, they were likely to offend again. A government
study found that in 1994, 30 percent of former inmates were rearrested for
some new offense within six months, 59 percent within two years, and 68
percent within three years. Within three years, half of them were convicted
of a new crime, and a quarter were back in prison.2

Most states had trusted criminal justice to handle crime with limited
oversight. The probation system supervised lesser offenders in the commu-
nity without sending them to prison. Serious offenders were sentenced to
prison for indefinite periods. Of those incarcerated, some received rehabili-
tation meant to improve their skills and promote law-abidingness. When
they were released turned on judgments by parole boards about when they
were safe to return to society. Parolees were then supervised in the commu-
nity by parole officers for the remainder of their sentences.

Rehabilitation. The crime explosion brought all these institutions into
question. In a noted study, Robert Martinson concluded that “nothing
works.” That is, there was no evidence that rehabilitation programs, either
in or out of prison, succeeded or that anything about prisons could change
offenders for the better. It was preferable, then, to use prisons simply to
deter offense and express society’s disapproval of crime.3

Some experts think programs in prison meant to teach useful skills,
reorient sexual behavior, and counter drug abuse can do some good, but the
impact on recidivism will be perhaps 20 percent.4 Overshadowing even
these modest claims are weak evaluations. Most studies of programs are not
based on random assignment. Evaluators tend to exaggerate impacts. They
often work for the agency running the program, so assessments are not at
arms length.5

Parole. Somehow, parole officers failed to prevent the repeat crimes that were
helping to fill the prisons. Violent offenses by parolees created more fear and
offense than the same crimes committed by people not on parole. The case of
Willie Horton, spotlighted by George H. W. Bush’s presidential campaign in
1988, comes immediately to mind. Conservatives attacked the system as too
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lenient—prisoners were being released too early, rendering their sentences
meaningless. Liberals, for their part, found the system too arbitrary.

In response, parole officers shifted their focus from helping parolees
toward protecting public safety. They became tougher about enforcing
parole rules, such as keeping appointments and passing drug tests. Officers
sent more parolees back to prison for breaking these rules. These “technical
violations” grew to account for over a third of prison admissions. That con-
tradicted the premise of parole, that it could supervise ex-offenders in the
community and reduce incarceration.6

Parole would appear to involve the same kind of paternalistic oversight
that has shown results in social programs in other areas, as noted in chap-
ter 2. Yet parole has no clear effects on rearrests. That might be because it is
not usually very intensive. Parole officers typically have caseloads of around
seventy cases, who meet with them briefly only once or twice a month.7 Yet
even intensive parole supervision does not reduce crime. An experiment in
1986–91 in which caseloads were nineteen to forty parolees and officers
interacted with them much more intensively led only to even more techni-
cal violations and returns to prison—not lower crime.8 The problem most
likely is that the demands parole makes on ex-offenders do not address their
main problems. Supervision has to be redirected toward more constructive
activities aimed at these problems.9

Due to the doubts about rehabilitation and parole, states curbed discre-
tion. “Truth in sentencing” laws mandated that more sentences be fully
served. Fourteen states abolished discretionary sentencing entirely. Parole
more often became part of the original sentence, not determined on a flex-
ible basis by parole boards. Today, 41 percent of ex-offenders are released
from prison to mandatory parole, only 24 percent to discretionary parole.
And 19 percent are released at the end of sentences with no parole at all,
often the most dangerous offenders.10

Prison. Without clear alternatives, states responded to rising crime chiefly
by incarcerating more offenders. The prisons grew due to more arrests and
convictions but also because more convicts were sentenced to prison rather
than lesser penalties and because sentences were lengthened. Many drug
offenders were incarcerated who earlier would not have been. Effectively,
the ideal of rehabilitation, which had dominated criminal justice for a
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century, was abandoned. The goals now were simply to express society’s
outrage at crime and to prevent and deter further offenses.11

However, politics eventually turned against the hard-line strategy. The
strain on state budgets was considerable. While low-income communities
want protection from crime, they are also disrupted when so many men are
imprisoned—and when equally large numbers return. A movement to
reassess imprisonment arose. The George W. Bush administration and some
members of Congress, including conservatives, supported reentry program-
ming, and, more recently, Democratic senator Jim Webb has proposed a
national commission on criminal justice reform.12

Just as Bill Clinton promised to end welfare as we know it, leading to
welfare reform, some reformers seek to end parole as we know it. The most
radical proposal, from Martin Horn, would sharply curtail both incarcera-
tion and parole in their traditional forms. Prison would be used mainly for
the most dangerous offenders. Recovery from crime would be sought
mainly in the community. Parole’s oversight role would be taken over largely
by the police and its service role by nonprofit community organizations
overseen by parole.13

The Appeal to Community

The discrediting of traditional policies prompted new strategies that appealed
in different ways to the community. People and institutions outside the prisons
and parole would now help solve the crime and rehabilitation problems.

Community Policing. The police had traditionally reacted to crime after
the fact. They aimed to get to crime scenes quickly, gather information and
witnesses, and detain suspects. But research showed that these tactics did
not deter or reduce crime. In contrast, community policing aimed to fore-
stall criminals rather than apprehend them. The police had to shift from
pursuing offenders to maintaining order. Policing now would be decentral-
ized to neighborhoods. Officers were to get out of their squad cars and walk
beats in the traditional manner, getting to know neighborhoods. Rather
than ignore minor “quality of life” offenses such as loitering or graffiti, they
would focus on these. That gave a message about community values that
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preempted worse crimes. And, often, offenders detained for lesser offenses
would turn out to have warrants outstanding for major ones.14

Whereas policing, like prisons and parole, had been largely self-
contained, the new strategy sought support from civil society. By recon-
necting to neighborhoods, the police tried to draw intelligence from outside
law enforcement. Prosecutors sought to target the crimes that were most
important to the community. Where crime tended to break down commu-
nity, law enforcement tried to rebuild it, then call upon it to reduce crime.
Recent reductions in crime, notably in New York City, appear to have come
from this strategy.15

One spectacular success for this approach was the “Ceasefire” initiatives
in Boston, Cincinnati, and other cities in the late 1990s. Drug gangs guilty
of multiple murders had failed to respond to traditional enforcement
methods. They did respond to clear-cut messages from the authorities that
the killings had to stop or there would be certain consequences. The police,
probation officers, and other agencies put more personnel on the streets,
where they enforced probation rules and curfews. In Boston, they also drew
on political support from local black clergy. Government and the commu-
nity mobilized together to halt crime.16 However, homicides later
rebounded in Boston, probably because oversight of offenders weakened.17

Societies with low crime rates, such as Japan, enforce order overwhelm-
ingly through informal suasions rather than government. The United States
did much the same in the later nineteenth century, when the disorder of
rapid urbanization was tamed largely by Sunday schools, the YMCA, and
the temperance movement. The discrediting of “social control” after 1960
was one reason for the crime explosion.18 Community policing resurrected
social control, led this time by public authorities.

Prison Reentry. The prison reentry movement extends this same logic to
the problem of ex-offenders. The idea is that rehabilitation programs in prisons
may not achieve much because that environment is too removed from the
real world. Another opportunity beckons when prisoners are released. The
goal is not necessarily rehabilitating offenders in a complete sense, but sim-
ply forestalling future crime. The chance of recidivism is greatest in the
months just after release, so reentry services should be “front-loaded.”
When ex-offenders leave prison, they should have a plan to reconnect with
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families, employment, and housing, and service providers should ensure
that these connections are made.

With the new strategy, the criminal justice system becomes less
autonomous. Community organizations now enter the prisons to help plan
prisoners’ transitions and then provide them with the required services on
release. Parole officers might not be downgraded, as in Horn’s proposals, but
they would work alongside private bodies in serving the men, rather than
largely on their own. The locale of rehabilitation shifts from prison or parole
to a broader web of efforts in the community.19

As in community policing, authority is reconstituted and decentralized.
Discretionary parole might be restored, lest offenders lose incentives to
behave well while in prison.20 But revocations of parole for technical viola-
tions would be reduced, replaced by lesser sanctions in the community.
Parole might be combined with local probation. Judges might oversee reentry,
on the model of drug courts. The reentry approach, Jeremy Travis writes,
“takes community corrections officers out from behind their desks and
places them directly in neighborhoods.” In this “new world of supervision,”
ex-offenders face interaction not just with the parole system but with the
police and the various agencies providing them services. “These initiatives
are a far cry from traditional social work approaches to parole and proba-
tion. Anonymity is replaced with in-your-face contact.”21

Prison Reentry Programs

Work programs for ex-offenders arose as part of this broader movement.
Although employment is not reentry’s only goal, it is a central one. Officials
recognize that whether former offenders avoid repeat crime critically
depends on whether they go to work. Past training or work programs for
ex-offenders have not performed well, but some recent programs are more
promising. These efforts resemble those we have already considered under
child support.22

In general, prisons have prepared ex-offenders for employment mainly
by putting them to work within the prisons. But only half of prisoners get
such assignments, which are chiefly involved with running the prison itself
rather than tasks that might be useful after release. The government has also
allowed some private businesses to employ prison labor, but the costs and
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requirements, along with union opposition, are so difficult that few firms
have done so.

One step beyond prison is work release programs, where convicts work
at jobs outside the walls for brief periods. However, such a program in
Washington State in the early 1990s failed to cut recidivism or save money;
rather, like intensive parole, it generated more technical violations and
returns to prison. A further step is guaranteed jobs for ex-offenders after
they have left prison. Ex-offenders were one of the groups served in the
National Supported Work Demonstration of the late 1970s, but they
showed negligible gains in work and none in recidivism.23

Nonetheless, work programs reduce crime more among older men than
younger men. These men may have aged beyond some of the debilitating
drive for respect mentioned in chapter 2. They are readier to accept work-
ing in jobs that are mostly low skilled and low paid.24

Local Programs. Of recent work programs aimed at ex-offenders, the most
prominent is Texas’s Project RIO (Re-Integration of Offenders). With more
than seventy thousand prison releases a year, this giant state accounts for
nearly a tenth of national releases all by itself.25 RIO began in Dallas and
Houston in 1985 and went statewide in 1993. It prepares ex-offenders for
employment through education and training in prison and then on their
release works to place them quickly in jobs. Outside the prisons, RIO
resembles NCP Choices. Run largely by the Texas Workforce Commission
(TWC), it provides staff to serve a disadvantaged group that otherwise could
not compete for attention with TWC’s more employable walk-in clientele.26

RIO is a large program. Outside the prisons, it has more than one hun-
dred staff in sixty-two offices around the state. According to a federal study,
in 1995 RIO served 15,366 parolees, representing about 40 percent of all
ex-offenders (and 47 percent of all parolees) released from prison that year.
It has placed in jobs 69 percent of the more than 100,000 ex-offenders it
has served since 1985, including 74 percent of the clients served in 1995.
With better enforcement, it could be larger still. Typically, only 10 to 55 per-
cent of referrals to the program show up, and little pressure is put on them
to attend as long as they do not violate parole.27

ComALERT is a prison reentry program focused mainly on drug treat-
ment in Brooklyn, New York. The King’s County (Brooklyn) district attorney’s
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office began the program in 2001 in collaboration with a local drug treat-
ment and counseling nongovernmental organization and the Doe Fund,
which runs transitional employment and housing programs for homeless
men. Parole officers refer ex-offenders to ComALERT as they come out of
prison with substance abuse problems. These parolees must participate in
counseling and drug treatment. To graduate, they must be drug free for
three months and employed or in school. They are then referred on to other
services as needed.

In addition, clients may volunteer for the Doe Fund’s Ready, Willing,
and Able program. This program requires participants to work in commu-
nity service positions while participating in twelve-step programs, receiving
other training, and, if needed, living in supported housing. Clients are regu-
larly tested for drug use and dismissed if they test positive. After nine
months, they transition to paid employment and regular housing and
graduate from the program.28

America Works also runs a prison reentry program in New York City,
but with quite a different approach. The Criminal Justice program receives
mandatory referrals of ex-offenders on parole from New York State prisons.
Modeled on America Works’s welfare work approach, the program runs
clients through brief orientation and job-readiness training and then places
them with private employers who have been recruited by America Works’s
sales force. If men fail at the first job, they are placed again, until retention
improves. Once placed, they are visited by staff to work out problems that
may impede retention.29

Center for Employment Opportunities. The Center for Employment
Opportunities (CEO), also in New York City, is the most important reentry
program to date. Similar to PFS in child support, it is the only program of
its type with a completed experimental evaluation.30 It is also conspicuously
successful. Although still evolving, it already conveys important lessons
about how poor men might be put to work.

Located in downtown Manhattan, CEO receives most of its referrals
from local parole officers, although some come directly from New York State
prisons. It also serves some youth exiting jails in New York City. It gives new
clients a week of orientation to the workplace and then assigns them to tran-
sitional jobs doing cleaning and repairs at government buildings around
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New York City. CEO maintains approximately thirty-five work crews of five
to nine men each for this purpose. Supervisors rate the men’s attendance,
comportment, and other qualities daily, and the men are paid daily at the
local minimum wage, currently $7.25 an hour. These positions may last up
to seventy-five days.

Once established in their work, clients meet with “job coaches” who
help them with other problems, such as health, housing, or ties to families.
After two weeks of work, they also see a job developer, who seeks to place
them in unsubsidized, full-time positions. About 60 percent of clients are
placed within three months. After the men are placed, staff follow up with
them on the job for up to a year, seeking to sort out problems and promote
job retention.

CEO has several features suggested by past research and experience
with men’s work programs. It emphasizes immediate immersion in paid
employment and deemphasizes the training and ancillary services that PFS
provided. It is paternalistic and prescriptive. Men receive constant supervi-
sion, and constructive attitudes and behavior are strongly promoted.

CEO has placed about ten thousand people in unsubsidized employ-
ment since its founding in 1996. It currently serves about two thousand
clients a year. However, this is a small share of the twenty-five thousand ex-
offenders returning from New York State prisons annually.31

Transitional Jobs Reentry Demonstration. CEO resembles the Transi-
tional Jobs Reentry Demonstration (TJRD) that the Joyce Foundation is run-
ning at four sites in the Midwest.32 Here, too, ex-offenders are assigned to
temporary jobs arranged by the program and then placed in unsubsidized
jobs largely in the private sector. But unlike CEO, the jobs in most cases are
provided by community organizations serving various groups with employ-
ment problems, not only ex-offenders.

Service-Oriented Programs

The above programs are all in some sense mandatory. Ex-offenders are
referred to them by the prison or parole systems, although how strictly
attendance is enforced varies. Some other reentry programs have been more
service oriented and participation is voluntary. These are the equivalent of
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the fatherhood programs considered in chapter 3. They embody a more
indulgent, barriers-oriented view of the causes of men’s work problems. The
goals were more to involve faith-based initiatives in serving ex-offenders
than to enforce work.33

Ready4Work was a demonstration program run at seventeen sites dur-
ing 2003–2006 with $25 million in funding from the U.S. Departments of
Justice and Labor and private foundations. Services were provided by a con-
sortium of agencies, headed in most cases by a faith-based organization. The
clients were nonviolent ex-offenders aged eighteen to thirty-four and mostly
black. For up to a year, they received various employment services and met
with mentors either individually or in groups.

The Serious and Violent Offenders Reentry Initiative (SVORI) was a
major $110 million research effort of the National Institute of Justice
launched in 2003. Sixty-nine state agencies received grants of $500,000 to
$2 million over three years to develop eighty-nine reentry programs. The
main goal was to expand services for ex-offenders and promote collabora-
tion among agencies at the federal and local levels. Whereas some reentry
efforts exclude violent offenders, SVORI focuses on them. Programs vary,
with most stressing employment. Like the fatherhood initiatives, many of
these programs have had difficulty enrolling clients; 60 percent of programs
have one hundred or fewer participants.34

The President’s Prisoner Reentry Initiative was an extension of
Ready4Work launched by President George W. Bush and, like Ready4Work,
run by the U.S. Department of Labor. It aimed to enlist faith-based and com-
munity organizations in helping returning prisoners. Funding of $20 mil-
lion a year began in 2005 and was scheduled to last four years, conditional
on appropriations. Clients were mentored, and education and training serv-
ices were to be provided via vouchers by private organizations. This pro-
gram has not yet generated evaluation results.

Evaluations

As with the child support programs, the evaluations of the prison reentry
programs are limited. Yet the evidence suggests that well-designed pro-
grams, if well implemented, can probably raise work levels and reduce
recidivism among ex-prisoners.
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Center for Employment Opportunities. CEO’s results are the most impor-
tant because they are experimental and also positive. Over the three years
since the experiment began, the program has demonstrated the following:

• Large but mostly transient impacts on employment: In the first year,
80 percent of experimental clients worked, a gain of 24 percent-
age points or 43 percent over the controls, largely due to the tran-
sitional jobs. However, this effect fell over the year to the point
where it was no longer statistically significant in the last quarter.
This decline reflects the men’s moving into private-sector jobs,
where they were less closely supervised and their retention fell.

• Reductions in recidivism: Over three years, experimental clients
were almost 6 percentage points or 11 percent less likely to be
convicted of a new crime. Several other measures of recidivism
also showed significant improvements. Such a clear and sus-
tained impact on recidivism has been extremely rare in criminal
justice programming.

• Impacts varied by subgroup: Effects were generally stronger for ex-
offenders who enrolled in CEO within three months of leaving
prison than for those who enrolled later. Three-year recidivism
impacts were entirely concentrated among the early enrollees
and for this group ran as high as 9 points or 62 percent. The pro-
gram also showed a small impact on private employment for this
group late in the three-year follow-up period, although there
were no impacts on earnings. These results corroborate the views
of experts that reentry services should involve men quickly upon
their release.

• Savings for taxpayers: Although CEO cost $3,600 more per client
than the services received by the control group, it saved about
$3,800 per client because of its impacts on recidivism. If benefits
to victims and clients’ employment are considered, the net ben-
efit rises to $4,600 per client. For the recently released subgroup,
the net benefit was $7,500 with victim benefits, including
$4,500 in criminal justice savings.35
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CEO has achieved such results even though it is still a work in progress.
Its large employment impact is notable, given the importance of raising
men’s work levels. It suggests the effects that a combination of assuring and
enforcing work might have. The rapid decline of the effect clearly reflects
the difficulty the men have transitioning from the program’s own jobs to the
private sector. To improve its retention in private placement, CEO created a
retention unit to follow up with clients on the job and address problems
there. It also has instituted Rapid Rewards, a bonus of up to $200 a year that
ex-offenders receive for achieving certain milestones in job retention. The
program claims to have improved its job retention rate at 180 days after
placement from 40 to 60 percent.36

Transitional Jobs Reentry Demonstration. The evaluation of TJRD
recorded first-year results much like those for CEO. There were strong
impacts on employment and earnings, but these were entirely due to the
transitional jobs. There were no impacts on unsubsidized employment, and
no overall impact on employment after a year. Unlike CEO, the program
showed virtually no impacts on recidivism. If TJRD does less well than
CEO, the reason is probably that it is less intensive. The transitional jobs are
provided by community organizations that are less focused on ex-offenders
than CEO, and they also involve higher numbers of workers per supervisor.
The supervisors do not oversee performance as closely as CEO’s crew chiefs,
who rate workers daily on many criteria. It is also likely that private jobs
placement after the transitional jobs is less well developed than at CEO.37

TJRD still expresses an idea that what ex-offenders most need to work
is improved opportunities. Although CEO also offers jobs, it primarily
reflects the realization that the key to employment is improved work disci-
pline. Of the two programs, TJRD is conceived more in economic terms,
CEO in more institutional ones, and the latter approach achieves more.

Local Programs. Project RIO received an evaluation based on statistical
matching performed at Texas A&M University in 1992. After one year of
follow-up, 69 percent of program participants had found work, compared
to 36 percent of parolees not in the program. During that year, RIO clients
worked during 1.8 quarters on average, compared to 1.1 quarters for non-
RIO ex-offenders. Researchers estimated that nearly 20 percent of those
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served avoided recidivism through the program. These impacts might be
overstated because the matching of program and comparison clients was
imprecise due to limited data sources. However, the apparent effect is large
enough to be encouraging.38

ComALERT received a careful evaluation based on propensity score
matching. Results showed that over two years the following occurred:

• Employment improved. Government data suggest that clients in
the program worked more and had higher earnings than com-
parison clients. In a survey, the employment gains appeared
much greater—three or four times. Much of the gain was attrib-
utable, as in CEO, to the men’s working in transitional jobs
arranged by the program—the Doe Fund’s Ready, Willing, and
Able program.

• Recidivism was reduced. ComALERT clients as a whole were
about 15 percent less likely to be rearrested, reconvicted, and
reincarcerated than the comparison group, and the difference
was twice that for the subset of clients who successfully gradu-
ated from the program.

• Substance abuse fell. There was weaker evidence that drug and
alcohol abuse fell among program clients relative to controls.

• Family effects were nil. As in PFS, there was no evidence that pro-
gram clients were more likely to reside with partners or have
more contact with their children.

• Effects varied. Clients who graduated from ComALERT showed
stronger impacts than those who merely participated. That
might be because the program had more chance to influence
them, or it might reflect selection effects.

Like CEO, ComALERT is a work in progress. The tested program was
oriented mainly to drug treatment, but its strongest results were for clients
who also volunteered for Ready, Willing, and Able. That suggests that the
program needs to improve its employment services, as it is now doing. To
maximize impacts, work may have to be required and guaranteed to all
clients, as in CEO.39
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America Works is currently receiving an experimental evaluation by
Public/Private Ventures, but the study has not yet returned results.

Service-Oriented Programs. Ready4Work reported only outcomes, with
no counterfactual, from its eleven sites serving adult offenders. Results
showed that 56 percent of participants held a job for at least a month while
in the program, and 60 percent of those who found jobs kept them for at
least three months, a third for at least six months. Furthermore, only 3 per-
cent of participants returned to prison for a new offense within six months
of their release, compared to 5 percent for a national sample of returnees;
only 7 percent did so within a year, compared to 10 percent nationally. For
black, nonviolent offenders, recidivism ran more than 40 percent below
national norms. Some of those apparent gains might have been due to the
mentoring provided by the program.40

SVORI has impact estimates for several outcomes based on propensity
score matching. These suggest that the program successfully increased the
services received by its clients, but gains in outcomes compared to men not
in the program were generally small, around 5 to 15 percent. Ex-offenders
in the program were about 10 percent more likely to be working three
months after leaving prison than were comparison clients not in the pro-
gram. Their jobs were more likely to be permanent, to offer formal pay, and
to include benefits.41

Conclusion

In criminal reentry, as in child support enforcement, we see the emergence of
new work programs for low-skilled men. And like child support, the crimi-
nal justice system has begun reaching out to a broader community. Prisons
and parole officers look beyond themselves for services they have not pro-
vided and also for some of the supervision that ex-offenders appear to need.

The development of men’s programs is somewhat more limited in crimi-
nal justice than in child support. That is probably because law enforcement
is less willing to change and also because ex-offenders arouse more fear than
men who merely fail to pay child support. The public may be more reluc-
tant to help them, especially if parolees commit new and visible crimes.
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On the other hand, there may be less disagreement about how to serve
these men than there is in child support. The division between programs
oriented to enforcing work and those oriented to services appears less pro-
nounced. There is no political battle comparable to the struggle between
feminist and fathers’ rights groups in child support. There is more accept-
ance, even among liberals, that an element of authority is essential to mov-
ing these men toward regular employment.
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5

Implementing Programs

The previous two chapters established that men’s work programs aimed at
child support defaulters and ex-offenders probably could raise their work
levels if well implemented. But what would it take to establish such pro-
grams on a wide scale? My own research concentrated largely on this ques-
tion. In this chapter, after a brief discussion of previous implementation
research, I suggest in general terms what expanding work programs would
require. I then look in more depth at the implementation problems already
faced by the child support and criminal justice systems and what taking on
work programs would mean. Later chapters will describe what states have
actually done.

Past Research

Most previous research about men’s work problems concerns the men
themselves or the programs that do or do not help them. There is very lit-
tle about the institutional setting—the political and administrative factors
that determine whether and how such programs are instituted. This largely
reflects the dominance of policy research by economists rather than politi-
cal scientists and also the lack of easily available data on the institutions.

Even to perceive the institutions, one must leave one’s computer, ven-
ture out into the field, and interview local and state officials. That sort of
research commands less prestige in academe than statistical modeling, but
it reveals more about the nature of change. Welfare reform was achieved
largely by politicians and administrators at the state and local levels. A lack
of research at this level was one reason why the potential for reform was
underestimated and why most welfare experts opposed it.1
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In welfare reform, however, we could at least examine several case stud-
ies of change at the state level.2 On that basis, we could generalize about the
factors favoring strong or weak implementation of TANF.3 For men’s pro-
grams, there is nothing comparable. Of the program evaluations considered
earlier, only PFS’s included a thorough analysis of the institutional setting
and the challenges this posed.4 I have relied on that work heavily. Imple-
mentation research on the fatherhood programs describes difficulties in set-
ting up the programs, especially their recruitment problems, but with less
context and background.5 I know of no research on the implementation of
prison reentry programs, in part because they are more recent.

Getting to Scale

What stands out about the men’s programs we have reviewed is that most
are small, voluntary, and detached. With the exception of NCP Choices and
Project RIO in Texas, all are small both absolutely and relative to their
potential caseload. Not all programs enforced participation, and even the
mandatory programs did so only selectively. Again, with the possible excep-
tion of the Texas programs, no program was central to regular child support
or criminal justice operations. Most were demonstrations with special fund-
ing that left the regular institutions unchanged.

These features are interconnected. The programs are small in part
because they are voluntary, and they are voluntary in part because they are
detached from mainstream institutions with the power to enforce. To have
more impact, they would have to grow. To do that they would have to
become mandatory and enforce participation. For nonworking men, entry
into a work program would have to become usual, not unusual. And for this
to happen, work programs would have to be built into regular child support
and the criminal justice operations.

The key to enforcement is that the penalty be immediate and reliable,
not that it be severe. If the authorities sanction people for noncompliance
with social norms but without close tie to the offenses, they will have lit-
tle effect. Disorder will reign, even if many people are penalized. Con-
versely, if offenders know they face certain and immediate consequences,
they will tend to comply. Order will then be achieved even if very few
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people are penalized. All depends on whether enforcement is credible
“on the ground.”6

The Welfare Precedent. In the 1980s, efforts to move welfare mothers
into jobs had all the features that men’s work programs have today. They
too were small, largely voluntary, service oriented, and peripheral to the
mainstream institutions, which in this case meant welfare. Although work
programs linked to welfare existed and were in theory mandatory, welfare
departments largely ignored them. The programs had virtually no effect on
welfare mothers, who remained largely nonworking. Some private efforts
to serve poor mothers were also made, parallel to the service-oriented
men’s programs, but they too had little impact because they had no author-
ity to get their clients to change their lives.7 Some programs placed welfare
mothers in unpaid jobs, the most literal form of work test, but they
remained small, usually involving only a few of the many mothers who
failed to work.8

Only when work programs became more directive, in the late 1980s
and 1990s, were they able to grow, get the attention of their intended
clients, and motivate change. They grew because work requirements were
strengthened and, above all, because the welfare system took on employ-
ment as a central mission. In many states, mothers seeking cash aid were
told first to look for a job. Only after that could they get assistance. Work
programs grew much bigger than before, although “workfare”—the literal
working off of grants in government jobs—remained uncommon.

Eventually, work demands became so clear that many poor mothers
never went on welfare at all, but directly to work. Those “diversion” effects
occurred off caseload, but they were the most fundamental change that wel-
fare reform achieved. Reform now reached beyond welfare itself to change
the surrounding society. It was now expected that poor mothers would go
to work before seeking aid, and aid itself would be premised on work effort.
Without this shift, reform could not have produced the revolution it did.9

Such changes did not occur overnight. As long as the welfare rolls were
large, it was difficult to enforce work because of the sheer numbers.
Dependency in this sense fed on itself. In response, it took a massive admin-
istrative buildup over years to get on top of this caseload, to make the work
demand serious “on the ground,” at the local level where recipients
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encounter welfare. Growing pressure to work generated diversion. But once
that happened, welfare shrunk, and it became progressively easier to require
work of the remaining cases. Finally, enforcement could shrink along with
the rolls while still maintaining the work norm in the surrounding society.
Today, welfare has to enforce work explicitly on only the small share of poor
mothers who remain on the rolls. In a similar way, to maintain the norm of
tax payments, the Internal Revenue Service needs to audit only a small pro-
portion of tax returns.

How Much Is Enough? For low-skilled men, steady work is currently rare
because it is unenforced, as it once was for welfare mothers. The sheer scale
of the work problem defeats enforcement. But if work programs were
implemented seriously for the groups I have identified—low-income child
support defaulters and parolees—that would motivate higher work effort
for all low-income men, not only those explicitly subject to the require-
ments. To achieve this, government must once again get on top of a case-
load. It must raise the share of men with a work obligation who actually
have to work. More and more of them must be located and inducted into
work programs until the obligation to work becomes real and immediate,
not just a distant goal. Then voluntary work levels should rise—the male
form of diversion effects. Then explicit enforcement could be scaled back,
as it has been in welfare.

How far implementation must go to achieve these effects is unclear. In
welfare even today, only around a third of TANF cases actually participate in
work activities. Yet, coupled with the new benefits and available jobs, that
has been enough to drive most welfare mothers off the rolls, mostly into
work. In the cost estimates below, I have assumed that men’s work programs
would have to serve all poor men who have both work obligations and work
problems, but in practice to serve fewer than that might be enough to gen-
erate a work message and raise work levels. On the other hand, to enforce
work for this group would not address the work problems of the main-
stream unemployed and other men with a steadier job history. Few of them
are obligated to work now because few are nonpayers of child support or
ex-offenders on parole.

In part, men’s work programs are small because they are positioned well
back in the administrative process. In welfare, too, work programs were
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once confined to mothers who had persistently failed to work. There was
thought to be a tradeoff between serving the bulk of the caseload superfi-
cially and serving a smaller, more disadvantaged share more intensively.
Many experts thought it was better to wait for the bulk of mothers to leave
aid voluntarily and then concentrate work services on the hard-core cases.10

But this approach did not communicate a strong work message. It still
treated employment as a benefit to be provided to some mothers, not an
obligation incumbent on all of them. As reform escalated in the 1990s,
states moved toward demanding work from mothers up front, as soon as
they went on aid, often even before their applications were approved. That
sent a much stronger work message, and it was this that generated the diver-
sion effects of the later 1990s.

Likewise, in men’s programs, current clients tend to be the more disad-
vantaged men who have persistently failed to work or pay child support on
their own. All others have been penalized or excused on various grounds
earlier in the process. So the numbers served are much smaller than the
numbers who are out of compliance. In NCP Choices, for example, the only
men assigned are those whose families are or have been on welfare (because
the program is funded through TANF). They also must owe at least $5,000
in arrears, be in dispute with CSE, live in an area served by NCP Choices,
and also not be on disability benefits (or have applied for them).

If they are conceived this narrowly, the programs are unlikely to gener-
ate any general change in expectations about work. Large as it is, NCP
Choices is probably too small to generate diversion effects, at least in a state
as large as Texas. A serious men’s work strategy must reach a higher share of
nonworking men so that the work obligation they already bear becomes
credible “on the ground.”

The Implementation Problem

What, in general, would it take to institute larger and more demanding pro-
grams? This question touches on the well-known challenges of implement-
ing social programs. Typically, these programs are conducted by local
agencies on behalf of national or state governments, who fund them subject
to conditions. The Great Society programs of the 1960s and 1970s gained a
reputation for ineffectiveness, but much of this was because they were not
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carried out as designed. The programs were planned largely by economists
who conceived them in terms of the benefits or incentives they generated.
Later the programs would be evaluated. But planners typically ignored the
linkages that lay between laws passed by Congress or state legislatures and
the eventual social effects.11 In recent decades, programmatic chains of
command have become even more complex, with the frequent use of pri-
vate and nonprofit contractors to deliver services.12 The child support and
criminal justice programs we have discussed already show that tendency.

Some political scientists concluded that higher-level authorities could
have only limited control over the programs they fund. Trying to manage
programs through grants to lower-level agencies was like pushing a string.
Whatever the grantors intended, local operators would inevitably twist pro-
grams to serve their own priorities, if they implemented them at all. Others
argued that superiors could force through new policies if the legal mandate
were strong enough and the funding was sufficient.13 In welfare reform, the
goal of raising work levels was widely shared, reducing conflict. Govern-
ments at all levels competed to achieve work, and this was one reason TANF
was generally well implemented.14

A fair consensus of the implementation literature is that implementation
of a program will vary positively with political will and funding, that is, success
requires that the authorities behind the program agree about a problem and
its solution, accept that solving it is important, and provide the necessary
resources. But implementation will vary negatively with bureaucratic com-
plexity. The more agencies and governmental levels involved in running a
program, the more troubled its implementation will be. Complexity raises
the chance of conflicting goals.15

If we now examine the chief arenas of men’s program development, we
find many conditions adverse to implementation. Both child support
enforcement and criminal justice already face difficult tasks. To ask them,
in addition, to get more clients to work will require major changes in goals
and routines.

Child Support Enforcement

The original mission of child support enforcement was to get absent parents
to pay support to their families. To do that requires locating absent fathers,
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determining their paternity, setting support orders, and then enforcing
them. As noted in chapter 3, the system has made progress on all these
fronts, but getting low-income fathers to pay remains unsolved. It was to
address that problem that work programs in child support first arose.

Goals. Despite this problem with low-income fathers, child support has not
traditionally focused on employment. Officials know that most fathers have
to have earnings in order to pay their judgments, yet child support’s main
routines have assumed work rather than helping men achieve it. This
assumption appears to reflect the system’s origins in the civil law system that
dealt chiefly with the middle class. The father was usually employed, so the
problem was ordinarily to get him to pay, not to get him to work. Thus, CSE
inherited the idea that its challenge was the “deadbeat dad”—one who could
pay his judgment but wouldn’t.16 As one local child support lawyer said to
me, “It’s all about the money.”

Thus, CSE tended to focus on fathers who were able to pay, not the non-
workers who could not. Even if the latter could be found and their wages
garnished, they had little income to contribute. So these cases tended not to
be “worked” regularly. The pressure to make money from enforcement has
only increased in recent decades as the system has run in the red (see below)
and federal incentives have focused on the efficient use of funds.17

Not working is at the center of poor men’s problems. To raise these
men’s work levels would generate many benefits beyond just more child
support. But CSE never focused on getting men to work as an end in itself.
Welfare adopted the goal of employing welfare mothers in the 1980s and
1990s because it was good for families, not just because it would reduce
dependency. CSE has not made a comparable shift. As several CSE officials
said to me, “We’re not social workers.”

To be sure, CSE has become more father friendly in recent years. Many
officials now accept that it is not constructive just to crack down on poor
fathers.18 That is one reason work programs have developed. But the tend-
ency still is to keep the pressure on the men to pay, even if this may keep
some from working at all. CSE may refuse to adjust an order downward
(reduce the amount expected) when a father is jobless, for example, lest it
create a disincentive to work.19 The idea that getting the men employed
might actually be more important than getting them to pay is still radical.
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The fatherhood programs have somewhat different goals. On the one
hand, they might be seen as resources for child support, as they help fathers
come to terms with the demands of that system. On the other hand, they
arose in part in opposition to child support, or at least to the severity of its
demands. And although they promote work by fathers, these programs do
not focus on enforcement. Their emphasis is more on reaching out to fathers
and helping them come to terms with their families and their lives. It is thus
doubtful that these programs can help CSE raise work levels.

Administration. Another obstacle to change in child support is the com-
plexity of the system. Typically, at the state level there is a CSE agency with
responsibility for identifying noncustodial fathers who should be paying
support. It takes the lead in locating the men and establishing paternity and
support orders. But the final decisions on paternity and orders usually rest
with local child support judges. Once finalized, the order is relayed to a
separate payment administration, usually at the state level, that garnishes
the father’s wages and distributes the proceeds to the family and (if welfare
or Medicaid is involved) to the state and federal governments. If the father
then fails to pay or disappears, the case is referred back to CSE, which goes
back to the judge for enforcement actions. Sometimes follow-up rests with
a different body—in Michigan, local agencies known as Friend of the Court.

Judges complicate enforcement, although they are also a source of
authority. Traditionally, in setting support orders, child support judges were
arbitrary and uneven and often lenient. This offended the groups who
wanted fathers to pay more to support families. The main reason Congress
forced states to impose uniform payment scales on the judges in the 1980s
was to make them more consistent and demanding. Since then, the federal
government has urged states to reduce the judges’ role and give more dis-
cretion to CSE administrators, and some have done so. This shift has
allowed orders to be set and updated more quickly as men’s jobs or earn-
ings change. It may also allow quicker reaction to noncompliance. However,
judges remain central to the system. A good part of implementing child sup-
port work programs is getting the judges to refer men to them and then
enforce their attendance.

In addition to all this, work programs require further effort to place men
in jobs and keep them there. To accomplish this, child support has typically
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looked to the workforce system—the voluntary training agencies currently
financed under the Workforce Investment Act (WIA). It is not enough sim-
ply to refer nonpayers there; they would have to compete with the walk-in
clientele, who are typically more attractive to the agencies and employers.
Special workforce staff must be funded to serve the defaulters, as in Texas’s
NCP Choices. Other possibilities include using welfare work programs.

One difficulty with the workforce system is that traditionally it did not
enforce work. Its routines assume that clients are willing workers who seek
out its services on their own. That assumption goes back to the Employ-
ment Service, or Job Service, the oldest part of the workforce system, a fed-
erally funded labor exchange that dates from the 1930s. The same
assumption was made by federal training programs first set up in the 1960s
and now funded under WIA. Thus, the workforce system does not normally
provide services to overcome work inhibitions or invoke authority to
require work. In ethos, it is the opposite of CSE. Whereas CSE stresses
enforcement but traditionally ignores employment, workforce stresses
employment and training but ignores enforcement. Without a WIA struc-
ture willing and able to enforce work, CSE has trouble running work pro-
grams at all.

When welfare work programs first arose in the 1960s and 1970s, they
were run by the Employment Service, and that was one reason they were
ineffective. Only in the 1980s did states obtain authority to shift the work
mission elsewhere. In Wisconsin and other pioneer states, the welfare
department set up its own work operation, which was more insistent about
enforcing work than the Employment Service. However, in the 1990s, many
states again vested the welfare work mission in the workforce system, lead-
ing to serious implementation problems. Welfare clients were often not
referred to the workforce smoothly, nor was their attendance there moni-
tored and enforced.20

However, some workforce agencies have come around to accept work
enforcement. Adopting this role, they have learned, is one way they can earn
financial support. The conversion of WIA in Texas to that role was crucial
to that state’s successes in men’s programming, as I note below.

Financing. Child support also has trouble funding work programs. For
years, CSE made money for government by using child support collections
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to recoup some of the cost of welfare for families abandoned by fathers. But
since the dramatic decline in the welfare rolls in the 1990s, that offset has
shriveled. And while CSE was created initially to battle dependency, it has
since the 1980s come to serve most child support cases both on and off wel-
fare. Table 3-1 shows that the share of child support collections made under
Title IV-D rose from only 23 percent in 1978 to 93 percent in 2005. Most
collections now go to families—not government. Thus, the system has lost
money for the federal government since 1980 and for government overall
since 1990. In 2006, its net cost was over $3 billion.21

To implement work programs in child support, therefore, both the child
support and workforce systems must change their cultures and routines. An
already complicated network of agencies must become still more complex,
yet focused on a new mission—employment. Making this change will
require leadership from OCSE, backed up by the leading states that have
already begun to make the change. And new resources will be necessary.
Localities cannot routinely afford to run work programs in child support
unless dedicated funding is provided, as it was, for example, through the
Welfare-to-Work grants of the late 1990s. Expanding work programs on a
permanent basis could require a regular federal funding stream, akin to
those that support WIA or TANF.

Criminal Justice

For the criminal justice system to implement work programs on a large scale
would also require major reorientations in both purpose and organization.
There is also less willingness to change than in child support.

Goals. State prison and parole systems seek chiefly to enforce the law and
punish lawbreakers. Punishment may be seen as protecting society from
offenders and deterring future crime, and also as a means of rehabilitating
the offender or expressing society’s disapproval of crime. But of all these
purposes, only rehabilitation has any close connection to employment. The
system also resists assuming responsibility for employment because it insists
that convicts accept responsibility for crime and recovery. For government
to do much to help them work violates that premise.
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Hard-line attitudes toward offenders have also been fostered in recent
decades by the perceived failure of alternatives to incarceration. If we can-
not rehabilitate and if parole has little effect, then public safety is served
only by keeping men behind bars. To that mindset, the very idea of releas-
ing men to work programs is suspect. Even officials who still believe in
rehabilitation will doubt that work has any special power to overcome
criminogenic attitudes. The reentry approach involves some shift of goals
toward greater concern for the men leaving prison, although the claim
is that public safety will also be served. Advocates of reentry, therefore,
have to demonstrate that helping men reenter society does not mean going
soft on them.

Structure. The criminal justice system is more complicated than may first
appear. In many states, probation is an arm of the criminal courts. The prisons
and parole are separate. Although all these systems may be under one
umbrella department in some states, in others they are entirely separate.

Judges, as in child support, play an important role. Specialized courts
such as “drug courts” have developed in some states where judges inten-
sively oversee particular types of cases. Offenders in rehabilitation appear
before the same judge repeatedly to review their progress and confront
relapses. Some—such as Judge Kristin Ruth of North Carolina—have used
and advocated this same approach for chronic child support defaulters.
Jeremy Travis has proposed “reentry courts” that would oversee parole as
adjuncts of parole officers.22

The reentry model introduces further players from outside the traditional
criminal justice system. Community groups and nonprofit organizations
would enter the prisons to prepare offenders for release and then provide
them with services afterward. Interacting with these bodies is a sharp change
for the public agencies, which have usually been largely autonomous.

As mentioned earlier, a further challenge is that parole’s authority over
ex-offenders has weakened as fewer men leave prison subject to supervi-
sion. For these cases, child support may actually offer a way to enforce work
where the criminal justice system no longer can.

As in child support, national leadership can help to promote the work
goal for criminal justice. However, the federal role in law enforcement is
more limited than in child support. There is no major federal funding stream.
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Past Programs

The programs we have examined suggest that implementing work programs
for men is indeed challenging. The task requires creating a new institution
to serve nonpaying, nonworking men within systems that usually give work
little priority.

That process is best documented in the case of PFS. Here the creators of
the experimental program had to persuade child support agencies, accus-
tomed to getting all they could from fathers, to reduce demands on them as
long as they participated in the experiment. The program worked best in the
localities where CSE was strongly committed to it and where staff combined
their helping and enforcing roles best. PFS also had to persuade training
programs to place noncustodial fathers in desirable training slots such as
on-the-job training even though these men seemed less qualified than other
candidates. Finally, the program had to persuade the men themselves to face
their problems and the child support system, which many were unused to
doing. Against all these challenges it had only limited success.23

The fatherhood programs operated with less reliance on the mainline
agencies than the enforcement programs, yet they could not avoid them.
Their clients had to learn about child support and meet its demands if they
were to avert serious trouble. Many men showed little interest in training
because of a desire to earn immediate money to meet their obligations. Yet
some had to complete their educations, and others needed access to train-
ing, so the programs had to engage with the school and workforce systems.

We know less about how prison reentry programs were established.
CEO and ComALERT were created by inspired entrepreneurs at the local
level. Although these programs appear to succeed, they are exemplars rather
than forces for systemic change. The work of building employment into
criminal justice more broadly has only just begun.
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6

The State Survey

This research included a survey of all the states to find out how many had
implemented work programs in either child support or criminal justice.
Despite the difficulties mentioned in the last chapter, we found that states
have begun to institute work programs for men on a substantial scale.1

The survey was conservatively framed to identify only work programs
intended for child support defaulters or ex-offenders. Also, the programs
had to be in addition to those that the states already used to promote work
among low-income adults, such as the workforce system or TANF work
programs. A program meant more than just having regular child support or
parole staff refer men elsewhere for services. There had to be a distinct staff
that the state was spending money on for the purpose of raising these men’s
work levels, even if all it did was refer men to other agencies. Furthermore,
the programs had to be state run, even if they were not statewide. This
requirement excluded purely local programs, of which there were many. We
also counted only programs running at the time we talked to a state in 2009,
excluding programs that had ended or were to begin in the future.

Our questions aimed at basic description. Did a state have work pro-
grams in child support or criminal justice? If so in either area, which agency
ran it and how was it funded? Was it mandatory in the sense that men had
to participate on pain of some penalty? How large was the caseload relative
to all men who might be subject to it? And what services did it offer, includ-
ing referral to other programs, job search, guaranteed jobs, or training?

In the phone survey, we found it difficult to locate officials willing and
able to talk. We had to call some states repeatedly. On both the child sup-
port and criminal justice sides, forty-three out of fifty-one jurisdictions
finally responded. Nevertheless, we are confident that our results are repre-
sentative. For more detail on the survey, see the appendix.
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Findings

In child support, 47 percent of responding states had work programs. Ninety
percent of these programs were mandatory. Nearly all the programs offered a
range of services, including referral to other programs, job search, and train-
ing. Yet respondents made clear that they were oriented strongly to work
first—placing men in available jobs. None attempted to guarantee jobs.

In criminal justice, work programs were even more common, occurring
in 65 percent of responding states. Only a quarter of these programs were
mandatory, involving an enforceable referral. Parole officers did not usually
require that their clients enter a work program, yet the overall structure was
still mandatory because parolees in most states are required to work as a
condition of parole. As in child support, the programs nearly all provided
referral, job search, and training in some form, yet the overall focus was
strongly on work first. In this area, three out of twenty-eight programs, or
11 percent, did claim to guarantee jobs.

In child support, 60 percent of the work programs were funded and run
by child support itself, most of the rest by TANF or the workforce system.
Some programs had federal grants (for example, OCSE, Social Security Act
section 1115, or Department of Labor). Some served a wide range of non-
payers, but others were limited to cases with a welfare connection because
funding came from TANF.

In criminal justice, likewise, three-quarters of the programs were funded
and run by criminal justice itself and the rest mostly by the workforce
system. Some also drew grants from the U.S. Departments of Justice or
Labor, the president’s reentry initiative, or the Serious and Violent Offend-
ers Reentry Initiative. These programs also differed in the extent of supervi-
sion given to clients. Some states had very cursory parole operations,
whereas others were strict. Some programs simply referred men to the regu-
lar workforce system, whereas others provided special case managers for
employment. Programs tended to be narrowly focused and small, in part
because many were residential and had limited beds. Child support could
cast a wider net because their men were on average less disadvantaged.

Although the programs were widespread, they were typically small, like
the programs discussed above. In child support, three-quarters of respond-
ents said the programs served only a small minority of the clients who might
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have been assigned to them, 15 percent said a large minority, and 10 per-
cent a large majority. On the criminal justice side, 36 percent said they
served a small minority, 32 percent a large minority, and 32 percent a large
or small majority.

Trends over Time

A survey conducted at one point in time cannot document trends, but con-
versations with respondents made clear that the movement toward men’s
work programs was fairly recent. No current program appears to be older
than Texas’s Project RIO, begun in 1985. Respondents, especially in child
support, spoke of a growing realization of the need to raise men’s work
levels. Had we surveyed states ten or twenty years ago, there would likely
have been far less activity.

But expansion has not been smooth. Many programs were being started
up, others closed down. The immediate reason for closings was usually
budget cuts due to the recession. Most of the federal funding was project
based and thus time limited. In other cases, including Michigan and Ohio,
child support funding based on TANF had fallen. In still other states, pro-
grams came to be seen as ineffective. Few states had found a relatively sta-
ble program structure, as in Texas.

To expand programs more permanently would mean solving the imple-
mentation problems already mentioned. Men’s work programs would need
steadier sources of funding that could be counted on year after year, like
TANF or the workforce system. A buildup would also require more case
managers to oversee clients. Programs must also be dovetailed with the
existing child support, parole, and workforce systems. The greatest need
would be for political commitment. In welfare reform, pioneers like Wis-
consin did not realize all that reform involved at the outset. They had to
solve problems as they emerged. Nevertheless, they were committed to
change, so they persevered until welfare was transformed.

The same is true with men’s work programs. The survey suggested that
some states are edging up to the starting line of serious action, but few have
crossed it. The next chapter explores in more depth what committed imple-
mentation would require.
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Field Interviews

Field interviews in six diverse states during 2008–2009 allowed me to
explore in more depth how political and administrative factors shaped the
emergence of work programs. The states I visited included some where I
had contacts and could get entrée (New Jersey, New York, and Wisconsin)
and others where I had heard of important developments in men’s pro-
gramming (Michigan, Ohio, and Texas). I also chose the states to be broadly
representative of the nation.

I interviewed child support and criminal justice officials at the state level
and in at least one locality in each state. I aimed at people involved in deci-
sions about work programs in the state or in implementing them locally.
Thus I chiefly met with public officials, although in some cases my respond-
ents were from private agencies that had been contracted to implement pro-
grams. I did not interview anyone in the fatherhood programs because these
programs seemed largely detached from the work-implementation problem,
and my agency respondents virtually never mentioned them. For more
detail about my interviews, see the appendix.

I emphasize that I am not rating the states as more or less successful.
Those with the most dramatic initiatives, such as Michigan and Texas, are
the most interesting if one thinks men’s programs have potential, but
local conditions differ, and it is too early to say that all states must go
down this road.

Below, I summarize how my respondents saw the men’s work problem
and describe what each of the six states was doing about it at the time of my
visits in late 2008 and early 2009. I propose an analytic scheme, based on
welfare reform, to explain which states were more or less ambitious in men’s
programming. My findings largely confirm these expectations.
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The View from the Field

The state survey could not elicit the view of officials in any depth, but amid
describing their programs, state officials also indicated that they largely
agreed with the interpretation of the men’s work problem and its causes
offered in chapters 1 and 2. Most spoke of “barriers” to work, but they
located these more in the personal lives of the clients than in the economy,
and most believed that some element of enforcement as well as new pro-
grams were essential to get men to work more regularly.

In the fieldwork states, I was able to probe opinions more fully. I asked
respondents what the “men’s work problem” connoted to them and how
they would explain it. Almost all characterized it as a combination of irregu-
lar work and work at low wages. The men they dealt with never became
“established” in the workforce and thus could seldom get “family sustain-
ing” jobs. As to causes, most respondents spoke of “barriers” that kept men
from working regularly, but again they located these largely in the men’s per-
sonal lives. They cited lack of education, skills, training, and, above all, a
lack of “structure” in the men’s past lives. Many of these men lacked the
elemental discipline, such as showing up to the job on time and taking
orders, needed to succeed at work. Many simply had never been workers
and had no idea what that involved.

Few respondents suggested that the causes lay in the economy.
Although many said that jobs were less plentiful than normal during the
recession, hardly any suggested that low-skilled jobs were simply unavail-
able. Nearly all rejected the idea that jobs had to be created through gov-
ernment before the men could work. Rather, the trouble was to find
employers who would take a chance on men without a steady work history
or who had just emerged from prison. There was clearly room in the
economy for more low-skilled men to work, even if some lacked the organi-
zation to do it. That idea is plausible because the number of chronically
nonworking men is small relative to the entire workforce, and there are large
flows of workers into and out of jobs every month.

I asked respondents whether the men seemed more deterred from work-
ing by low wages or by the garnishing of their wages to pay child support.
A strong majority said the latter. Fathers were discouraged to see their earn-
ings cut by support deductions, but more important was their resentment at
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having to support spouses they had broken up with, through a system they
perceived as unfair. Few officials suggested, therefore, that simply raising
wages could be a solution to the work problem. More were attracted to the
idea of guaranteeing jobs to the men in some form. The suggestion was not
that jobs were otherwise unavailable but that a work program needed jobs it
could be sure of, positions it could place men in immediately so that they
would have to come to terms with working. Nevertheless, to create positions
like this would take outside funding.

In child support, virtually all believed that nonpaying men had to be
required to work in some form, not just offered the chance to do so.
Respondents saw the men as a forgotten group deserving of more social
attention, but at the same time programs had to have “teeth” if clients were
to respond. “No calls, no shows,” as one child support worker put it to me
in Milwaukee. Criminal justice officials less often spoke of enforcing work
through programs, yet work was still expected as a condition of parole. In
both child support and criminal justice there also was support for paternal-
istic administration, where case managers supervised clients closely. A lot of
men had missed such attention during their formative years, and they
missed it again after they left work programs. One workforce official I talked
to in San Antonio recalled an NCP Choices client who kept coming back to
her and asking, “Can’t you take me again?”

On the criminal justice side, respondents agreed that moving ex-
offenders into jobs was essential to minimizing recidivism. To achieve this
goal was the main motivation behind men’s programs. Although the pro-
grams were aimed at parolees after release, officials also saw a need to begin
reentry planning while men were still in prison. Respondents believed even
more in barriers than did those in child support, one reason why attendance
at work programs was usually left elective.

State Variations

The states I visited varied greatly in terms of degree of initiative, location,
and dominant political tradition. Some of them were doing a lot in the men’s
work area, others little. They represented every region except the West.
They included all three main political cultures found among the states—the
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“good government” tradition (Michigan and Wisconsin), big-city urban
states (New Jersey, New York, and Ohio), and the South (Texas).1 What had
each recently done in men’s work programming?

Michigan. A large manufacturing state in the upper Midwest, Michigan has
been ravaged by job losses in the auto industry. Even in this severe setting,
however, respondents generally affirmed that some jobs were available for
low-skilled men who were supposed to work.

In child support, the state had not recently mounted work programs. In
2000–2001 it had used leftover TANF funds to serve some noncustodial
parents, referring them either to the state’s welfare work program or the
workforce system. But follow-up was insufficient to assure attendance, and
when funding lapsed, the program ended. Neither state CSE leaders nor
local Friend of the Court agencies, which handle local child support
enforcement, made a case to shift to state funding. However, in some coun-
ties Friend of the Court agencies still ran work programs for nonpaying men
by using other monies, showing that support for this strategy was still
strong. Some of these programs placed men in unpaid community service,
while others paid special staff to refer them to local workforce agencies.

In prison reentry, in contrast, Michigan was a national leader. Following
Governor Jennifer Granholm’s election in 2002, the state launched the Michi-
gan Prison Reentry Initiative (MPRI). MPRI aimed to reorient criminal justice
away from a severe incarceration approach toward reentry. One motive was
to save money on prisons, which were full and straining state budgets, but
another was the conviction that community programs would in the end
reduce crime as well as costs. The state had set up regional steering commit-
tees to plan local programs and sharply increased funding for these services.
MPRI was not a work program per se, but it built up support for local work
programs among other services. The initiative has so far cut the prison popu-
lation and saved money, but it has also raised fears about public safety.2

New Jersey. A rich eastern state with a diverse economy, New Jersey has
had no recent work initiatives in child support at the state level. Previously,
there had been state work programs, one of them similar to Wisconsin’s
Children First, but they had faltered, chiefly due to a failure by the courts
and the probation system to enforce men’s attendance. An effective fatherhood
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program, however, was running in Mercer County, drawing on child sup-
port and other funding.

In prison reentry, the main state initiative was Another Chance, an
experiment sponsored by Governor Jon Corzine to track 1,400 ex-offenders
as they moved through the workforce system, where special job coaches
were assigned to serve them. However, this program was separate from the
regular prison or parole systems.

A more notable effort is the Newark Prisoner Reentry Initiative, in the
state’s largest city. This multiservice program for returning prisoners is sup-
ported mainly by federal grants. A related program, Operation Reconnect,
is foundation funded and serves violent offenders who are excluded from
federal funding. The Manhattan Institute, a conservative think tank in New
York City, helped arrange funding and contributes some staff and oversight.
The initiative has strong support from Newark mayor Cory Booker, who has
made crime reduction a priority, but it has no integral connection to any of
the mainstream criminal justice institutions.

New York. The third-largest state in population, New York is known for big
government and liberal politics, centered on New York City. In child sup-
port, the state’s main recent program is the Strengthening Families through
Stronger Fathers Initiative, established by the Pataki administration. This
effort funds pilot programs in five counties, including New York City, to pro-
vide services to low-income noncustodial parents. It also established a state
refundable tax credit, part of the state’s earned income tax credit, for low-
income fathers provided they pay their judgments in full. These steps do not
enforce work, although some counties, including New York City, have
mandatory work programs to which judges may refer some nonpaying men.

In prison reentry, the state’s Department of Criminal Justice Services
(DCJS) has joined Transition from Prison to Community, a federal project to
develop reentry services. With this funding, DCJS has established reentry
task forces in twelve counties, not including New York City. This initiative
does not involve state funding or reflect any reorientation of the state’s larger
criminal justice agencies, those for prisons, parole, and probation.

Ohio. Similar to Michigan, Ohio is a medium-sized midwestern state that
has recently lost manufacturing jobs. In child support, CSE has not recently
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launched work programs from the state level. As in Michigan, it allowed
counties to use unspent TANF funds to serve some of the employment needs
of absent fathers, but this money had virtually disappeared since 2004.

More important is a prison diversion program funded by the Depart-
ment of Rehabilitation and Corrections, the state’s prison and parole agency.
The department thought that too many men not paying child support,
whom it viewed as minor offenders, were being convicted of criminal non-
support and sent to prison, thus straining the state’s prisons and budgets. So
in 2007 it funded work programs run by child support agencies in seven
counties to which hard-core nonpayers could be assigned in lieu of prison.
This initiative had at least halted the rise in criminal nonpayers in prison.
The department plans to expand the program to a further ten counties.

Meanwhile, the state is reforming the criminal justice system to give
more emphasis to reentry, similar to the Michigan manner, but this shift has
not yet led to an increase in services or a change in local organization com-
parable to MPRI. Work programs for ex-offenders were local.

Texas. The nation’s second-largest state, Texas has a robust economy and has
emerged as the leader in men’s programming. It has work programs in both
child support and criminal justice, and both have been favorably evaluated.
Just as important, both are large scale and unusually well institutionalized,
enjoying strong political support and stable administration and funding.

NCP Choices, the child support program, was described in chapter 3. It
began in 2005 after years of struggle to improve child support compliance
in the state. It is funded via TANF and run largely by the Texas Workforce
Commission. It has a relatively simple structure. After men are remanded to
the program by judges, special staff serve them at TWC, seeking mainly
placement in private jobs. Project RIO, described in chapter 4, began in
1985. It has in-prison aspects, but outside of prison it resembles NCP
Choices—it uses special workforce staff who seek jobs for ex-offenders, who
are referred to the program by parole officers. It has lost some funding and
been less prominent recently.

Wisconsin. An average-sized midwestern state, Wisconsin was a leader in
welfare reform but has been less prominent in men’s programming. Chil-
dren First, discussed in chapter 3, was a work enforcement program for
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child support created in 1987 as part of welfare reform and implemented in
much of the state in the 1990s. It has since suffered from limited funding.

In prison reentry, the Department of Corrections runs the Community
Corrections Employment Program, which places ex-offenders in work-
experience positions in public and nonprofit agencies. Because this program
is small, the parole system relies chiefly on referring former prisoners to the
workforce agencies. But that system is not oriented to work enforcement,
and there is no special staff to help it serve the child support or ex-offender
populations as in Texas.

Explaining State Differences

How do we explain the fact that some of these states are leaders in men’s
work programs and some are not? In chapter 5, we noted that the imple-
mentation of social programs varies positively with the amount of political
will and money behind them and negatively with the degree of bureaucratic
complexity. Consistent with that finding, a more detailed model drawn from
welfare reform predicts that the implementation of men’s work programs by
states—in either child support or criminal justice—will vary with the fol-
lowing six factors. Three can be grouped under “political performance” and
three under “administrative performance”:

• Political performance

Policymaking: Did elected officials take the lead in addressing the
men’s issue, or was the problem left to appointed officials?

Consensus: Among political leaders, was there division or agree-
ment about how to address the men’s problem?

Resources: Was the state willing and able to fund men’s initiatives?
Were funding arrangements stable or ad hoc?

• Administrative performance

Commitment: Did senior administrators support men’s initiatives,
or did they simply comply with elected officials? Is the bureauc-
racy “on board” or resistant to change?
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Coordination: Were the child support and/or criminal justice sys-
tems able to coordinate with each other and other agencies as
necessary, such as welfare work programs, the workforce system,
and outside contractors?

Capability: Did the bureaucracy have the capacities needed to
run men’s work programs, particularly in case management and
reporting systems?3

Differences in these six factors explain quite well which of the six states
have led in men’s programming and which have not.

Policymaking. The extent of change was most clearly related to the atten-
tion given to men’s issues by elected leaders. In Michigan, the dramatic
MPRI stemmed directly from Governor Granholm’s election in 2002. The
previous governor, Republican John Engler, had supported severe incar-
ceration as the best answer to crime. But this policy had filled the prisons,
creating strong budgetary pressure to change course. The attraction of reen-
try was that it might permit minimizing incarceration in favor of commu-
nity services. Granholm had run on this issue, among others, so her election
generated a mandate for change. Her brain trust on this issue included Patri-
cia Caruso, Dennis Schrantz, and Jeff Padden.

Upon Granholm’s inauguration, Caruso and Schrantz became director
and deputy director, respectively, of the state Department of Corrections.
Padden, a consultant and former state legislator, remained an important
adviser. This team proceeded to retrain and reorient the department toward
a reentry approach. Their first steps were to build up funding for reentry
services at the local level, as this would generate the saving in prison space
that was most urgent. MPRI also involved improved prerelease preparation
in the prisons and more effective risk assessment of prisoners for parole, but
these elements were less urgent. Granholm was reelected in 2006. The cur-
rent Department of Corrections leadership hopes to have implemented
these changes by the time the governor leaves office in 2011.

In Texas, the success of NCP Choices also reflected top-level political
attention. CSE had originally been delegated to the state welfare depart-
ment, which in turn contracted it out to the state’s 254 counties, produc-
ing complexity and low performance. In 1983–85, child support was
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centralized in the Office of the Attorney General (OAG), giving it more vis-
ibility, and then was reorganized again within OAG in 1994.4 Following
the initial implementation of NCP Choices, OAG persuaded the legislature
to expand, on the argument that the investment would be recouped in
more child support collections.

In Ohio, the diversion program funded by the Department of Rehabili-
tation and Corrections reflected an emphasis on agency collaboration
pressed by Governor Ted Strickland, who was elected in 2006. Carri Brown
served on Strickland’s transition team and then was appointed deputy direc-
tor of child support in the state welfare department. She pursued a broader
collaboration involving child support, the prison agency, and welfare.

In Wisconsin, men’s issues obtained top-level political attention as long
as Children First was part of Governor Tommy Thompson’s ambitious wel-
fare reform. After Thompson left office, attention waned, and the state never
fully implemented work programs in child support.

In New Jersey and New York, political leaders have not seriously
focused on the men’s issue. New Jersey’s Another Chance was a gubernato-
rial initiative, as was New York’s Strengthening Families through Stronger
Fathers, but both involved too little change in the regular child support and
criminal justice agencies to amount to much. Agency leaders lacked the
political backing to challenge established routines and institutionalize new
programs as they had done in Ohio, Michigan, and Texas.

Consensus. In general, men’s programming was less divisive than welfare
reform had been. In Congress, the welfare work demands of PRWORA out-
raged many, yet the same legislation contained far-reaching changes to
toughen child support enforcement, and these passed with little dissent. At
the state level, too, child support was less visible than benefit programs.
Those running the child support system often recognized the need to
change, making innovation easier.

Criminal justice reform was somewhat more contentious. In Michigan,
Republicans were most aligned with the old lock-’em-up policies, whereas
Democrats favored the shift toward reentry. The issue engaged the public
somewhat more than child support problems. The prospect that more
offenders might be served in the community, rather than behind bars, raised
fears of recidivism. Some conservatives played on those fears to resist
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change. Yet at the same time, the fiscal pressures that drove change in Michi-
gan and Ohio were bipartisan. In Ohio, the legislature was closely divided
on the issue, and the split cut across party lines.

Criminal justice issues also provoked more division because adminis-
trators were less open to change. In child support, work programs meant
improved enforcement and to this degree aligned with agency ethos. In
criminal justice, expanded work programs smacked of relaxed enforcement,
helping out the undeserving, thus challenging hard-line traditions. Prison
and parole chieftains took credit for the recent decline in crime, asserting
that incarceration had helped to achieve it. They were less aware of the limi-
tations of that strategy than were outside experts and the communities
heavily impacted by incarceration and reentry. Their flank could be turned
only by top-level political change, as happened in Michigan.

Resources. As explained further in chapter 9, federal funding for men’s
programs has been limited. Thus, implementation was strongly dependent
on state resources. The states with the most ambitious programs also pro-
vided the most secure funding. Some arrangements were ad hoc. Texas had
to arrange backdoor funding of NCP Choices from TANF, although this
limited the program to serving noncustodial parents with a welfare con-
nection. The Ohio diversion program depended on unusual funding from
the prison agency. In criminal justice, funding is committed to established
prisons, parole, and probation systems. Rarely is there a major initiative
such as MPRI that makes substantial new money available. Uncertain fund-
ing largely explained the rapid turnover of programs that surfaced in the
state survey.

Officials in several states said that one obstacle to larger mandatory work
programs was a lack of jail or prison space to enforce the requirements.
Faced with limits, judges and prosecutors preferred to lock up violent crimi-
nals rather than child support defaulters, who, as mentioned earlier, they
often viewed as minor offenders. States also needed jail space or halfway
houses for reentry programs, as a means of penalizing noncompliance short
of sending men back to prison. These facilities also involved resources.

The prospect of improved collections helped NCP Choices officials sell
expansion to the Texas legislature. This sort of case, unfortunately, is harder
to make for reentry programs. Here the gains are not as visible or immediate.
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They come indirectly from permitting reduced incarceration and, in the
long term, reducing crime. Making that connection depends on evaluations
and cost-benefit analyses. For budget officials or legislators saying “show
me,” that is a harder sell.

Commitment. Largely, men’s programs have to be crafted out of existing
institutions—child support officials, judges, parole officers, and workforce
agencies working together. Getting the leaders of all these groups on board
was crucial to getting programs to function on the ground.

NCP Choices was built on a close collaboration between the Office of
the Attorney General, in charge of CSE, and the Texas Workforce Commis-
sion. Senior officials in both agencies designed NCP Choices together and
then sold it to child support judges, who agreed to supervise men’s referrals
to the program. This “three-legged stool,” as one of them described it, had
weathered the strains of working together, chiefly through creative manage-
ment and problem solving by OAG.

As mentioned earlier, the workforce system in most states has not been
attuned to enforcing work. That seriously impeded the implementation of
welfare reform in Texas and other states. But TWC had come around to
accept the need for enforcement in both TANF and child support. Far from
fearing to serve disadvantaged men, TWC saw them as good prospects to
generate placements and satisfy WIA’s job-entry targets, exactly because they
had to participate.

In Ohio, alongside the diversion program funded by the Department of
Rehabilitation and Corrections, child support officials convened a task force
to improve collaboration among that agency, welfare, and criminal justice.
Local CSE directors also participated. The group recommended that each
agency learn more about the others. The agencies could also work together
on legislative issues, such as reducing the buildup of child support arrears
when noncustodial fathers went to prison.5 But this effort, though helpful,
fell well short of the deeper meshing of goals and operations seen in Texas.
As a result, the diversion program, while successful, aimed largely to ease
child support’s pressure on the prisons and did not address the men’s prob-
lem more generally. In Michigan, MPRI achieved collaboration largely at the
local level, where the regional steering committees were to contact various
public and private agencies.
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In the other states, what stood out is the disengagement of much of the
bureaucracy from the men’s problem. The workforce and parole systems
went about their business without focusing on the need to raise work levels
among men in general. In Wisconsin, for instance, workforce officials
defined the low-income men’s problem as a lack of specific job skills, down-
playing any need to enforce work. That stance left work program propo-
nents isolated. CSE or a CEO could still create effective work programs, but
they will be small and peripheral to the main institutions.

For child support work programs, judges are a lion in the path. Much
of their discretion in deciding paternity and child support orders has been
circumscribed by OCSE administrators and federal rules. Today, their more
important role is in overseeing men’s compliance. Child support officials
often value this involvement, as judges’ orders have special authority with
the men. Drug courts and other specialized courts take this role to an
extreme, immersing the judge in the details of individual men’s lives. Some
judges identify with that role. One judge I met in Ohio described himself as
a “father” to his men, whom he called his “children.”

But other judges resist this role. Enforcement is not what they put on
the black robe to do. In New York City, some judges have refused to refer
men to the local child support work program, viewing it as ineffective.
There have been recent improvements as the two sides worked out differ-
ences. In New Jersey, judges accepted enforcement in principle but resisted
playing that role themselves, forcing the cancelation of state programs. In
Texas, judges also resisted child support work programs prior to NCP
Choices. They came around only after OAG convinced them there was no
other way to get compliance. Even so, OAG has had to get the judges on
board in each region of the state as the program has expanded.

Coordination. Even if agencies endorse a work program in principle, are
they able to coordinate their operations? Many small changes in agency rou-
tines are required. Probably the most important are in reporting systems.
Staff in different agencies have to be able to access the same information
about a case at their computers, yet their information systems often conflict.
In Texas, one key to NCP Choices was the development of a “bridge”
between the OAG and TWC computers—the Choices Online Tracking
System, or COLTS. This system allowed quick referral of men from the
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courts to TWC, with quick notice back to OAG and judges should men fail
to appear. In the Ohio collaboration, one recommendation was that child
support and criminal justice work on “data matching” to permit the same
sort of joint system.

Referral of clients between agencies is a threat to participation, as clients
can easily “fall between the cracks” and never make it from one office to
another. Many respondents told me that when judges ordered men into
work programs it was crucial that a workforce staff person be literally in the
courtroom to “take the handoff.” If the men had to find the workforce office
on their own, they would often fail to. In the Ohio diversion programs,
some personnel in the Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections were
outstationed at workforce centers to connect with clients there. In paternal-
istic programs, clients are motivated by relationships with staff, who in turn
must relate securely to each other. Only then, like parents in a family, can
staff give a consistent message about expectations.

This need to collaborate raises the danger of bureaucratic conflicts. One
key to Project RIO was working out the division of labor between parole
officers and the workforce staffs to whom they referred parolees. Officials
drafted detailed memoranda setting out each agency’s expectations of the
other. Managers journeyed to local offices to sort out conflicts. Parole offi-
cers came to view the workforce staff not as rivals but as allies to whom they
could safely delegate the employment function.6

In less institutionalized settings, none of these linkages have been built,
and a program is isolated. The Newark Prison Reentry Initiative, for exam-
ple, has political support and funding, but it lacks smooth-running ties to
the local child support and parole systems. Operation Reconnect is seeking
to reach out to these agencies and craft a common data system. Building
these ties is much of what implementation requires.

Capability. One key capability agencies need for work programs is the
joint reporting systems described above. The other is improved case
management. CSE already employs staff with caseloads of nonpaying
cases that they are supposed to “work” to get all the collections they can.
Criminal justice already has parole officers who enforce the rules of
parole. But as we have seen, neither of these systems usually focuses on
work as a central goal.
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Work programs create, in effect, a second set of case managers who focus
much more on employment. That role is played by the workforce system in
the Texas programs and by special case managers, funded by the Depart-
ment of Rehabilitation and Corrections, in the Ohio diversion programs. It
is also played by the work crew supervisors in CEO, who in effect replace
the parole officers as the chief overseers of their clients. Case management is
also developing at the local level as part of the MPRI in Michigan.

Compared to the former overseers, the new case managers are more
proactive and client centered. They spend less time sitting at their desks
and requiring that clients comply with the rules of their systems, although
they still enforce rules. They spend more time out in the field actively
helping men get and keep jobs, taking them to job interviews, and sort-
ing out other problems. Will this new style evaluate well? CEO’s results,
at least, are encouraging.

Another important tactic is voluntary outreach. In Milwaukee and
Detroit, I encountered creative child support managers who had largely
given up on individualized enforcement of child support. Faced with huge
caseloads and limited staff, they could not hope to improve collections by
dragging men individually into court. Rather, they held breakfasts, lunches,
and open houses to attract men owing child support, teach them about the
system, and exhort them to comply with it voluntarily. Do that, they prom-
ised, and in return we will help you with visitation rights and arrears. And
they have had some success.

Conclusion

What stands out about the more ambitious states is alignment. The political
and bureaucratic pieces have come together to create new institutions.
There is firm political support for enforcing and promoting work, and
administrators have developed the procedures and collaboration needed to
do that. A clearer message has also formed about what these states expect
from poor men, although we are still far from the implementation needed
to trigger spontaneous compliance and diversion.

History helps to explain why particular states achieve this success. Wis-
consin became the leading state in welfare reform in part because it had
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been a leader in national social policy development for a century. Within the
state as well, the leading counties were those who had pursued welfare
reform for some time, often failing before they succeeded.7 In the men’s
area, too, heritage matters. Michigan was also a prominent welfare reformer,
and in prison reform it has been even bolder. MPRI was not created
overnight. It was nurtured by its proponents over decades and then imple-
mented through years of bureaucratic toil.

In Texas, the architects of NCP Choices failed for years to develop effec-
tive work programs before they succeeded. Those hard lessons helped to
forge the agreements among the agencies and judges that undergird the pro-
gram today. Texas has a reputation for severity in both child support and
criminal justice. However, that history has also made the state wrestle longer
than most with how to integrate low-performing men. A conservative cul-
ture also causes Texans to take that mission seriously. They are particularly
uncomfortable with men who fail at the traditional male role of working,
and they take steps to change that. The state has labored long and hard for
the successes it has today.

As I noted in the introduction, social policy ultimately is embedded in
institutions. The true solution to poverty is statecraft—the meshing of poli-
tics and administration to create new structures that can promote and
enforce key values such as work. Effective reformers are those who realize
policy “on the ground,” who build up consensus and routines, to the point
where society changes.
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8

Recommendations

The discussion thus far establishes that work is central to poor men’s prob-
lems. To raise work levels will take work enforcement as well as new ben-
efits. Existing evaluations suggest that work programs can help to solve the
work problem, provided they are well implemented. The state survey and
fieldwork also show that programs are in fact being implemented and some-
thing about how.

Based on all of the above, this chapter sets out a preferred model for
these programs. I recommend a mandatory program aimed mainly at
achieving and sustaining work in available jobs. I also estimate costs. Some
program design issues are unresolved at this point. I also discuss wage sub-
sidies that, ideally, should be combined with the new programs to form a
new regime for low-income men.

Desirable Features

Low-income men owing child support or parolees obligated to work would
initially be subject to the regular child support and parole systems, as now.
But if they persistently failed to work steadily, they would be assigned to a
mandatory work program where they would face much closer supervision.
Whenever they established steady work, they would return to the looser
oversight of the regular institutions. These work programs should preferably
have the following features.

Mandatoriness. Past work programs for men have been both mandatory
and voluntary. In practice, some programs have drawn both volunteers and
others on mandatory referral from child support or parole authorities. The
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enrollment problems of most of these programs seem to me decisive
against a voluntary approach. No benefits, however generous, seem suffi-
cient to entice seriously nonworking men to come forward and address
their problems. Even the New Hope Project in Milwaukee, which offered a
rich package of benefits to low-income adults in return for working thirty
hours a week, had great difficulty filling its rolls, even among jobless men.1

In Texas, officials say firmly that the main reason NCP Choices has out-
performed earlier child support enforcement programs is that participation
is better enforced.

We also know from welfare reform that clients who volunteer for a work
program are the least likely—due to selection effects—to gain much from it.
Many of them are likely to go to work on their own, even without a pro-
gram. The more reluctant eligibles can profit more from a program, but they
will not come forward unless required. Enforcement was also critical for
generating welfare reform’s large diversion effects. For men’s work programs
to have any comparable ambition, they too must enforce participation. The
programs should be open to volunteers, but administrators should expect
to fill their ranks mainly through mandatory referrals from child support
judges or parole officers.

Case Management. Work programs should include case managers who
supervise clients personally. The men need overseers not only to help them
access benefits and opportunities but also to be sure they maintain partici-
pation and fulfill their assignments. Much of that need reflects their isola-
tion and powerlessness.2 In contrast to existing oversight under either child
support or criminal justice, supervision must be targeted much more specifi-
cally on working, and it must be more immediate. The supervisor must
leave his or her desk and monitor actual work or job search and must have
some immediate way to reward good behavior and penalize bad. The goal
is to be sure that men look for work consistently and keep jobs once found.
The precedent is drug programs, where swift and certain, not severe, pun-
ishment is what motivates compliance.3

Case management can take many forms, from CEO’s work crew super-
visors to Ready4Work’s mentors. One promising approach is halfway houses
or day reporting centers where ex-offenders are closely supervised as they
undergo drug treatment and then seek jobs. Men earn greater rewards and
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freedoms within the institution only as they meet program expectations,
especially by becoming reliably employed. This approach appears to reduce
recidivism and raise work levels sharply, although serious evaluations have
yet to be done.4

Work First. Work programs should aim above all to place clients in avail-
able jobs and keep them there. Work first does not mean work only. Pro-
grams may well include an orientation to work, as at CEO. They could also
include some short-term training to qualify clients for desirable positions
that are clearly available. But the dominant focus must be on coming to
terms with the labor market as it is, not training for better jobs sometime
in the future.

Programs must clearly communicate that their purposes are to get men
to work and pay child support. A problem with PFS was that its goals were
too complicated, even in conflict. It aimed to improve not only men’s child
support payments but also their earnings and ties to families. The emphasis
was more on being served and trained than actually working and paying.5

In the end, the program did not clearly enforce anything except partici-
pation. It seemed to reward declining to work and declining to pay more
than doing so.

A better idea is to enforce work and child support payment and condi-
tion any benefits on compliance with these norms. That is what New Hope
did, by making work the ticket to benefits. This is what CEO does with its
upfront work demands, followed by job placement and attention to other
problems. And the benefits received are no better than similar workers
receive outside the program. The program promises not to shield partici-
pants from ordinary obligations but to fulfill them and thereby open up
wider opportunities. NCP Choices appears to outperform PFS largely
because it aims simply at work. It does not remit men’s child support obli-
gations. The message is clear that the program is about fulfilling responsi-
bilities, not setting them aside.

The argument to include more remediation is simply that poor men are
typically so unskilled. Without some effort to improve skills, some ask,
how can these men hope to get jobs good enough to support families? But
in PFS, offering very disadvantaged men training proved difficult because
the training agencies or employers viewed them as unqualified. The men
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themselves often resisted training because of a felt need for immediate
income.6 PFS erred in defining the men’s problem as a lack of human capital.
Rather, the problem is a lack of basic work discipline. The goal for these men
should be to establish a steady work history, after which many employers will
be willing to train them. The way forward is through low-wage jobs rather
than around them.

Also, the idea of training as something separate from work now seems
outdated. Training tends to connote skills learned in stand-alone education
or training programs apart from jobs. But research has shown that most peo-
ple learn new skills mainly on the job, not separately. So for most people,
the best way to improve skills and move up is to work steadily in available
positions.7 In addition, many poor adults would rather do that than go back
to school, where many have failed.

Up through the early 1990s, most experts believed that the best way to
get poor mothers working and off welfare was first to assign them to edu-
cation or training to raise their skills so they could get better jobs. But few
of them proved able to finish training programs, and fewer still went to
work afterward. Work policy began to bite only in the later 1990s, when
work was demanded in available jobs. That raised employment and earn-
ings by much more than training did because it got women working more
consistently. The most successful programs, as in Portland, Oregon, retained
an element of training, but it was short term and did not compromise a
strong work focus.8

For men, the equivalent must be to get clients working (and paying
child support) as quickly as possible, with only short delays, if any, to
enhance skills. Their wages may be inadequate to supporting families, but
the answer is not to decline low-paying jobs in hope of better ones. Rather,
it is to subsidize available jobs as needed, but conditional on working and
paying one’s child support.

Assured Employment. Any idea of enforcing work assumes that work is
available to those facing the requirement. In welfare reform, jobs proved
plentiful, and jobs were created on a large scale only in special situations.9

In the case of men, there is more concern that jobs may be lacking. Men with
a felony record are barred from holding many jobs. Unskilled men are more
threatening than women, and some employers refuse to hire ex-offenders.10
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Therefore, to enforce work, jobs will ultimately have to be guaranteed to
men who fail to find their own. Such assurance would remove excuses and
increase community pressure on nonworking men to accept employment.11

Assignment to guaranteed jobs would also “smoke out” men who appear
jobless but are really working illegally.

Politically, it is important that guaranteed jobs be seen as obligations for
the client, not as a gift or benefit. These jobs are not in the mold of the posi-
tions given away in the 1970s under the Comprehensive Employment and
Training Act. Those were often higher paid, more comfortable jobs, many of
them taken by municipal employees who had been furloughed. Jobs for
child support defaulters or ex-offenders cannot be seen as better than jobs
for workers who appear more deserving. The positions would also need to
be productive, not punitive or make-work. At the same time, they would
have to be time limited, pay only the minimum wage, be largely confined to
manual work, and entail stiff oversight. CEO is one model.

Postplacement Follow-Up. Low-skilled men often have more trouble
keeping jobs than finding them. Due to the defensiveness discussed in
chapter 2, many of these men are offended too easily by bosses or cowork-
ers and end up being fired or just leaving. Thus, effective work programs
should include “extended case management”—staff who visit clients on
the job after placement and help to work out problems that may threaten
job retention.

NCP Choices follows up with clients for six months after placement.
This is another difference from PFS that may explain the newer program’s
improved employment results. CEO has built a similar capacity to improve
retention in private jobs following its transitional positions.

Help with Other Problems. Although employment must be the center of
any men’s work program, the clients do have other problems that often
impede working, for example, ill health or lack of housing. In welfare
reform, the presumption originally was that “barriers” to employment,
such as lack of skills or health problems, had to be overcome before
mothers could be expected to work. The 1990s proved that many mothers
who had seemed unemployable could and would work once the expecta-
tion was clear.
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That experience suggests that problems should preferably be addressed
in the context of working rather than in advance of it. The style of both CEO
and America Works is to put men to work quickly and then to deal with
other difficulties as they emerge. This way, claims to incapacity do not auto-
matically become an excuse not to work. Special attention is not given to
men as a right, up front, but rather in return for functioning. That approach
is more consistent with the psychology of men, who deeply desire to earn
what they get.

Of the programs we have surveyed, CEO and America Works probably
come closest to this model. Both involve mandatory referral of ex-offenders
from the prisons or parole, case management, a work-first emphasis, some
form of assured employment, postplacement follow-up, and attention to
other needs. Both, of course, are as yet only local programs.

Of the larger programs reviewed, PFS lacked a work-first emphasis,
and the fatherhood programs were largely voluntary. Both NCP Choices
and Project RIO focus narrowly on employment, but neither guarantees
jobs nor addresses other problems explicitly. Instead, placement staff
deal informally with personal difficulties and refer clients to other agen-
cies as needed.12 State child support officials recognize a need for
“wraparound services,” such as drug or mental health treatment, to sup-
port the work mission.

Some other experts have proposed a program model similar to mine.
Jeremy Travis would put more ex-offenders to work in prison and then after
release put them in community work programs modeled on Project RIO or
CEO. Work would be enforced by closer supervision while other problems,
such as drug addiction, were addressed. Bruce Western, one of the designers
of ComALERT, has recently proposed a reentry program combining features
of that program with CEO.13 Another close analogue is the Doe Fund’s
Ready, Willing, and Able, which combines work with other services,
although this program is voluntary.

The more service-oriented programs considered above, such as the
fatherhood programs, appear less promising as a model for the future. That
is partly because their impacts are unclear but mostly because they are vol-
untary when it is manifest that programs must be mandatory to succeed.
However, an element of outreach to poor men may be essential to achieve
participation, even if programs are mandatory. The suasions behind work
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enforcement should be kept personal and informal to the extent possible. In
this, the fatherhood programs have had useful experience.

Costs

At a time of fiscal stringency, could government afford work programs for
men? How much they would cost will vary with the model and other
details. The estimates I give below are only rough. But in all cases it is rea-
sonably clear that the programs would save money for government overall
if well implemented.

The nearest precedent for large-scale mandatory work programs for
poor adults is probably welfare reform, where in a few cases government
created jobs on a large scale. On the one hand, welfare work programs have
to pay for child care, but on the other hand the mothers need not be paid
beyond the welfare they already receive. In workfare programs in the early
1990s, costs per filled position ranged from $681 to $8,168 annually, with
each slot supporting several recipients over a year.14 In New York City’s
Work Experience Program in the late 1990s, the cost was $9,429 per slot.15

A Men’s Program. Compared to welfare mothers, men must be paid wages
to work but seldom require child care, so costs appear to be roughly simi-
lar. In the National Supported Work Demonstration, which guaranteed jobs
to disadvantaged job seekers, costs for ex-offenders were $4,637 per client
in the late 1970s.16 Currently, America Works is paid up to $4,250 to place
each client in jobs, with the amount varying with how long the jobs last.
Wages are off budget, paid by private employers. CEO’s costs are much
higher—$35,029 per slot annually—because it has to pay for wages as well
as supervision and overhead. But because the program also sells its services
to the agencies where it works, net cost per slot is only $3,850, or $642 per
client, because an average of six clients occupy each slot annually.17

Chapter 1 estimated the number of men who need work enforcement at
1.2 million. Using America Works’s costs, the tab for a national program
would be $3.4 billion a year, assuming each man is served once.18 For CEO
it would be $775 million if each slot serves six clients, $4.6 billion if each
served one. CEO’s transitional jobs are probably too short to maximize
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impact (see below), so the number of clients served per slot would probably
have to be fewer than six. Thus, the CEO’s costs on a national basis would
probably fall somewhere between the per-slot and per-client figures.

Bruce Western’s cost estimates are not strictly comparable because he
assumes fewer clients (partly because he covers only ex-offenders). He
assumes employment would cost around $15,000 per client or $5.5 billion
a year, higher than other estimates because placements would be in paid
positions and last up to a year. He adds other elements—housing, drug
treatment, in-prison programming, and expanded access to TANF and Pell
grants—for a total cost of $8.4 billion.19

Offsets. Such costs are not prohibitive, and they are offset by certain gains
for government and society. With workfare programs in welfare, the budget
cost in most cases was partially repaid in savings in welfare and other ben-
efits and then more than recouped if a value was placed on the services pro-
duced. In New York’s Work Experience Program, net value was estimated at
$756 to $15,896 per slot, depending on how various items were valued.20

For men, work enforcement should lead to gains in child support col-
lections. As Table 1-1 shows, some $12 billion in child support went uncol-
lected in 2005. Existing evaluations did not assess rigorously how fully child
support gains offset costs, but the potential for gains means that child sup-
port work programs probably can be cost-effective.21 That belief helped
motivate the expansion of NCP Choices in Texas.

The verdict is clearer in criminal justice. The National Supported Work
Demonstration placed several groups of disadvantaged men in transitional
jobs. Whether the program paid for itself in the case of ex-offenders
depends on how one estimates the resulting changes in criminal activity.22

But these clients were already out of prison and not on parole. For men still
under supervision, savings would be greater because work programs—
again, if effective—would reduce technical violations and returns to prison.
Western estimates these savings alone at more than $4 billion a year. With
other offsets, his program would generate $10.8 billion in benefits, more
than outweighing its costs.23 As mentioned in chapter 4, CEO generated
substantially greater benefits than costs.

The larger point is that incarceration is enormously expensive. The aver-
age state spent an estimated $27,536 per inmate in 2008.24 That figure is
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much larger than virtually all of the per-client cost figures given above.
Thus, if a work policy could justify even small reductions in imprisonment,
the savings would easily pay for the programs, perhaps several times over.25

The Project RIO evaluation found that the program diverted nearly 20 per-
cent of its clients from prison in 1990. To incarcerate them would have cost
$20 million, but the program cost only $4 million, a savings of more than
$15 million. If we take its outcomes for impacts, Ready4Work also saved
money, as it cost $4,500 per participant as against many times this for incar-
ceration.26 The potential to save money helps explain the growth of Project
RIO in Texas and prison reentry reforms in Michigan and Ohio.

Those savings would come not only from reduced revocations of parole
but also from shorter sentences served behind bars. More convicts could
serve more of their sentences on parole—if it were clear that assignment to
work programs would reduce recidivism. Although work release requires
spending more on parole supervision, this cost is more than offset by
reduced incarceration.27 With more parolees, the number of crimes parolees
committed would no doubt rise. That is visible and controversial. The hope
is that society would accept it because overall crime rates would fall. That
faith is crucial to the whole reentry project.28

Unresolved Issues

Some issues of program design and implementation are unresolved due to
the limited experience we have with men’s work programs to date. Below
are some concerns that need to be addressed.

Guaranteed Jobs. It seems necessary to ensure jobs if one is to enforce
work on men. But, as mentioned earlier, my field respondents did not gen-
erally think a work guarantee was necessary or feasible. They might think
this way because guarantees cost money that is not now available and
because work programs are still small. If the programs grew, as recom-
mended, private jobs might become insufficient to place all the men
involved. The number of employers willing to hire these men, especially ex-
offenders, may simply be too small.29

Even if one thinks jobs must be guaranteed, the best way to do this is also
unclear. The program can create positions itself, as CEO and Wisconsin’s
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Community Corrections Employment Program do, although CEO also sells
its services in a manner akin to private contractors. But it may be cheaper
to rely on repeated placement in the private sector, as America Works does,
although then the work guarantee is less explicit. The evaluations of both
programs, when complete, should shed light on this issue.

How long transitional jobs must last is also unclear. CEO’s are short,
usually limited to seventy-five days. The program might have better reten-
tion in private placements if the slots lasted longer. In welfare reform,
unpaid work assignments for welfare mothers have typically lasted about
twelve to thirteen weeks. In the National Supported Work Demonstration,
ex-offenders typically spent 5.2 months in arranged jobs, which could last
up to a year.30 CEO counters that whether men can adjust to working is
usually clear well before seventy-five days and that longer positions would
cost more.

Sanctions. To make work mandatory, men must suffer some penalty if they
fail to participate. But what should that be? In welfare work programs, it was
loss of welfare benefits. That sanction proved insufficient to prevent many
mothers leaving welfare without working. The sanction in men’s programs
would appear to be much tougher because men who refuse a work assign-
ment can be thrown in jail for contempt (for child support nonpayers) or
sent back to prison (for parolees). But invoking this sanction has higher
costs than in the welfare case. One must pay to incarcerate the offenders,
and doing so interrupts whatever training or rehabilitation programs they
may have begun.

The parole system has worked hard to develop penalties that can
enforce compliance without sending men back to prison. The options
include fining the noncompliant, making them report to parole officers
more often (such as day reporting systems), or confining them in commu-
nity facilities for a few days, short of a full return to prison. So far, such sys-
tems have not shown that they truly stave off incarceration. More
development is needed.31

The meaning of sanctioning was far clearer in welfare reform—a denial
of benefits—but invoking penalties was also sensitive because it seemed to
put children at risk. With men, the sanction for nonwork is less defined but
also less controversial. At the local level, few dispute that men who violate

RECOMMENDATIONS 105

chapter8.qxd  2/18/11  9:50 AM  Page 105



their obligations should face consequences. The issue is not whether to
enforce work but how to do it with the least cost, both human and financial.

Size of Program. Most men’s work programs are now quite small. To have
more impact, they have to grow, but how much? Would it be practicable to
assign to work programs all men who incur contempt of court for nonpay-
ment of child support, rather than only the most difficult cases? Mandatory
work would then become a recognized penalty for repeated noncompliance.
In criminal justice, perhaps all felons being released from prison should go
into a work program for a short period, as at CEO. The fact that CEO’s
impacts were greatest for men who came to the program within three
months of leaving prison argues for this approach. These steps would be
costly, but there would also be offsetting gains in child support collections
and reductions in incarceration, to judge from the evaluations. Where to
position the tradeoff must hinge on further experience, evaluations, and
cost-benefit analyses.

Role of Contractors. It is clear that men’s programs have to draw more
authority and support from the mainstream child support and criminal jus-
tice systems if they are to have impact. But must they be operated directly
by those agencies? In welfare reform, the trend has been to vest the work
mission in private contractors. That permits flexibility and accountability,
but it also makes it less clear who is in charge. Programs become more com-
plicated and thus more difficult for clients to navigate. Communication
problems across multiple units increase.

The trial programs assessed in chapters 3 and 4 were already heavily
based on contracting. Most men’s programs make some use of the work-
force system, which itself uses private vendors. During interviews, some
child support and criminal justice officials said that they preferred to con-
tract out the work mission because their own personnel were unsuited to
it. Thus, contracting might speed up implementation. However, it might
also shield the parent agencies from truly internalizing the work mission,
as they need to do.

A Joint Program? Because the populations of child support defaulters and
ex-offenders overlap, having the child support and criminal justice systems
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run a joint work program might yield economies of scale. In Ohio, the two
systems were already collaborating to run prison diversion programs, and in
Texas both used the workforce system to serve their clients in a similar way.
On the other hand, in most localities, the child support system seems readier
to accept a work mission than does the criminal justice system. The ex-
offender population on average is also more disadvantaged than child sup-
port nonpayers and hence more in need of ancillary services such as health
and housing. Those differences might make a joint program impractical.

Sustainability. A challenge for all antipoverty programs is maintaining their
vitality over time. Caring for the poor is demanding. Staffs that interact with
them tend to suffer burnout. To protect themselves, they often cease truly to
engage with people and just go through the motions impersonally.32 After
their initial successes, Children First in Wisconsin, Project RIO in Texas,
and the Ceasefire anticrime initiative in Boston seem to have suffered from
declining energy.

However, putting men to work is probably less demanding than more
intimate interventions, such as family preservation programs. By its nature,
employment creates another authority—the employer—to share the over-
sight role. There is also strong public support for the work mission, so politi-
cal leaders are likely to give the effort more support and attention than some
other programming. That encourages staffs to persevere. Work programs are
also relatively easy to monitor because their output—job placements—is
relatively easy to define and measure. To succeed over time, men’s programs,
like welfare, will still need committed managers and administrators.

These uncertainties all reflect our inexperience with men’s programs,
including limited research. One aim of national policy, addressed below,
must be to expand what we know.

The Benefit Side

Helping poor men, like welfare mothers, seems to require a combination of
help and hassle. Some effort is needed to raise unskilled men’s wages, both
for their benefit and to establish with the political class that work enforce-
ment is not punitive.
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This effort would change the one-sided way society now deals with these
men. Currently, the government usually gives benefits to mothers and chil-
dren but not to absent fathers. In principle at least, welfare reform made cash
aid conditional on the mother working, though other benefits such as
Medicaid and Food Stamps remain entitlements. The father can get only
Food Stamps, if needy, yet has to work and pay support to families he may
never see. PFS recognized this asymmetry but failed, in the end, to overcome
it. Neither the obligations nor the benefits it defined were clear enough.33

Wage subsidies hitched to working and paying support would make
both obligations and benefits a lot clearer. Now society would be giving
poor men cold cash—but in return for highly specific expectations. The
prospect of immediate payment for labor is one of the secrets of CEO’s large,
if transient, employment impacts. Some might prefer to pay the men weekly
or monthly rather than daily lest the money be wasted. But above all, this
benefit comes through working; it is not, as in PFS, something separate.

Wage subsidies could accompany work enforcement programs but
could not substitute for them. In 2006, as part of the Strengthening Fami-
lies through Stronger Fathers Initiative, New York recently instituted an
improved wage subsidy for noncustodial parents who pay their judgments,
but few eligibles have claimed the benefit, and the gains in payments are
very small.34 That experience confirms earlier evidence, reviewed above,
that work incentives do little to raise work levels. A failure to respond
strongly to incentives is typical of this population.

The idea of combining the father’s work with a public subsidy has some
affinities to Irwin Garfinkel’s idea of a Child Support Assurance System
(CSAS).35 As in CSAS, a subsidy would in practice pay much of the cost of
child support. But in CSAS, the work and subsidy bore on different people—
the father still had to work and pay support while the mother received the
subsidy and could work or not as she chose. It was a version of entitlement
that proved politically unacceptable. Here, instead, subsidy and work bear
on the same person. The father gets a subsidy only if he works and also pays
his judgment. In CSAS, government replaced the father, supporting the
family if he failed. Here, government empowers the father, both requiring
him to pay and rewarding him when he does.

Gordon Berlin and Wendell Primus, among others, have recently
advanced proposals for wage subsidies along these lines. In 2010, the
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earned income tax credit subsidy rate for a worker without dependents was
only 7.65 percent, and the maximum amount was only $457.36 The Berlin
proposal would raise that to 25 percent and nearly $2,000, respectively, but
it would cost $29 billion to $33 billion a year. The cost is much more than
for work programs because 35 million low-income workers could be eli-
gible, not just the much smaller numbers subject to work requirements. To
reduce the subsidy to 20 percent would halve the cost.37

The nearest precedent for the proposed scheme is New Hope, which
conditioned a rich set of benefits for low-income men (among other poor
and near-poor adults) on working thirty hours a week. The project had dif-
ficulty recruiting clients, and it raised their work effort only slightly. In the
proposed system, however, the men would be obligated to work and pay
support on pain, ultimately, of incarceration, so their participation and work
effort should be higher. New Hope’s case managers did an excellent job of
not only helping clients to work but also persuading them to put in the
thirty hours to get the benefits. Here the staffs should ideally be just as help-
ful, but they would have more authority.38 The result would be what David
Riemer has called an Employment Maintenance Organization—a body
charged with keeping poor adults employed.39

A further benefit that might follow from working and paying is adjust-
ments in the men’s child support arrears. If a father paid his current judg-
ment steadily, states might choose to abate some of his debt to government
for supporting his family. Some proposals in Congress would require that
states consider this. To remit debt recognizes the interest society has in
fathers working regularly, beyond just supporting families. Arrearages
become a resource, another basis for work enforcement. The mother might
also remit some of the arrearages she is owed, but this would be voluntary.

Men for Themselves

Hitherto, interest in poor men has been motivated chiefly by a desire to get
more money for families. The men were seen chiefly as fathers who ought
to be supporting their children, if necessary through child support. But if
we believe the view of male psychology set out earlier, men need to succeed
at work for their own benefit. Indeed, they usually cannot succeed as family
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men unless they first succeed on the job, to their own and others’ satisfac-
tion. Were they to do that, the whole need for child support would recede.

Welfare reform had the effect of driving most welfare mothers away
from government into the private sector, where most have supported them-
selves without cash aid, although many still rely on Food Stamps or Medic-
aid. The proposed men’s regime, however, would draw clients toward
government. They would have to accept working and paying into the offi-
cial tax and child support systems while also drawing benefits in return. In
these senses, government would grow, although poverty and social prob-
lems should decline.

Focusing on men for themselves does not mean taking their side in the
battles over child support and other family issues. Whether child support
obligations should be cut or conditioned on visitation rights, for example, are
separate issues.40 The point is only that men need help to fulfill their obliga-
tions, whatever those are. These men need first to succeed in the workplace.
If they do that, their responsibilities to families will tend to take care of them-
selves. To build up their capacities on the job is in everyone’s interests.
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9

National Policy

For reducing poverty, men’s work programs are worth backing, but it is too
soon to mandate them on the states as Congress did with work obligations
in welfare. The evaluation evidence supporting them is not as strong as it
was for welfare work programs. Political leaders have also paid less atten-
tion to low-income men than they did to welfare, and the institutions that
now serve men are less ready for change, although they are moving that way.

Rather, national policy should seek cautious expansion of men’s pro-
grams while learning more about them. The federal government should
support states that are ready to move forward, such as Michigan and
Texas, but not yet require that all states do so. The main needs are for
steadier funding and more evaluation. On the benefit side, the tax credits
for low-income men should be expanded but conditioned on work and
child support payment. Congress has taken steps in these directions, but
I suggest some changes. The greatest need is simply for vision—for the
daring to create a general work expectation for poor men, as we have done
for welfare mothers.

Funding

The main problem men’s programs face is insecure funding. Some federal sup-
port for men’s work programs is currently available. TANF, the main cash wel-
fare program, is designed mainly to support single-parent families. However,
one of its goals is to promote two-parent families, and to this end states are
allowed to spend TANF monies on services to noncustodial fathers. This is the
basis for TANF-funded men’s programs such as NCP Choices. This permis-
sion also extends to the contingency funds available under TANF, the emer-
gency TANF funding provided under the stimulus legislation (the American
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Recovery and Reinvestment Act, or ARRA) of 2009, and the maintenance-
of-effort spending (MOE) states are required to make under TANF.

The following other enactments also provide some support:

• President’s Prison Reentry Initiative, begun in 2005. Supports
faith-based and community organizations helping returning
prisoners. Funding is about $20 million a year over 2005–2008.

• Deficit Reduction Act of 2005, enacted in 2006. Reauthorized
TANF and provides project grants under TANF to fatherhood
and marriage programs. The authorization is $150 million a year
over 2006–2011.

• Second Chance Act, enacted in 2008. Provides funds for demon-
stration programs in prison reentry. Funding was $15 million in
2009 and 2010.

In his 2011 budget, President Obama proposed to replace the Deficit
Reduction Act funding with $500 million in competitive grants for father-
hood and family services.

Further funding may come through fatherhood bills now pending in
Congress—the Julia Carson Responsible Fatherhood and Healthy Families
Act (HR 2979) in the House and the Responsible Fatherhood and Healthy
Families Act (S 1309) in the Senate. Ignoring minor differences, both bills
would provide demonstration grants to states for the following:

• Employment programs for noncustodial fathers to enable them
to pay child support. Funding would be $15 million a year
over 2011–15.

• Transitional jobs programs and “career pathways” partnerships
intended to serve disadvantaged workers, including noncusto-
dial fathers and ex-offenders. Funding would be $35 million a
year over 2011–15.

• Healthy marriage and responsible fatherhood programs. The $150
million authorization in the Deficit Reduction Act is raised to
$200 million through 2015.
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This funding, although welcome, falls far short of the $1 billion to $5
billion it would take to serve the 1.2 million men most in need, as estimated
above. Just as important, the money has little tie to the mainstream child
support and criminal justice systems that must carry out that mission. It
goes mostly for one-shot demonstration projects, without staying power,
and it goes chiefly to faith-based or other private organizations that apply
for the grants. We already know the sort of programs this effort produces—
the more voluntary, more service-oriented fatherhood and prison reentry
programs surveyed in chapters 3 and 4. Such efforts, though well
intentioned, produce little enduring change.

Child Support. Hardly any of my field respondents even mentioned these
grants. State child support officials mentioned two other concerns far more
prominently. The first was federal matching of incentive payments. State CSE
programs that perform well receive incentive payments from Washington.
States have been accustomed to reinvesting these funds in their child sup-
port programs and claiming a 66 percent federal match on them, as they
do on state spending for child support. The Deficit Reduction Act forbade
this practice to save money, effectively cutting federal funding for CSE. In
2009, ARRA restored matching through 2010 as states wish, but the
Obama administration seeks to maintain the cut. Restoring matching per-
manently would motivate states to spend more of their own money on
work programs.

The second concern was Title IV-D funding. The strongest complaint I
heard in the field is that CSE spending on employment programs is not eli-
gible for matching under Title IV-D of the Social Security Act, the source of
federal child support funding. The law is not specific, but to deny matching
for employment is the long-standing position of federal authorities. To
reverse this ruling—or, if necessary, change the law—would do more than
anything else to promote the expansion of men’s work programs. The attrac-
tion is not only the high federal match—66 percent—but also the fact that
Title IV-D is an entitlement, with no definite appropriations limit. Title IV-D
access would free states to expand their programs without worrying year to
year about funding. It would permit Texas’s NCP Choices, which has
depended on TANF support, to expand beyond TANF-related cases. It
would, as one child support lawyer told me, “change the culture.”
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The child support provisions of PRWORA actually require that
states running TANF provide work programs to which nonpaying
fathers with children on TANF can be assigned. But it provides no
funding for them, given the current interpretation of Title IV-D. It is
time to resolve this contradiction.

Title IV-D funding for work programs might carry the condition, paral-
lel to TANF, that the programs enroll some minimum percentage of the
potential clients. Alternatively, states might compete on a performance basis
for shares of a fixed appropriation for work programs, although grants
would have to cover several years to motivate long-term change.

Criminal Justice. The case for regular federal funding of work programs
for prison reentry is weaker. The federal role in criminal justice has always
been small, and that system is less ready to change than child support. Here,
the existing strategy of demonstration projects has more appeal. The grants
should, however, be redirected from community groups to mainstream
prison and parole agencies. These are the organizations we want to see run-
ning work programs so that they more fully accept the work mission. The
agencies, of course, might then contract with the same nongovernmental
organizations that are running work programs now.

Evaluation

Besides a lack of secure funding, the main limitation of current policy is
insufficient evaluation. Only one work program in child support and one
in prison reentry have completed an experimental evaluation. Most other
trial efforts, such as the fatherhood programs, escaped impact assessments
entirely. Evaluations showing positive impacts are essential before political
leaders and administrators will take work programs more seriously. In wel-
fare reform, the early and positive evaluations of work programs done by
the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation in California and
other states in the 1980s were essential to launching the movement that
finally culminated in PRWORA.

Those studies established that welfare work programs should be manda-
tory and that ordinary welfare agencies could run them, but they did not
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resolve all issues. The federal government then funded the elaborate
National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies (NEWWS). Covering
eleven programs over thirteen years (1989–2002), NEWWS aimed mainly
to determine whether programs that emphasized training or work first were
more effective and whether work tests for mothers would harm children. A
clear verdict emerged that work first was best and that children were little
affected. The congressional drafters of PRWORA in 1996 had already
assumed that a radical, work-first reform was best, but the NEWWS results
ratified that judgment.

In men’s programs, the role of the early MDRC welfare work studies has
been played by PFS, CEO, and the other evaluations surveyed in chapters 3
and 4. These suffice to show that work programs are promising, but they
leave some design and administrative issues unresolved, as explained above.
Washington should plan a comparative evaluation, akin to NEWWS, that
would address those issues. These studies should include cost-benefit cal-
culations because offsets are so important for justifying the budgetary cost
of work programs.

A NEWWS-style evaluation is most feasible in the near term in child
support because the largest number of serious work programs is likely
to develop here. Title IV-D funding would itself cover much of the cost
of the studies, as it did in PFS. In criminal justice, as mentioned earlier,
programs are likely to be smaller and less stable in the near term. But
federal grants for them should still require serious evaluations; even if
they were not experimental but based on propensity score matching, as
with ComALERT.

The cost of evaluation appears manageable. The PFS study cost $12 mil-
lion to $15 million, NEWWS about $30 million. But costs in these studies
were inflated by the surveys used to track results in PFS and by the
NEWWS studies of child and family effects. A study of men’s work pro-
grams without these dimensions could use unemployment insurance
reporting to track employment effects and thus cost much less. The current
MDRC assessment of CEO will cost $4 million to $5 million over six or
seven years. The Targeted Jobs Reentry Demonstration costs around $5 mil-
lion. The America Works evaluation will cost only $1 million because it
uses private jobs and thus need not pay wages and the other costs of
job creation.1

NATIONAL POLICY   115

chapter9.qxd  2/18/11  9:50 AM  Page 115



The Benefit Side

As suggested in chapter 8, work enforcement for men should be combined
with added benefits to “make work pay” more for them than it does now.
That means an enhanced wage subsidy paid to low-income workers
whether or not they have children to support, but conditional on the recipi-
ent working full time and paying his child support judgment, if any.

Existing proposals move in this direction, but without enough condi-
tionality. Gordon Berlin’s plan would raise the subsidy rate to 25 percent but
require only full-time work (thirty hours a week), not child support pay-
ment. The two fatherhood bills now pending would also raise the subsidy,
but without stipulations about either work level or payment.

Rather, I would raise the subsidy to 20 or 25 percent but require both
full-time work and child support payment in return. I also recommend
funding a New Hope–style system of case managers to sell this deal to the
men involved. The parent agency might be welfare, child support, or the
workforce system. Like child support staff in Milwaukee or Detroit, these
staffs would reach out to poor communities, seeking to persuade nonwork-
ing men to come in from the cold. The message would be: fulfill your obli-
gations. In return, you will not only avoid trouble but also earn credits to
help you become a reliable father to your children. Become a steady worker,
and society will help you achieve something in life.

The Need for Vision

One reason welfare reform succeeded is that everyone involved—from sen-
ior politicians right down to local staffs—realized that change was crucial to
overcoming poverty in America. Those involved in men’s programs have
generally been less ambitious. Many people I interviewed were lost in the
intricacies of child support payment or the parole system. They need to raise
their sights. Getting poor men to work more regularly is as vital to rebuild-
ing the inner city as welfare reform and may be more so.

It is time for the child support and criminal justice systems to take on
the work problem at a level they have not yet done. National leadership can
help to motivate that change. The goal must be to get all nonworking men
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with a work obligation into regular employment or at least enough of them
so that voluntary compliance takes over. For low-income men, working
regularly must become the norm that it once was. That change alone could
break the back of family poverty in America.

To achieve that goal is a political and administrative challenge. Elected
leaders must summon the will to do it, and administrators must execute
work programs on the ground. Enforcement must grow to the point where
men take and hold available jobs on their own. Then, as in welfare, pro-
grams could be reduced to the level needed simply to maintain the new
expectation. Once again, we will have climbed a mountain and come out on
the other side.
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Appendix: Method

Much of this study is based on the research of others, especially the evalu-
ations I use to assess programs. Most of my own inquiry is concentrated in
chapters 6 and 7. There I analyze whether and how states have imple-
mented work programs for men. This appendix describes in more detail the
methods behind those inquiries. The findings are reported in the main text.

The State Survey

To discover how fully states had implemented work programs in the child
support of criminal justice systems, my research assistant, Jon Flugstad, and
I canvassed all the states during the spring and summer of 2009. I rated the
six states where I did fieldwork, and Flugstad rated the others using phone
calls to state officials.

Coverage. We obtained results for forty-three out of fifty-one jurisdictions
(fifty states plus the District of Columbia). The other states ignored multiple
calls, in most cases repeated over more than a month. In child support, the
nonresponders included Connecticut, the District of Columbia, Maine, Mis-
sissippi, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, South Carolina, and Utah. In criminal
justice, they included Georgia, Hawaii, Idaho, Indiana, Maryland, Nevada,
West Virginia, and Wyoming.

Although we could not cover all states, we are confident our results are
representative. No state failed to respond to both the child support and crimi-
nal justice inquiries, so we have some information on every state. The gen-
eral character of the men’s programs we found was also consistent over the
course of the inquiry. It did not change as we moved from the field states to
the states that responded to the phone survey quickly and then to the more
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reluctant states. Also, most of the nonresponders were smaller states; only
Pennsylvania ranked in the top ten states in population. Therefore, our
results cover the states with the vast bulk of the American population.

Interview Guide. My instructions for the telephone interviewing were
as follows:

Call the states that I have not visited (that is, those other than New York,
New Jersey, Ohio, Michigan, Texas, and Wisconsin) and determine which
are running work programs aimed at low-income men. We are interested in
work programs aimed at getting men to work who are already under an
obligation to work. That means men who owe child support and must work
to pay it and men coming out of prison who are supposed to work as a con-
dition of parole. We want to know which states are running work programs
to get these men to work more regularly. Thus, we exclude employment pro-
grams that are already operating, such as TANF work programs or volun-
tary employment services under the Workforce Investment Act, as these are
not set up specifically for these men. We’re interested in steps taken beyond
these existing programs. In the case of criminal justice, some states—like
Michigan—have prison reentry programs with multiple dimensions. We’re
interested mainly in the work aspects.

In each state, locate the agencies responsible for child support and crimi-
nal justice. This means getting real phone numbers for the head adminis-
trative office of each state department. Try department web pages, Google,
phone book web pages, etc. Respondents should be people senior enough
to speak about what a state is doing in men’s work programs but not so sen-
ior that they are unavailable. That will usually be a deputy secretary/com-
missioner or possibly a planning/evaluation official. Explain who is running
and funding the study.

Ask whether the state has any special programs aimed at getting men
owing child support (or, alternatively, parolees) to work more regularly. A
program means more than just having regular child support or parole staff
refer men to existing programs. There must be a definite program with its
own staff that the state is spending money on for the purpose of raising these
men’s work levels. The program, however, may consist of nothing more than
special staff to refer men to other agencies. As a guide, see “Child Support
and Job Projects for Fathers by State,” an Administration for Children and
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Families/OCSE listing of state programs as of 2006. If a state is mentioned
here, ask specifically about that program.

Key features about the program you need to determine:

• Is it mandatory? That is, do men have to participate on pain of
some sanctions such as jail or returning to prison? Or can they
choose to participate or not without penalty?

• What is offered? It might be:

• Referral to other programs or agencies, such as the workforce
system, TANF work programs, vocational rehabilitation, etc.
The focus must be on work, not other problems such as hous-
ing or drug rehabilitation.

• Job search. That is, the program helps/requires men to look for
work in the private sector.

• Guaranteed jobs. That is, the program places men in jobs that
it creates and pays the men in some manner to do, if only by
keeping them out of jail or reducing child support arrears.

• Training. A few programs may offer training in an attempt to
get men better jobs, although this is uncommon.

• Who runs it? Which agencies are involved? These may include
government agencies, contractors, or nonprofits.

• Who pays for it? Where does the funding come from? There
may be state funds through a particular department or federal
funds (e.g., TANF, WIA).

• How big is it? Roughly how many men were served at a given
time by the program, relative to the potential caseload? A few? A
significant minority? A majority? All?

• Dates. When did the program begin? If you hear of a program
that ended, get the dates of its beginning and end.

If the state claims no programs, ask whether counties or regions within
the state are doing anything like this. If so, seek contact information and
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follow up, although we are principally interested in the state level. Also ask
if respondents know of comparable programs in other states—this is to get
leads for further calls.

Field Interviews

I interviewed state and local officials in six states in order to obtain a better
sense of how they viewed the men’s work problem and why they had or had
not undertaken major initiatives to address it. The focus was on how the
states defined the problem and the factors governing the initiation and
implementation of men’s work programs.

Coverage. I needed to choose states that would help me answer these ques-
tions and, at the same time, be representative of the nation. At the outset,
neither I nor others I consulted had a good sense of which states were
prominent in men’s programming. So I proceeded incrementally, interview-
ing first in states where I had contacts from previous research—New Jersey,
New York, and Wisconsin. In these states, I could also get permission to
interview. Clearance was a significant problem. Child support and criminal
justice agencies are much less accustomed to research inquiries than welfare
agencies are (due to welfare reform). Some were suspicious of my questions,
especially in criminal justice. One prison agency refused me all entry. For-
tunately, enough other agencies in that state cooperated, so I could still get
the information I needed.

It turned out that none of these early states was a significant innovator
in men’s work programs. But I heard of others that were—Michigan, Ohio,
and Texas—and went there. Fortunately, these later states also comple-
mented the early ones in other respects. I emerged with six states that cov-
ered a wide range in terms of region and political tradition as well as
innovation in the area of men’s work programs.

General Approach. As with the state survey, my interviews were based on
an interview guide rather than a fixed survey instrument. That is, I had a list
of topics that I attempted to cover in each interview; I did not use scripted
language, as pollsters do. Rather, I carried on a conversation with respond-
ents that covered my areas of interest.
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This interviewing was much more open ended and less structured than
that used in the state survey. These were my practices in the following areas,
based on long experience in this kind of research:

• Planning. Think through the interview guide carefully. Choose
topics that address your research question and your initial
hypotheses—in this case whether and how states might innovate
in the area of men’s work programs.

• Sampling. Distribute your respondents around the organization
you are studying, including people in different positions and
junior as well as senior people.

• Confidentiality. Think through how much confidentiality to offer
respondents. Confidentiality is most needed when questions are
sensitive and respondents are junior. In this case, I did not
explicitly promise confidentiality because the questions were
not particularly sensitive and most of my interlocutors were
used to dealing with these issues. However, other than the most
senior respondents, I did not identify respondents by name in
my write-up.

• Record responses. Taping allows a verbatim transcript, but it is
costly to transcribe. Taking notes is less off-putting to respond-
ents, but you can write down only short quotations. I have pre-
ferred notes to economize on time and to promote candor.

• Establishing rapport: At the start of the interview, chat in a
friendly way with the respondents to establish that you know
the jargon and acronyms of the field. The respondents should
realize that they will not have to educate you about the
basics. Rather, they can talk candidly about issues in which
you have a mutual interest.

• Describing your agenda. Keep it general. Specify the subject you
are working on, but not all the details of the project or your own
views or hypotheses. Do not mention your own point of view, if
you have one, lest it bias what people say.

122 EXPANDING WORK PROGRAMS FOR POOR MEN

appendix.qxd  2/18/11  9:50 AM  Page 122



APPENDIX: METHOD 123

• Order of questions. Tackle subjects as they come up. You need not
cover your list of subjects completely or in a set order. Rather, get
respondents talking about the general subject and then steer the
conversation around to the specific topics.

• Neutrality. Avoid questions that are leading, that presume an
answer, or that have a critical or evaluative edge to them. Such
questions may bias what people say. Pose issues so as to leave a
real choice. Don’t make respondents think you’re assessing them.

• The general and the specific. On any subject, begin with broad,
open-ended questions and move to more specific ones. Get the
respondents talking in their own terms about the subject. Then
follow up with narrower questions to nail down details.

• Getting the facts. Ask for description, not analysis or evaluation.
Ask respondents to describe what they do, or the operations of
the organization. Get the facts about what happens as a
reporter would—who did what, when, and how. Assessment is
secondary and can get in the way. Only at the end of the inter-
view, with the facts in the can, should you step back and ask
more evaluative questions.

• Serendipity. If unexpected findings emerge, revise your interview
guide and pursue them. Likewise, eliminate questions that prove
to be meaningless or elicit nothing.

Interview Guide. The following was my interview guide for the men’s
work project:

• What is your current position in this agency? How long have you
been with the agency? In what positions?

• My project is about how to improve work levels among low-
income men. When I mention the employment problem among
low-income men, what do you think of?

• Unemployment, lack of employment?

• Irregular work, where men get jobs but lose them?
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• Low wages? Low skills?

• Decline in labor force participation?

• What causes the problem?

• In general, work levels in American society are high—higher
than in most other rich countries. Yet we find low-income men
generally don’t work regularly. Only about 40 percent of poor
men work at all in a year—even when the economy is booming.
Why is that?

• What is your agency doing about this?

• Work policies of any kind?

• Work programs?

• Any evaluations?

• How important is the work problem alongside other goals
you have?

• In child support: compared to collecting support.

• In criminal justice: compared to incarcerating offenders and pro-
tecting public safety.

• Traditionally, these agencies typically did not focus on work.
Why not?

• What would be the ideal solution?

• Suppose you could do anything you wanted to solve the problem,
what would it be?

• The current thinking in Washington is that we may need special
work programs designed for poor men with employment prob-
lems. There have been experimental work programs:

• In child support—Parents’ Fair Share, various fatherhood programs.

• In criminal justice—prison reentry programs, the Center for
Employment Opportunities, Ready4Work.

• What have you heard about these programs?
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• Evaluations suggest they have some potential to reduce nonwork
among their clients. How about a national work program to
serve two groups?

• Men who are behind on their child support due to employ-
ment problems.

• Ex-offenders leaving the prisons on parole.

• What is your view of work programs like this?

• A good idea? A waste of money?

• Should work programs be mandatory?

• The problem is that men don’t come forward for programs, or they
drop out. How do you get a grip on these guys?

• Should programs focus on work first or on training?

• Right now, these programs are only small and experimental.

• Could they be taken to scale?

• Could a program serve all parolees and child support defaulters
with work problems?

• What would be the problems with doing this?

• Cost?

• Administration?

• Politics?

I did not cover all of these topics with every respondent. Rather, I cov-
ered what each speaker knew the most about or wanted to talk about. I
also varied the questions as I learned more in a given state, omitting those
that had been answered sufficiently and adding others that arose in the
field. The approach was similar to that of a journalist—pursuing topics of
interest down to greater detail. But unlike most journalism, there was an
analytic structure in the background derived from prior research, my own
and others’.
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Data Analysis. A major challenge in fieldwork is handling the immense
complexity you encounter. Social programs and their implementation are
always surrounded with myriad details, too many to report. There is simply
more information out there than is found in any quantitative database. My
method has been to (1) review my notes from respondents right after the
interviews, sometimes calling or e-mailing them for clarifications; (2) write
a summary in my own words of what I had heard from each respondent, the
state as a whole, or both; and (3) report the findings in my write-up, in this
case in chapter 7. At each stage there is progressively less detail and more
focus on addressing the questions that motivated the inquiry in the first
place. Typically, the field summaries are the main basis for the write-up.
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