








































































































































































































































































































Evaluating the Personal Responsibility Act of 1996

service categories, how they have shifted reliance from state to federal
funding or vice versa, and so that we can gain insights into how states
used welfare savings to provide general budget relief. Many of these
questions cannot be answered using federal data; they require field re-
search.

Second Order Devolution

Although devolution to the states has been widely cited in describing
welfare reform, the big story of welfare reform is not the states, it is lo-
cal. Even in what are defined as state-administered welfare systems, we
found major changes to devolve welfare and social program responsi-
bilities to local entities.” This local devolution includes more than coun-
ties. In many states, new or relatively new regional entities now are
responsible for welfare and related workforce services — second order
devolution. One might be skeptical about this finding. By law, states
over the years have assumed increased responsibility for welfare.
Thirty-eight states now have what are legally “state-administered” wel-
fare systems. The remaining states (including some very big ones —
California, New York, and Ohio) have state supervised/county admin-
istered systems, under which states set policy goals, prescribe adminis-
trative arrangements, and provide funds, but the basic legal
responsibility is at the county level.

The driving force behind second order devolution is intrinsic to the
nature of the tasks involved. The 1996 shift to work first and a service
strategy for welfare inexorably pushes decision making downward. This
is because so much of what needs to be done to prevent welfare depend-
ency and to keep people off of cash assistance has to be decided, ar-
ranged, and carried out locally. The biggest increase in discretion under
the new regimes for welfare policy occurs at the point of contact between
local case managers and the individual applicant or recipient.

In past periods in U.S. history, the idea that such discretion should
be assigned to local workers was resisted. Reformers often complained

*  Inmoststates, welfare is both state supervised and also state administered. In other
states, it is state supervised and county administered.
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about harsh treatment by local agencies where poor people were treated
badly, sometimes simply given “bus money” to leave town. If the kind
of behavioral fine-tuning envisioned in the Personal Responsibility Act
is to be achieved, however, there is no way to avoid assigning primary
responsibility to local administrators and, most of all, to front-line case
managers. As stressed earlier, this places a high premium on the devel-
opment of information systems for case management to connect and
track social program benefits and social services, and also for oversight
and evaluation purposes.

Adaptability of the Research Process

In the way just cited and in others, field evaluation studies over the years
have been adaptable in the sense of enabling findings to reflect institu-
tional learning. As of the time of the writing of this book, many factors
lead us to believe that the changes taking place in the late 1990s in wel-
fare and job programs have staying power. The strong work orientation
of the new welfare resonates with widely held beliefs by the majority of
Americans about what welfare systems ought to do and emphasize. This
may be the most lasting effect of the reforms, producing a new basis for
political legitimacy that was lacking under AFDC. In effect, what we are
* seeing in many places is a shift in opinion to a new consensus about wel-
fare systems with a more politically acceptable mission.

The second order devolution of welfare and job programs and the
diversity we found in signaling and systems requires a similar devolu-
tion by researchers. For us, the critical independent variable institution-
ally is local “regimes,” not programs in the customary sense. By
regimes, we mean combinations of values, signals, agency cultures and
connections, and operational capacity. Future Rockefeller Institute im-
plementation research on welfare reform will concentrate on local sys-
tems: Are social programs connected for TANF benefits, job services,
food stamps, Medicaid, child support, child care, transportation, and re-
lated social and health services (such as those for substance abuse treat-
ment, the prevention of family violence, mental health, and family
planning)? Local systems in this way are a major independent variable.
Research ingenuity then needs to be applied to use Census data (2000
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fortuitously is a decennial census year), administrative data, available
state studies, and other information about what is happening to poor and
working poor families as crucial dependent variables.

Almost all states are now conducting their own studies, using both
administrative records and survey data, to ascertain what is happening
to people who leave the TANF rolls. A number of states are also study-
ing what is happening to other populations — people on the rolls as long
termers, the population diverted from cash-assistance recipiency, and
also what can be called (but is very hard to identify) the “deflected”
population of eligible persons who are discouraged from applying for
work-conditioned welfare benefits. Other research projects are also
producing large data sets. Two of the major studies are sponsored by
the U.S. Bureau of the Census and the Urban Institute, in the latter case
focused on a representative sample of thirteen states.'!

Still, in the final analysis, there is a limit to what social scientists
can know about the effects of so complex and diverse a phenomenon as
the plethora of current welfare reforms. Albert Einstein once said: I
have little patience with scientists who take a board of wood, look for
the thinnest part, and drill a great number of holes where the drilling is
easiest.”’? To evaluate program implementation in American federal-
ism, the object should be to answer hard questions in as scientific a
manner as possible; we shuld drill where the drilling is not easy. The
purpose and argument of this book can be re-stated in these terms. Dem-
onstration research can help politicians decide what to do for welfare re-
form. Then, after major decisions are made about new policies, two
kinds of questions come into play: Were the new policies carried out?
That is, did the program procedures and institutional systems change
the way they were supposed to? And second, what were the effects of
these changes on people? Like the sand of the sea, which the Prophet
Hosea said, “can neither be measured or numbered,”’ there are limits to
what we can learn in both respects. But we can learn a lot and in so do-
ing aid the policy process.
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Lessons from Evaluations
of Employment and
Training Programs

A. major idea about public policy research advanced in this book is
the need for multidisciplinary approaches. The field of employment and
training research offers a good opportunity for examining this idea. La-
bor economists have played the strongest role in the design and conduct
of evaluations of employment and training programs. In this chapter, I
consider research both by economists and political scientists. I begin
with the study conducted by the field network evaluation group at the
Brookings Institution, which I directed, of the public service employ-
ment program established under the Comprehensive Employment and
Training Act (CETA). This study produced a lively controversy about
research methods.

The CETA Public Service
Employment Program

The Comprehensive Employment and Training Act was enacted in 1973
in the form of a block grant as part of Nixon’s “New Federalism” domes-
tic program. Among other purposes, the aim of the law was to consolidate
federal grants-in-aid in order to give greater discretion to state and local
governments. Initially, most of the funds provided were for job training.
Republicans resisted the idea, which many Democrats in Congress were
advocating at the time, to provide funds for job creation.
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Such a public service employment program was authorized as a ti-
tle of the CETA law, but was funded at a very low level. Later, this pub-
lic service employment program was expanded to combat the deep
recession in 1974-75. Again, this was despite resistance from Republi-
cans and from the Ford administration. As the recession deepened,
however, spending for public service jobs was increased and Republi-
can resistance subsided. This expansion of the public service jobs pro-
gram occurred over three years from 1976 to 1978. The public
employment program continued in effect until 1981, when it was elimi-
nated under Ronald Reagan, who was vociferous in his criticism of this
policy.!

At its peak in April of 1978, the public service employment pro-
gram employed over 750,000 people at an annual spending rate of $7
billion. This made it by far the largest federal program in the employ-
ment and training field, and at the time one of the largest federal
grant-in-aid programs to states and localities.* The expanded version of
the public service employment program was an obvious target for Rea-
gan’s budget cutters in 1981; CETA job creation had few friends and
lots of enemies when Reagan came into office and ended it.

In the usual way, the CETA job creation program of the late 1970s
had multiple purposes which were not precisely stated or weighted.
Among its major objectives were to provide jobs for the unemployed in
recession periods; aid disadvantaged persons in developing skills and
obtaining job experience; and assist state and local governments in pro-
viding needed public services. In 1976, when the public service em-
ployment program was reauthorized, Senator Henry L. Bellmon
(R-OK) added an amendment to study an issue related to the first of
these three objectives, job creation. The Bellmon amendment became
the source of the interdisciplinary controversy featured in this chapter.

Senator Bellmon’s concern was that public service jobs were being
used by state and local governments to displace workers who would
otherwise have been on state or city payrolls. Opponents of the public

* It was, however, smaller than the Works Progress Administration (WPA) of the
Depression years, which at its peak employed three million people.
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service jobs program charged that it was simply a hidden subsidy to
state and local governments and that it did not really increase employ-
ment. Bellmon’s amendment directed the National Commission for
Employment Policy, a permanent research and advisory group char-
tered under federal law, to make a study of the “net employment ef-
fects” of the public service employment program. This commission,
chaired by Eli Ginzberg, contracted with the Brookings Institution to
conduct this research through a field evaluation study of the CETA pub-
lic service jobs program. The study was initiated at Brookings, and was
later completed at the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and Interna-
tional Affairs at Princeton University.2

The choice by the National Commission for Employment Policy to
adopt the field network evaluation approach is interesting. Previously,
there had been a number of theoretical studies by labor economists of
the displacement issue for public service employment programs. The
research was done in the form of statistical modeling studies, using ec-
onometric techniques based on program, national economic, fiscal, and
demographic data. A 1974 paper written for the U.S. Department of La-
bor by labor economist George Johnson reached the tentative conclu-
sion that the job-displacement impact of a federally funded public
service employment program would be very large — in fact that in the
long run the displacement effect of grants-in-aid for public service job
creation would absorb all, or nearly all, of the funds appropriated for
this purpose.

Johnson’s econometric approach is not the only way to try to an-
swer the hard-to-answer question about the job-displacement effects of
public service employment grants to state and local governments. By
contracting with the Brookings-based field network to conduct the
study mandated under Senator Bellmon’s amendment, the National
Commission was bringing an alternative methodology to bear. Re-
searchers refer to this as triangulation, conducting studies using differ-
ent methods to see if their findings converge.

It was in this setting that the Brookings-based field network

turned its attention in 1976 to evaluating the effects of public service
employment. Thirty field researchers (in this case approximately
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equally divided between economists and political scientists) con-
ducted four rounds of field observations in forty state and local jurisdic-
tions. The sample included three types of program sponsors: (1) large
local units (over 100,000 population) that qualified as “local prime
sponsors”; (2) consortia of local units designated as “local prime spon-
sors”; and (3) state governments responsible for administering CETA
programs in “balance of state” areas. Within these jurisdictions, funds
for job creation were channeled to thousands of public and nonprofit
agencies, thus greatly expanding the screen for field analysis and re-
quiring a sampling procedure for selecting the organizations for de-
tailed analysis. The study jurisdictions at the time accounted for 10
percent of all enrollees in the CETA public service employment pro-
gram.

The research design included a number of categories of effects. It
was not limited to job displacement. It dealt with questions involving
the fiscal effects of CETA job funds and also the types of jobs provided,
the public services affected, structural matters involving the agencies
that administered the program and their implementation processes, the
training provided to participants, and the effect of these funds on non-
profit organizations, which sponsored many of the local programs.

As it turned out, the bottom-line finding of the Brookings-Princeton
study of the job-displacement issue was very different from that made
by George Johnson. His paper indicated a high (eventually total)
job-displacement effect of the CETA public service employment pro-
gram. By contrast, we found what many observers regarded as a surpris-
ingly low level of job displacement.* For the sample as a whole,
approximately one-fifth of the positions studied were assigned by the
field researchers, in consultation with the study’s central staff, to job
displacement. These findings were issued in a series of reports pub-
lished by the National Commission for Employment Policy, and sum-
marized in books, testimony, papers, and articles. These publications
described the research methodology and provided illustrations, drawing
on statements in the reports submitted by the field researchers regarding
the kinds of determinations that were made in assigning the positions
studied to the various employment effect categories used in this field re-
search.
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A number of reasons appeared to explain why local officials (most
of these funds went to local governments) were reluctant to use public
service employment funds for displacement. One reason, and it is a rea-
son which I believe other experts in the field did not take seriously
enough, is that the law prohibited displacement. A number of provi-
sions in the law were intended to prevent it from occurring. A second
reason for the relatively low level of displacement we found was that lo-
cal officials in many cases shared the national objective of creating jobs
to relieve unemployment.

In even more basic terms, however, field researchers reported that
many officials in the study sites were reluctant to use these job creation
funds for displacement because of the possible long-term consequences
of doing so. These local officials had been burned before by federal pol-
icy changes. In the case of the CETA public employment program,
there was an understandably high level of uncertainty about the future
intentions of the federal government. A major concern on the part of lo-
cal officials was that when this federal largesse was ended, or if the
rules for its use were changed (both events in fact occurred), they would
be left holding the bag. They would face strong political pressures to lay
off local workers or to increase taxes in order to continue to pay em-
ployees who were being supported with CETA funds if they had used
these funds for job displacement. This was a risk that most local offi-
cials simply did not want to take.

There was one important exception to this finding. In jurisdic-
tions facing serious fiscal pressures (mainly economically distressed
central cities in our sample), we found displacement to be higher than in
other jurisdictions, which we attributed to the need, or at least the per-
ceived need, to use every available dollar to maintain basic services.

Another important finding was that many public service positions
were not filled by local governments or other public entities at all; they
were instead suballocated to nonprofit organizations. Over time, an in-
creasing percentage of these positions were contracted out to nonprofit
(mostly community-based) organizations that provided social services
and administered community development programs. In the first round
of the field research, one-fourth of the positions accounted for in the
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sample were subcontracted to nonprofit organizations; by the second
round of the field research, this proportion had risen to nearly one-half.’

The reports we issued showing relatively low-level displacement
were widely noted in the relevant policy communities because they
were contrary to what many people (including some of the researchers
in our field network) had expected. Two meetings about this contro-
versy stand out in my memory. The first was with Senator Henry
Bellmon. I was told by the staff of the National Commission for Em-
ployment Policy that he had read our initial report and that he wanted to
talk to me about it. I was apprehensive, since Senator Bellmon had ear-
lier indicated his opinion that CETA public service jobs funds were
highly substitutive. At our meeting, and greatly to his credit in my opin-
ion, Senator Bellmon said that, although he had been skeptical about
our results when he first heard about them, after reading our report he
was convinced by the conclusions and by our explanation about how we
arrived at our findings.

The second memorable meeting at which the results of this re-
search were discussed was arranged by the staff of the National Com-
mission for Employment Policy to examine the two approaches used to
analyze the net employment effects of the public service employment
program. George Johnson and I were the speakers. The audience was
relatively large for a meeting on research methods (about sixty people).
It included both researchers and experts in the field of employment and
training. True to academic style, this meeting featured a hot, intense de-
bate about the competing research approaches. Those of us working on
the field network evaluation study came away from this confrontation
(not an inaccurate description) with a good feeling about the reaction to
our presentation.

The “Complementarity’”’ Approach

A major premise of the field evaluation approach as we have applied
it over the years is that the choice among research methods is not an
either/or proposition. In two of our studies — the public service jobs
study and the earliest field evaluation we conducted, that of the
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revenue sharing program discussed in the next chapter — members
of the field research group conducted what we refer to as comple-
mentary statistical studies. In the case of the public service employ-
ment program, the results of the complementary statistical study,
using a pooled time series approach, were published in the Journal of
Human Resources, thus subjected to the scrutiny of academic peer
reviewers.® The idea of this complementarity approach was to use in-
sights from the field research to build a better mousetrap for a statis-
tical analysis. As it turned out, the high degree of subcontracting to
nonprofit organizations under the CETA public service employment
program made a substantial difference both in the field and in the sta-
tistical research we conducted.

The first step in conducting this complementary statistical analysis
was to review the earlier econometric studies to identify lessons from
the field research — in this case, especially the importance of subcon-
tracting CETA public service jobs — that could cause distortion in a
statistical analysis. In the early econometric studies, it was assumed that
all of the CETA job creation funds allocated to a jurisdiction were paid
as wages by that government. If, instead, some (maybe the bulk) of
these funds were subcontracted to nonprofit organizations (or if they

-, were suballocated to other public entities as was often the case, for ex-

ample, to local school districts) this could have the effect of creating
what appeared to be — but was not — a job-displacement effect in a sta-
tistical analysis.’

Another important aspect of the field research that was discovered
while doing the statistical analysis involved the timing of the receipt
and expenditure of CETA funds. Data from the U.S. Census of Govern-
ments did not fit well with the receipt-and-spending cycle for CETA job
funds. It was found necessary to adjust for these timing differences in
our statistical analysis. In the statistical study we conducted, this was
done with the help of the Bureau of the Census, using unpublished
worksheets from the Bureau that showed the actual re-
ceipt-and-spending cycle for CETA funds for the thirty municipal gov-
ernments in our statistical analysis.® Fortunately for us (or I wouldn’t be
making so much of the point), the results of the complementary statisti-
cal analysis tied to the field research turned out to be similar to those
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found earlier in the field evaluation. The interdisciplinary approach
used in this case involving economists and political scientists seemed to
produce added value.

Studies of Individual Impacts under CETA

So far this chapter has described the fiscal effects of the CETA public ser-
vice jobs program on jurisdictions.” However, these effects on jurisdic-
tions were not the foremost concern of most researchers and
policymakers. The dominant concern was the impact of CETA programs
on individuals. In this research arena, more than any other, the experience
with studies of the impact of large ongoing programs shows that measur-
ing their impact on individual participants is fraught with problems.

Several characteristics of both training and public service employ-
ment programs produce high research hurdles. One hurdle is the feder-
alism barrier reef discussed earlier. Employment and training programs
of the federal government have been in an almost constant state of flux
for a very long time. The CETA law was succeeded in 1982 by the Job
Training Partnership Act, which in turn was succeeded by the
Workforce Investment Act in 1998. However, the important point is
that the CETA block grants and all successor federal programs have
been administered on a highly decentralized basis by state and local
governments. This involves fifty states, thousands of localities, and lit-
erally hundreds of thousands of local agencies and nonprofit organiza-
tions. The data problems of such a program would give any
self-respecting researcher indigestion, but this is not all.

Another problem of individual-impact research in this field is that
these programs are so widespread (indeed, effectively universal) that pol-
itics mitigate against the use of research designs based on random assign-
ment whereby some persons are assigned to a program and others to an
untreated control group. It would have been extremely hard for even the
most supportive CETA managers of public service employment pro-
grams at the local level to arrange to have a randomly selected, untreated
control group under these conditions. As we have already seen, random
assignment is not the only way to get at questions about what works for
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individual participants in government programs, although it is the best
way to do so. Without it, the results of studies are often unconvincing in
part because of controversies about their methodology.

A third and related hurdle of evaluation research on the impact on
individuals of federal grant-in-aid programs for job training is what
might be called the “marginality problem.” This was described earlier
as the research hurdle of the null hypothesis. The typical CETA inter-
vention (usually a job training program) was not that long or large.
There is reason to question whether job training or job counseling ser-
vices by themselves could have been expected to have a discernible,
lasting impact on the lives of participants, that is, considering the great
number of forces and factors (both public and private) that impinge on
the way human beings develop and change in a technologically ad-
vanced society like ours.

In the 1970s, I served on the advisory committee for a large survey
research project designed to evaluate the impact of CETA programs on
individuals. It was called the Continuous Longitudinal Manpower Sur-
vey (CLMS), and was funded by the U.S. Department of Labor begin-
ning in 1974. For the CLMS, the Labor Department contracted with the
~ U.S. Bureau of the Census to have the Bureau survey a succession of

" cohort groups entering various components of CETA programs. Alto-
gether, more than 6,000 people were included in this study. There was a
baseline interview and in most cases four follow-up surveys for people
in the sample.

But even after interviewing all these CETA participants, one faced
the perennial question — compared to what? Observations about the ex-
perience of participants during and after CETA programs could not re-
veal the extent to which the programs did or did not assist them. There is
value, of course, in knowing what CETA services were provided and
what types of people received them. Still, it is reasonable to ask whether a
research investment as large as this one should have been undertaken if
these were the only research outputs. The advisory committee wrestled
with the problems of establishing the counterfactual for this study, as did
staffers of the Labor Department and the researchers with whom the De-
partment contracted from the Westat Company of Rockville, Maryland.

175



Social Science in Government

The solution decided upon was to rely on data from existing files
as the basis for comparison, mainly the Current Population Survey con-
ducted by the Census Bureau, which in March of each year includes an
enlarged sample on the employment experience of respondents. These
data, however, are time limited. To obtain a longer time horizon, data
from the Current Population Survey were linked with the earnings re-
cords of people in the CETA sample obtained from the U.S. Social Se-
curity Administration on a confidential basis. In this way, a “matched
file” was constructed with characteristics similar to those of people in
CETA programs.

Labor Department technical reports on this research were candid
in discussing the drawbacks of this approach for establishing a compari-
son group. Contamination was one problem: There was no way of
knowing whether the people in the matched file had received employ-
ment and training services. Furthermore, there was evidence that the
Social Security earnings records (critical to the analysis, because
earned income after the CETA program was the key outcome variable)
did not include some types of earnings, for example, wage and salary
payments to many state and local government employees and also fed-
eral government employees.

One of the early reports on the CLMS contains this depressing
statement: “One simply cannot say at this time how comparable the
comparison groups are to the participant groups in the absence of the
CETA program.”’® The Labor Department continued to try to work
out the wrinkles, and some progress was made. Nevertheless, a report
issued two years later on this study contains a caveat similar to that
just quoted: “As in all program evaluations where it is not feasible to
randomly assign potential participants to the program or to a control
group, there is some uncertainty about the amount of selectivity bias
in the estimates of net impact.”!! Other experts in the field were not so
restrained.

When the Reagan administration won enactment of the successor
program to CETA (the Job Training Partnership Act, JTPA) in 1982, an
elaborate data collection system like the CLMS was designed as the ba-
sis for research on the impact of the JTPA program. But in the end, it

176



Lessons from Evaluations of Employment and Training Programs

was decided not to use such data for research purposes. Instead, the U.S.
Department of Labor decided to conduct studies with random assign-
ment to ascertain the impact on individuals of JTPA services. The Man-
power Demonstration Research Corporation was one of the
organizations involved in this research. In sixteen areas around the
country, MDRC along with Abt Associates studied 20,000 randomly
assigned adults and out-of-school youth who applied for JTPA services
and were assigned either to a treatment or control group.

Although called a national study, this is somewhat misleading as
JTPA participants were not selected nationwide; they were chosen from
the sixteen local sites willing to participate in this study, none of which
were large cities. (The largest city included in the sample was Oakland,
California, population 372,000.) Other barriers were that it was not pos-
sible for specific types of treatments to be tested rigorously, and school
districts would not participate. Commenting on this effort to use ran-
domization to evaluate an ongoing program, Cornell labor economist
Vernon M. Briggs, Jr., said, “The problem is that this is a methodology
only an economist could love.” He added, “What it should be able to ac-
complish in principle is at variance with what it can accomplish in
fact.”1?

The authors of the report on this study themselves came to the re-
luctant conclusion that the study design should not be replicated, noting
that the first results from the national JTPA study were not available un-
til six years after it was initiated, and also observing that it was “rela-
tively burdensome to program staff in the study sites.”!® Other
problems were political. To the extent measurements could be made,
they showed very small impacts, and in some cases differences between
the treatment and control groups that were so small as to be insignifi-
cant. Youth groups in particular showed no long-term gains. Other
groups did show gains, notably adult men and women. However, the
overall tone of the discussion of the findings from this study was down-
beat from the point of view of advocates of this public program. Gov-
ermnment officials tried to explain away disappointing findings or to
downplay them. When the dust had settled, it has to be said that this was
not a good moment for applied social science.

177



Social Science in Government

Endnotes

1

The Reagan administration later replaced the training portion of the CETA
law with a new block grant, mainly distributed to the states, called the Job
Training Partnership Act (JTPA), and then still later, in 1998, it was re-
placed with the Workforce Investment Act, which stresses the creation of
“one-stop” job centers. This has been an unsettled, changing area of do-
mestic policy for a long time.

I moved to the Woodrow Wilson School as a faculty member in 1979.
George E. Johnson, “Evaluation Questions for the Comprehensive Em-
ployment and Training Act of 1973,” Framework for Evaluation Paper No.
2 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Labor, Office of Assistant Secre-
tary for Policy, Evaluation, and Research, July 1974).

The design and findings of the Brookings study are summarized in Rich-
ard P. Nathan, Robert F. Cook, V. Lane Rawlins, et al., Public Service Em-
ployment: A Field Evaluation (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution,
1981). For a later and fuller account, see Robert F. Cook, Charles F. Ad-
ams, Jr., and V. Lane Rawlins, Public Service Employment: The Experi-
ence of a Decade (Kalamazoo, MI: W. E. Upjohn Institute for
Employment Research, 1985). Four rounds of field research were con-
ducted for this study: in July 1977, at the beginning of the Carter adminis-
tration’s expansion of the program; in December 1977, at the height of this
enrollment buildup; in December 1979; and in December 1980.

See Nathan, Cook, et al., Public Service Employment, chapter 2.

Charles F. Adams, Jr., Robert Cook, and Arthur J. Maurice, “A Pooled
Time Series Analysis of the Job-Creation Impact of Public Service Em-
ployment Grants to Large Cities,” Journal of Human Resources (1983):
283-94.

Later statistical studies of the intergovernmental effects of the CETA pub-
lic service employment program corrected for this factor. See Lauri J.
Bassi and Alan Fechter, “The Implications for Fiscal Substitution and Oc-
cupational Displacement under Expanded CETA Title VI,” Technical
Analysis Paper No. 65 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Labor, Of-
fice of the Assistant Secretary for Policy, Evaluation, and Research,
March 1979).

This research had to be limited to relatively large municipal governments
because Census Bureau worksheets were only available for these jurisdic-
tions.

For examples of the implementation studies, see Grace A. Franklin and
Randall B. Ripley, CETA: Politics and Policy, 1973-1982 (Knoxville, TN:

178



Lessons from Evaluations of Employment and Training Programs

10

11

12

13

University of Tennessee Press, 1984); and William Mirengoff and Lester
Rindler, The Comprehensive Employment and Training Act: Impacts on
People, Places, Programs, an Interim Report (Washington, DC: National
Academy of Sciences, 1976).
“Continuous Longitudinal Manpower Survey: The Impact of CETA on
Participant Earnings,” Working Paper No. 2, Entrants during the First Half
of 1975 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Labor, Employment and
Training Administration, June 1980, prepared by Westat, Inc., Rockville,
MD), p. xviii.
“Continuous Longitudinal Manpower Survey,” Net Impact Report No. 1,
Supplement No. 1, “The Impact of CETA on 1978 Earnings: Participants
in Selected Program Activities Who Entered CETA during Fiscal Year
1976” (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Labor, Employment and
Training Administration, July 1982, prepared by Westat, Inc., Rockville,
MD), pp. 1-3.
Vernon M. Briggs Jr. review of “Does Training for the Disadvantage
Work? Evidence from the National JTPA Study,” by Larry Orr, Howard S.
Bloom, et al., Industrial and Labor Relations Review 50, no. 3 (April
1997): 531.
Larry Orr, Howard S. Bloom, et al., “Does Training for the Disadvantaged
Work? Evidence from the National JTPA Study.” An Abt Associates
Study (Washington, DC: The Urban Institute Press, 1996) p. 23. Com-
“menting on the scope of the study, Vernon M. Briggs, Jr., said: “It is hard
to understand how any evaluation of this type of public policy initiative
can boast of being a ‘national’ study if it does not include any major city in
its scope,” in Industrial and Labor Relations Review, p. 530.

179






12
T

The Beginning of the
Field Network Evaluation
Methodology

This penultimate chapter, which continues the consideration of the
field network methodology, is out of sequence chronologically in order
to preserve the flow of the narrative on welfare reform issues and stud-
ies. The chapter deals with the first program evaluated using the field
evaluation methodology, the general revenue sharing program enacted
in 1972. The program is gone now. It is of interest for the book because
of the way the early decisions were made about how to conduct this type
» of study.

Federal revenue sharing was enacted under President Nixon to
provide general purpose grants-in-aid ($5.3 billion per annum initially)
to state governments and some 39,000 city, county, and township gov-
ernments, and Native-American Tribes. I had been involved in the de-
sign and enactment of revenue sharing as assistant director of the U.S.
Office of Management and Budget during the first term of the Nixon
administration. I had previously chaired the transition task force in
1968 that recommended a revenue sharing program to the new adminis-
tration.

Revenue sharing was the keystone of Nixon’s “New Federalism”
domestic policy. The program was in existence fourteen years until it
was ended in 1986 under the Reagan administration. Altogether, the
program paid out nearly $80 billion over the fourteen years of its
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existence. Only Gerald Ford among Nixon’s successors fully supported
the program. Neither Carter nor Reagan (despite the fact both were for-
mer governors, or maybe because of this) shared Nixon’s enthusiasm
for the revenue sharing idea. Under Carter, state governments were
eliminated as aid recipients (up to then they received one-third of the to-
tal amount of money distributed), and under Reagan the remaining
shared revenue payments to local governments were ended.

When it was enacted in 1972, supporters of the revenue sharing
program backed it for a number of reasons. Some saw it, as Nixon did,
as an instrument of decentralization. Nixon frequently complained, us-
ing conventional Republican rhetoric, about the fragmentation and
complexity of the federal grant-in-aid system. Its many hundreds of cat-
egorical grant-in-aid programs were seen as undermining the prior-
ity-setting processes of state and local governments and weakening
their role vis-a-vis what was perceived as the increasingly intrusive role
of the federal government in domestic affairs. Many Democrats, too,
criticized the rigidities of categorical federal grant programs in this pe-
riod. Walter W. Heller, a Democrat who supported revenue sharing as
chairman of the Council of Economic Advisors during the early years of
the Johnson administration, urged President Johnson to adopt this idea.
Heller, always a great phrasemaker, referred to the federal grant-in-aid
system as suffering from “hardening of the categories.”

The answer for Nixon to the problem of multiple program catego-
ries was to change the form of federal grants, adopting two types of
grant-broadening instruments — revenue sharing and block grants.
Revenue sharing was essentially unrestricted aid to state and local
governments. Block grants, which still exist, are flexible grants in a
broad functional area, allocated on a formula basis. Nixon first pro-
posed revenue sharing in 1969 at the relatively meager level, by
Washington standards, of $500 million per year. This was not enough
to get Congress’s attention, so in January 1971, in a State of the Union
message devoted almost exclusively to domestic affairs, Nixon upped
the ante. He proposed an $11 billion combined program of revenue
sharing and block grants — $5 billion per year for revenue sharing and
$6 billion in block grants. (Total federal spending for grants-in-aid to
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states and localities at this time was $34 billion; total federal spending
was $231 billion.)

Nixon’s 1971 federal aid initiatives were estimated to increase to-
tal aid by 25 percent. “The time has come,” he argued, “to reverse the
flow of power and responsibilities from the States and communities to
Washington, and start power and resources flowing from Washington
to States and localities and, more important, to the people, all across
America. . . . I reject the patronizing idea that government in Washing-
ton, D.C., is inevitably more wise, more honest and more efficient than
government at the state and local level.”! Most of the funds for Nixon’s
proposed block grants were obtained from consolidating existing cate-
gorical grants into broader programs, with some additional funds added
called “sweeteners.” Nixon’s two most important block grants, both of
which were enacted, were for employment and training and for commu-
nity development.

Unlike the earlier and much smaller revenue sharing plan Nixon
had put forward, his new and enriched $5 billion-per-year version of
revenue sharing did get people’s attention. It activated state and local
officials to lobby for this initiative. In 1972, in the midst of Nixon’s
re-election campaign, revenue sharing was enacted. The President jour-
 neyed to Philadelphia to sign the law in the presence of a large group of
state and local government officials, and claimed that revenue sharing
would “renew” the American federal system.? The first payments were
made just before Election Day.

Soon after this legisiation was enacted, officers of the Ford Founda-
tion approached the Brookings Institution to propose that Brookings con-
duct an evaluation of this program. It is interesting to look at the
questions faced in taking up this research challenge, which of course you
have to do when the Ford Foundation or another big foundation comes
calling. The key and underlying question was: What difference did it
make to have this new and more flexible fiscal flow from the national
government to states and localities? Brookings formed a research team,
which I headed, to consider this. From the outset, we decided that an
evaluation of the revenue sharing program should focus on two main
types of effects: (1) those that emerged as the most prominent effects in
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the implementation of revenue sharing; and (2) those effects (whether
prominent or not) that were important to politicians because they were
strongly reflected in the goals of the new program. The second type of
effect is particularly hard to deal with. In textbooks on research meth-
ods, readers are told that step one in an evaluation study is to clearly de-
fine a program’s objectives. Yet in the case of the revenue sharing
program, as for a great many other public programs, there was not
agreement among policymakers on the goals of the program.

In addition to Nixon’s goal of decentralization, supporters of the
revenue sharing program stressed its role in achieving other goals.
Among those purposes were: (1) providing fiscal relief to local gov-
ernments; (2) equalizing fiscal capacity among states and localities;
(3) providing new funds to deal with important public sector needs;
(4) serving as a stimulus to innovation on the part of recipient state and
local governments; (5) stabilizing and reducing state and local taxes,
particularly the property tax; and (6) altering the nation’s overall tax
system, putting more emphasis on income taxation (predominantly fed-
eral) as opposed to property and sales taxes.

Which of these goals should be featured in an evaluation? How
should these goals (seven in all) be defined and weighed? Views of the
various players in the policy process differed. In fact, the same players
often emphasized different objectives at different times. Moreover,
even if we could have assigned weights to all of the goals of revenue
sharing on the basis of a close reading of the legislation and the legisla-
tive debates, this would not have been enough. Ideas about policy goals
change all the time. The ultimate decision about the success or failure of
a program depends on the way these goals are regarded by a particular
person or group at a particular point in time.

Two other important factors complicated this picture. One was the
fact that the program was universal. Every state and some 39,000 local
governments received a share of the funds according to a distribution
formula stipulated in the law. There was no way to use states and cities
that did not receive revenue sharing funds as a comparison group for re-
search purposes. Compounding this challenge was the federalism bar-
rier reef. Tremendous variation exist in the structure of the state and
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local governments that received shared revenue, and also in the ways
these jurisdictions defined and carried out their functions and kept their
financial accounts.

The Research Approach

We decided to base our evaluation of revenue sharing on parallel and
connected, uniformly structured case studies of a representative sample
of state and local governments. The field research was conducted by an
interdisciplinary group, ultimately thirty-two on-the-scene academic
social scientists (political scientists and economists in roughly equal
numbers) serving on a part-time contractual basis as field researchers.

Four broad categories were used to define the program effects to
be studied — fiscal, programmatic, institutional, and distributional. The
distributional effects of revenue sharing were studied centrally at the
Brookings Institution in Washington, based on demographic and finan-
cial data from the U.S. Bureau of the Census and program data from the
Department of the Treasury, which was responsible for administering
the revenue sharing program. The analysis of the three other types of ef-
fects (fiscal, programmatic, and institutional) was done by the research-
" ers in the field. Researchers in sixty-five state and local governmental
jurisdictions (including one large Native-American Reservation) spent
on average of thirty days on this study for each of three rounds of field
observations. Before each round, the field evaluators participated in a
research conference at Brookings at which the central staff and field re-
searchers discussed the conceptual framework and the research plan for
that round of field observation. The aim of these conferences was to
have all of the members of the field research group on the same wave-
length.

Field researchers submitted their analysis for each round of obser-
vations. The reports consisted of answers to both closed-ended and
open-ended questions according to a standard reporting format. Field
researchers drew on state and local records and reports, and interviewed
key participants in the decision making processes regarding the state
and local use of revenue sharing funds.
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It needs to be stressed that the analysis of the effects of revenue
sharing was done by the field researchers. It was not based on the an-
swers to closed-ended survey-type questions asked of particular state
and local public officials, although other studies of the effects of the
revenue sharing program used this survey-research approach. The
Brookings central staff for this study reviewed and combined the analy-
ses made by the field researchers into summary research reports. The
draft reports were circulated for comments to the field researchers; it
was very much a group effort. The sample for the study included eight
state governments, twenty-nine municipalities, twenty-one counties,
six townships, and one Indian Reservation. It overrepresented larger ju-
risdictions. Overall, the sample jurisdictions accounted for about 20
percent of the total funding of the revenue sharing program. The re-
search was longitudinal. It began soon after the first revenue sharing
checks were received by states and localities and continued for the same
Jjurisdictions over six years.

The decision to start out quickly in the field research turned out to
be a wise one. Although there was a temptation to devote more time to
research design, we expected that the period in which the initial pay-
ments of revenue sharing funds were made would be the time when the
decision making processes regarding the use of revenue sharing funds
would be easiest to observe.

The Brookings study combined two methods, field research and a
complementary statistical analysis.” Although the focus was on institu-
tions (recipient state and local governments) as opposed to the effects of
shared revenue on individual citizens, the research challenge was the
same. We needed to model the counterfactual in order to determine
what would have happened in the absence of revenue sharing so that we
could draw conclusions about the effects of this new form of federal aid.
This analysis, as noted, was done by the field researchers; the evalua-
tion, like the program itself, was decentralized. In essence, field re-
searchers modeled the counterfactual in that most powerful of all
computers, the human brain. This modeling process used many

*  This complementary field and statistical approach was also used in field evaluation
of the public service employment program described in the previous chapter.
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variables in elaborate ways. These were in effect similarly structured
case studies integrated by the central staff into a combined analysis.
This was not a new methodology for program evaluation research, but
its extensive use in this and later studies did constitute a departure for
evaluation research on the effects of U.S. domestic programs.

The central staff reviewed each field report. We did not change the
assessments made by the field researchers without consulting them
about the possible reasons for modifying their findings. In most cases,
collegial relationships obtained. The role of the central staff was to
elicit the reasoning behind the analytical findings made by the field re-
searchers in order to make certain, to the best of our ability, that the
group as a whole (all of the field researchers and the central staff) were
using a similar analytical framework and approach across the sample.
Other methods were used for checking the field analyses. One check in-
volved changes in the assignments of the field researchers. In some in-
stances, field researchers moved or were unable to continue to work on
this study. Two field researchers died during the first round of this
study.*

Our use of the field network evaluation approach was based on
what I believe is the most sensible way to take into account the basic
federalism terrain. One cannot unravel state and local decision making
processes about the use of a fiscal subvention without collecting obser-
vations from the field. Field reports prepared in this way are much more
detailed than the statistics that are available on state and local finances.
‘The U.S. Census Bureau collects state and local financial, program, and
employment data; however, they are not sufficiently detailed and com-
parable with respect to the way grant-in-aid funds are treated or with re-
spect to the techniques and time periods used for accounting for them
by different state and local jurisdictions. To study the effects at the mar-
gin of a program like revenue sharing, we needed a more sensitive

*  Fortunately, this did not happen in any of the other field network evaluations.
Transfers of responsibility for the state and local field research for other reasons
(e.g., people moving or on sabbatical) did provide a check on the findings and the
consistency of the application of the research methodology for some jurisdictions.
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data-collection methodology that permitted researchers to probe about
fiscal and program effects of this new subvention.

In addition to the field research, later when statistical data became
available on state and local finances for the period during which we
conducted the revenue sharing field research, a group of the researchers
who participated in this study undertook a statistical analysis of the fis-
cal effects of the program on a complementary basis where the two re-
search methods were closely connected.

Knowledge obtained in the field on the workings of the revenue
sharing program enabled the researchers doing the statistical analysis to
conduct a statistical study that took into account the nature and limita-
tions of national data on state and local finances. The method used for
this complementary statistical analysis was to apply regression equa-
tions comparing revenue and expenditure patterns before and after rev-
enue sharing funds were received in order to make inferences about the
uses of shared revenue, with observations from the field research guid-
ing this analysis. As it turned out, the complementary statistical study of
the fiscal effects of shared revenue was limited to major cities because
of data availability considerations, in this case involving data from the
U.S. Bureau of the Census. This part of our research, which was con-
ducted as a special study for the U.S. Treasury Department and vetted
with public finance experts, yielded findings in line with those from the
field research.

A practical point about the advantage of using these two ap-
proaches together concerns the timing of program evaluations. Statisti-
cal studies of new national programs like revenue sharing, even under
the best of circumstances, almost always involve a substantial time lag
before the needed national data become available. In this case, this
meant that the statistical research results were not completed in time for
their consideration in relation to the Congressional schedule for legisla-
tive reauthorization.

On an overall basis, timing considerations had a significant bear-

ing on the publication and use of our revenue sharing research. The ini-
tial findings from this field evaluation were published in books, articles,
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and papers and presented in Congressional testimony early in 1975.2
The original revenue sharing law expired at the end of 1975, so the con-
gressional renewal process was just getting under way as these findings
were becoming available. In the House of Representatives, the Com-
mittee on Governmental Operations, which had jurisdiction over the
revenue sharing program, began hearings in June 1974. In the Senate,
where jurisdiction for this program was assigned to the Finance Com-
mittee, hearings were held in April of the following year. Brookings re-
searchers testified at both hearings. In the House, we previewed our
findings. By the time the Senate hearings began, the first Brookings
book on this research was available.

A major point that emerged early in the discussion of the effects of
revenue shared involved the fungibility of shared revenue: All dollars
are green. Federal grant-in-aid dollars are very hard to trace. The law re-
quired that these funds be assigned to certain spending categories enu-
merated in the law (for example, public safety, environmental
protection, transportation, health, social services). We found, however,
that these categories had little effect on recipient behavior — some-
times no effect. These “official” designations of the uses of shared reve-
nue, which were compiled and published by the U.S. Department of the
Treasury in the early program years, were highly political, and in our
" view, and also that of the U.S. General Accounting Office, illusory. We
found that because many local officials regarded police protection to be
a popular area of governmental activity, they perceived political bene-
fits from officially assigning revenue sharing dollars to public safety.
However, in such cases our field researchers often determined that the
effect of this infusion of federal aid funds was very different from what
was officially reported.

For local officials especially (two-thirds of this money went to lo-
calities) grant-in-aid revenue is received from many federal and state
sources, including in this period the revenue sharing program. In setting
priorities, local officials could allocate broad-gauged revenue sharing
dollars to any function they wanted for purposes of reporting to the fed-
eral Treasury, as long as they had spent at least that amount on that func-
tion. So, if they felt police protection, as stated above, to be a popular
function that would appeal to constituents and to the Congress as a use
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of shared revenue, they could report that they used their shared revenue
for the police. But did they actually use the funds this way? That is, was
this extra money actually used for more policing? That was a question
we asked our field researchers to answer, using a uniform analytical
framework to report in the best way they could and with a detailed justi-
fication of their analysis. Over time, we developed increasingly better,
and we felt more sensitive, ways for explaining fungibility in relation to
the use of revenue sharing funds. In our opinion, the official data from
the U.S. Treasury Department on the uses of shared revenue, based on
the approved spending categories listed in the law, were misleading. A
consensus emerged on this point, and as a result the official reporting
categories were dropped in the first renewal of revenue sharing legisla-
tion.

Basically, shared revenue could be used for new purposes or to off-
set tax cuts, that is, substituting this money for what would otherwise
have been raised through taxation. If the funds were used for substitu-
tion purposes (also called fiscal displacement), another question arose:
In what types of jurisdictions was this most likely to occur? And why?
Likewise, to the extent shared revenue was used for new-spending pur-
poses, policymakers wanted to know what kinds of new purposes.

Although the aim of this chapter is to describe the rationale of the field
network methodology, several points about the findings are useful here.
Substitution effects were not found to be widespread in our research.
One-time (often capital) expenditures dominated the new-spending ef-
fects. We determined that the reason for this was that government offi-
cials, especially local officials of smaller jurisdictions, were leery of
absorbing this new aid money into their regular finances. They feared,
and rightly so, that someday the federal government would turn off the
water. They did not want to have to raise taxes or lay off regular em-
ployees when this happened, so they tried to keep shared revenue sepa-
rate from other revenue. A good way to do this was to build something.
Since many politicians have an “edifice complex,” revenue sharing
turned out to be good for them in these terms.

Despite the fact that our sample was stratified and not random, and
despite the fact that we based our findings on field analyses that could
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not easily be replicated, we were able to present findings in ways that
helped policymakers understand the effects of the revenue sharing pro-
gram in the diverse and fragmented setting of American federalism. In
every situation, we tried to be as clear as possible about our research
method — its strengths and its limitations.

Other studies of the revenue sharing program were also conducted,
several of them under the auspices of the National Science Foundation
(which also provided support for the Brookings research) and the U.S.
General Accounting Office.* The other approaches used in the evaluation
studies of revenue sharing were: (1) surveys of state and local officials;
and (2) statistical studies that compared the post-revenue sharing experi-
ence with a counterfactual established through econometric modeling.

Researchers using the three different methodologies, as is to be ex-
pected, had strong opinions about the weaknesses of approaches other
than their own. I am no exception. I particularly have reservations about
the use of self-reported survey data in this kind of setting. State and lo-
cal officials have many options about what they could report as their use
of this federal aid. Under such conditions, they are likely to tell re-
searchers what they think the U.S. Congress or their constituents want
", to hear, whether or not that represents the way federal aid funds actually
affected the finances of their government. The behavior, which is not
unreasonable, bears out a statement by former New York Yankees
catcher Yogi Berra that is a good axiom for studying governmental be-
havior in a setting as fluid and complex as American federalism. Said
Berra: “You can observe a lot just by watching.”

Endnotes
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Public Policy and
Policy Research:
Limits and Possibilities

D emonstration studies to test new policy ideas and evaluation stud-
ies to assess the effects of ongoing public programs can focus on the
same units of analysis — individuals, groups of individuals, communi-
ties, and various different kinds of institutions and organizations. How-
ever,demonstration studies are best suited to the first two types of units
of analysis — individuals or groups of individuals — although it is nec-
essary (indeed essential) in demonstration research also to know a great
deal about program operations, that is, the institutional behavior of a
public program being tested. It does not make sense to test for the out-
comes on individuals of a particular new public policy or major pro-
gram departure if researchers do not know a great deal about how it
operates.

Evaluation Research — k
The Frontier of Applied Social Science

My special interest in this book is in evaluation research on the imple-
mentation of ongoing programs. Once a new policy or program has
been adopted, politicians are likely to be especially interested in its im-
plementation. This is particularly the case in American federalism, as in
any decentralized governmental setting. The experience of the field net-
work evaluation studies of program implementation shows the
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importance of this point in the welfare field. We found that the Family
Support Act of 1988 was not implemented aggressively or effectively,
and on the other hand that the institutional effects of the Personal Re-
sponsibility Act of 1996 have been pervasive, deep, and fundamental.

This distinction between evaluation and demonstration research
has important implications both for policy research and for public pol-
icy. Public policies can be of two main types: Governments can attempt
to influence the society — that is, to influence how people in the society
think, feel, and view the world. They can also attempt to cause public
agencies and other organizations to take actions that change individual
behavior. Many public policies have both types of purposes, and the
lines between them can be blurred.

Welfare policies send signals. They seek to transmit values in the
society and to change the way responsibilities to meet needs are viewed
and treated. They also direct public agencies to impinge in particular
ways on people’s lives. Put in the most basic terms, public policies can
touch the human spirit and they can touch a human life. They often seek
to do both. They seek to achieve both societal effects and individual
outcomes without being explicit about which types of goals are para-
mount or how they are to be weighted and related.

Many public policy researchers care very much (sometimes totally)
about having crisp, clear measures of the effects of public policies on in-
dividuals. Policy researchers on the other hand tend to be less interested
in the effects of public policies on societal values and institutional behav-
ior. But the catch is that the way a public policy affects institutional be-
havior, though elusive, has to be understood for the purpose of measuring
its effects on individuals treated as research subjects.

Realistic, well-designed evaluation studies can assess, although
generally not definitively, the effects of complicated and often impre-
cise governmental actions where the aim is to assess their effects on so-
cietal values and institutional behavior. But they cannot easily assess —
sometimes they cannot assess at all — whether such a public policy
once adopted has caused a certain effect in the life of a particular indi-
vidual or family. For example, teaching Johnny or Jane to read and act
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responsibly as a citizen by influencing school districts and schools is an
important purpose of political actors for many education policies. But
not every political action done in the name of such a purpose is translat-
able into actions by school districts and schools that can be defined pre-
cisely, treated as an independent variable, and measured in terms of its
effects on an individual child.

Public policies operate in complex, noisy environments in which a
great many factors are also operating. Tightly specified causal analyses
of policy effects, no matter how desirable, often simply are not possible
to undertake. What I am concerned about is that despite this situation,
many policy researchers reject inferences about causality that are not
based on rigorous, often only randomized, policy research. The perfect
should not be the enemy of the good.

As we have seen in the discussion of demonstration research in
Part IT of this book, even under the best of conditions, the real world en-
vironment in which demonstration studies are carried out to test new
public policies presents many hurdles to the specification of treatment
and control groups in a social experiment. Moreover, because of the
complexity of the environment in which they operate, many social ex-
periments show only modest results compared to what the advocates of
a tested new policy seek to achieve. In chapter 2, I referred to an article
by two policy researchers, Gary Burtless and Robert H. Haveman, who
reviewed three social experiments and reflected on the modest results
obtained. They concluded dourly, “if you advocate a particular policy
reform or innovation, do not press to have it tested.””

My concern is that the overemphasis of public policy researchers
on individual, as opposed to institutional effects, loads the deck against
government. It does so because it does not acknowledge that institu-
tional and signaling effects can change values in pervasive ways that
touch the human spirit greatly, but touch individual lives much less dis-
cretely and discernibly. This point about signals changing attitudes and
thus affecting institutional and individual behavior indirectly is a strong
theme in social science. Economists emphasize theories about signal-
ing. Indeed, John Maynard Keynes stressed this psychological dimen-
sion for understanding how economies fare and function.
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Welfare is by no means unique among areas of public policy in
which value changes and changes in institutional behavior are intrinsic to
what politicians are seeking to accomplish. In the post-World War II pe-
riod, civil rights legislation has been the most notable area of American
legislative reform in the field of domestic policy. Yet, civil rights laws are
not instrumental in the micro-sense whereby politicians are trying to
change individual behavior in precise and specific ways. Civil rights laws
seek to change the way institutions behave — the labor market, govern-
ments, private accommodations, schools, and the electoral system.

While there is a large literature on civil rights policy, there was not
in the period of the civil rights revolution in America a large amount of
social science research on how and how much institutional change oc-
curred in response to civil rights laws and policies. There are historical
and advocacy literatures about civil rights in America, but perhaps be-
cause the research terrain is so amorphous, the sponsors and leaders of
public policy research did not gravitate to this area the way they have to
studies of more finely tuned social programs that appear to lend them-
selves to the application of statistical methods and random assignment
to study individual outcomes.

In the case of civil rights, the impetus for change can be said to be
liberal in the way that word is commonly used. Returning to the educa-
tion policy used earlier for illustrative purposes, there has been a similar
strong (although historically not as consequential) effort recently to re-
form schools and school systems. Here, too, the push has been to
change values and institutional behavior, although in this case much of
the recent hard charging has been done by conservatives. By advocating
charter schools and vouchers, reformers seek to change education as an
enterprise. Their aim, often explicit, has been to create competitive
pressures by dint of their support for alternatives to public education so
that the educational industry as a whole is stimulated to raise standards.

The best measure of the success of charter schools and vouchers is
not whether a single student does better over a lifetime of earnings than
a student educated in a conventional public school. This may be a test
we would like to apply, but for the sophisticated school reformer it
would not be the most sensible one, or even a sufficient one. The real
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test is whether the enterprise of education is infused with a new spirit of
competitiveness to raise standards of excellence.

In short, the mindset of randomized experimental studies is useful
and good, but its attractiveness to social scientists has caused many par-
ticipants in governmental policy-making to view many policies too nar-
rowly. Evaluation studies of the institutional effects of ongoing public
programs may not be glitzy to social science researchers who like to use
their latest statistical bells and whistles. Nevertheless, such studies are
of great value to politicians who want to know if and how their new pol-
icies got implemented. Hard as it is to change reward systems for large
and multifaceted undertakings such as applied social science in govern-
ment, I think the public would be well served by trying to do this.

Many activities of governments in the United States could be
made more effective if we knew more about what happened to public
policies after they were adopted: Did they get implemented in the
ways they were supposed to in terms of changed signals and changed
organizational structures, institutional behavior, and administrative
processes? My essential argument is that this type of social science
knowledge-building (both quantitative and qualitative and involving
multiple social science disciplines) should have more standing for
public policy research and public policy researchers. Significant ben-
efits could flow from this in many fields. The signaling, institutional,
and administrative effects of efforts to reform public welfare, public
schools, hospitals and health systems, and child care and child welfare
systems, to name just a few examples, are all cases in which sophisti-
cated, independent public policy research to evaluate the performance
of institutions could enhance the nation’s governance capacity and en-
rich our understanding of the operations of America’s governments
and American federalism.

The Demand for Policy Research

The focus of most of the discussion in this book has been on the supply
side of public policy research, describing and comparing certain kinds of
applications of social science to social policy. I shift in this final section
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to the demand side. Two main types of institutions — governments and
foundations — are the main sponsors and funders of public policy re-
search. Both have turf to protect and purposes to advance that are rooted
in politics, although different kinds of politics. In this consideration of the
demand for public policy research, the discussion again is organized ac-
cording to three types of applied social science — demonstration studies
to test potential new policies, evaluation studies to assess the effects of
ongoing public policies, and studies of conditions and trends.

Demonstration Studies. I have already stated a preference for ser-
vice-type demonstrations as opposed to demonstration studies of the ef-
fects of income maintenance programs, or similar universal
entitlements. But even in the former case of service-type programs, I
believe demonstration research should be selective. Demonstration
studies are best suited to situations in which three conditions apply: Pol-
iticians and administrators are genuinely interested in a particular goal;
there is a lack of consensus on how best to achieve it; and there is a will-
ingness to devote the time and resources necessary for finding out about
the effects of preferred policy approaches. Random assignment, which
is the favored approach of most demonstration researchers, has the spe-
cial advantage in such situations of helping (or at least making it easier)
to factor out bias in the conduct of demonstration studies.

Generally, it is governments that sponsor and pay for demonstra-
tion research. For example, in the case of the supported work demon-
stration, the first demonstration study conducted by the Manpower
Demonstration Research Corporation, it was the Ford Foundation that
launched this ship, but it floated on federal money. The negative income
tax and other demonstration studies of income maintenance programs
conducted in the fields of health, housing, and education were paid for
almost entirely by the federal government.

State governments and sometimes local governments and founda-
tions also undertake projects to test new program ideas. Note the use of
the word “projects,” as opposed to studies, in the last sentence. By this, I
mean to convey the idea that sometimes demonstrations are not so much
a test of what works as an effort to prove that something does work. For
social scientists, this can produce a dilemma: Should social scientists
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help to bring as much expertise as possible to bear in such projects, or
should they restrict their activities to well designed, genuine, and inde-
pendent pilot studies of programs and major new program approaches?
My inclination is for social scientists to get involved, but not to conduct
research or to sign and issue reports, unless there is a willingness on the
part of the sponsors of demonstration projects to be scientific and nonpo-
litical about the results achieved and the methods used.

Increasingly, public policy experts trained in university graduate
schools of public affairs are the people who play the key roles on both
sides of this transaction. They serve as government and foundation offi-
cials responsible for sponsoring demonstration research and they also
serve as public policy researchers. They both do applied social science
and sponsor it, in which latter role they have a big hand in determining
what kind of public policy research is conducted. People trained pri-
marily in economics have played the main roles in applying social sci-
ence to social policy, and tend to dominate public policy education. But,
as I argue, while economists should be credited for this, there is a need
for a broadened disciplinary perspective in order to add other social sci-
ence disciplines and researchers — sociologists, political scientists,
psychologists, and ethnographers — to the teams conducting demon-
stration research studies. This is done in some demonstration studies,
but needs to be done more widely and more actively.

Two important topics also need to be considered here — access to
data and the problem of squishy research. I learned from the experience
of the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation that months,
even years, can be taken up working out study designs and getting them
adopted, and even then that problems can occur in getting access to
needed data. Sometimes a plan for a demonstration study aborts be-
cause the political stars are not aligned; government officials decide, for
whatever reason, to prevent access to needed data. The best course of
action in dealing with such situations is to be up-front and to avoid the
political thicket when it is just too thick. It is in the interest both of the
sponsors of applied social science and of policy researchers to avoid sit-
uations in which the results of demonstration research will not be credi-
ble. This is not to say that agencies and advocates should or could be
prevented from using whatever data are available and making claims
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that a program works or doesn’t work. However, government officials
in the field of policy research and social scientists should try — and this
is hard to do — to make a distinction between situations in which an in-
dependent and scientific test of a new policy or program idea is feasible
and those in which politics operate in ways that make it unwise to invest
in attempting to do this.

The word “research” cannot be patented. There are lots of reports
called “research” written by individuals and groups that are not seeking
to answer a question, but rather to advance a particular point of view. This
is “advocacy research.” It is a cousin to policy analysis, but I believe it is
distinct from good policy analysis. Advocacy studies (both research and
policy analysis projects) have a role to play. It concerns me, however,
when advocacy studies are cited too easily and authoritatively as “re-
search” in the media where quick answers and easy-to-describe argu-
ments are always needed.

Evaluation Studies. Evaluation research, which is highlighted in
this book, is harder to deal with than demonstration research when it
comes to the problem of studies called “research” that aren’t legiti-
mately such. The tendency to claim success for an ongoing public pro-
gram, or that the other side’s program is a failure, is common in political
discourse — very common. Evaluation studies that are legitimate re-
search undertakings require sponsors and researchers who are credible
and seen as such. Sophisticated as they may be, government officials
who have a stake in their programs may not be able to resist asking re-
searchers: “Really, tell me if my program is working.” Even without in-
tending to do so, they may be saying, “Tell me what is good about my
program and how to make it better.”

One solution is to have outside organizations (that is, outside of the
agency involved or outside of government altogether) evaluate an on-
going program. This can include oversight agencies such as the U.S.
General Accounting Office, the Congressional Budget Office, and the
Congressional Research Service. Although it is often the case that
within operating agencies, research offices lack adequate political insu-
lation, officials in such positions (i.e., heading agency research offices)
frequently feel compelled to show their independence by sponsoring
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evaluations that are unbiased. But this is not easy. It is very hard for or-
ganizations that do things also to assess them.

Even when outside organizations conduct evaluations, the politics
of policy research can be hard going. To stay in business, a research or-
ganization (public or private) has to generate a steady flow of income.
This requires a delicate balance in order to have a critical mass of sup-
port for the work one wants to do and at the same time maintain a high
level of scientific integrity.

Outside evaluators are of three types — university research centers,
independent think tanks, and private companies. The first two (universi-
ties and think tanks) receive grants from foundations, governments, and
sometimes from corporations, whereas profit-making companies typi-
cally do not receive grants, although they do compete under “requests for
proposals.” As opposed to government research offices, foundations as
the sponsoring agencies of public policy research often and understand-
ably seek to use their (at least in their view) “limited” resources to
change things rather than to study them. The special plea I would make
to foundation grant officers is that applied social science of the type rec-
ommended in this book — action research— can help them. To change
the world, it is often necessary as a first step to understand it.

The three types of research organizations are pulled in different di-
rections. University-based social scientists interested in conducting ap-
plied research often have a hard time coexisting with their academic
colleagues whose main interest is in theory building and who often es-
chew applied work. Think tanks, on the other hand, are not all of one
genre. They are varied in their character. Some are advocacy organiza-
tions. Others are dedicated to independent inquiry. But even for the lat-
ter group of research-oriented think tanks, they often get (and
sometimes want to be) co-opted — that is, positioned to reflect a certain
point of view and set of values about the areas in which they conduct
demonstration or evaluation studies. As for private corporations that
conduct governmental research, their stockholders may not care about
the purposes of the programs being evaluated, but they may find the of-
ten specialized and elaborate requirements of scientific inquiry incom-
patible with a corporation’s other lines of business.
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We need to look at the pluses and minuses of each of these three
auspices. On the plus side, universities are likely to attract intellectually
strong, creative social science researchers and to have inexpensive sup-
port personnel (students). Think tanks can be more specialized, hiring
people with just the right subject-area background and research skills
for a particular line of research, but they may not be as grounded intel-
lectually in social science as university researchers. Private companies,
on the other hand, can be more cost-consciously competitive and may
have a somewhat easier time being apolitical, or at least not being as
much affected by policy preferences as nonprofit policy researchers.

On the minus side, universities are difficult environments for man-
aging undertakings like a large evaluation study. As already stated, the
leading scholars in the pertinent academic departments often and under-
standably resist being pulled, or having their junior colleagues and stu-
dents pulled, into applied tasks. The downside for think tanks, again as
already suggested, is that they may have difficulty attracting and retain-
ing highly qualified lead social science researchers for studies, not so
much as consultants and advisors, but as the crucial experts that give co-
hesion and character to their enterprise. Another downside factor for
think tanks is that in recent years policy experts at some think tanks with
ostensible research missions have tended to yield to the temptation to
engage too often in op-ed like punditry. Finally, the fact that private
companies frequently are not comfortable homes for some types of so-
cial science researchers may say more about the kinds of evaluations
private contractors are best suited to bid on than about their overall suit-
ability as evaluators.

Studies of Conditions and Trends. The third type of applied so-
cial science, as defined in this book, is studies of conditions and trends.
Even though this subject is not treated in depth, it needs to be included
in discussing the demand for applied social science. Activities under this
heading of studies of conditions and trends include “advocacy research”
on public problems, which I argue is not an appropriate type of work for
academic applied social science. This practice of essay-writing to ad-
vance a point of view is best left to advocacy organizations in the political
process. There are times when social scientists testify, opine, and, as cit-
izens, back ideas or causes they care about. But it is necessary, and I
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believe possible, to distinguish these occasions, as compared to those in
which trained social scientists are acting in their professional capacity.

This discussion is not meant to gainsay the value of research and
policy analysis done by social scientists to study conditions and trends,
particularly those studies that involve creating and using large data sets.
References were made in the discussion of policy research on welfare re-
form to state government studies of people who leave the welfare rolls or
are diverted or deflected from applying for cash assistance. Federal agen-
cies and national foundations have also undertaken large data-gathering
studies of the conditions of poor and vulnerable populations in efforts to
link such studies to changes taking place in welfare and related social

‘programs. The largest such studies recently have been sponsored by the
U.S. Census Bureau and the Anne E. Casey Foundation. These studies
are examples of applied research on social conditions using large data
sets, often multiple data sets (statistical data, administrative records, and
survey data), in creative ways. What I am opposed to is not these types of
studies, but rather the allocation of substantial amounts of money that
could be used for applied social science to essay writing on what the so-
cial scientists themselves define as “problems.”

Concluding Comments

The types of applied work that social scientists do in and around gov-
ernment can be distinguished by their degree of scientific seriousness.
The most activist is advocacy research, which moves into, and I believe
should be viewed as, a form of political action. It is not inappropriate for
social scientists to function in this role. In truth, it would be unrealistic
to consider preventing them from doing so. Although surely not every-
one in the field would agree, I believe the amount of attention devoted
to this advocacy role by social scientists should be reduced. And in the
most scrupulous way possible, it should be kept separate from the pro-
fessional practice of social science.

A second activist category of applied work that social scientists do is

participatory, whereby social scientists are engaged in working with, ad-
vising, and assisting political actors in the design and execution of public
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policies. Again, there are social scientists who serve in this role and see
great value in it. Such work can be technical assistance or can involve a
stronger advocacy orientation. But again, such a participatory role should
be distinguished from the professional practice of social science.

Henry James once advised an aspiring novelist that the theme of a
book should come through like an iron rod. I hope the theme of this
book that comes through in this way is that credible, applied social sci-
ence is different from, and should be kept separate from, advocacy. The
book argues for more and stronger emphasis on evaluation research —
multidisciplinary studies of the effects of new and changed public poli-
cies on institutions. In the long run, such studies can enrich both theory
building and scholarship in the social sciences.

I think of both demonstration research to test new program ideas
and evaluation research to assess the effects of ongoing programs as
“action research” to inform and assist the governmental process. Its
role, as stated in the opening paragraph of the book, is to educate not ad-
vocate. Such a role for social scientists performing in their professional
capacity needs to be distinguished from basic social science where the
principal aim is theory building. However, in the final analysis the two
activities are compatible, in fact very much so. They can reinforce each
other. The relationship between applied and basic social science should
be a two-way street. The conduct of applied social science research
should not only be a matter of what social science can do for the real
world. It also should be a matter of what the real world can do for social
science.

Endnotes

1  Gary Burtless and Robert H. Haveman, “Policy Lessons from Three Labor
Market Experiments,” in Employment and Training: R & D Lessons
Learned and Future Directions.
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