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 LEAVING PUBLIC ASSISTANCE IN WASHINGTON STATE 
 
 Executive Summary 
 
 
Women in Washington State leave public assistance by a variety of routes.  Family Income Study data from a three-
year period provides details on:  how often women leave assistance, how long they stay off after they leave, the 
reasons why they leave, and the reasons why they stay on. 
 
How often do women leave assistance? 
• From March 1988 through May 1990, we estimate that 41 percent of the women who were on 

assistance at the beginning of that period left assistance for at least one of the 26 months. 
• 26 percent left and did not re-enter. 
 
How long do women stay off assistance after leaving? 
Of the women who left assistance: 
• 87 percent* remained off for at least 6 months. 
• 68 percent* stayed off for at least a year. 
 
Why do women leave assistance? 
A woman is more likely to leave public assistance: 
• If she has recent work experience. 
• If she marries. 
• If she has a post-secondary certificate or degree. 
• If she lives in a household with other adults, independent of her marital status. 
 
 
Why do women stay on assistance? 
A woman is less likely to leave assistance: 
• The longer she has been on continuously.  
• If the assistance grant is a larger share of her total household income. 
• If she has a child under one year of age living at home. 
• If she had her first child as a teenager. 
 
Major conclusions: 
• Employment is the most common avenue off assistance in Washington State. 
• Women frequently leave public assistance in Washington State. 
• Once they leave assistance, most stay off. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*corrected April 1991 



 

 
 
 2

 LEAVING PUBLIC ASSISTANCE IN WASHINGTON STATE 
 
 
 
Many factors contribute to the processes by which women in Washington State leave public assistance.  
Longitudinal data from the Family Income Study1 provides information on the patterns of public 
assistance use and the reasons why women leave public assistance. 
 
 
Patterns of Public Assistance Use 
 
There are a variety of patterns in the ways women in Washington State use public assistance.  
Specifically, for the women who were on assistance in March 1988: 
 
• Over one-third (36 percent) were continuously on assistance from June 1987 through May 1990. 
• 15 percent of the women on public assistance left and re-entered assistance between March 1988 

and May 1990. 
• 57 percent of the women who were on assistance in March 1988 had been on for three years or 

less. 
• 17 percent of the women who were on assistance in March 1988 had been on for seven years or 

more. 
 
The Family Income Study sample of women on public assistance was drawn at a single point in time, 
March 1988.  It over-represents longer periods of assistance use and under-represents shorter periods2. 
 
Many women leave public assistance.  Figure One on page three shows that from March 1988 through 
May 1990, 41 percent of the women who were on assistance in March 1988 went off by May 1990.  This 
indicates considerable movement both off and on assistance, since the number of cases did not rapidly 
decline during this 26-month period. 
 
Women who left assistance had been on for a shorter time.  The length of time already spent 
continuously on assistance affects a woman's likelihood of leaving. 
 

                     
    1The Family Income Study sample was drawn in March 1988.  Monthly data on public assistance use 
through May 1990 was collected, along with detailed information on respondents dating back to June 1987.  
Accordingly, this paper utilizes monthly data from the 36 months from June 1987 through May 1990. 

    2This bias favoring longer spells is well-illustrated by reference to a hypothetical ten-bed hospital 
described by Bane and Ellwood (1983 10-12).  Nine of the beds have new patients every day, while one 
long-term patient occupies the tenth bed.  If observed on one day, the long-term patient occupies 10 percent 
of the beds, while if examined over a year this patient occupies only .03 percent of the bedspace.  Similarly, 
a sample of public assistance recipients drawn from a single point in time shows a high proportion of long-
term recipients, while a sample drawn over time shows a lower proportion. 
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For women who left assistance between March 1988 and May 1990, the median time for continuously 
receiving assistance is 28 months.  For the women who stayed on assistance, the median time for 
continuously receiving assistance is 48 months. 
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From the research on length of time on assistance, we know that two distinct sub-populations exist within 
the overall public assistance population:  those who use assistance for a relatively short time, and those 
who have a long-term, dependent pattern of use. 

 
Once off, women stay off assistance.  Figure 2 shows that women who left did not cycle off and back on 
very frequently.  Just over one-third (35 percent) of the women who left public assistance re-entered 
during the 26-month period.  The median number of months off assistance (out of 26 months possible) 
was 10 for women who left and re-entered assistance, and 15 for women who left and did not re-enter.  
Additionally, of the women who left assistance, 87 percent remained off for at least six months, and 68 
percent stayed off at least a year.3 
 

                     
    3The 68 percent that stayed off for at least one year are 68 percent of all of those who left assistance 
and for whom we had information for at least one year following their exit from assistance.  These figures 
were corrected April 1991. 

FIGURE 1
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Why Women Leave Assistance 
 
Three separate analyses4 identified many factors affecting a woman's chance of leaving public assistance. 
 Below, the most influential factors are grouped into those that increase and those that decrease a woman's 
chance of leaving assistance.  Hypothetical examples are presented to help illustrate the influence of 
specific characteristics. 
 
A woman is more likely to leave assistance (most significant factor first): 
• If she has recent work experience. 
• If she marries. 
• If she has a post-secondary certificate or degree. 
• If she lives in a household with other adults, independent of her marital status. 
• If she is divorced, as compared to being separated or never married.  
 

 
A woman is less likely to leave assistance (most significant factor first): 
• The longer she has been on continuously. 
• The larger her assistance grant is in proportion to her total household income. 
• If she has a child under one year of age living at home. 
• If she had her first child as a teenager. 
 

 

                     
    4The first analysis examines the sample of women who were on public assistance in March 1988 (when 
the sample was drawn) to determine what factors are associated with leaving assistance. The second 
analysis estimates the likelihood that a woman who has been on assistance for a specified period will leave 
within the next month.  This analysis uses all periods of assistance receipt.  The third analysis is similar to 
the second, but only considers periods of assistance receipt that ended by May 1990.   

Anna is a 24-year-old mother of two daughters, ages 7 and 5.  She has been on public 
assistance for seven years and is a high school dropout.  Anna went to a community college 
and obtained a G.E.D. and a certificate in dental hygiene.  She is divorced and has recent work 
experience.  She lives and shares household expenses with another single mother and her 
children.  Anna has a 69 percent chance of leaving assistance within the next two years.  

Rose is a 24-year-old mother of two daughters, ages 7 and 5.  She has been on public 
assistance since she was 17, when her older daughter was born.  She dropped out of high 
school and does not have a diploma or a G.E.D.  She is separated from her husband and 
receives no child support payments.  She has no recent work experience.  She has only about 
one chance in eight of leaving public assistance within the next two years.  
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The findings discussed above are derived from analytical approaches which attribute reasons why women 
leave public assistance.  In addition, the Family Income Study examines self-reported reasons for leaving 
assistance by simply asking those respondents who had left assistance to describe what made it possible 
for them to leave assistance. Over one-half of the Family Income Study respondents reported 
employment-related reasons for leaving public assistance. 
 
Figure 3 summarizes these self-reported reasons for leaving public assistance, and compares them to the 
findings of David Ellwood's prominent study of public assistance dependency (1986).  The Family 
Income Study respondents' self-reported reasons for leaving focus more on employment and the labor 
market, and less on marriage, than does Ellwood's research.  For women in Washington State, the most 
important route off public assistance is the labor market. 

 
 
Policy Implications 
 
• Many women leave assistance, and once off, they stay off. 
• Employment is the most common avenue off assistance in Washington State.  This is a 

promising finding for welfare-to-work programs:  If public programs can increase a woman's 
earning power enough to allow her to support her family adequately, she will leave assistance. 

• There are two types of assistance recipients:  long-term and short-term.  They require different 
types of support and services.  Thus, informed and specific targeting is necessary for efficient 
and effective public programs. 
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FIGURE 3

WHY WOMEN LEFT PUBLIC ASSISTANCE

Family Income Study
(Self-Reported Reasons)

National Estimate1

1 David T. Ellwood, "Targeting the 'Would-Be' Long-Term Recipients of AFDC," 1986.



 

 
 
 7

 BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
 
Bane, M. J., and D. T. Ellwood. 1983. The dynamics of dependence:  the routes to self-sufficiency. 
Report to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 
 
Blank, R. M. 1989. Analyzing the length of welfare spells. Journal of Public Economics. 
 39:245-273. 
 
Boskin, M. J., and F. C. Nold. 1975. A Markov model of turnover in Aid to Families with 
 Dependent Children. Journal of Human Resources. 10:467-481. 
 
Coder, J., and P. Ruggles. 1988. Welfare dependency as observed in the SIPP. Survey of 
 Income and Program Participation Working Paper No. 8818. Bureau of the Census, U.S. Dept. of 

Commerce. 
 
Ellwood, D. T. 1986. Targeting `would-be' long-term recipients of AFDC. Report to the U.S. 
 Department of Health and Human Services. Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. 
 
Engberg, J., P. Gottschalk, and D. Wolf. 1990. A random effects logit model of work- 
 welfare transitions. Journal of Econometrics. 43:63-75. 
 
Hutchens, R. 1981. Entry and exit transition in a government transfer program:  the case  
 of Aid to Families With Dependent Children. Journal of Human Resources. 16:217-237. 
 
Kiefer, N. M. 1988. Economic duration data and hazard functions. Journal of Economic 
 Literature. 26:646-679. 
 
Moffitt, R. 1983. An economic model of welfare stigma. American Economic Review 
 73:1023-1035. 
 
O'Neill, J. A., L. J. Bassi, and D. A. Wolf. 1987. The duration of welfare spells. Review of 
 Economics and Statistics. 69:241-148. 
 
Plant, M. W. 1984. An empirical analysis of welfare duration. American Economic Review. 
 74:673-684. 
 
Plotnick, R. 1983. Turnover in the AFDC population: an event history analysis. Journal of 
 Human Resources. 18:65-81. 
 
Ruggles, P. 1988. Welfare dependency and its Causes: Determinants of Welfare Spells. 
 Washington, D.C.:  The Urban Institute. 
  
 
 
As always, much of the merit in this analysis of the Family Income Study data is due to the excellent work 
of professional staff at the Washington State Institute for Public Policy and the Social and Economic 
Sciences Research Center at Washington State University.  For this paper, particularly useful help and 
advice was given by Maria Roll, Kate Stirling, and Carol Webster from the Institute, and Professor Ernst 
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Stromsdorfer of the Economics Department at Washington State University.  The responsibility for any 
remaining errors lies with the author. 


