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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the relationship between childhood TANF cash assistance receipt and 

young adult expectations about success and future labor market outcomes. Two self-reported 

expectations measures are used to examine this relationship: chance of having one’s most desired 

job at age 30 and chance of having enough money to support oneself comfortably by age 30. 

Data for this analysis are taken from the Panel Survey of Income Dynamics’ 2007 Transition into 

Adulthood study, which collected information on time use, responsibilities, relationships, 

employment, income, education and career goals, expectations, health, outlook on life and 

psychosocial measures from 18 to 24 year olds who were no longer attending high school and 

were living with parents or other caretakers at the time of the survey. Ordered probit models 

controlling for sex, age, race/ethnicity, education, average family income during youth, 

householder education (and, if appropriate, spouse’s education), mother’s marital status at birth, 

number of children in the household, respondent’s caretakers in 1997, region, and urbanicity are 

used to investigate the relationship between childhood TANF receipt and young adult 

expectations. Propensity score analysis is also used to control for bias in the estimates caused by 

unequal probabilities of selection into the treatment group (TANF cash assistance receipt). While 

the analysis shows a negative correlation between TANF cash assistance receipt and young adult 

expectations, the relationship is not statistically significant, which may be relevant and 

reassuring to policymakers to the extent that there is concern over a culture of despair 

surrounding welfare receipt. Additionally, significant findings in the control variables – in 
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particular the finding that young women have higher expectations for obtaining the jobs they 

most want but lower expectations for having enough money to support themselves comfortably 

by age 30 than young men – suggest potentially interesting topics for future research.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Many researchers have explored the relationship between youth expectations and 

outcomes, looking at how expectations among youth – particularly low-income youth – affect 

engagement in risky behaviors (e.g., smoking, drinking, having multiple sexual partners), teen 

pregnancy, and educational attainment (Clark et al. 2006; Cowan 2001; Feliciano & Rumbaut 

2005; Wolfe et al. 2007). In general, most of this research has shown that low expectations for 

future achievement are associated with decreases in educational attainment (Feliciano & 

Rumbaut 2005), increases in out-of-wedlock childbirth (Wolfe et al. 2007), and increases in 

engagement in risky behavior (Clark et al. 2006; Cowan 2001). 

To the extent that low expectations may have a negative effect on – or relationship with – 

outcomes at the individual level, they are also costly at the societal level. The National 

Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy has estimated that births to teenage 

mothers cost U.S. taxpayers $10.9 billion in 2008 due to increased public sector health care 

costs, child welfare costs, and state prison systems costs for children of teen mothers, as well as 

lost tax revenue due to lower earnings by these children over their adult lifetimes (National 

Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy 2011). Lower educational attainment also 

has significant detrimental implications at the societal level. Research suggests that a one-year 

increase in average years of schooling for high school dropouts is associated with an almost 30 

percent decrease in murder and assault rates, a 20 percent decrease in motor vehicle theft, a 13 

percent decrease in arson, and a 6 percent decrease in burglary and larceny (Levin 2005). 

Given the important consequences that expectations may have both at the individual and 

the societal levels, factors that lower expectations for some segments of society should concern 

policymakers. The extent to which government programs have the potential to affect 
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expectations should be of particular concern because such externalities may be frequently 

ignored when evaluating the outcomes of such programs. 

With this concern in mind, this paper will explore the relationship between childhood 

cash assistance receipt and expectations as a young adult.  Since the Personal Responsibility and 

Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act was signed into law in 1996, cash assistance has been 

delivered through the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) program, which entails 

work requirements and time limits for benefit receipt with the intention of motivating work, 

encouraging self-sufficiency, and decreasing dependency on government assistance (Weaver 

2000). This paper will examine the extent to which TANF cash assistance receipt has an impact 

on self-reported expectations about success and future labor market outcomes for young adults 

whose families received such assistance while they were children. The answer to this question 

may have important implications for the way in which we define the efficacy of TANF and for 

how we should design public assistance programs to promote a sense of agency and opportunity 

amongst the youth that participate in them. 

The effect of cash assistance receipt as a child on expectations of future outcomes may 

also be particularly salient to discussions regarding intergenerational welfare dependency. If 

youth who receive TANF cash assistance have lowered expectations for their future, they may be 

less likely to try to escape poverty and more likely to perceive poverty and future TANF 

assistance as unavoidable. 

In order to test the extent and nature of the relationship between history of TANF cash 

assistance receipt and young adult income and job expectations, I use data from the Panel Survey 

of Income Dynamics’ 2007 Transition into Adulthood study, which collected information on 

time use, responsibilities, relationships, employment, income, education and career goals, 
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expectations, health, outlook on life and psychosocial measures from 18 to 24 year olds who 

were no longer attending high school and were living with parents or other caretakers at the time 

of the survey. Ordered probit models controlling for sex, age, race/ethnicity, education, average 

family income during youth, householder education (and, if appropriate, spouse’s education), 

mother’s marital status at birth, number of children in the household, respondent’s caretakers in 

1997, region, and urbanicity are used to investigate the relationship between childhood TANF 

receipt and young adult expectations. Propensity score analysis is also used to control for bias in 

the estimates caused by unequal probabilities of selection into the treatment group (TANF cash 

assistance receipt).  

The estimation models show a negative correlation between TANF cash assistance 

receipt and young adult expectations, but this relationship is not statistically significant, which 

may be relevant and reassuring to policymakers to the extent that there is concern over a culture 

of despair surrounding welfare receipt. Additionally, some interesting findings arise in the 

control variables, in particular the finding that young women have higher expectations for 

obtaining the jobs they most want but lower expectations for having enough money to support 

themselves comfortably by age 30 than young men. Implications and suggestions for future 

research are discussed in detail in the conclusions section. 

 

BACKGROUND 

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), 

enacted on August 22, 1996, abolished the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) 

entitlement program and replaced it with Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 
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block grants.
1
 TANF gave states greater flexibility to determine eligibility and benefit amounts, 

imposed work requirements on TANF recipient unit heads, and created a 60 month time limit for 

federally-funded benefit receipt. This was a major policy shift: some states had waivers under 

AFDC that allowed them to impose work requirements and time limits, but such measures were 

not widespread and there were no nationwide time limits for benefit receipt prior to PRWORA. 

In 1996, there were 4.3 million active AFDC cases open each month across the country, 

on average, serving a total of 12.3 million recipients and 8.5 million children. In 1998, once 

TANF had replaced AFDC fully, the monthly average of open TANF cases dropped to 3 million, 

serving 8.3 million recipients (Administration for Children and Families 2004). In June 2011, the 

most recent month for which totals are available, nationwide TANF caseloads had dropped 

further to just 1.9 million active cases serving 4.4 million people, 3.3 million of whom were 

children (Administration for Children and Families 2011). 

TANF is currently in need of reauthorization by Congress, making discussion of potential 

unintended consequences of the program relevant and timely for policymakers. Since TANF 

funding under the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 expired on September 30, 2010, Congress has 

extended funding for the program one year at a time. It is currently funded through the end of the 

2012 fiscal year as part of the Middle Class Tax Relief and Job Creation Act (Center for Law and 

Social Policy 2012). Given that the reauthorization process allows Congress the opportunity to 

alter the program, this analysis may be helpful in providing additional information to lawmakers 

on how the TANF program may affect those who receive benefits through it. 

 

 

 

                                                      
1
 All of the information regarding TANF in this paragraph is taken from Weaver (2000). 
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Economist Charles Manski has theorized that youth form their expectations like 

econometricians, by observing the realized outcomes of “members of the preceding generation” 

and using them to infer what their outcomes may be if they follow similar paths (1993, 49). If 

this theory is correct, which seems plausible, then one’s experiences and environment as a youth 

may have important long-lasting effects on expectations later in life.  

Based on this assumption, I posit the following model, with youth background and 

experiences playing a primary role in mediating the effect of childhood TANF cash assistance 

receipt on adult expectations. 

Figure 1. Theoretical Model of How TANF Cash Assistance Receipt May Affect Expectations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Young adult expectations = f (Childhood TANF cash assistance receipt, race/ethnicity, 

gender, education, family income, parental education, 

urbanicity, region, family structure) 

I theorize that TANF cash assistance receipt affects childhood experiences through (1) 

parental or caretaker work requirements, (2) additional family income, and (3) stigma. The effect 

of this experience of childhood TANF cash assistance receipt on young adult expectations is then 
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filtered through individual, family, peer group, and neighborhood characteristics that may also 

shape expectations.  

The direction of the net effect of childhood TANF cash assistance receipt on young adult 

expectations is ambiguous. The effect of TANF work requirements, in particular, are unclear, as 

it is possible that they may promote a work ethic among parents, which parents could pass on to 

their children, who may in turn feel a greater sense of agency and have higher expectations later 

in life. It is also possible, however, that work requirements could have a negative effect on 

children’s later expectations if it means that parents spend less time with their children because 

work requirements require them to be out of the home more often.  

Higher family income as a result of TANF cash assistance should improve quality of life 

by allowing families to better provide for their children, which may improve childhood 

experiences and increase children’s expectations later in life. Previous research indicates that 

cash assistance receipt also carries with it a stigma, however, that could be internalized as a 

lowered sense of self-esteem (Elliott 1996) or may be experienced externally when cash 

assistance recipients are treated in a discriminatory manner by those who are aware that they 

receive such assistance (Jarrett 1996).  

It would be difficult to pull apart the effects of each of these individual aspects of TANF 

cash assistance receipt (work requirements, increased family income and exposure to stigma) on 

young adult expectations, so this analysis focuses only on the net effect of childhood TANF cash 

assistance on expectations. Based on my reading of the previous research regarding welfare 

receipt (which is discussed in detail in the literature review), I hypothesize that the negative 

effect of stigma – both internalized and externalized – surrounding cash assistance receipt will 

outweigh the positive effect of increased income from such assistance (and the ambiguity of the 
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work requirement effect), lowering the expectations of young adults who received cash 

assistance as children below what they would otherwise have been if their families had 

maintained the same level of income and not been subject to stigma associated with TANF 

participation. 

Because youth educational expectations have been shown to be influenced by gender 

(Wood, Kaplan & McLoyd 2007; Reynolds & Pemberton 2001), income (Cook et al. 1996), and 

race/ethnicity (Lowman & Elliott 2010) – all of which are also likely related to welfare receipt – 

these factors are all included as control variables in the model. In addition, I hypothesize that 

parental education level, region, and the degree of urbanicity of the area in which a youth grew 

up may also be correlated with TANF cash assistance receipt and may affect young adult 

expectations to the extent that these factors shape childhood experiences and the types of 

potential outcomes that youth observe in the preceding generation. 

Research by Cook et al. (1996) suggests that neighborhood plays a limiting factor in 

occupational aspirations and expectations amongst boys, with inner-city boys being more likely 

to aspire to and expect blue collar careers while more affluent boys living outside of the inner-

city are more likely to aspire to and expect white collar and professional careers, though the 

effect of family income is not controlled for in this study. Additionally, because both TANF 

assistance receipt rates and poverty rates vary by urban status – central cities and rural areas tend 

to have much higher poverty rates than suburbs – it makes sense to control for urbanicity in this 

study (Meyer & Wallace 2009). Other research has indicated that parental education, which is 

also likely correlated with TANF receipt, influences child achievement indirectly through its 

impact on the parents’ achievement expectations for their children (Davis-Kean 2005), so 

including parental education in this model is appropriate. 
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PREVIOUS LITERATURE 

Much of the reason this paper hypothesizes that there may be a relationship between 

childhood TANF cash assistance receipt and later expectations is that psychological theory and 

research suggest that previous experiences play an important role in shaping an individual’s 

outlook and behavior later in life. Scheier and Carver, for example, have proposed that optimism 

and pessimism are partially determined by prior experiences of success and failure (1993, 28). A 

classic psychological experiment by Feather (1966) suggests that expectations are largely shaped 

by previous positive and negative experiences.
2
 Additionally, recent experimental psychological 

research has demonstrated that pessimism generated by poor outcomes in a previous period has 

spillover effects on subsequent interactions in unrelated environments, lowering expectations of 

acceptable outcomes in a bargaining environment (Dickinson & Oxoby 2011).
3
 Dickinson and 

Oxoby speculate that these findings may be extended to real-world economic outcomes, noting 

that “poor initial conditions (e.g., living in poverty)” may cause pessimism about one’s future 

that could have subsequent negative effects in other domains of life, such as labor market 

outcomes (302). 

While no studies directly analyzing the relationship between cash assistance receipt and 

expectations appear to exist, much has been written about the link between welfare receipt and 

negative outcomes for women and, especially, children. Previous research on this topic suggests 

that welfare receipt is associated with social isolation and both physical and psychological health 

                                                      
2
 Feather’s findings are based on a psychological experiment in which participants were randomly told that 

anagrams they were completing where either harder than average or easier than average. Those who experienced 

greater “success” (completing more anagrams correctly than they had predicted based on what they had been told 

about the difficulty level) had higher mean performance on a second round of anagram puzzles than those who had 

experienced a greater degree of “failure” (performing worse than they had expected) in the first round. 
3
 Dickinson and Oxoby’s findings are based on a two-stage laboratory experiment in which pessimism or optimism 

about one’s abilities on a cognitive task was randomly generated in subjects during the first stage by offering them 

either a high or low piece rate wage for performing a letter-ordering task. In the second stage, the subjects 

participated in a bargaining game after this artificial optimism or pessimism had been created. 
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problems later in life for women (Ensminger & Juon 2001), lower cognitive attainment and 

increased behavioral problems in children and youth (Driscoll & Moore 1999), higher likelihood 

of teen out-of-wedlock birth (An, Haveman & Wolfe 1993; Gottschalk 1992), and future welfare 

dependency for young women who received cash assistance as children (Santiago 1995; An, 

Haveman & Wolfe 1993). 

While there are a variety of other factors that may be related to both the probability of 

receiving TANF cash assistance and expectations and could therefore affect the relationship 

between the two, to the extent that experiencing the negative outcomes identified by previous 

research on welfare receipt (e.g., behavioral problems, health problems, etc.) or potentially being 

subject to discrimination as the result of receiving cash assistance can be considered “poor initial 

conditions” or experiences of “failure,” the psychological literature suggests that welfare receipt 

may be associated with increased pessimism amongst those who have received such assistance. 

Given that psychological research generally suggests that optimists see positive outcomes as at 

least partly dependent upon their own efforts and tend to face problems head-on in an attempt to 

resolve them (Scheier & Carver 1993, 28-29), a potential increase in pessimism among welfare 

recipients may lead to a decreased sense of agency and lower aspirations, which (if true) ought to 

be of some concern to policymakers.  

This paper contends that young adult expectations, specifically, may be affected by 

childhood TANF cash assistance receipt via TANF work requirements for parents, increased 

income and stigma. I have hypothesized that TANF work requirements, in particular, could have 

a positive effect on expectations if youth can look to a working parent as a role model or could 

have a negative effect by keeping parents out of the home and making them less accessible to 

their children. Based on my review of the literature, the latter seems more likely. While I am 
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unaware of any studies directly linking parental employment to children’s or young adults’ 

expectations, previous research suggests that maternal absence from the home due to work is 

associated with decreased cognitive development in young children (Han, Waldfogel & Brooks-

Gunn 2001; Ruhm 2004). Additionally, and more importantly, a large randomized study 

conducted by MDRC looking specifically at the effect of welfare work requirements for 

assistance receipt on adolescent outcomes finds no evidence for the theory that work 

requirements benefit adolescents by providing them with working parents as role models. 

Instead, the study finds that parents who are subject to work requirements in order to receive 

cash assistance report that their adolescents have poorer school performance, a higher rate of 

grade repetition and greater use of special education services than do the children of parents who 

are not subject to such work requirements (Gennetian et al. 2002). This research could suggest 

that the parental work requirement aspect of TANF cash assistance receipt might actually 

decrease young adult expectations as it is correlated with negative childhood and adolescent 

outcomes, but this relationship is far from clear based on the limited evidence available. 

I am likewise unaware of research directly addressing the (potential) relationship between 

increased family income – due to cash assistance receipt – and young adult expectations. Some 

studies suggest, however, that higher income may be associated with increased educational 

expectations amongst youth and better educational outcomes. Cook et al. (1996) find that boys 

who attend more affluent suburban elementary schools (with fewer free lunch eligible students) 

tend to have higher educational aspirations and expectations than boys who attend less affluent 

inner-city elementary schools. Additionally, by using changes to the Earned Income Tax Credit 

schedule as an instrument for exogenous income changes,  Dahl and Lochner find that a $1,000 

increase in family income significantly raises children’s math and reading test scores (2005).   
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Other research indicating that poverty has a more negative relationship with childhood 

development than does welfare receipt may also lend credence to the notion that the income 

increase provided by TANF cash assistance may actually prove beneficial to youth outcomes. 

Hao (1995) finds that childhood poverty is significantly negatively associated with the quality of 

children’s home environments, reading ability, and behavioral problems, while public assistance 

is positively correlated with the quality of home environment and reading ability for children of 

single mothers (but negatively correlated with later reading ability for children in intact families). 

Thus, Hao’s research suggests that reducing poverty via welfare cash assistance may improve 

some outcomes for children in poor single-mother households. 

Another line of research has examined the extent to which stigma – both externally-

experienced and internalized – accompanies the receipt of welfare assistance. Jarrett (1996) finds 

that cash assistance receipt often carries with it an external social stigma that can cause recipients 

to be treated in a discriminatory manner. This potential for discriminatory treatment as a result of 

welfare stigma is important, since psychologists theorize that discrimination plays an important 

(but indirect) role in the development of competencies among minority youth and in minority 

family beliefs, values and goals (García Coll et al. 1996). Therefore, it seems plausible to assume 

that the stigma of cash assistance receipt (when experienced as discrimination) may play a 

similarly indirect but important role in the development of expectations amongst youth whose 

families receive such assistance.  

Additionally, Mickelson and Williams (2008) report that poverty is associated with 

internalized stigma – feelings of guilt about being impoverished – amongst low-income women 

and that this internalized stigma is associated with lower levels of self-esteem. With regard to 

cash assistance receipt in particular, Elliott uses a first differences model to establish the effects 
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of work, family and welfare receipt over a seven-year period on the later self-esteem of white 

women (1996). Elliott finds that welfare receipt has a significant negative relationship with self-

esteem for young white women (she does not look at any other races or ethnicities) in their late 

teens and twenties and that continuing receipt of cash assistance increasingly depresses self-

esteem over time.  

Decreased self-esteem associated with cash assistance receipt could have important 

lifelong impacts. Aspinwall and Taylor (1992) find that high self-esteem at the beginning of the 

academic year is a highly significant positive predictor of motivation later in the year amongst 

college students and that motivation in turn has a significant positive effect on final grade point 

average. Other psychological research shows that high self-esteem is associated with higher 

levels of goal-directed persistence and higher perception of correlation between persistence and 

progress towards goal achievement (Di Paula & Campbell 2002). Additionally, psychological 

research has shown that adolescent self-esteem levels are significantly associated with optimism 

(or lack thereof) in adulthood (Heinonen, Räikkönen & Keltikangas-Järvinen 2005).  

Using Subjective Data 

Since self-reported expectations are the focus of this analysis, it may be useful to review 

some of the literature on the reliability of subjective expectations data. While various economists 

and sociologists have expressed concerns about the accuracy of self-reported data, more recently 

some economists have been making the case that if subjective data is collected and interpreted 

carefully, it can be useful in predictive models. Bertrand and Mullainathan (2001) address the 

general hesitancy to use subjective survey data in econometric analyses and argue that, if issues 

that can affect how people respond to survey questions (e.g., ordering, question wording, scaling 
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of response categories, social nature of surveys, etc.) are thoughtfully considered and responses 

interpreted carefully, subjective data can serve as explanatory variables.  

Similarly, Manski (2004) argues that economists have been unreasonably hostile to the 

idea of using subjective survey data to measure people’s expectations and that they should be 

viewed as useful means of gauging individuals’ expectations. It is worth noting that Manski 

focuses primarily on the value of probabilistic expectation data (e.g., ‘what is the percent chance 

that you’ll…in the year ahead?’), noting that "verbal expectations data’ (e.g., ‘would you say that 

you are very likely, slightly likely, etc.?’) are more difficult to use because interpretations of 

verbal expectations questions may vary between individuals. Manski does, however, note that he 

conducted a small pilot study with regards to the 2000 presidential election that showed that 

responses to probabilistic expectations questions and verbal expectations questions corresponded 

well ordinally.  

Several articles have looked specifically at the degree to which individual subjective 

expectations as measured by survey instruments correspond with the later realization of 

outcomes. Dominitz and Manski find that students’ earnings expectations as measured by 

probabilistic questions correspond well with later outcomes, as do workers’ probabilistic 

expectations about future health insurance coverage and job loss (1994; 1996). In their 

investigation of workers’ perceptions of issues related to economic security, however, Dominitz 

and Manski do find that respondents’ probabilistic expectations about less salient events, like the 

risk of burglary, were less accurate in terms of realizations of the outcome than expectations 

about the more salient concerns of health insurance coverage and job loss (1996). Walker (2001) 

also dismisses economists’ frequent argument that subjective measures of expectations are only 

valuable if they are completely unbiased estimators of actual objective probabilities. Walker 
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finds that youth are able to assess short-term fertility outcomes reliably and argues that, even if 

subjective expectations data contain some bias, they can still be useful in predicting outcomes. 

In addition to being useful in predicting the outcomes about which subjective 

expectations are collected, other research has shown that self-reported expectation data can be 

useful in explaining other indirectly related outcomes. For example, Wolfe et al. (discussed in 

greater detail below) find that adolescent girls’ expectations about future income and the cost of 

teen childbirth in terms of reduced future earnings are correlated with actual teen fertility (2007). 

Expectations 

The question of whether or not young adult expectations may be lowered as the result of 

childhood cash assistance receipt should be relevant to policymakers because research using 

subjective data on youth expectations has found significant relationships between low self-

reported expectations and undesirable outcomes.  

As briefly noted before, Wolfe et al. (2007) find that, as adolescents, young women who 

do not eventually become teen mothers have higher expectations for their future income than do 

young women who do eventually becoming teen mothers. Girls who do not become teen mothers 

also expect the difference between their potential income without having a child as a teen and 

their income if they do have a child as a teen to be larger than do girls who actually become teen 

mothers, suggesting that expectations about both future income potential and the cost of teen 

childbirth (in terms of reduced future earnings) may have an important impact on actual fertility. 

Clark et al. (2006) find that low expectations at age 15 (as measured by verbal qualitative 

questions about the extent to which parents think their teens feel that they cannot succeed and the 

extent to which teens feel that they “can’t do anything right”) are significantly correlated with 

subsequent smoking and exercise behavior at age 18. Low expectations are linked to a higher 
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likelihood of smoking and a lower likelihood of exercising regularly. The authors suggest that 

low expectations may reflect pessimism, which could then influence the extent to which teens 

engage in hazardous behaviors. Cowan (2001) has also found that high school seniors’ self-

assessed likelihood of being enrolled in college in one year has a statistically significant negative 

relationship with risky behaviors (drinking, smoking, marijuana use, and sexual activity). 

Additionally, Feliciano and Rumbaut (2005) have found that educational expectations measured 

in adolescence are significant predictors of eventual educational attainment for immigrant 

children in California. 

While researchers have not looked specifically at the effect of low expectations regarding 

occupational outcomes and economic mobility on later outcomes, Manski and Straub (2000) 

have speculated that higher expectation of job loss could induce workers to be more likely to quit 

their jobs or less likely to negotiate for higher wages. 

Implications for this Study 

Previous research in the policy and psychology realms suggests, first, that cash assistance 

receipt may have an important relationship with both experience of stigma-driven discrimination 

(Jarrett 1996) and self-esteem (Elliott 1996), and, second, that previous experiences may be 

crucial in the formation of expectations (Feather 1966; Dickinson & Oxoby 2011). These 

findings suggest that there may be potential for a relationship between prior cash assistance 

receipt and later expectations, a possibility that this study seeks to illuminate. Previous studies 

also highlight important control variables that should be accounted for in this analysis (as best as 

possible given the available data): race/ethnicity, urbanicity, family income, and parental 

education. 



16 

 

The previous research also has some important implications for the methodology of this 

analysis. In particular, while Manski and Dominitz encourage the use of subjective probabilities 

for measuring expectations over verbal expectations questions (e.g., ‘would you say that you are 

very likely, slightly likely, etc.?’), the Transition into Adulthood survey does not use subjective 

probabilities to collect expectations data. Instead, respondents are asked to respond to questions 

about expectations on a scale of one to seven. Manski’s research does suggest that such 

responses still correlate relatively well with probabilistic responses (2004), but the results of this 

analysis should be interpreted with caution as a result of this question structure.  

Additionally, research indicating that subjective expectations are most useful for 

predicting outcomes in the near future further suggests that the Transition into Adulthood study 

expectations questions that will be used for this analysis should be carefully selected. Many of 

the expectations questions refer to “the future” in general, with just two specifying age 30 as a 

point of reference. Moreover, the outcomes about which these questions ask are sometimes 

nebulous (e.g., likelihood of having a job that “pays well”). This paper will rely upon the two 

questions that use age 30 as a point of reference. 

That said, the psychological research with regard to the effects of optimism and 

pessimism would suggest that even if young adults’ responses to these questions are not perfect 

predictors of their actual outcomes, they may be useful in gauging optimism about the future, 

which can affect motivation and perception of acceptable outcomes (Aspinwall & Taylor 1992; 

Dickinson & Oxoby 2011). To the extent that childhood cash assistance receipt could affect 

optimism about future outcomes, the results of this analysis may be meaningful. If young adults 

who received TANF as children differ appreciably in their expectations toward the future from 

similar young adults who did not receive such assistance, their behavior and motivation may 
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vary in consequential ways.  Determining such causality is by no means the goal of this analysis, 

but anything that could help shed light on the extent to which experiences with cash assistance 

may factor into expectations and, eventually, outcomes may be beneficial to future 

considerations for how best to analyze the full effects of public assistance programs. 

 

DATA
4
 

The Panel Survey of Income Dynamics (PSID) is a nationally-representative longitudinal 

survey of American families conducted by the Institute for Social Research at the University of 

Michigan. The PSID has collected family-level and individual-level data on family composition 

changes, marriage and fertility, housing and food expenditures, health, employment history, 

income, wealth, household expenditures, educational history, attitudes, psychological measures 

and more since 1968. Sample members are followed throughout their adult lives as are their 

children when they leave their parents’ households. As a result of this structure, the PSID has 

followed many families for three generations and some families for four generations since 1968. 

The original PSID sample consisted of a national probability sample of 4,802 U.S. 

families who were interviewed annually from 1968 through 1997, then biennially after 1997.  

The 1968 sample was drawn from two independent samples: an over-sample of 1,872 low 

income families from the Census Bureau’s Survey of Economic Opportunity (SEO) and a 

nationally-representative sample of 2,930 families designed by the Survey Research Center at the 

University of Michigan. In 1990, a sample of 2,043 Latino households (Mexican, Puerto Rican 

and Cuban origin) was added to the PSID to correct for underrepresentation of Latino families 

among the original sample. 

                                                      
4
 All information in this section is drawn from the 2005 and 2007 Child Development Supplement Transition into 

Adulthood Study User Guides produced by the Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan. See 

Institute for Social Research publications in the bibliography. 
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Data are collected by interviewing an adult head of household respondent for each family 

via phone. Participants are given incentive payments to encourage their continued participation.  

Transition into Adulthood Study 

This analysis will focus on responses to questions asked on the PSID’s 2007 Transition 

into Adulthood Study. The Transition into Adulthood (TA) Study is a multiyear survey effort 

that builds on the Panel Survey of Income Dynamics’ Child Development Supplement (CDS), 

which collected additional developmental and behavioral data for children 12 and under and their 

parents starting in 1997. Up to two children 12 years old or younger were randomly selected 

from PSID families to participate in the CDS.
5
 Beginning in 2005, the TA study began surveying 

young adults who had participated in the CDS as children to track their development and 

outcomes in the years between leaving high school and starting their own family units. The TA 

sample was surveyed again in 2007, 2009 and 2011 in parallel with the PSID. 

Because the PSID primarily collects information about household heads and their 

spouses, without the Transition into Adulthood study little information would be collected about 

CDS cohort members between the time that they turn 18 and the time that they leave their 

parents’ homes and start their own households. Research indicating that the period between 18 

and 24 (during which investments are made in education and careers are started) is critical for 

life span development led the Institute for Social Research to develop the TA study in order to 

collect detailed information about CDS cohort members during this period. The TA study 

collects data on time use, responsibilities, relationships, employment, income, education and 

career goals, expectations, health, outlook on life, and psychosocial measures.  

                                                      
5
 Launched in 1997, the Child Development Supplement collected data on multiple developmental outcomes in the 

areas of psychological well-being, social relationships with family and peers, cognitive development, physical 

health, and education. The first CDS wave collected information on 3,563 children in roughly 2,400 families. The 

second wave of CDS data was collected in 2002 from the same children (now 5 to 18 years old) and families who 

had been interviewed for the 1997 CDS. 
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Sample 

The Transition into Adulthood sample is restricted to CDS sample members who are 

between 18 and 24 years old, no longer attending high school, and living with parents or other 

caretakers at the time of the TA survey.
6
 This analysis will focus on responses to the 2007 

Transition into Adulthood survey because that is the most recent year in which questions about 

expectations were asked. The 2007 TA study included valid responses from 1,115 young adults 

who met these criteria; however, respondents were free to provide “don’t know” and “not 

applicable” responses to many questions. Because these responses have been classified as 

missing for the purposes of this analysis, the sample used for this paper is restricted to 930 

respondents with non-missing data for all of the questions used in the full estimation model (see 

below).
7
 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Because of the changes to eligibility requirements for cash assistance that accompanied 

the transition from AFDC to TANF, it is possible that children experienced AFDC benefit 

receipt differently than TANF cash assistance receipt. The new work requirements imposed on 

TANF unit heads may mean that they are visibly more absent from their homes than they would 

have been under AFDC, and parental concerns about time limits for cash assistance receipt 

following the passage of PRWORA may have increased parental stress levels. These effects on 

parental presence and, potentially, parental stress levels may have made it easier for children to 

                                                      
6
 Eighteen year olds who were still enrolled in high school and living at home were included in the 2007 CDS, not 

the TA study. 
7
 Missing data values were imputed for two continuous variables (number of siblings in the respondent’s family unit 

in 2001 and in 2003) for 103 of the 930 otherwise complete observations. Relevant missing data values could not be 

imputed easily for the 185 observations that were dropped from the dataset because these observations contained 

missing values on categorical or ordinal variables. 
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perceive that their families receive cash assistance under TANF than it would have been under 

AFDC. Due to the great deal of press coverage that surrounded welfare reform and the passage 

of PRWORA, it also seems plausible that stigma surrounding cash assistance receipt may have 

increased in the mid- to late-1990s. Previous research indicates that stigma and ensuing concerns 

about being labeled according to welfare stereotypes decrease enrollment in TANF amongst 

eligible populations (Stuber & Kronebusch 2004). On the other hand, it is also possible that 

TANF work requirements foster a greater sense of self-sufficiency amongst TANF unit heads 

than did AFDC receipt, which could alter their behavior around their children. 

For all of the various reasons listed above, there is reason to be concerned that AFDC and 

TANF cash assistance receipt may have been experienced differently by children, thus affecting 

their expectations differently. Therefore, the analyses in this paper are restricted to the 

relationship between TANF cash assistance receipt as a child (after the passage of PRWORA) on 

future expectations as a young adult for purposes of simplicity.  

Focusing only on TANF cash assistance receipt is also fitting given the constraints of the 

dataset being used. As noted above, this paper relies upon questions regarding expectations that 

were asked of young adults as part of the Panel Survey of Income Dynamics’ 2007 Transition 

into Adulthood study in order to examine the relationship between childhood cash assistance 

receipt and young adult expectations.
8
 Because the Transition into Adulthood survey sample is 

restricted to 18 to 24 year olds, the 2007 TA respondents would have ranged from approximately 

eight to 14 years old in 1997 when TANF was implemented. Given that research indicates that 

the stigma of welfare receipt is experienced at least partially in the form of discrimination from 

others (Jarrett 1996) and that psychology research suggests that children are not able to 

consistently recognize discriminatory behavior until around ages 8 to 10 (Brown & Bigler 2004; 

                                                      
8
 More detailed information regarding the dataset and sample is included in the Data section. 
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McKown & Weinstein 2003), it is appropriate to restrict this analysis to young adults who would 

have been old enough to consistently perceive discriminatory behavior at the time that TANF 

was implemented. Thus, it is also appropriate to restrict the scope of this analysis to childhood 

TANF (rather than AFDC) cash assistance receipt because the 2007 TA sample members were 

all at least eight years old when TANF went into effect, and, therefore, should have been better 

able to perceive discriminatory behavior from others, if they were subject to such behavior as the 

result of their families’ TANF cash assistance receipt. 

Estimation Model 

This paper investigates the relationship between childhood TANF cash assistance receipt 

and young adults’ self-reported expectations for having the job they most desire at age 30 and 

having enough money to support themselves comfortably at age 30. Because the survey 

questions that measure these expectations use ordinal response scales to record expected 

likelihood of outcomes, ordinary least squares regression would be inappropriate for this analysis 

(Kennedy 2008). Ordered probit models, however, are appropriate for dealing with these kinds of 

ordinal data. Therefore, this relationship is estimated using an ordered probit model.  

In an ordered probit model, an ordinal response or score is estimated as a linear function 

of the independent variables and a set of cut points. The probability of observing outcome j 

corresponds to the probability that the estimated linear function (plus random error) falls within a 

range of cut points estimated for outcome j. If an ordinal variable has I categories, I-1 cut points 

are used to estimate the ordered probit model. (StataCorp 2009). 

I estimate the model 

Pr(Expectationi = j) = Pr(κj-1 < β1Xi + β2TANF Receipt Historyi + μi ≤ κj), 
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where i indexes individuals, Expectationi is one of the two self-reported expectations measures 

with j ordinal response categories, κj-1 and κj represent the cut points around expectation outcome 

j, Xi is a vector of demographic and family background variables, TANF Receipt Historyi is a 

dummy variable indicating whether or not the household that the young adult grew up in ever 

received TANF cash assistance, and μi is a normally-distributed error term.  

Dependent Variables 

In order to lessen some of the concerns surrounding the use of subjective data, this 

analysis relies upon two ordinal expectations questions from the 2007 Transition into Adulthood 

study that are defined slightly more specifically than others, using age 30 (rather than “the 

future”) as a reference point. One of them (JobWant) asks each respondent to predict her 

likelihood of having the job she has indicated she most wants at age 30. The respondent’s 

prediction is measured with a seven-point scale with one indicating “very unlikely” and seven 

indicating “very likely.” The other question asks respondents to assess their likelihood of having 

enough money to support themselves comfortably by age 30 (EnoughMoney). EnoughMoney 

uses a slightly more probabilistic five-point scale than JobWant, asking respondents to select “no 

chance,” “some chance,” “about 50-50,” “pretty likely” or “it will happen.” 

Key Independent Variable 

In order to measure the relationship between childhood TANF cash assistance receipt and 

young adult expectations, I use a dummy variable (EverOnWelfare) that indicates whether or not 

the respondent’s family ever received TANF cash assistance between 1996 and 2007. While 

condensing longitudinal information about TANF receipt into one indicator variable loses detail 

about the duration of assistance receipt, this may not be problematic for the purpose of this 

analysis. Driscoll and Moore (1999) find that ever having received cash assistance or food 
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stamps was associated with worse cognitive attainment and behavioral outcomes for children, 

but that duration of assistance receipt – particularly long-term cash assistance receipt – did not 

have a significant negative relationship with these outcomes. This finding suggests that using an 

indicator variable for whether or not a young adult ever received TANF cash assistance as a 

youth may be appropriate for identifying the effects of such assistance on expectations, which is 

advantageous given that month-by-month TANF receipt data are only collected for even 

numbered years in the PSID. Likewise, the PSID does not include complete information about 

the amount of cash assistance that families received through TANF because this information, 

too, was only asked of respondents in even-numbered years. Therefore, the bulk of this analysis 

focuses on the relationship between expectations and ever having received TANF cash assistance 

in order to avoid relying upon incomplete data. An incomplete measure of months of TANF cash 

assistance receipt is used for sensitivity tests, but this does not greatly alter the findings. 

Control Variables 

I also control for a variety of individual characteristics (sex
9
, age

10
, race/ethnicity

11
, 

education
12

), family background characteristics (average family income
13

, highest grade 

                                                      
9
 Previous research suggests that girls may have higher expectations than boys – at least when it comes to 

educational attainment. Wood, Kaplan and McLoyd (2007) find that African American boys have lower educational 

expectations than African American girls, and Reynolds and Pemberton (2001) find that girls are more likely to 

expect a college degree than boys. 
10

 This study uses age as recorded at the time the 2007 PSID survey was conducted, not at the time that the 2007 

Transition into Adulthood survey data were collected. Some TA respondents are coded as 17 years old in this dataset 

as a result, but are included in the sample because they were 18 at the time they responded to the TA survey. A 

separate age variable is not included in the TA study data. 
11

 Hispanic, white (non-Hispanic), black (non-Hispanic), and other race (non-Hispanic) dummy variables were 

created based on responses to TA questions asking about Hispanic origin and race. Respondents were given the 

option to provide up to three races, but only the first race identified was used to create these dummy variables. As a 

result, multiracial individuals are classified according to the first race they mentioned to the surveyor. Because of 

small sample sizes, respondents that identified Asian, American Indian/Alaska Native or “some other race” as their 

first race were collapsed into the other category. Race and ethnicity are controlled for in this model because, in 

addition to being correlated with TANF cash assistance receipt, minority youth and white youth may perceive their 

opportunities differently based on experiences with or assumptions about discrimination. Previous research also 

suggests that educational expectations amongst children vary by race and ethnicity (Lowman & Elliott 2010).  
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completed by householder and householder’s spouse
14

, marital status of householder
15

, mother’s 

marital status at birth, number of siblings in the family unit
16

, respondent’s caretaker in 1997
17

), 

and geographic characteristics (urbanicity
18

 and region of residence in 2007
19

) that may be 

correlated with expectations as a young adult and likelihood of having received TANF cash 

assistance. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                           
12

 Respondent education is measured as a series of dummy variables indicating highest level of education: less than 

high school, high school degree or GED, some college (including associate’s degree), and college or higher (at least 

a bachelor’s degree). 
13

 Average family income from 1996 to 2006 is used in the estimation models as a single measure of how financially 

well-off the child’s household was while growing up. Income variables are inflation-adjusted using the Consumer 

Price Index for All Urban Consumers (CPI-U) with 1996 as the baseline. Total family income may contain negative 

values reflecting business or farm losses in a given year. Cleaned and imputed total family income data (the sum of 

taxable income of the household head and spouse, transfer income received by the head and spouse, taxable income 

of other family unit members, transfer income of other family unit members, and Social Security income) are only 

available for even-numbered years. Unverified, self-reported income data are available for 1997, 1999 and 2001, but 

approximately 13 to 14 percent of the sample had missing income data in each of these years. No total household 

income data were collected for 2003, 2005 or 2007. Due to the limitations of the household income data for odd-

numbered years, the average income variable relies upon data from even-numbered years between 1996 and 2006, 

inclusive. 
14

 Because the respondent may not have grown up with his or her biological parents in the household, the education 

levels of the householder and (where applicable) the householder’s spouse are included as controls in this model, as 

the education level of the individuals that raised the child (whether or not they were the child’s biological parents) 

may influence educational expectations and attainment. Additionally, because some respondents do not live in the 

same household as one or both of their biological parents, more complete data is available for the highest grade 

completed for the householder and householder’s spouse than for the respondent’s mother and father. 
15

 This is a dummy variable indicating whether the householder has a spouse or live-in partner (of one year or 

longer). It also acts as a missing data dummy for highest grade completed by the householder’s spouse in the event 

that the householder has no spouse. 
16

 Only children under 18 are included in this measure. Information on the number of siblings that were living in the 

respondent’s family unit is available only for 1997, 2001 and 2003 (from the Child Development Supplements). 

Values for missing observations were imputed in 103 cases for 2001 and 2003 data using race/ethnicity and all 

family-level control variables. Because this question was not asked of 2007 Transition into Adulthood respondents, 

the number of children living in the same family unit is included as a proxy for number of siblings in the household 

in 2007.  
17

 Dummy variables were created to indicate whether the respondent was living with both of his or her biological 

parents, one of his or her biological parents or neither biological parent in 1997. 
18

 Urbanicity is broken out into three dummy variables indicating whether the county the respondent lived in a city, 

in a suburban area or small town, or in a rural area in 2007. These measures were created using the Beale-Ross 

Rural-Urban Continuum Code, which measures the degree to which the respondent’s county of residence is rural or 

urban. A code of one indicates a county in a metropolitan area with a population of at least one million people, while 

a code of ten indicates a completely rural area that is not adjacent to a metropolitan area. The county is the smallest 

level for which this information is available. Because PSID did not collect data on this measure until 1999 and it is 

only available for odd-numbered years, only 2007 urbanicity is used in the analyses. 
19

 Region of residence at time of the 2007 TA study is broken into five indicator variables: Northeast, South, 

Midwest, West and OutsideContigUS, which includes respondents living in Alaska, Hawaii and foreign countries. 
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DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

Tables 1 and 2 include data on demographic and background characteristics of the 2007 

Transition into Adulthood sample broken out by TANF cash assistance receipt history. Tables 3a 

and 3b present young adult responses to the expectations questions on which this paper will 

focus broken out by whether or not the respondent’s family ever received TANF cash assistance 

between 1996 and 2007, inclusive. 

 

Table 1. Sample Background Characteristics by Family TANF Receipt History 

  All 

Never  

received TANF 

Ever  

received TANF 

Significance 

of Difference 

  Mean Mean Mean t p 

Age 
20.06 20.02 20.20 -1.29 0.20 

(1.62) (1.61) (1.65) 

  
Avg. Family Income (1996-2006)

1
 

57,186.65 65,134.52 24,963.20 8.02 0.00 

(62,876.82) (67,457.31) (15,594.20) 

  
Female Householder's Education

2
 

12.95 13.27 11.64 8.89 0.00 

(2.33) (2.15) (2.57) 

  
Male Householder's Education

3
 

13.05 13.23 12.31 5.41 0.00 

(2.10) (2.11) (1.86) 

  
No. of Siblings in Family Unit (1997) 

1.48 1.36 2.01 -7.64 0.00 

(1.06) (0.92) (1.39) 

  
No. of Siblings in Family Unit (2001)

4
 

1.36 1.24 1.87 -7.63 0.00 

(1.03) (0.89) (1.34) 

  
No. of Siblings in Family Unit (2003)

4
 

1.17 1.05 1.63 -7.03 0.00 

(1.04) (0.89) (1.38) 

  
No. of Children in Family Unit (2007) 

0.75 0.61 1.30 -8.55 0.00 

(1.02) (0.86) (1.36) 

  
Months of TANF receipt

5
 

2.60 -- 13.16 -- -- 

(8.37) -- (14.69) -- -- 

N 930 746 184     

Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses. Age, No. of Children in Family Unit, and Householder Education were 

recorded in 2007. 
1 Total family income data reported in odd-numbered years were not cleaned and imputed as they were in even-

numbered years. Additionally, total family income was not collected from respondents in 2003, 2005 and 2007. 

Therefore, this variable reports average total family income in even-numbered years only from 1996 to 2006. Income is 

adjusted for inflation using CPI-U with 1996 as the base year. 
2 Female Householder's Education includes the years of completed education for both female heads of household and 

female spouses or live-in partners (of one year or longer) of the male householder. 
3 Male Householder's Education includes the years of completed education for male heads of household only. When 

present, male spouses (or live-in partners) are considered to be the head of household by default in the PSID. 
4 Missing data values for number of siblings in the family unit in 2001 and 2003 were imputed for 103 cases using 

race/ethnicity and all family-level variables used in the ordered probit estimation models (see Tables 4a and 4b). 
5 Monthly TANF receipt data is only available for even-numbered years, so the averages presented here are based only 

on 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004 and 2006 TANF receipt. 
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Participants in the 2007 Transition into Adulthood study were an average of 20 years old, 

had an average annual family income of roughly $57,000 (adjusted for inflation) between 1996 

and 2006, and had fewer than one child under the age of 18 living in their household in 2007, on 

average (Table 1). They were 55 percent female, 50 percent white non-Hispanic, 41 percent 

black non-Hispanic, and eight percent Hispanic (Table 2). While 71 percent of 2007 Transition 

into Adulthood study respondents were born to married mothers, 24 percent were born to 

mothers who had never been married at the time of their birth (Table 2). The vast majority of the 

sample members (89 percent) had completed high school or a GED program, and most had 

completed at least some college (68 percent) at the time of the survey (Table 2). Nearly half of 

respondents lived in the South (45 percent), roughly one-quarter percent lived in the Midwest (26 

percent), and 16 percent lived in the West at the time of the 2007 survey (Table 2). The majority 

(61 percent) lived in cities, and just 2 percent lived in rural areas at the time of the 2007 TA 

study (Table 2). 

While the simple dichotomy between respondents whose families ever received TANF 

cash assistance between 1996 and 2007 and those whose families did not conceals rich 

information about the extent to which these families rely upon such assistance, it is still 

informative. As can be seen in Table 2, TA respondents whose families ever received TANF 

assistance between 1996 and 2007 were primarily nonwhite (66 percent black non-Hispanic and 

12 percent Hispanic), while respondents whose families never received cash assistance were 

primarily white non-Hispanic (57 percent). Chi-square tests on these three racial/ethnic 

categories are highly statistically significant (at the .05 level of greater), suggesting that race is 

associated with history of TANF cash assistance receipt (Table 2). 
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Table 2. Sample Demographic Characteristics by Family TANF Receipt History 

 

All 

Never received 

TANF 

Ever received  

TANF 

Significance 

of Difference 

  Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % χ2
 p 

Sex 

 

  

 

  

 

  

  Male 423 45.48 341 45.71 82 44.57 0.08 0.78 

Female 507 54.52 405 54.29 102 55.43 0.08 0.78 

Education 

 

  

 

  

 

  

  Less Than High School 105 11.29 57 7.64 48 26.09 50.14 0.00 

High School or GED 189 20.32 124 16.62 65 35.33 31.89 0.00 

Some College1 580 62.37 510 68.36 70 38.04 57.81 0.00 

College or more1 56 6.02 55 7.37 1 0.54 12.16 0.00 

Race/Ethnicity2 

 

  

 

  

 

  

  Hispanic 73 7.85 51 6.84 22 11.96 5.35 0.02 

White Non-Hispanic 462 49.68 426 57.10 36 19.57 83.20 0.00 

Black Non-Hispanic 383 41.18 261 34.99 122 66.30 59.76 0.00 

Other Race (Non-Hispanic) 12 1.29 8 1.07 4 2.17 1.41 0.24 

Householder's Marital Status 

 

  

 

  

 

  

  Has Spouse/Partner 503 54.09 447 59.92 56 30.43 51.67 0.00 

No Spouse 427 45.91 299 40.08 128 69.57 51.67 0.00 

Mother's Marital Status at Birth 

 

  

 

  

 

  

  Never Married 222 23.87 126 16.89 96 52.17 101.11 0.00 

Married 659 70.86 582 78.02 77 41.85 93.51 0.00 

Other3 49 5.27 38 5.09 11 5.98 0.23 0.63 

Caretaker in 1997 

 

  

 

  

 

  

  Both Biological Parents 573 61.61 516 69.17 57 30.98 91.02 0.00 

One Biological Parent 326 35.05 215 28.82 111 60.33 64.35 0.00 

Neither Biological Parent 31 3.33 15 2.01 16 8.70 20.47 0.00 

Region 

 

  

 

  

 

  

  Midwest 239 25.70 179 23.99 60 32.61 5.74 0.02 

Northeast 115 12.37 107 14.34 8 4.35 13.61 0.00 

South 422 45.38 340 45.58 82 44.57 0.06 0.81 

West 150 16.13 117 15.68 33 17.93 0.55 0.46 

Alaska/Hawaii/Foreign Country 4 0.43 3 0.40 1 0.54 0.07 0.79 

Urbanicity 

 

  

 

  

 

  

  City 568 61.08 435 58.31 133 72.28 12.12 0.00 

Suburb 339 36.45 289 38.74 50 27.17 8.52 0.00 

Rural Area 23 2.47 22 2.95 1 0.54 3.54 0.06 

Notes: Reported percentages are column percentages. All variables in this table were reported in 2007. 
1 Associate's degrees are classified as "Some College." "College or more" includes individuals who have received 

a bachelor's degree, at least. 
2 Races reported in this table represent the first race identified by each participant in the 2007 Transition into 

Adulthood Survey. Multiracial individuals are classified according to the first race they mentioned to the surveyor. 
3 The "other" category includes widowed, divorced and separated.  

 

Sizeable differences in income and educational attainment can also be seen between 

families that received cash assistance and those that did not. Unsurprisingly, average family 

income between 1996 and 2006 for families that did not receive TANF cash assistance is roughly 

two and a half times larger than for those families that did receive such assistance: $65,134 
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compared to $24,963, on average (Table 1). A difference of means t-test indicates that this 

difference is highly statistically significant (p<0.001). Additionally, there is a statistically 

significant difference in the amount of education received by both male and female householders 

between families who received TANF cash assistance at some point and those that did not, with 

non-TANF recipient householders having at least an additional year of education, on average 

(Table 1). 

Young adults whose families received cash assistance are less likely to have completed 

high school or a GED program (26 percent compared to 8 percent, respectively) to have attended 

or completed college (39 percent versus 76 percent) than their counterparts who never received 

such assistance (Table 2). Chi-square tests indicates that these differences in educational 

attainment are highly statistically significant (p<0.001). Additionally, 2007 Transition into 

Adulthood study respondents who had ever received TANF cash assistance were much more 

likely to have been born to mothers who had never been married at the time of their birth (52 

percent compared to 17 percent, respectively) (Table 2). 

Table 3a. Likelihood that you will end up in the job you most 

want to have at age 30 

  
Never received 

TANF 

Ever  

received TANF Total 

  Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % 

1 = Very Unlikely 11 1.49 0 0.00 11 1.20 

2 11 1.49 3 1.67 14 1.52 

3 25 3.38 9 5.00 34 3.70 

4 76 10.27 20 11.11 96 10.43 

5 210 28.38 45 25.00 255 27.72 

6 185 25.00 44 24.44 229 24.89 

7 = Very Likely 222 30.00 59 32.78 281 30.54 

N 740   180   920   

Pearson χ
2
 (6 d.f.) = 4.8148, p = 0.568 

 

On the whole, the Transition into Adulthood study participants appear to have positive 

expectations for their future. More than half (55 percent) believe that it is highly likely 
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(responding with a six or seven on a seven-point scale with seven meaning “very likely”) that 

they will end up with the job that they want most at age 30 (Table 3a). Additionally, 85 percent 

think that it is pretty likely or definite that they will have enough money to support themselves 

comfortably by age 30 (Table 3b). 

Table 3b. Likelihood that you will have enough money to 

support yourself comfortably by age 30  

  
Never received 

TANF 

Ever  

received TANF Total 

  Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % 

No chance 1 0.13 0 0.00 1 0.11 

Some chance 25 3.35 3 1.63 28 3.01 

About 50-50 82 10.99 33 17.93 115 12.37 

Pretty likely 376 50.40 85 46.20 461 49.57 

It will happen 262 35.12 63 34.24 325 34.95 

N 746 100 184 100 930 100 

Pearson χ
2
 (4 d.f.) = 8.0114, p = 0.091 

 

When responses to these expectations questions are broken out by family history of 

TANF cash assistance receipt, there are no immediately clear differences in response patterns 

between sample members who had received TANF cash assistance and those who had not. Fifty-

seven percent of sample members who had received cash assistance thought it was highly likely 

(response of 6 or 7) that they would have the job they most wanted at age 30 compared to fifty-

five percent of young adults who had not received cash assistance (Table 3a).  

This pattern is slightly reversed for the question that asks if young adults think they will 

have enough money to support themselves comfortably at age 30. Eighty-six percent of young 

adults who had not received cash assistance responded that this scenario was pretty likely or 

would definitely happen, compared to 80 percent of young adults who had a history of TANF 

cash assistance receipt. A chi-square test shows that the difference in income expectations 

between these two groups is statistically significant at the .10 level (Table 3b).  
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RESULTS 

Tables 4a and 4b contain results from the ordered probit models of the relationship 

between family history of TANF cash assistance receipt and young adults’ job and income 

expectations. Table 4a shows results for the question asking young adults whether they thought 

they would have the job they want most by the time they reach age 30, while expectations about 

the likelihood of having enough money to support oneself comfortably at age 30 is the dependent 

variable used in Table 4b. In both tables, various sets of individual and family background 

characteristics are controlled for in each model. Column 1 contains only individual-level control 

variables: gender, age, highest level of completed education, and race. Family-level controls are 

added in in columns 2 through 7, beginning with average household income from 1996 through 

2006 (2), years of education by the householder and (if applicable) householder’s spouse
20

 (3), 

number of siblings or children in the family unit and an indicator for whether the mother was 

married at birth (4), respondent’s relation to his or her caretaker(s) in 1997
21

 (5), and urbanicity 

and region of the family’s 2007 residence (6). Column 7 excludes two variables (number of 

siblings in the family unit in 2001 and 2003) with some imputed values that were included in 

models 4, 5, and 6.
22

 Robust standard errors and sample weights were used in all estimation 

models.
23

 

                                                      
20

 In order to account for the education level of the householder(s) with whom the respondent lives – regardless of 

whether those householders are the respondents biological parents – variables for the highest level of education 

completed by the female and/or male householder are included in models 3 through 7. Because highest education 

level for the householder’s spouse is missing when the householder has no spouse, a dummy variable is included to 

indicate whether or not the householder has a spouse. This dummy variable (NoHHSpouse) is also interacted with 

the two householder education variables to account for any variation in the relationship between householder 

education and expectations based on the householder’s marital status.  
21

 TwoBioParents97 (both biological parents) was left out of the regression models as the reference category. 
22

 Missing data values were imputed using race/ethnicity and all family-level variables used in the analysis. These 

are the only two variables for which missing data values were imputed because these are the only two continuous 

variables that contained missing values. Missing data values could not be imputed easily for categorical variables.  
23

 The sample weights used were created by the Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan to 

account for respondents’ differential probabilities of selection for the 2007 Transition into Adulthood Study due to 

the original PSID sample design and subsequent attrition. 
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Table 4a. Ordered Probit Estimation Models 

 
Likelihood You'll Have Job You Want by Age 30 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

EverOnWelfare -0.190 -0.219 -0.163 -0.120 -0.105 -0.0547 -0.0804 

 

(0.133) (0.135) (0.135) (0.129) (0.130) (0.132) (0.132) 

Female 0.213** 0.210** 0.239*** 0.232** 0.223** 0.253*** 0.256*** 

 

(0.0892) (0.0893) (0.0903) (0.0902) (0.0902) (0.0910) (0.0909) 

Age -0.0452 -0.0454 -0.0373 -0.0249 -0.0302 -0.0257 -0.0310 

 

(0.0313) (0.0313) (0.0317) (0.0319) (0.0313) (0.0319) (0.0317) 

HSorGED 0.225 0.229 0.193 0.204 0.231 0.213 0.215 

 

(0.209) (0.209) (0.207) (0.199) (0.198) (0.195) (0.197) 

SomeCollege -0.0258 0.00475 -0.0403 -0.0272 -0.0143 -0.0423 -0.0364 

 

(0.181) (0.182) (0.180) (0.175) (0.174) (0.170) (0.172) 

Collegeplus 0.0335 0.0711 0.0461 0.0633 0.0787 0.0421 0.0512 

 

(0.244) (0.246) (0.247) (0.246) (0.245) (0.252) (0.251) 

Hispanic 0.381** 0.344** 0.400** 0.346* 0.334* 0.449*** 0.492*** 

 

(0.164) (0.166) (0.180) (0.179) (0.178) (0.172) (0.178) 

Black 0.385*** 0.351*** 0.405*** 0.329** 0.323** 0.198 0.228* 

 

(0.113) (0.116) (0.121) (0.132) (0.131) (0.134) (0.135) 

OtherRace -0.556* -0.590* -0.578* -0.616** -0.625** -0.635** -0.587** 

 

(0.305) (0.308) (0.306) (0.311) (0.317) (0.288) (0.288) 

AvgIncome1 

 

-0.00123* -0.00148** -0.00133* -0.00138* -0.00127* -0.00135* 

  

(0.000678) (0.000721) (0.000733) (0.000739) (0.000739) (0.000731) 

FemHHEduc 

  

0.0759*** 0.0726*** 0.0735*** 0.0600** 0.0602** 

   

(0.0250) (0.0254) (0.0251) (0.0253) (0.0250) 

MaleHHEduc 

  

-0.0658*** -0.0618** -0.0628** -0.0558** -0.0570** 

   

(0.0255) (0.0258) (0.0258) (0.0263) (0.0260) 

NoHHSpouse 

  

0.205 0.366 0.304 -0.175 -0.409 

   

(0.700) (0.771) (0.883) (0.857) (0.830) 

FemHHEduc*NoHHSpouse 

  

-0.0491 -0.0501 -0.0562* -0.0348 -0.0269 

   

(0.0318) (0.0326) (0.0328) (0.0343) (0.0339) 

MaleHHEduc*NoHHSpouse 

  

0.0219 0.0110 0.0246 0.0405 0.0487 

   

(0.0494) (0.0554) (0.0639) (0.0606) (0.0581) 

MarriedatBirth 

   

-0.118 -0.130 -0.118 -0.129 

    

(0.139) (0.140) (0.141) (0.142) 

NumSibsinFamUnit97 

   

-0.0149 -0.0127 0.0129 -0.0287 

    

(0.0769) (0.0774) (0.0780) (0.0489) 

xNumSibsinFamUnit012 

   

-0.200** -0.203** -0.193** 

 

    

(0.0966) (0.0968) (0.0967) 

 xNumSibsinFamUnit032 

   

0.191** 0.186** 0.164* 

 

    

(0.0859) (0.0852) (0.0862) 

 NumChildren07 

   

0.0152 0.0192 0.00937 0.0111 

    

(0.0601) (0.0586) (0.0585) (0.0558) 

OneBioParent97 

    

-0.152 -0.167 -0.173 

     

(0.115) (0.117) (0.118) 

NeitherBioParent97 

    

0.409 0.321 0.301 

     

(0.288) (0.288) (0.306) 

City07 

     

0.0399 0.0365 

      

(0.0916) (0.0916) 

Rural07 

     

0.142 0.155 

      

(0.264) (0.265) 

West 

     

-0.565*** -0.578*** 

      

(0.127) (0.126) 

Northeast 

     

-0.173 -0.158 

      

(0.156) (0.157) 

Midwest 

     

-0.285** -0.268** 

      

(0.120) (0.119) 
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OutsideContigUS 

     

-0.289 -0.245 

      

(0.282) (0.272) 

        Cut point 1 (constant) -3.023*** -3.106*** -2.910*** -2.807*** -2.946*** -3.177*** -3.291*** 

 

(0.667) (0.669) (0.797) (0.791) (0.791) (0.818) (0.815) 

Cut point 2 (constant) -2.634*** -2.714*** -2.516*** -2.418*** -2.556*** -2.781*** -2.892*** 

 

(0.640) (0.642) (0.767) (0.763) (0.762) (0.790) (0.788) 

Cut point 3 (constant) -2.298*** -2.376*** -2.177*** -2.083*** -2.221*** -2.438*** -2.544*** 

 

(0.637) (0.640) (0.761) (0.759) (0.758) (0.785) (0.784) 

Cut point 4 (constant) -1.610** -1.689*** -1.483* -1.386* -1.522** -1.732** -1.838** 

 

(0.641) (0.644) (0.768) (0.761) (0.760) (0.786) (0.784) 

Cut point 5 (constant) -0.721 -0.797 -0.579 -0.472 -0.606 -0.796 -0.907 

 

(0.640) (0.642) (0.763) (0.759) (0.757) (0.782) (0.778) 

Cut point 6 (constant) -0.0567 -0.131 0.0965 0.209 0.0780 -0.0941 -0.209 

  (0.640) (0.642) (0.760) (0.756) (0.754) (0.778) (0.775) 

Wald χ2 p-value 0.0006 0.0002 0.0001 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

Pseudo R2 0.0171 0.0186 0.0259 0.0300 0.0324 0.0438 0.0414 

Observations 920 920 920 920 920 920 920 

Robust standard errors in parentheses. 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
1 Average of inflation-adjusted total family income for even-numbered years from 1996 through 2006. Measured in thousands. 
2 While the number of siblings in the family unit in 2001 and 2003 appear to be significant, the actual significance is 

questionable because roughly 11 percent of the observations include imputed values for these two variables. 

 

Coefficients in ordered probit models may be interpreted similarly to those in a linear 

regression model, but with standardized (z-score) coefficients (Rodríguez 2007; LeClere 1999). 

That is, a one unit change in X is correlated with a change of β standard deviations in Y. For 

example, model 1 in Table 4a indicates that ever having received TANF cash assistance 

(EverOnWelfare = 1) is associated with a 0.19 standard deviation decrease in job expectations. 

Before proceeding, it is important to point out the difficulty of knowing what exactly the 

respondents’ answers to the two expectations questions of interest mean given the subjective 

nature of the questions. Because different individuals may have different job aspirations and 

different notions of the amount of money needed to support themselves “comfortably” based on 

their previous experiences and goals, the expectations they express on the expectation questions 

may not be directly comparable. Thus, all of the findings from this analysis should be interpreted 

with great caution. That said, the responses to these expectations questions may still give us 

some picture of how some individual and family characteristics relate to expectations, even if 

that picture is fuzzy. 
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Table 4b. Ordered Probit Estimation Models 

 
Likelihood of Having Enough Money to Support Self at Age 30 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

EverOnWelfare -0.222 -0.243* -0.200 -0.178 -0.176 -0.157 -0.160 

 

(0.142) (0.142) (0.142) (0.145) (0.144) (0.149) (0.149) 

Female -0.0499 -0.0526 -0.0351 -0.0352 -0.0374 -0.0274 -0.0277 

 

(0.0918) (0.0919) (0.0914) (0.0911) (0.0920) (0.0933) (0.0932) 

Age -0.0135 -0.0137 -0.00541 -0.00919 -0.0110 -0.00942 -0.0108 

 

(0.0288) (0.0289) (0.0290) (0.0303) (0.0302) (0.0306) (0.0305) 

HSorGED 0.0749 0.0771 0.0115 -0.00496 0.00426 0.0351 0.0410 

 

(0.201) (0.201) (0.197) (0.198) (0.199) (0.202) (0.200) 

SomeCollege 0.0947 0.117 0.0605 0.0332 0.0408 0.0812 0.0932 

 

(0.170) (0.171) (0.176) (0.177) (0.179) (0.186) (0.185) 

Collegeplus 0.415* 0.443* 0.414* 0.388 0.398 0.461* 0.472* 

 

(0.234) (0.236) (0.244) (0.247) (0.249) (0.259) (0.257) 

Hispanic 0.344** 0.318* 0.366** 0.369** 0.367** 0.392** 0.406** 

 

(0.169) (0.171) (0.174) (0.177) (0.176) (0.181) (0.181) 

Black 0.435*** 0.412*** 0.445*** 0.448*** 0.447** 0.413** 0.418** 

 

(0.149) (0.151) (0.145) (0.172) (0.174) (0.183) (0.183) 

OtherRace -0.144 -0.168 -0.177 -0.115 -0.116 -0.193 -0.209 

 

(0.312) (0.310) (0.324) (0.324) (0.322) (0.322) (0.323) 

AvgIncome1 

 

-0.000883 -0.00103* -0.00103* -0.00104* -0.00121** -0.00121** 

  

(0.000539) (0.000592) (0.000597) (0.000598) (0.000615) (0.000609) 

FemHHEduc 

  

0.0104 0.00921 0.00933 0.00201 0.00152 

   

(0.0260) (0.0261) (0.0259) (0.0260) (0.0261) 

MaleHHEduc 

  

-0.00889 -0.0101 -0.0104 -0.0114 -0.0115 

   

(0.0261) (0.0263) (0.0263) (0.0270) (0.0270) 

NoHHSpouse 

  

1.034 0.939 0.971 0.948 0.983 

   

(1.153) (1.111) (1.145) (1.097) (1.117) 

FemHHEduc*NoHHSpouse 

  

0.0712 0.0714 0.0698 0.0782* 0.0770* 

   

(0.0449) (0.0456) (0.0453) (0.0452) (0.0447) 

MaleHHEduc*NoHHSpouse 

  

-0.153* -0.147* -0.148* -0.154** -0.156** 

   

(0.0796) (0.0777) (0.0801) (0.0764) (0.0778) 

MarriedatBirth 

   

-0.00207 -0.00435 0.0144 0.0114 

    

(0.157) (0.159) (0.158) (0.158) 

NumSibsinFamUnit97 

   

-0.0482 -0.0463 -0.0297 0.00350 

    

(0.0818) (0.0819) (0.0824) (0.0468) 

xNumSibsinFamUnit01 

   

0.0295 0.0280 0.0210 

 

    

(0.110) (0.111) (0.112) 

 xNumSibsinFamUnit03 

   

0.0339 0.0326 0.0283 

 

    

(0.0898) (0.0898) (0.0905) 

 NumChildren07 

   

-0.0577 -0.0569 -0.0594 -0.0473 

    

(0.0547) (0.0554) (0.0550) (0.0516) 

OneBioParent97 

    

-0.0373 -0.0211 -0.0260 

     

(0.127) (0.127) (0.127) 

NeitherBioParent97 

    

0.132 0.130 0.130 

     

(0.223) (0.227) (0.226) 

City07 

     

-0.0853 -0.0863 

      

(0.101) (0.102) 

Rural07 

     

-0.456** -0.467** 

      

(0.214) (0.213) 

West 

     

-0.144 -0.149 

      

(0.151) (0.151) 

Northeast 

     

0.0887 0.0904 

      

(0.152) (0.152) 

Midwest 

     

-0.0861 -0.0829 

      

(0.126) (0.126) 
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OutsideContigUS 

     

-0.633** -0.610** 

      

(0.300) (0.291) 

        Cut point 1 (constant) -3.088*** -3.143*** -3.023*** -3.184*** -3.224*** -3.355*** -3.389*** 

 

(0.675) (0.682) (0.779) (0.841) (0.844) (0.862) (0.860) 

Cut point 2 (constant) -1.964*** -2.022*** -1.907*** -2.075*** -2.115*** -2.254*** -2.285*** 

 

(0.616) (0.621) (0.716) (0.768) (0.772) (0.790) (0.787) 

Cut point 3 (constant) -1.184** -1.240** -1.122 -1.290* -1.330* -1.465* -1.496* 

 

(0.603) (0.607) (0.704) (0.760) (0.762) (0.781) (0.778) 

Cut point 4 (constant) 0.414 0.361 0.498 0.333 0.294 0.173 0.141 

  (0.601) (0.605) (0.699) (0.755) (0.757) (0.777) (0.774) 

Wald χ2 p-value 0.1067 0.0461 0.0032 0.0097 0.0215 0.0060 0.0034 

Pseudo R2 0.0132 0.0143 0.0239 0.0250 0.0259 0.0311 0.0308 

Observations 930 930 930 930 930 930 930 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
1 Average of inflation-adjusted total family income for even-numbered years from 1996 through 2006. Measured in thousands. 

 

TANF Cash Assistance Receipt History 

In keeping with my hypothesis, family history of TANF cash assistance receipt does have 

a negative relationship with both job and income expectations in every model. The negative 

relationship between cash assistance receipt history and expectations is larger for expectations 

about having enough money to support oneself at age 30 (Table 4b) than for expectations about 

having one’s most desired job at age 30 (Table 4a), but the coefficient on EverOnWelfare is only 

statistically significant in one of the model specifications (model 2 in Table 4b). The 

EverOnWelfare coefficient is also very nearly statistically significant at the .10 level (p = .105) 

in model 2 of Table 4a, as well. 

Overall, the p value on EverOnWelfare ranges from a low of .086 in model 2 of Table 4b 

to a high of .680 in model 7 of Table 4a. In both Table 4a and Table 4b, the p value on the 

history of TANF cash assistance receipt variable increases as additional control variables are 

added to the model. That the significance of the EverOnWelfare coefficient decreases as 

additional controls are added to the model suggests that any negative correlation between cash 

assistance receipt history and young adult expectations may not reflect the negative impact of 

TANF cash assistance receipt on expectations per se, but may reflect the effect of variables 
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originally excluded from the model that correlate with both TANF cash assistance receipt and 

expectations (which would have caused omitted variable bias in earlier models). 

Individual Characteristics 

Interestingly, females have statistically significantly higher expectations with regard to 

holding the job they most want at age 30 (Table 4a) than males, but not for having enough 

money to support themselves comfortably by age 30 (Table 4b). Females’ job-related 

expectations are approximately .2 standard deviations higher than those of males (Table 4a), but 

their income expectations range from .03 to .05 standard deviations lower than males’ (though 

none of the income expectations coefficients are statistically significant). While it is beyond the 

scope of this analysis to explain why females might have higher job expectations but lower 

income expectations than males, it seems probable that these opposing findings could be due to 

the persisting wage gap and an acceptance of this fact by many young women. 

Another surprising finding is that both Hispanic and black respondents have significantly 

higher job (Table 4a) and income (Table 4b) expectations than their white counterparts, all else 

equal. Both Hispanics’ and blacks’ expectations are about .4 standard deviations higher than 

those of whites for both jobs and income. Somewhat surprisingly, education level, on the other 

hand, seems to have little relation to job and income expectations for young adults based on 

these models. While having a college degree or higher has a statistically significant positive 

association (at the .10 level) with income expectations in models 1, 2, 3, 6 and 7, none of the 

other education indicator variables are statistically significant for either income or job 

expectations.  

These somewhat unexpected findings – with regard to both race/ethnicity and education 

level – may relate to the previously noted concern that individuals likely have different job and 
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income aspirations based on their background, so the expectations they express for reaching 

those goals may vary based upon the level at which they have set them. For example, it is 

possible that black youth, realizing the disadvantages and discrimination that they may face in 

the labor market, may have lower job aspirations that they are more confident of reaching, while 

white youth may have loftier goals that they realize they may not necessarily reach. Future 

research taking advantage of the Transition into Adulthood questions that ask about the level of 

education and the types of jobs to which respondents aspire may be useful in answering these 

questions and shedding light on the extent to which expectations vary based upon aspirations. 

Family Background Characteristics 

Another interesting finding is that while female householder education level is positively 

correlated with both income and job expectations, male householder education is negatively 

correlated with young adults’ expectations, though these relationships are only statistically 

significant (at the .05 level or higher) with regard to job expectations (Table 4a). It is worth 

noting, however, that the magnitude of the relationship between householder education and 

expectations is relatively small. With regard to job expectations, an additional year of education 

for the householder is associated with a .06 to .07 standard deviation change in young adult 

expectations (depending on the gender of the householder), and the magnitude of these 

relationships is even smaller with regard to income expectations. 

Additionally, living in a single female-headed house seems to lessen the positive 

association between female household education and job expectations 

(FemHHEduc*NoHHSpouse), while living in a single male-headed household seems to diminish 

the negative relationship between male householder education and job expectations 

(MaleHHEduc*NoHHSpouse), though the coefficients on these interaction terms are not 
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generally statistically significant (Table 4a). In the case of income expectations, however, living 

in a single female-headed house further increases the positive relationship between female 

householder education and expectations (statistically significant at the .10 level in models 6 and 

7), while living in a single male-headed household magnifies the negative relationship between 

male householder education and young adult expectations (statistically significant at the .10 

level). The reasons for these findings are unclear and, unfortunately, beyond the scope of this 

paper, but this is an interesting finding that may be worth additional investigation. 

One finding that seems particularly surprising is that average family income appears to be 

negatively correlated with expectations. The average income coefficient is statistically significant 

(at the .10 level or higher) in all of the job and income expectations models in which it is 

included, with the exception of model 2 Table 4b (income expectations). The magnitude of this 

relationship is relatively small, however. A $10,000 increase in total family income is associated 

with an approximately .01 standard deviation decrease in job and income expectations. Again, 

this may be due to the possibility that respondents have different levels of job and income 

aspirations based on their backgrounds. It may be that respondents from wealthier families have 

higher aspirations than respondents from poorer families, so better off respondents may think 

that the possibility of reaching those goals by age 30 is less likely.  

Sensitivity Tests 

Because income is frequently logged in estimation models, I re-ran models 2 through 7 

(those including average income as a control) with the natural log of average income but found 

that this change in the specification of average family income had almost no bearing on the 

relationship between TANF cash assistance receipt history and expectations. The sign, 

magnitude, and standard errors of the EverOnWelfare coefficients were nearly unchanged as a 
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result of logging average income. The magnitude of the EverOnWelfare coefficients increased 

(became more negative) by about .01 to .02 in most models, but only one coefficient (model 2, 

Table 4a) became statistically significant as a result of changing the specification of income, and 

this was a coefficient that had already been on the cusp of being statistically significant at the .10 

level. The sign of the relationship between family income and expectations also remained the 

same (negative) after making this adjustment, but average income went from being statistically 

significant in all of the job expectations models and all but one of the income expectations 

models to being not at all significant, with p-values ranging from a low of .173 (model 3, Table 

4a) to a high of .825 (model 6, Table 4a). 

Using total months of TANF cash assistance receipt between 1996 and 2006, rather than 

an indicator variable for having ever received such assistance, as the key independent variable 

did not change the results dramatically, either.
 24

 The relationship between cash assistance receipt 

and expectations remained negative and largely statistically insignificant. The coefficient became 

statistically significant at the .10 level in models 1 and 2 for job expectations (Table 4a), and 

went from being statistically significant in model 2 of Table 4b (income expectations) to being 

insignificant. 

The same pattern held when EverOnWelfare was replaced by an independent variable 

that accounted for the number of years in the 1996 to 2006 timeframe that the respondent’s 

family had at least one TANF cash assistance spell. The relationship remained negative, and the 

coefficient was statistically significant (at the .10 level) in only one of the models (model 2, 

Table 4a), ranging from a low p-value of 0.084 in that model to a high of .726 in model 6 from 

Table 4a (job expectations). 

                                                      
24

 Information on month-by-month cash assistance receipt was only collected in even-numbered years, so this 

measure of total months of TANF cash assistance receipt is based only on even years from 1996 through 2006. 
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In order to check whether the specification of the dependent variables made a difference, 

I also turned both of my ordinal expectations variables into high vs. mid-range/low expectations 

dichotomies, in which respondents who selected one of the top two response categories were 

coded as having high expectations. After making this adjustment and rerunning all of the models 

in Tables 4a and 4b, the relationship between expectations and cash assistance receipt history 

remained negative and was statistically insignificant in every model. In the dichotomous job 

expectations models (see Table 4a) p-values ranged from a low of .193 in model 1 to a high of 

.641 in model 6. With regard to income expectations, the relationship was even weaker – the p-

value was greater than .5 in every model, and greater than .8 in five of the seven models. 

I also re-ran the models controlling for religious affiliation in case religious affiliation 

might be correlated with both history of TANF cash assistance receipt and young adult 

expectations, in which case the EverOnWelfare coefficients might be biased.
25

 Including the 

religious affiliation dummies changed the results only slightly. The pseudo R
2
 for each model 

increased by about .002 to .006 and the EverOnWelfare coefficients decreased slightly in 

magnitude (the estimates were approximately .02 to .04 more negative), but the standard errors 

for EverOnWelfare were almost identical when religious affiliation was controlled for. 

Finally, I also re-ran the models with interactions between TANF cash assistance receipt 

history and race/ethnicity, but found that the interaction terms were not statistically significant 

and that their inclusion had very little effect on the EverOnWelfare coefficients. 

 

                                                      
25

 Dummies were included for self-identified Baptists, non-religious individuals (atheists, agnostics, and “no 

religion” responses), and other non-Christian religions, with non-Baptist Christians serving as the reference 

category. Baptists appear to have higher expectations than other Christians (the reference group), but this difference 

is not statistically significant. Respondents who indicated that they were agnostics, atheists, or not affiliated with any 

religion, however, do have statistically significantly lower job expectations than non-Baptist Christians. 

Respondents who do not affiliate with a religion have job expectations that are about .3 standard deviations lower 

than those of non-Baptist Christians, according to this analysis. 



40 

 

Propensity Score Analysis 

Because all sample members are not equally likely to have received TANF cash 

assistance – since not all of them would have qualified – there may be bias in the estimate of the 

relationship between history of cash assistance receipt and expectations since selection into the 

treatment (TANF cash assistance receipt) is not random. The inclusion of characteristics related 

to TANF eligibility that may also be related to expectations (e.g., family income, family structure 

variables, etc.) in the estimation models should help control for disproportionate selection into 

TANF cash assistance receipt based on background characteristics. However, by using the full 

2007 Transition into Adulthood study sample, there may be respondents included in the sample 

who simply do not look like the respondents of interest whose families have received TANF cash 

assistance at some point. Potential inclusion of respondents who do not have common support 

across the variables in the models means that we may be comparing respondents who should not 

be compared, potentially causing bias in the EverOnWelfare coefficients. 

By using propensity score matching techniques, it is possible to reduce this potential bias 

by restricting the sample to observations with common support – that is, observations with a 

similar likelihood of having received TANF cash assistance based on observable characteristics 

in the dataset – and then comparing observations with similar probabilities of having received 

such assistance to each other.  In essence, propensity score matching allows us to compare 

respondents who received cash assistance with similar-looking respondents whose families did 

not receive such assistance, acting as a quasi-counterfactual.  

In order to apply propensity score techniques to this analysis, I first used a probit model 

to estimate the probability of ever having received cash assistance (EverOnWelfare) for each 

observation in my sample based on all family-level control variables (given that TANF eligibility 
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is based on family characteristics) and fixed individual characteristics of the respondent that 

could not have changed from 1996 to 2007 (e.g., race/ethnicity and gender). Using the resulting 

probability equation, I estimated a probability of ever having received TANF cash assistance 

receipt – the propensity score – ranging from 0 to 1 for each respondent in my sample. I then 

limited the sample to observations within the common support area, where the propensity scores 

for respondents whose families never received TANF cash assistance overlap with the propensity 

scores of respondents whose families actually did receive such assistance.
26

 In this case, I 

effectively limited the sample to observations with propensity scores greater than or equal to .03 

and less than 0.95.  

Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983) note that by using propensity scores to divide treatment 

and control group observations into ostensibly comparable groups (with similar propensity 

scores), much of the bias that emerges from non-random assignment into the treatment group – 

as is the case with TANF cash assistance participation – can be eliminated. In another article, 

Rosenbaum and Rubin (1984) also point out that using five subgroups for propensity score 

analysis removes approximately 90 percent of observed bias in the independent variable(s). 

Therefore, after defining the common support region, I split the remaining sample into five strata 

with similar propensity scores (Table 5). 

Table 5. Propensity Score Strata 

Propensity Score 

Never Received 

TANF 

Ever Received 

TANF 

Freq. % Freq. % 

.03 to <0.125 140 36% 17 10% 

0.125 to <.35 132 34% 17 10% 

.35 to <.55 56 14% 42 25% 

.55 to <.75 33 9% 48 28% 

.75  to <.95 26 7% 45 27% 

Total 387   169   

                                                      
26

 I excluded a few outlying very low propensity scores for respondents who had received cash assistance and one 

outlying very high propensity score for a respondent who had never received TANF cash assistance in order to 

restrict the common support area to more comparable observations. 
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Unfortunately, there are only a total of 169 respondents whose families had ever received 

TANF cash assistance in the common support region, and their distribution of propensity scores 

is very different from those of respondents who never received such assistance. As a result, there 

are far fewer TANF recipients in each stratum than would be ideal for a statistically strong 

analysis, but there is no harm in seeing whether or not this imperfect propensity score analysis 

can further illuminate the relationship between history of TANF cash assistance receipt and 

young adult expectations. 

Because the propensity scores already take into account all of the family-level control 

variables, the propensity score analysis looks only at model 1 from Tables 4a and 4b, which only 

includes individual characteristics. Tables 6a and 6b display the results for model 1 re-run by 

propensity score stratum.  

The propensity score interval estimates further confirm that family history of TANF cash 

assistance receipt has no clear relationship with young adult job or income expectations. The 

EverOnWelfare coefficient is statistically significant in fourth stratum in both Table 6a and Table 

6b, but the direction of the relationship is inconsistent across strata. However, the standard error 

is larger than the coefficient on EverOnWelfare in all but the fourth strata of each table, 

indicating that the coefficient is not precisely estimated. Thus, it is probably not worth reading 

too much into these findings.  

Perhaps the most notable pattern in comparing the propensity score interval estimates is 

the lack of any discernible patterns.  No variables are consistently significant across the strata, 

and no variable even has the same sign in every propensity score stratum across both tables 

(though Black does in Table 6a). More than anything, the propensity score analysis suggests that 
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young adult expectations are simply difficult to predict, at least with the variables I have selected 

for this analysis. 

Table 6a. Propensity Score Matched Stratum Models: JobWant   

  Likelihood You'll Have Job You Want by Age 30 

 
Full 

Sample 

Propensity Score Strata 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

EverOnWelfare -0.190 0.115 0.250 -0.269 -0.653** -0.366 

 

(0.133) (0.329) (0.391) (0.271) (0.333) (0.415) 

Female 0.213** 0.354* 0.396 0.438 -0.174 0.354 

 

(0.0892) (0.215) (0.255) (0.296) (0.389) (0.432) 

Age -0.0452 0.00505 -0.0381 -0.242*** 0.0151 0.0694 

 

(0.0313) (0.0740) (0.0757) (0.0862) (0.134) (0.113) 

HSorGED 0.225 0.683 -0.0689 0.629 0.663 0.737 

 

(0.209) (0.573) (0.414) (0.439) (0.457) (0.531) 

SomeCollege -0.0258 0.550 -0.285 -0.493 0.0660 0.407 

 

(0.181) (0.559) (0.403) (0.382) (0.411) (0.483) 

Collegeplus 0.0335 0.800 -0.201 0.464 5.320*** -0.258 

 

(0.244) (0.685) (0.452) (1.248) (0.503) (0.561) 

Hispanic 0.381** 0.591 0.478 0.915** 0.390 -0.538 

 

(0.164) (0.396) (0.372) (0.415) (0.467) (0.930) 

Black 0.385*** 0.530*** 0.404* 0.763** 0.147 0.917 

 

(0.113) (0.206) (0.232) (0.313) (0.460) (0.686) 

OtherRace -0.556* -0.474 -0.312 4.794*** 5.631*** -0.520 

 

(0.305) (0.609) (0.276) (0.416) (0.636) (0.618) 

 

  

     Cut point 1 (constant) -3.023*** -1.295 -2.572 -7.505*** -2.566 -0.109 

 

(0.667) (1.594) (1.572) (1.738) (2.672) (2.302) 

Cut point 2 (constant) -2.634*** -0.843 -2.326 -6.943*** -2.180 0.730 

 

(0.640) (1.425) (1.504) (1.722) (2.652) (2.367) 

Cut point 3 (constant) -2.298*** -0.423 -2.228 -6.122*** -1.797 1.667 

 

(0.637) (1.430) (1.503) (1.746) (2.675) (2.413) 

Cut point 4 (constant) -1.610** 0.207 -1.522 -4.710*** -0.584 2.563 

 

(0.641) (1.415) (1.520) (1.698) (2.747) (2.474) 

Cut point 5 (constant) -0.721 1.132 -0.680 -3.596** 0.0400 3.392 

 

(0.640) (1.429) (1.510) (1.688) (2.712) (2.497) 

Cut point 6 (constant) -0.0567 1.747 0.0466 

 

0.569 

   (0.640) (1.419) (1.492)   (2.675)   

Wald χ2 p-value 0.0006 0.0728 0.0013 0.0000 0.0000 - 

Pseudo R2 0.0171 0.0385 0.0305 0.1366 0.0672 0.1137 

Observations 920 155 149 97 81 68 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
1 Average of inflation-adjusted total family income for even-numbered years from 1996 through 2006. 

Measured in thousands. 

 

It should be noted, however, that the estimates in Tables 6a and 6b are likely unreliable 

given that the number of observations in each propensity score stratum is rather small. 
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Unfortunately, due to the fact that the full sample used for the analyses in this paper includes 

only 930 complete observations, most of which did not receive TANF cash assistance at any 

point between 1996 and 2007, there was not much way around the small propensity score 

interval groups after limiting the sample to only those observations with propensities in the 

common support region. 

Table 6b. Propensity Score Matched Stratum Models: EnoughMoney   

  Likelihood You'll Have Job You Want by Age 30 

 
Full 

Sample 

Propensity Score Strata 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

EverOnWelfare -0.222 -0.134 -0.209 0.180 -0.673* -0.447 

 

(0.142) (0.355) (0.379) (0.287) (0.408) (0.470) 

Female -0.0499 -0.176 0.221 0.133 -0.702** 0.660** 

 

(0.0918) (0.226) (0.261) (0.358) (0.331) (0.334) 

Age -0.0135 0.0978 0.0182 -0.514*** 0.0453 0.00228 

 

(0.0288) (0.0625) (0.0684) (0.0853) (0.0998) (0.0824) 

HSorGED 0.0749 -0.00906 -0.637 1.802*** 0.669 0.262 

 

(0.201) (0.508) (0.477) (0.456) (0.468) (0.384) 

SomeCollege 0.0947 0.177 -0.662 0.976** 0.920* 0.872* 

 

(0.170) (0.417) (0.463) (0.381) (0.546) (0.481) 

Collegeplus 0.415* 0.385 -0.455 2.426*** 5.481*** -0.155 

 

(0.234) (0.533) (0.523) (0.934) (0.556) (0.546) 

Hispanic 0.344** 0.0189 0.667* 1.043** -0.185 -1.346 

 

(0.169) (0.309) (0.374) (0.434) (0.556) (0.887) 

Black 0.435*** 0.275 1.003*** 0.636* -0.153 0.397 

 

(0.149) (0.478) (0.253) (0.352) (0.456) (0.291) 

OtherRace -0.144 -0.651*** 1.033 -3.740*** -1.324*** -0.812* 

 

(0.312) (0.243) (0.881) (0.513) (0.487) (0.435) 

 

  

     Cut point 1 (constant) -3.088*** 0.428 -2.193 -11.54*** -1.870 -2.154 

 

(0.675) (1.508) (1.507) (1.744) (1.812) (1.564) 

Cut point 2 (constant) -1.964*** 1.160 -1.560 -10.22*** -0.381 -0.899 

 

(0.616) (1.441) (1.420) (1.701) (2.006) (1.643) 

Cut point 3 (constant) -1.184** 2.592* -1.241 -8.410*** 1.403 1.479 

 

(0.603) (1.433) (1.403) (1.619) (2.016) (1.667) 

Cut point 4 (constant) 0.414 

 

0.625 

     (0.601)   (1.397)       

Wald χ2 p-value 0.1067 0.1377 0.0114 - - - 

Pseudo R2 0.0132 0.0266 0.0846 0.2553 0.1348 0.1639 

Observations 930 157 149 98 81 71 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
1 Average of inflation-adjusted total family income for even-numbered years from 1996 through 2006. 

Measured in thousands. 
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CONCLUSION 

Before discussing any potential implications of the findings in this paper, it is important 

to note several key limitations of this analysis. First of all, there remains the issue of the 

reliability of subjective survey data that Dominitz and Manski, Bertrand and Mullainathan, and 

Walker raise in their work. As noted in the Results section, the comparability of the responses 

that survey participants provided to the expectations questions is uncertain given the subjective 

nature of the questions. Because the job and income level to which each respondent aspires 

probably looks very different based upon their background and experiences, their self-assessed 

likelihood of reaching these goals by age 30 may vary based upon the extent to which they set 

modest or very high goals for themselves. It is unclear whether this issue of differential 

aspirations would bias the results with regard to history of TANF receipt in a particular direction, 

but it does suggest that the coefficients are probably not very precisely estimated. Indeed, it may 

explain why most of the coefficients in the estimation models were not statistically insignificant. 

Additionally, because the full range of factors that enter into expectation formation is 

unclear, it is quite possible that this analysis omits variables that may be correlated with both the 

likelihood of receiving TANF cash assistance and young adult expectations. The low pseudo R
2
 

observed in all of the estimation models is probably indicative of this omitted variable problem. 

The exclusion from the model of any measure of social capital, for example, may negatively bias 

the estimated relationship between previous TANF cash assistance receipt and young adult 

expectations if higher levels of social capital can be assumed to be associated with higher 

expectations and less use of TANF cash assistance due to greater availability of support through 

one’s social network (though it is also possible this relationship might go the other direction if 

greater social capital entails greater knowledge of how to access public assistance support). The 
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same could be said for the exclusion of other variables, such as homeownership and 

neighborhood or peer characteristics, that might also negatively bias the estimates of the 

relationship between TANF cash assistance receipt and expectations found in this paper.
27

 

While there is much reason to be cautious about the precision of the findings in this 

analysis, the potential implications of the findings are certainly worth discussing. In particular, 

the consistently negative relationship between having ever received TANF cash assistance and 

income and job expectations (see Tables 4a and 4b) suggests that receiving such assistance may 

be correlated with lower expectations as a young adult. However, this relationship is rarely 

statistically significant in the models estimated in this paper, and the statistical significance 

decreases as other control variables are added to the model, indicating that omitted variables may 

have caused the relationship between TANF receipt history and expectations to appear more 

significant than it really was. If this is the case, then it is possible that the negative relationship 

observed between history of TANF cash assistance receipt and lower expectations as a young 

adult in this analysis could be purely spurious. While such a finding may not help to identify a 

specific mechanism through which expectations may be raised or lowered for youth, it does 

suggest that, even if family characteristics (which are more difficult for policy to change) 

influence expectations, cash assistance itself does not necessarily seem to be doing any harm on 

its own, which is somewhat reassuring. In fact, policymakers may be able to take comfort in the 

possibility that the failure to find a consistently statistically significant relationship between 

TANF cash assistance receipt and expectations suggests that TANF may have no detrimental 

impact on the expectations of youth who receive it. However, because of the previously indicated 
                                                      

27
 Homeownership likely has a negative correlation with TANF receipt but a positive correlation with young adult 

expectations, which would negatively bias the observed relationship. Similarly, TANF usage may be higher and 

expectations lower amongst youth in neighborhoods or peer groups with a negative ethos in which public assistance 

receipt is seen as commonplace and perceptions of opportunity are low. The exclusion of measures for these 

neighborhood or peer characteristics in this analysis might, therefore, negatively bias the estimates of the 

EverOnWelfare coefficient. 



47 

 

limitations of the subjective survey data used for this analysis, additional research may be 

required before we can safely assume that such a relationship does not exist. 

Future Research 

Though not the original focus of this paper, some findings from the control variables 

were somewhat surprising and might be worthy of future investigation. For instance, the finding 

that females tend to have higher expectations for holding the job they most want by age 30 than 

males but lower expectations for having enough money to support themselves and their families 

comfortably by age 30 is curious. It may be interesting to further analyze the data in the future to 

try to determine whether this finding – if it holds up under further scrutiny – is the result of 

female youth aspiring to lower paying jobs than male youth or if it instead has something to do 

with an implicit awareness among young women of the pay gap between males and females. 

Additionally, the results of the analysis in this paper suggest a complicated relationship 

between householders’ education level, householders’ marital status, and level of expectations of 

the young adults that live with them. Young adult expectations for both jobs and income seem to 

be positively correlated with female householder’s education level and negatively correlated with 

male householder’s education level, but the magnitude of this relationship varies based on the 

marital status of the householder and the exact expectation under consideration. Interestingly, the 

positive association between female householder education and young adult income expectations 

was larger when the female householder was single than when the female householder had a 

spouse. On the other hand, having a single female householder diminished the positive 

relationship between female householder education and young adult job expectations. It is 

difficult to come up for a hypothesis for why these relationships may have been observed in this 

dataset, and it is possible that this is a relationship that would not hold up in other analyses, but it 
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could prove interesting to investigate the extent to which the impact of householder – or parental 

– characteristics on children varies based upon the marital status of the householder or parent, 

especially given the rise in single mother households over the last few decades. 

Perhaps most importantly, it is worth noting that the job and income expectation 

questions that are the basis of this paper were asked of young adults in 2007, when the economy 

was doing very well. Young adults have been hit particularly hard by the Great Recession, 

however. They have faced the steepest drop in employment of any age cohort, and employment 

for this group is at its lowest level since 1948, when the government first began collecting data 

on young adult employment (Taylor et al. 2012). The expectations expressed by 2007 Transition 

into Adulthood study respondents were generally quite optimistic, but responses may have 

looked very different had this question been asked of respondents in 2008 or later. If similar data 

are available, it might be interesting to replicate this analysis looking at young adult expectations 

during the Great Recession to examine (1) the extent to which they may have fallen over all and 

(2) whether the core relationship at the heart of this paper – between cash assistance receipt and 

expectations – looks any different or becomes clearer during a recession. 

Finally, while quantitative research methods are often tempting because of their various 

strengths, there is much detail and nuance that is often difficult to capture with quantitative 

analysis, especially when looking at something as difficult to operationalize as expectations. 

While the ability to control for confounding variables makes a quantitative approach appealing 

when dealing with something as complicated at TANF cash assistance receipt, qualitative 

research could be particularly useful in trying to tease out whether a relationship between TANF 

receipt and expectations exists, and if so, what it looks like.  
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