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Background

The passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Act (PRA) of 1996 has major implications for low-income Asian
American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) populations. As an
aggregate, AAPIs have a lower per capita income and higher
poverty rates than Whites1.  The AAPI population in the United
States is heterogeneous with certain sub-groups facing high
poverty rates.  The figure below illustrates the poverty rates of
specific AAPI groups based on 2000 Census data.

Figure 1.  Poverty Among Select AAPI Groups
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California, home to the largest immigrant population in the
country, has a significant number of AAPI living below the
poverty line.  The 2000 census reported that about 13% of Asians
and 15% of Native Hawaiians and other Pacific Islanders live
below poverty level in California2.  The majority of AAPI living
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below the poverty line have participated in the California Work
Opportunity and Responsibility to Kids (CalWORKs) program,
which provides cash aid, welfare-to-work services, and other
benefits to needy families.

Before CalWORKs began, 21.7% of low-income legal
permanent residents with children received public assistance in
California in 19943.  As California began implementing its
welfare reform, general immigrant participation in welfare
declined steeply.  In 1999, welfare use by the same group of
low-income legal permanent residents with children declined to
11.7%, a 46% decrease.  This decline is associated with a
variety of factors known as “chilling effects” where
immigrants’ confusion, fear, or stigma of welfare use
discouraged them from seeking assistance.4

AAPI Timing-Out

There is a 60 month lifetime limit for adults to receive cash
benefits on CalWORKs.  The first cohort of welfare recipients
timed-out of welfare in California in January 2003. Of the
5,573 cases who had reached their time-limit5, a high
proportion of them were AAPI.  While AAPI make up 8% of
the population on public assistance in California, 37% have
reached the five year time-limit6.  Figure 2 illustrates the
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percentage of welfare recipients who have reached the five-year
time limit in six California counties.

Figure 2.  Timing-out Rates in Select California Counties:
January 2003
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Barriers to transition to work

The reasons that AAPIs are at risk of timing out are complex.
Immigrants from Asia and Pacific Islanders face a variety of
barriers that prevent them from obtaining job services that could
help them obtain and maintain employment.  The literature
identifies several types of barriers to transition to work that are
common to AAPI:

• Institutional/Structural Barriers:  Social services can be
difficult to navigate for AAPI who may not understand the
system.  Access to these services may also be limited due to
lack of outreach and education.  Other barriers of this type
include poorly run resettlement programs, unsuccessful
implementation of welfare reform, and weak community
organizations which may have implications on transportation,
housing, and child care.

• Language Barriers:  Many AAPI immigrants speak little or
no English, categorizing them as limited English proficient
(LEP).  Being LEP can limit the opportunities for
employment, the types of employment obtained, or force
AAPI to take lower paying jobs.

• Personal Barriers:  Immigrants who left their native
countries or refugees who were forced to flee war torn areas
may experience depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress,
alcohol and drug use, domestic violence, and poor health
conditions.

Many AAPI experience at least one or more of these types of
challenges, making it difficult to achieve self-sufficiency.  These
barriers place AAPI welfare recipients at a higher risk for timing
out.  Because of barriers and challenges that the AAPI population
may experience from transitioning from welfare to work,
alternative models need to be examined that might provide
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specific supportive services for a limited English-speaking
population.

Welfare-to-Work and Employment Services: Four Program
Models

The literature offers some programs that have been
implemented by state and local level agencies.  The majority of
these programs, however, are aimed towards assisting the
general immigrant population, not specifically towards AAPI
welfare recipients.  The strategies and programs described
below are based on the components of the four program models
identified by a Mathematica Policy Research study7.  While
these strategies can be used to help AAPI overcome some of
their barriers, it should be noted that more specific programs
need to be developed to address the unique needs of AAPI in
order to alleviate their high risk for timing-out.

• “One-stop shops” incorporate language training and job-
skills development.  These programs include mixed
strategies which combines a work focus with opportunities
for job skills training and education8.  One-stop shops can
improve access by providing child care, transportation and
housing assistance, and job skills training and education,
including English language courses, for employment.

• Transitional job programs combine time-limited
subsidized employment with complete job-training
services to overcome barriers and build skills9.  These
programs can facilitate employment by providing
subsidized employment with support services (child care,
transportation, etc.) and goal planning to obtain
meaningful job experiences.

• Welfare-to-work programs must be comprehensive and
family focused in nature. In addition to employment
related programs, community-based organizations must
provide culturally competent support services to clients.
Additionally, practitioners must establish credibility and
rapport with clients by including the participants’ families,
rather than just the individuals themselves, particularly
when addressing mental health needs.

• Additional research and evaluation are needed to continue
identifying participation patterns, needs, and obstacles, as
well as effective programs that assist AAPI recipients to
transition from welfare to work.
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