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ABSTRACT
The question of wether or not a high percentage of recipients return to
welfare programmes has attracted great attention from economists and policy
makers. Using data gathered for the minimum income programme of the Ma
drid Government, this paper aims to broach various questions arising from the
issue of welfare recidivism. After setting out a theoretical framework alternative
to models based on single spells and presenting the combined effect of the re
cipients’ first spell, macroeconomic conditions and socio-demographic charac
teristics, various econometric procedures are used to answer two fundamental
questions: which characteristics have an influence over the probability of re
turning to the programmes, and what factors determine that the off-welfare du
ration should differ substantially among recidivist households. The simulations
conducted with alternative scenarios place policymakers chances of lengthening
the off-welfare spells if macroeconomic shocks occur into perspective. However,
the experience of the first spell and, to a lesser extent, employability can indeed
contribute towards lengthening the time former recipients spend outside the
programme.
Keywords: welfare, recidivism, survival analysis, unobserved heterogeneity.
JEL: I30, I38, C41.
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INTRODUCTION1
The increase in the number of studies focusing on the dynamics of welfare
participation has revealed that a high percentage of recipients return to the pro
grammes in the near term. These results have given rise to an important change
of focus in the study of welfare dynamics and to a growing awareness about the
importance of designing public intervention more in keeping with these new
forms of dependence. Reconsidering these processes from a context of multiple
ocurrence of welfare recipiency is crucial for measurement and diagnostic pur
poses. If each spell is seen as independent from previous spells, an incomplete
picture of these programmes’ dynamics is obtained, thus resulting in duration
estimates that are biased downwards.
From the viewpoint of policymakers, there can be little doubt of the impor
tance of properly identifying the recidivist households. In most social protection
systems, welfare benefits play a two-fold role of providing temporary income
maintenance for a large segment of welfare recipients in addition to providing a
permanent income support for another group of households. The fact that an
important core of recipients have intermittent spells obliges managers of such
programmes to redefine their functions and objectives. If re-entries reach a suffi
ciently large number, the objective of policymakers should be re-oriented from
maximising exits or minimising the duration of spells to reducing re-entries or
maximising the time recipients spend outside the programmes. This differentia
tion logically refers back to the debate on targeting or focusing actions. It seems
logical to diversify and differentiate between actions aimed at households suffe
ring from a process of chronification from those designed for households having
intermittent participations.
The relevance of the implications arising from multiple spells in welfare con
trasts with a wide range of constraints limiting their study. A large part of these
difficulties are statistical in nature. Incorrectly coding of surveys, for instance, is
normal. Additionally, as noted by Bane and Ellwood (1994), the likelihood also
exists that an increase in income slightly above a programme’s scales can lead to
a rise in the number of exits. These, however, can quickly become re-entries
should macro-economic shocks occur, even if they are not particularly intense.
The aggregation biases seen in sources with an annual periodicity are also note
worthy. This makes it advisable to have access to monthly or quarterly data
over a sufficiently long period of time, thus resulting in information needs that
often are difficult to obtain. Many problems also arise from the theoretical side.
The models designed to analyse participation in welfare programmes, which es1

We are grateful for the useful comments of Rebecca Blank. Financial support was received
from the Instituto de Estudios Fiscales and the Ministry of Science and Technology through the
National Scientific Research, Development and Technological Innovation Plan (SEC 2001-0764).
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sentially rest on the assumption of independence between different spells, en
counter obvious difficulties when dealing with the possibility of multiple spells.
Including this new reality also implies greater complexity in the econometric
tools needed to determining the causes of welfare recipiency.
Despite such constraints, this paper aims to broach various questions arising
from the issue of welfare recidivism. The first set of questions refers to whether
or not clearly differentiable types of households exist depending on their rela
tionship with the programme. This involves questions such as who leaves and
returns to the programmes, whether there are clear differences between the
households which leave such programmes and come back to them and those
that leave them never to return, or whether the former are very different from
households that stay for a long period. A second type of questions deals with
the main explanatory factors behind the duration outside a programme, which,
as was mentioned above, could be an objective policymakers should maximise.
Various possibilities and questions remain unanswered. These include the extent
to which the length of the first spell and the way an individual or household exits
a programme can explain the duration of the off-welfare spells, determining
which individual characteristics are associated with extended periods without
receiving benefits and, finally, the extent to which exogenous variables like
macro-economic conditions can also contribute to lengthening the off-welfare
spells.
This study is based on the data gathered for the minimum income pro
gramme of the Madrid Government (IMI). It is one of the most well grounded
experiences among the varied mosaic of regional welfare schemes existing in
Spain. Administrative records are available from the time the programme was
first set up (last quarter of 1990) up to the closure of data gathering (December
2001). The advantages it offers when compared to other sources used to ana
lyse re-entries include the longer time period covered by the records and the
inclusion of a much larger number of households and spells than in other studies.
Additionally, the fact that information is available from the beginning of the pro
gramme avoids the problems of left censoring commonly encountered in dura
tion models.
The paper offers other novelties when compared to the currently available
body of literature. To date, the bulk of the research literature on welfare recidi
vism has almost exclusivelly focused on the U.S. Secondly, a large database ex
tracted from administrative records was used. This avoids some of the biases
seen in the surveys that are usually used to analyse these topics and the problems
of endogeneity they tend to suffer from. Variables that are often not observed are
also available, including the existence of a very varied range of barriers to em
ployment. In most cases, these constitute obstacles to entering the labour market
and are the main source of unobserved heterogeneity in other studies. Lastly, in
—8—
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addition to using as explanatory factors socio-demographic variables and changes
in the economic cycle, the study also examines the possible link between the first
spell in the programme (duration and type of exit) and subsequent spells through
the design of parametric duration models.
The study is structured as follows. The first section defines the overall frame
work of analysis. The characteristics of the welfare programme under study are
then analysed. The study then moves on to look into the differences between the
different groups of welfare recipients depending on programme entry and exit
sequences, and the main causes of recidivism are examined. Different models are
then calculated in an attempt to explain the length of the off-welfare spells in or
der to simulate expected durations. The study ends with a brief list of conclusions.

1. WELFARE RECIDIVISM AND WELFARE DEPENDENCE
The study of multiple ocurrence of welfare recipiency is based on a widened
interpretation of the analysis of each spell considered independently. When the
duration of each spell is examined, the fundamental question is whether or not
problems of dependency exist. Dependency could be interpreted as a prolonged
participation in the programmes. The key variable is therefore the probability of
leavingwelfaree and the possibility that it may have some sort of relationship with
the time spent in the programme is relevant.
The hazard function of exiting the programme is expressed as follows:
Pr {t < T ≤ t + dt | T > t}
dt→0
dt

λ(t) = lim

(1)

where the numerator represents the conditional probability of an exit taking
place in time interval (t, t+dt), a fact which has not occurred up to that moment.
The denominator reflects the length of the interval. There is a positive duration
dependence if dλ(t)/d(t)>0 (the probability of leaving increases as the spell
lengthens), and there is a negative dependence if dλ(t)/d(t)<0 (the probability of
leaving diminishes as duration increases). As Tik is the duration of each individual
spell, and i and k respectively represent each individual and spell, the objective
n

function of the policymakers would be min { ∑ Tik }.
I=1

To minimise durations, policymakers need to correctly identify the charac
teristics of households taking part in the programme. In most cases, observable
characteristics exist –such as age, sex, household size or educational attain
ment– that could explain longer spells in the programme. There are, however,
explanatory factors that are difficult to measure like motivation, social stigma or
job-search efforts. These are unequally shared out among the welfare recipients
—9—

without being observable. Correctly estimating the distribution of durations
would have to based on:

F(t,X,θ) = exp  −


t



∫0 λ (u,Xu | θ)du g(θ)d(θ)

(2)

where F is the distribution function of the time spent in the programme, θ a
vector of unobserved covariates and g(θ) their distribution, and finally X a set of
observed covariates.
However, the possible inferences on welfare dependency problems based on
duration analyses can throw up important biases if the possibility of some
households re-entering the programme shortly after their first spell is ignored.
In a seminal contribution, Ellwood (1986) estimated that around 40 percent of
AFDC recipients in the U.S. registered multiple participation spells and that 11
percent of them returned to the programme within a year. Subsequently, various
authors using new data and alternative analytic procedures confirmed that re
cidivism was generalised and that distortions in duration estimates arose due to
that fact. Weeks (1991), Blank and Ruggles (1994), Cao (1996), Meyer and Cancian (1996), Harris (1996) and Sandefur and Cook (1997) used households sur
veys; and Brandon (1995) and Keng et al. (2000) used administrative records.
Recidivism rates estimates vary widely, ranging from as little as 25 percent up to
a maximum of above 55 percent for the year following the end of the first ob
served spell2.
The existence of multiple spells fits in relatively well with conventional ana
lytical models of welfare participation if the sum of the all the spells lengths is
taken as a reference for durations3. The main novelty lies more on the policy
makers side, facing a new objective function. From this new viewpoint, the main
objective would not be so much as to minimise durations in the programme but
to maximise the time recipients spend outside it. Within this new framework,
analysing duration would lead to a new hazard function that would now indicate
the probability of re-entering the programme once a recipient has left it:

{

}

Pr t < T * ≤ t + dt | T * > t
dt→0
dt

λ* (t) = lim

(3)

where the numerator now represents the conditional probability of re-entering
the programme within the time interval (t, t+dt) and t represents the moment
the first spell ends. The denominator reflects the off-welfare interval’s length.
To accomplish this objective, policymakers need to properly interpret the
determining factors of the distribution of the off-welfare durations. An essential
2

Cao (1996) obtained the highest percent (58 percent) using the longest time period under
analysis (168 months).
3
See, for instance, Gottshalk and Moffitt (1994).
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factor could be the existence of some kind of correlation with the first spell. This
would be a new form of duration dependence, but now dependant on the length
of the first spell. Cao (1996) developed a duration model that simultaneously cal
culated the determining factors of the first spell and recidivism. Unobserved hete
rogeneity was controlled through a variance component structure to find that a
negative correlation existed between the first spell’s duration and the time spent
outside the programme. Similar conclusions were also reached by Blank and Rug
gles (1994) and Keng et al. (2000).
Considering the length of the first spell does away with a part of the hetero
geneity when calculating the off-welfare duration. There are other variables re
lated with the first spell that may also be crucial, such as the type of ending of
the first spell. It seems logical to think that an individual or household that leaves
the programme because they have found a job will take longer to re-enter it
than one that has been expelled from it for other reasons. Blank and Ruggles
(1994) and Born et al. (1998) found that the type of ending of the first spell is as
or more important a determining factor for recidivism than socio-demographic
characteristics. Moffitt (2002) also points towards the importance of the type of
exit, albeit indirectly. Against the notion of greater entry flows of higher skilled
recipients foreseen in conventional theories, he found that differences in the
labor market skills were minimal. This would seem to suggest that the cause of
such flows could lie in a segment of the recipients encountering greater difficul
ties in fulfilling administrative obligations. Miller (2002) found that recipients ex
pelled from the programme usually have lower employment rates, which would
increase the probability of recidivism. Nevertheless, the results obtained by
other studies do not confirm that apparently successful exits constitute an
automatic guarantee for diminishing the probability of short-term recidivism.
Edin (1995) found that various recipients of the U.S. AFDC returned to the pro
gramme from situations of employment because their low initial earnings did
not go up in the medium- and long-term.
Exogenous factors also exist that could condition decisions to participate in
programmes and change duration times in and off-welfare. A large number of
studies have attempted to single out the contribution made by changes in macro
economic conditions, reforms to programme parameters (such as the level of
benefits, entitlement conditions or time limits) and changes in the population’s
demographic structure4. In fact, there is recent evidence on the interactions
between changes in the macroeconomic environment and individual microeco
nomic decisions as the main determining factors for entry and exit flows in wel
fare programmes (Moffit and Stevens, 2001). Nevertheless, the evidence from
some studies that include macroeconomic conditions as possible determining
4

There are various synthetic studies on this question. See Moffit (1992), Stepleton et al.
(1997), Mayer (2000), Bell (2001) and Blank (2002), among others.
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factor do not always show a linear relationship between an increase in unem
ployment and recidivism (Kent et al., 2000).
Based on this review of arguments we can formulate a new hazard function
for welfare recidivism, with the form:

{

}

Pr t < T ≤ t + dt | T > t,(X,T1E ,Z,U)
dt→0
dt

λ* (t,X) = lim

(4)

where X represents each household’s socio-demographic characteristics, T1E the
length of the first spell, Z the type of exit from the first spell and U changes in
macroeconomic conditions.

2. DATA
The minimum income programme (IMI) of the Madrid Regional Government
was used to conduct the empirical analysis. The fact that a regional programme
was chosen was due to the complete decentralisation of these programmes in
Spain5. The advantages the IMI has over other possibilities resides both in the
fact that the values of its basic parameters approach the Spanish average as well
as the availability of a more complete information system when compared to
other regional programmes.
The IMI programme was implemented in the last quarter of 1990. Based on
the French Revenu minimum d'insertion and in line with developments in other
Spanish regions, an attempt was made to combine within a single social welfare
instrument an economic last safety net with the development of training and
other measures in order to favour transitions into the labour market more
quickly than through traditional welfare programmes. Unlike American welfare
programmes, which have been the basis of much of the economic literature on
welfare benefits, this system is almost universal. The minimum income it provides is a last resort for any type of households, not only households with chil
dren or single-parent households. Its entitlement conditions are similar to those
of other European programmes, although entitlement constraints are placed for
specific groups. These limitations essentially reside in minimum (25 years) and
maximum (65 years) age requirements in an effort to avoid the generation of
dependency chains among the young and favour transfers from the regional
5

Some studies have confirmed that the regional levels of income have statistically significant
positive effects on benefits (Ayala et al., 2004). However, empirical estimates show no sign of
a ‘welfare magnet’ problem. Average low benefits and strict residence requirements act as
institutional barriers for welfare migration.
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scheme to the national old-age means-tested pension scheme6. There are no
limits on nationality, as long as potential recipients can prove they reside in the
region legally.
Entry into the programme is effectuated by means of geographical social
services centres that comprise the basic administrative unit for the programme’s
management. These centres are charged with the responsibility of advertising
the programme, processing applications and promoting socio-economic inser
tion measures. The process commences with an initial interview in which the
head of household submits an application for entry into the programme. A se
ries of basic characteristics of the household unit and of each of its members
appear on the application forms filled in by households requesting to take part in
the IMI programme. At the same time recipients sign the application form for
the benefit, they also sign an integration contract. The regional authority’s Social
Services Department checks whether the household meets the benefit’s enti
tlement conditions and decides whether it is entitled to receive it.
Renewal is automatic unless the circumstances that applied when the applica
tion was accepted change. Social workers conduct continuous assessments –at
least once a quarter– to monitor the household’s situation and the results of the
insertion activities. Should certain circumstances arise, this monitoring may lead
to the ending of entitlement to the benefit. The most important of these is ex
ceeding the income standards set forth if the household in question manages to
improve its working situation and increase its working income. Households can
also be expelled from the programme for having committed fraud, either because they did not provided information about changes in their economic situa
tion or because they failed to fulfil some of the commitments laid down in the
insertion contract. In other cases, leaving the programme can be the result of
different administrative processes coinciding. These may include moving on to
the means-tested pension scheme, losing Spanish nationality, imprisonment or
death. Leaving the programme at any one moment does not preclude the possi
bility of re-entering it later. Households may once again request the benefit.
There is also no limit on the number of re-entries.
The evolution of the programme’s caseload has been marked by the three
fold influence exerted by changes in macroeconomic conditions, reforms made
to its main parameters and changes introduced to the national unemployment
benefit system, the last safety net preceding the minimum income programme7.
Hence, the logical initial growth of the programme in the first half of the 1990s
coincided with a sharp increase in the region’s unemployment rate and the res
6

Access to the programme, however, is allowed if family responsibilities exist.
Demographic shifts and institutional reforms had the greatest weight among all these fac
tors (Ayala and Pérez, 2003).

7
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trictive reforms that limited entitlement to unemployment benefits. During the
last three and half years of the 1990s, the figures tended to decrease, which was
essentially due to an increase in employment levels. The programme’s most im
portant reform took place in 2002. It converted minimum income into a subjec
tive right and widened its scope of coverage, thus leading to a large increase in
the figures.
Figure 1
EVOLUTION OF THE NUMBER OF RECIPIENTS
12000
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Monitoring the flow of entries into and exits from the programme is possible
due to a wide base of administrative records. Cleaning these records allows to
have information on over 50,000 spells in the programme, corresponding to
slightly more than 39,200 households. Of these, 8,500 have left the programme
at some stage and then re-entered it at least once. Having administrative records
available to study re-entries provides many advantages. These include very de
tailed and precise data, a larger number of observations and fewer biases than in
surveys.
In addition, the IMI database provides detailed information on each house
hold’s specific characteristics. These include some of the variables various studies
have highlighted as ideal to analyse welfare populations [Mainieri and Danziger
(2001), Goerge and Boo Lee (2001)], such as the existence of structural problems
(social isolation, alcohol abuse and drug addiction) or the development of beha
viour associated with marginal situations like prostitution or begging. In order to
observe the effect of changes in macroeconomic conditions over time, regional
unemployment rates from the Labor Force Survey (EPA) have been added as a
variable. Other strong points of the database include the length of the time pe
riod that can be studied (135 months) –longer than in most studies– and the fact
— 14 —
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that the information is available for the whole period the programme has been
in existence, thus eliminating left censoring.
These features ensure that the IMI database enjoys several advantages over
the data sources used in other studies that have attempted to study the deter
minants of welfare recidivism. Ellwood (1986) used annual data from the Panel
Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) to study the AFDC re-entries. Apart from
using survey data, the fact that he took years as a time unit gave rise to an im
portant aggregation bias. Blank and Ruggles (1994) avoided this problem by using
monthly data from a bi-annual Survey of Income and Program Participation
(SIPP). Certain variables, nevertheless, suffered from a problem of endogeneity
because possible participation before the moment of observation was ignored.
This may have exerted an influence on some of the individual socio-economic
characteristics. Born et al. (1998) and Keng et al. (2000) used administrative
monthly data from certain U.S. states, which were limited to an excessively
short period of observation. Cao (1996) studied the longest series by using
monthly data encompassing 1978 to 1991 from the National Longitudinal Survey
of Youth (NLSY). The sample, however, was limited to 1,478 multiple spells
starting off from 820 initial spells.
Despite all the advantages mentioned above, the IMI records do suffer from
certain limitations. These arise from the very nature of administrative sources as
well as from some peculiarities of the data itself. The well-known difficulties that
arise from the use of information designed for management purposes belong to
the former. It has been necessary to clean up and reorganise the original data. In
order to have suitable files to analyse durations within a context of multiple
spells, it was also necessary to make some imputations in order to eliminate
some inconsistencies and recover data on invariable household characteristics
when such information was not available for the first spell but existed for subse
quent spells.

3. DETERMINANTS OF THE RE-ENTRY PROBABILITY
The possibility of multiple spells in welfare programmes gives rise to a wide
range of questions. Undoubtedly, the most pressing of these is to gauge the real
extent of recidivism and ascertain which of the recipients’ characteristics de
termine a greater probability of re-entering the programmes. Answering the
first of these questions leads to verifying whether or not there are different
types of recipients depending on the duration and intermittence of their partici
pation in the programmes. Some studies, like Miller’s (2002), have attempted to
define three types of recipients: stayers (households or individuals who remain
— 15 —

in the programme for a long time), leavers (households or individuals who leave
the programmes and remain outside them for at least a minimum period8) and
cyclers (households or individuals who enter and leave these programmes on a
recurrent basis).
For the purposes of this study, a similar classification has been adopted that
distinguishes three different types of groups in accordance with the IMI data.
Cyclers are recipients of the programme whose information appears more than
once, including those censored at the moment data gathering was closed. Tem
porary recipients are those who registered only one spell in the programme that
lasted less than 24 months. Finally, chronic recipients are those who only had one
spell in the programme that lasted 24 months or more (this group may include
censored recipients who have spent at least 24 months in the programme).
There would also be another group covering censored observations that cannot
be classified as either cyclers or chronic recipients.
Table 1
DISTRIBUTION OF THE PROGRAMME’S RECIPIENTS
Type of Recipient

Frequency

Percent

Chronic

14725

137.5

Temporary
Cycler

13868
18517

135.3
121.7

Others

12128

105.4

TOTAL

39238

100.0

As can be observed in Table 1, the percentage of households that re-enter
the programme is somewhat more than a fifth of the total. The incidence of re
cidivism is therefore lower than the rates obtained by some of the other studies
mentioned above. More than a third of the households that entered the IMI left
it never to return again, at least during the period of observation. The benefit
served to substitute these households’ incomes during a temporary period
when their earnings were insufficient. A similar percentage of recipients had
long-term spells and a large part of the programme’s spending was concentrated
on this group.
Another classification can be set out regarding recidivism based on intermi
ttent participation sequences (Table 2). Only a fifth (19.2 percent) of the more
8

The definitions for leavers vary considerably in the different studies that have broached the
issue. For instance, some studies consider leavers as recipients who leave programmes and
remain outside them during at least a year (Moffitt and Roff, 2000) while others typify them as
recipients who leave the programme for at least two consecutive months within a specific
time interval (Miller, 2002).
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than the eight thousand five hundred recipients having more than one spell had
more than two spells. The remaining cases correspond to households who left the
programme to return only once. The difference lies in the fact that some left the
programme definitively after the first spell, while the rest return to welfare to stay
on9. These two types of recipients with two spells together make up a percentage
that is very similar to the cycler’s (41.0 percent and 39.8 percent respectively).
Table 2
TYPE OF CYCLERS
Type of Recipient

Frequency

Percentage

Only one re-entry and definitive exit

3494

141.0

Only one re-entry without subsequent exit

3390

139.8

Various re-entries

1633

119.2

TOTAL

8517

100.0

The question naturally crops up of whether the households that return to
welfare have specific characteristics. A general response to this question could
be derived from analysing their respective frequency distributions (Table 3). A
preliminary difference lies in the unequal sharing out of recipients by age groups.
Households that return to the programme are primarily located in the interme
diate and younger age groups. As shown by Ayala and Rodríguez (2003), this
differentiation could be due to a statistical correlation found between being
older and a definitive exit from the programme for administrative reasons. This
could be attributable to the transition towards other income transfer schemes
providing greater sums and stability, such as the old-age means-tested schemes.
There are no appreciable distribution differences according to gender. The
differences are rather more visible with regard to household size and type. The
former variable is considerable higher for revidivist households. While a little
more than a third are households with two or less members, the corresponding
percentage for the rest of recipients amounts to more than half of the total. This
difference is essentially due to the presence of a greater number of children in
households that registered recurrent spells. Consequently, these differences are
materialised in very different types of households. The two differential traits for
cyclers compared to the other households are the considerably greater presence
of couples with children and the lower weight of people living alone.
9

Cyclers with only one re-entry and recipients who have not left the programme again
make up the censored observations. It could logically be the case that these households re
entered the programme shortly before the closure of data gathering and then exited it soon
afterwards.
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Table 3
SOCIO-ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF CYCLERS (Frequency Distribution)
Cyclers

Non-Cyclers

Age
<26
26-35
36-45
46-55
56-65

8.2
34.6
30.3
16.7
10.2

7.9
30.1
27.3
18.3
16.4

Gender
Male
Female

38.8
61.2

39.1
60.9

Household Size
1 Person
2 People
3 People
4 People
5 People
6 People
7 People
8 or more people

20.6
16.9
20.4
17.4
11.3
6.6
3.7
3.2

30.8
23.0
20.4
13.5
6.9
3.1
1.3
1.1

Number of Children
0
1
2
3
4
5 or more

42.2
22.9
19.4
9.5
3.9
2.0

52.8
22.8
15.3
6.0
2.1
1.0

Type of Household
Single Person
Single-Parent
Other Households with Children
Other Households without Children

20.6
32.7
25.0
21.7

30.8
31.6
15.5
22.1

Educational Level
Does not write or read
Without qualifications (only reads and writes)
Elementary
Secondary
Higher

15.9
24.9
34.8
21.6
2.9

8.1
17.8
37.7
30.8
5.6
(Keep.)
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(Continuation.)
Cyclers

Non-Cyclers

Employability
Absolutely incapable of normal employment
Needs an initial process of social/health recovery
Unemployed needing training/education
Could access employment now
Carries out work in hidden economy - equivalent activity
Carries out normal work

5.7
25.3
24.9
26.6
12.7
3.6

11.1
25.9
19.7
32.2
4.9
4.5

Social Problems
Drug abuse / dependency
Alcohol abuse / dependency
Other mental health problems
Other serious health problems
Foregoing payment for dwelling - eviction
Begging
Prostitution
Social Isolation - mental problems
Ethnic minority

7.9
6.7
11.2
16.6
8.6
1.5
0.7
13.2
26.4

6.2
6.0
12.4
21.8
8.0
1.0
0.6
16.2
10.4

Number of Social Problems
0
1
2
3
4 or more

29.2
45.8
17.8
5.5
1.8

35.2
42.4
16.6
4.6
1.3

Type of First Exit
Administrative
Fraud
Successful

4.7
56.9
38.4

14.0
42.7
43.4

Total Time on Welfare
< 2 years
2-4 years
5-6 years
7-8 years
> 8 years

11.4
37.5
26.1
15.1
9.9

65.1
24.1
6.8
2.4
1.6

TOTAL

100.0

100.0

The categories appearing under the heading “Social Problems” are non-exclusive dichotomy
variables; a household may suffer from more than one problem.
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The frequency distributions concerning training and educational characteris
tics show that educational attainment is lower for households with multiple
spells. This, nevertheless, does not seem to lead to very marked differences in
the recipients’ employability10. The only exception to this is the greater weight
of recipients who are totally unfit for normal employment among non-cyclers. In
any case, the data on these variables should be interpreted while considering
the comparison established between cyclers and the rest of households. Hence,
chronic recipients and those who had short spells and never return to the pro
grammes are included in the latter group. While the former includes a large
number of recipients suffering from greater difficulties in finding employment,
just the opposite happens to the second group.
The number of social problems is somewhat higher for cyclers (29 percent of
them do not suffer from any problems at all, compared to 35 percent for the
other recipients). There are, however, no great differences concerning the
presence of specific problems. Health problems are relatively widespread in
both cases, while there is a lower incidence of marginal behaviour. The only ex
ception to this is belonging to an ethnic minority, which is higher for households
that return to the programme11.
The last differentiating characteristic between these groups concerns their
differing experiences within the programme. There are notable divergences in
the way recipients left the IMI and their total duration on it. The predominant
type of exit from the first spell in the IMI for recidivist households is being ex
pelled for not having fulfilled the commitments taken on at the moment they
entered the programme. For the other households successful and administrative
exits carry greater weight.
There are therefore various differentiating characteristics for households ha
ving more than one spell in the programme. In order to identify the precise
effect each characteristic has on the likelihood of returning to the programme, it
is necessary to single out their contribution by controlling the effect of the re
maining characteristics, in addition to focusing the analysis solely on the group
exposed to the risk of recidivism. The probablity of returning to the programme
should be calculated by only considering the households that left the IMI after an
initial spell, thereby contrasting the probability of such households being cyclers
to that of being temporary recipients. Some previous studies have not found
significant differences between the characteristics of both these groups. Miller
(2002), for instance, observed important differences between chronic and tem
porary recipients, the most striking traits of the latter being the fact that they
10

Employability is a variable that is subjectively defined by social workers when assessing a
benefit request.
11
Belonging to an ethnic minority is not in itself a social problem. It is coded as such when the
fact of belonging to an ethnic minority limits an individual’s possibilities of social integration.
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are older, have a higher level of educational attainment, have less children, suffer
from less obstacles to enter the labor market and have more recent working
experience. Nonetheless, he also found that there were striking similarities
between cyclers and temporary recipients.
The probability of being a cycler as opposed to a temporary recipient can be
calculated by means of a logistic regression model. A dichotomy variable (Ri) can
be used to classify households that left the programme after an initial spell. This
variable can adopt the values 1 or 0, depending on whether they are either cy
clers or temporary recipients. The probability of returning to the programme can
be explained by the different socio-economic characteristics of each household:
R i = x i ' β + ui
(5)
where β represents the vector of coefficients corresponding to each household’s
(xi’ ) socio-economic characteristics. Calculating this probability depends on the
hypothesis made concerning ui. If one accepts that the most suitable way of mod
elling the relationship is through a logistic distribution function, P(F)= eF/(1+eF),
then the probability of recidivism can be expressed as:
'

P(R i = 1) =

e Xiβ
1+ e

X'iβ

(6)

and the likelihood function would be:
L=

e

n

'
 ∑ Ri (Xiβ)

 i =1

n

∏ (1+ e

X'iβ

(7)
)

i=1

A preliminary analysis of the different variables allows us to single out educa
tional attainment, belonging to an ethnic minority, household size, the number
of children, the number of social problems, being a single-parent household or
not, and employability as being significant. The interaction between the number
of problems and employability also turns out to be significant. The probability of
recidivism was calculated with the above-mentioned variables, reconstructed as
dummies for each category (Table 4).
The model’s results show that some categories have a high level of statistical
association with the probability of returning to the programme. All the educa
tional categories are very significant and show an almost linear negative relation
ship with the reference category –without studies– concerning the probability of
re-entering the programme. The higher educational attainment is, the greater
probability there is of a definitive exit from the programme after an initial spell.
Logically, this relationship is linked to the greater possibility skilled recipients
have of achieving job stability. The coefficients of the various categories of the
employability variable corroborate this conclusion.
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Table 4
PROBABILITY OF RECIDIVISM
Constant
Educational Attainment
Does not write or read
Elementary
Secondary
Higher
Belonging to an Ethnic Minority
No
Household Size
1
2-4
5-7
Number of Children
1
2-4
5-7
Number of Social Problems
None
1
2
3

(1)

(2)

0.816***
(0.069)

0.886***
(0.077)

0.635***
(0.065)
-0.121**
(0.037)
-0.318***
(0.041)
-0.571***
(0.078)

0.640***
(0.065)
-0.124***
(0.037)
-0.314***
(0.041)
-0.573***
(0.079)

-0.638***
(0.038)

-0.641***
(0.038)

-0.073
(0.062)
-0.146**
(0.050)
0.071
(0.054)

-0.072
(0.062)
-0.145**
(0.065)
0.069
(0.057)

-0.144**
(0.065)
-0.002
(0.057)
0.216
(0.145)

-0.145**
(0.065)
-0.002
(0.057)
0.215
(0.146)

-0.226***
(0.053)
-0.091***
(0.047)
-0.011
(0.056)
0.167**
(0.084)

-0.241**
(0.075)
-0.160**
(0.061)
-0.040
(0.069)
0.135
(0.100)
(Keep.)
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Single-Parent Household
No
Employability
Low
Average
High

(1)

(2)

-0.107***
(0.031)

-0.107***
(0.032)

0.343***
(0.039)
0.310***
(0.044)
-0.195***
(0.035)

0,270***
(0,070)
0,406***
(0,116)
0,050
(0,093)

Number of Problems x Employability
Problems(0) x High Employability

-0,222**
(0,108)
0,156*
(0,081)
-0,366*
(0,082)

Problems(1) x Low Employability
Problems(3) x Average Employability
AIC

14763

14760

-2 Log L
N

16466
11881

14696
11881

Standard errors in brackets. *** Significant at 99%, ** Significant at 95%,
* Significant at 90%.

Household size also seems to be a significant variable to explain the probability
of recidivism. When the different household sizes are disaggregated, however,
most of the categories lose statistical significance. A slight relationship with
household size can be detected with smaller households having a lower probabili
ty of returning to the IMI. A similar conclusion is reached when we observe the
coefficients for the number of children. Households with only one minor turned
out to be the most significant, with a negative value. It is also worth noting that
belonging to a single-parent household increases the probability of recidivism the
most among all the different types of households.
Of the three different types of variables included in the model –education and
employability, household type and size, and social problems–, the latter have the
greatest explanatory capacity. The number of social problems is a key variable
with very significant negative coefficients when households are not affected by
any problem. The existence of health problems, mental health problems and
marginal behaviour are, without doubt, factors that hinder households from
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earning sufficient income by their own means. Nonetheless, belonging to an eth
nic minority is above all the primary cause of recidivism. It is the most significant
variable and the one having the greatest coefficient among the set of variables and
categories included in the model. This result has important repercussions for so
cial policy given the specific characteristics of this population and the difficulties
encountered when conducting long-term public sector intervention. It is even
possible to question what the optimum level of intervention should be in the face
of this group’s very specific social norms.
Lastly, interactions between employability and the number of social problems
seem to be significant if analysed together. They, however, loose a large part of
their significance when they are disaggregated. The model’s fit hardly changes
with their inclusion. Although foreseeable, the most outstanding result is that
the combination of high levels of employability along with the lack of social
problems seems to guarantee a substantially lower probability of recidivism.
The model’s results therefore allow us to identify a set of characteristics that
increase the probability of recidivism that corroborate traditional hypotheses
derived from dynamic analyses of welfare programmes. Improving training and
employability levels; providing differential support for households having a large
number of children and, more specifically, single-parent families; and developing
actions designed to reduce the number and intensity of social problems, espe
cially obstacles to employment, should all be essential ingredients of any overall
public initiative geared towards promoting the definitive exit from welfare pro
grammes.

4. THE DURATION OF "POST-PROGRAM" SPELLS:
4. A PARAMETRIC ESTIMATION
The extent of recidivism constitutes an indication that the welfare policies
are not designed as efficiently as they could. The evaluation of these instru
ments, however, has conventionally been based on studying durations considering
each spell independently, thus obviating the notion of dependence as a phe
nomenon resulting more from intermittent participation than from a prolonged
initial spell. If households manage to leave the programmes but are unable to
earn sufficient income due either to their structural characteristics or the exis
tence of adverse macroeconomic conditions, they will return to the pro
grammes in the medium or long-term. This lack of self-sufficiency constitutes a
distinct form of dependence and, as was mentioned above, obliges policymakers
to redefine their objectives.
From the previous section, it can be gleaned that a key variable for the poli
cymakers should be the probability of recidivism. The guiding principle should
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therefore be to minimise it. However, if a large part of households that leave
the programme cannot avoid redivism a secondary objective would be to
maximise the duration of post-program spells. In order to verify by what degree
durations of the off-welfare spells are longer or shorter and find out what their
main determining factors are, we have chosen to estimate a duration model
based on (4). It incorporates three different explanatory factors including the
recipients’ socio-economic characteristics (X), the parameters summing up the
first individual initial spell –the length of the initial spell (T1E) and the type of exit
(Z)–, and macroeconomic conditions (U). Contrary to the previous analysis,
which jointly took into account cyclers and temporary recipients to identify the
explanatory characteristics of the probability of recidivism, we have logically fo
cused our attention solely on the households that returned to the programme in
order to conduct the empirical analysis.
Estimating off-welfare durations by means of a re-entry hazard function re
quires it to be properly specified. It is well known that duration model results
are very sensitive to the assumptions made regarding the distribution shapes
chosen for the durations and that the hypothesis requirements for parametric
models are notable. Nonetheless, if the behaviour patterns of recipients who
return to the programmes correspond to a specific probability distribution, the
inferences based on the parameterisation of the distribution would be more effi
cient or accurate than with the use of other more flexible procedures. The key
lies in choosing the distribution that best fits in with the data. To analyse first
spell durations, researchers have commonly turned to Weibull functions [Blank
(1989), Sandefur and Cook (1997)] that assume monotonous hazard rates,
which increase or decrease over time. Previous studies conducted on the IMI,
however, have revealed that the distribution of total time in the programme fits
in with a log-normal distribution (Ayala and Rodríguez, 2003). Most of the studies
that analyse duration outside the programmes and not total duration within
them also suggest a pattern marked by a rapid growth of the recidivism hazard
rate that subsequently falls dramatically in the medium- and long-term [Ellwood
(1986), Weeks (1991), Blank and Ruggles (1994), and Cao (1996)].
One of the possible ways to confirm this pattern is analyzing Cox-Snell re
siduals. These are defined as follows:
e i = log Ŝ(t i | ψ i )

(8)

where ti represents the time observed for each household i that returns to the
programme, ψi is a vector of explanatory variables (which would include the
three types mentioned previously), and Ŝ(t) represents the estimated probability
of remaining outside the programme until the moment t, based on the adjusted
model. Its graphical representation against t should generate a straight line with
a slope of 1 and an origin at 0 if we are dealing with a suitable distribution.
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Figure 2
COX-SNELL RESIDUALS FOR OFF-WELFARE SPELLS

Calculating the Cox-Snell residuals allows us to consider the log-normal and
Weibull functions as the most suitable distributions for the durations of post
program spells. Nonetheless, in neither case does the line correspond exactly to
a straight line with a slope of 1, forcing us to evaluate the calculation results with
some degree of caution.
The hazard rate including the vector of the households’ characteristics, the
parameters of the first spell and the macroeconomic conditions (with ψi sum
ming up the three factores) for the log-normal distribution of durations can be
expressed as:
log λ (t ) = log λ 0 t e −βψ − βψ
(9)

(

)

and the hazard for the Weibull distribution can be specified as:
λ (t ψ ) = exp (βψ )γ p tp−1[ψ exp (βψ )]

(10)

The individual characteristics selected to estimate the models are the same as
the ones used to study the probability of returning to the program. As was men
tioned previously, the duration of the first spell and the type of exit are included
in order to understand how the first spell can condition the time spent outside
the programme. In order to assess the contribution made by macroeconomic
conditions to the off-welfare duration, the Madrid Region’s unemployment rate
at the moment of re-entry (taken from the Labor Force Survey) is included.
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Table 5 shows the results of both models with their significant variables. Al
though there are some differences between the models, the results generally
show a high degree of similarity, especially with regard to the sign of the coeffi
cients. In addition, their errors are also similar. The variables that turned out to
be significant and which have given form to the final model are: the first spell’s
duration and type of exit, the unemployment rate and a set of socio-demographic
characteristics such as the size of the household, single-person households or
not, belonging to an ethnic minority, educational attainment and the level of
employability.
Table 5
RESULTS OF THE PARAMETRIC ESTIMATION OF THE "POST-PROGRAM" DURATION
Constant
Duration of 1st Spell
Unemployment Rate
Single Person
Academic Attainment
Number of Members
Ethnic minority
Employability
Fraudulent Exit
Successful Exit
Scale

Log-normal

Weibull

3.670***
(0.064)
-0.004***
(0.001)
-0.032***
(0.002)
-0.132***
(0.032)
-0.025***
(0.010)
0.036***
(0.018)
-0.044**
(0.023)
0.037***
(0.009)
0.124***
(0.043)
-0.007
(0.043)

4.518***
(0.074)
-0.005***
(0.001)
-0.057***
(0.002)
-0.146***
(0.030)
-0.030***
(0.009)
0.024
(0.016)
-0.013
(0.022)
0.027***
(0.009)
0.052
(0.039)
-0.040
(0.040)

0.571
(0.006)

0.514
(0.006)
1.947
(0.023)

4193
-3515

4193
-3671

Weibull shape
N
Log L

Standard errors in brackets. *** Significant at 99%, ** Signifi
cant at 95%, * Significant at 90%.
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The significant effect of the first spell’s duration on the length of the off
welfare spells stands out among the two variables that refer to the first spell’s
characteristics. The post-program duration becomes shorter as the first spell is
lengthened. Nonetheless, the coefficient’s value is low despite the fact that both
the direction and the high level of statistical significance are common to both
models. Extracting unequivocal conclusions for the type of exit is difficult given
the difference in each model’s statistical significance. Generally speaking, having
left the programme for not having fulfilled its obligations seems to be more sig
nificant, although with a positive sign for the time spent outside the programme.
This result, however, should be treated with caution due to a variety of reasons.
Firstly, the coefficient should be interpreted in relation to administrative exits.
The probability of recidivism for this type of exits is, by definition, very low due
to the fact that the causes grouped together under this heading lead to definitive
exits from the programme (moving on to another benefits scheme, merging
cases, death, loss of nationality, etc.). Secondly, the possible inferences made on
the different results for successful and fraudulent exits cannot obviate the fact that
these behave very similarly in practice12. A coding problem probably exists con
cerning the causes behind programme exits as established by the IMI managers.
The unemployment rate behaves as foreseen by theoretical hypotheses. A
growth in the unemployment rate shortens the off-welfare duration. The fact
that this is an exogenous variable means that the possibility of macroeconomic
shocks occurring can hamper the programme managers’ objective of maximising
the time spent outside the programme. Possible disruptions to the economic
cycle would therefore give rise to a greater number of re-entries independently
of the results obtained by public sector initiatives aimed at promoting a rise in
the flow of recipients entering the labour market.
Generally speaking, the results obtained for socio-economic characteristics
turned out to be as expected. Belonging to an ethnic minority seems to reduce
the chances of attaining self-sufficiency and shortens the time for returning to
the programme, although it is not significant in both models. Problems of statis
tical significance do not exist in the case of individuals living alone. This charac
teristic represents one of the main determining factors for especially short off
welfare durations due to the problems generally associated with it, such as
mental health problems and social isolation. It is striking that employability and
educational attainment have different signs. The former acts as a factor to
lengthen the time spent outside the programme while the latter shortens it.
This divergence could probably be due to the fact that they really constitute two
different sources of indirect information to assess the real possibility of finding
employment and remaining outside the programme. For many groups, educa
12

This is confirmed trough a multiple risk model for exits from the IMI (Ayala and Rodríguez,
2003).
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tional attainment provides information on “nominal” qualifications that may have
been granted in a personal situation that occurred long before re-entering the
IMI. Employability, on the other hand, offers a more up-to-date assessment of
the recipients’ possibilities of entering the job market, in addition to including
more information (severe health problems make an individual difficult to employ
even if he/she has a high level of educational attainment). In any case, the values
for both coefficients are relatively low.
It therefore seems that a combination of different variables contributes to
wards determining durations outside the programme. In general, these fit in well
with the hypotheses posed initially. Both the programme’s own parameters as
well as the first spell’s characteristics –duration and type of exit– turned out to
be relevant. Similarly, exogenous variables such as the economic cycle can limit
the fulfilment of the objectives set by policymakers. Finally, there are some socio-demographic characteristics –such as employability, belonging to an ethnic
minority and specific types of households– that also have an influence on
whether off-welfare spells are longer or shorter.
Predictions could be made on expected durations of the time spent outside the
programme based on the results obtained from the parametric models. These
would take into consideration different macroeconomic scenarios, different first
spell experiences and possible changes in the most relevant socio-economic
characteristics. Nevertheless, such predictions would only be advisable if the re
sults obtained from the estimations are sufficiently robust. Two possible sources
of bias exist in the models that have been applied. Firstly, parametric calculations
impose a certain degree or rigidity if they are not wholly validated by the initial
residual contrasts. Secondly, some kind of heterogeneity could also exist among
the recipients returning to the programme that might have an effect on the dis
tribution’s shape. This heterogeneity could be derived from a wide variety of
sources, such as differences in recipients’ motivation and in job-search efforts as
well as their level of satisfaction at the treatment received by the social services.
In order to measure the sensitivity of these results to the decision made to cal
culate duration by means of parametric models, we have also calculated a semi
parametric proportional hazard model that does not impose any sort of shape to
the distribution. In these semiparametric models, the hazard of re-entering the
programme can be calculated as follows:
(11)

log λ i (t) = α(t) + β1ψ i1 + ... + β k ψ ik

where α(t)=log λ0(t). The notion of proportional hazard means that the hazard
of household i re-entering the programme can be expressed as fixed proportion
of any other household’s hazard:
λ i (t)
= exp β1(ψ i1 - ψ j1) + ... + βk (ψ ik - ψ jk )
λ j (t)

{

}
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(12)

The coefficient among the exit functions is constant over time. From there
we can derive as a natural property of the model that hazard functions are
strictly parallel. Contrasting the proportional hazard models requires estimating
by maximum partial likelihood:
logPL =


 n

βψ
δi βψ i − log Yije j 


i=1 
 j=1


n

∑

∑

(13)

where Yij=1 if tj≥ti e Yij=0 if tj<ti.
In order to control the potential effects of unobserved heterogeneity, the
models can be estimated by incorporating a common random effect that acts to
multiply the hazard rates of all members belonging to a specific sub-group. An at
tempt is made to conduct an analysis conditioned by an unobservable variable with
a distribution that is independent of the explanatory variables under consideration.
In order to do so, a gamma function with mean one and variance θ was used13:
g(α) =

α 1/(θ−1) exp( −α / θ)
Γ(1/ θ)θ1/ θ

(14)

To measure the sensitivity of this choice we can also estimate the model
taking an inverse Gaussian distribution as a representative function of this inde
pendent distribution.
The results of the sensitivity analysis appear in Table 6. Calculating the model
with a semi-parametric procedure does not change the results obtained with
the previous models. The sign and ranking of the coefficients remain the same.
The only change worth noting is that the two types of exits from the pro
gramme considered turn out not to be significant. Controlling heterogeneity in
the log-normal model enables us to prove that heterogeneity is negligible and
does not affect the calculations that were carried out at all. Its coefficient is
practically nil and not significant (θ=0.00000013). It also serves to improve the
results obtained with the Weibull function model with coefficients that are very
similar to the log-normal coefficients for most variables, though the overall fit it
offers continues to be not as good14.
13

The advantages and limitations of this option compared to other more flexible procedures
has been widely discussed since the ground-breaking critical study by Heckman and Singer
(1984). For a contemporary justification for this choice, see Abbring and Van den Berg (2003).
14
The fact that θ is significant in the calculations conducted with Weibull functions should
not be interpreted to mean that an unobserved individual effect exists. What it indicates is
that there is a homogenous population that the Weibull functions does not adjust well to. If
the effects of heterogeneity were insignificant as the log-normal calculation seems to confirm,
then there would be a homogenous population with a hazard that grows initially and then
declines. If a monotonous shape is adopted for the estimation, like the Weibull function, the
model does not fit in with the real distribution. There would therefore be no other alterna
tive than to assign the explanation to the unobserved random effect. See Gutiérrez (2002).
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Table 6
SENSITIVITY ANALYSIS
Cox Model Log-normal Log-normal
(hazard ratios) (Gamma) (Inv. Gaussian)

Weibull
(Gamma)

Weibull
(Inv. Gaussian)

3.670***
(0.078)

3.670***
(0.078)

3.710***
(0.109)

3.891***
(0.077)

Constant
Duration of 1st Spell

1.007***
(0.001)

-0.004***
(0.001)

-0.004***
(0.001)

-0.004***
(0.001)

-0.005***
(0.001)

Unemployment Rate

1.081***
(0.005)

-0.032***
(0.002)

-0.032***
(0.002)

-0.035***
(0.003)

-0.046***
(0.002)

Single Person

1.239***
(0.071)

-0.132***
(0.032)

-0.132***
(0.032)

-0.137***
(0.033)

-0.141***
(0.031)

Educational Level

1.046***
(0.018)

-0.025***
(0.010)

-0.025***
(0.010)

-0.023**
(0.010)

-0.027***
(0.009)

Number of Members

0.944**
(0.030)

0.036***
(0.018)

0.036***
(0.018)

0.044**
(0.018)

0.029*
(0.017)

Ethnic minority

1.029
(0.043)

-0.044**
(0.023)

-0.044**
(0.023)

-0.052**
(0.024)

-0.027
(0.023)

Employability

0.958**
(0.016)

0.037***
(0.009)

0.037***
(0.009)

0.040***
(0.010)

0.031***
(0.009)

Fraudulent Exit

0.90
(0.068)

0.124***
(0.043)

0.124***
(0.043)

0.124***
(0.045)

0.078*
(0.040)

Successful Exit

1.050
(0.081)

-0.007
(0.043)

-0.007
(0.043)

-0.013
(0.045)

-0.034
(0.041)

0.560
(0.006)

0.560
(0.006)

0.337
(0.006)

0.321
(0.008)

2.967
(0.122)

3.110
(0.074)

Scale
Weibull shape

θ

0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

0.902
(0.106)

3.822
(0.605)

N

4193

4193

4193

4193

4193

Log L / -2 Log L

18949

-3515

-3515

-3597

-3540

Standard errors in brackets. *** Significant at 99%, ** Significant at 95%, * Significant at 90%.

The contrasts carried out therefore allow us to confirm that the log-normal
estimation is valid. With it, we also have to accept that the recidivism hazard
rises initially to then fall gradually over time. If one therefore manages to
lengthen the time spent outside the programme the probability of re-entering
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the programme will progressively fall. This objective, however, may be affected
by the characteristics of the recipients that have managed to leave a programme
after an initial spell and, even more so, by any macroeconomic shocks occurring
that substantially reduce these groups’ possibilities of finding employment.
The expected duration of post-program spells can be simulated based on the
coefficients estimated with the log-normal parametric model. The various alter
native scenarios are defined by taking representative variables from each block.
These include the duration of the first spell as the most representative variable
of the initial experience in the programme, macroeconomic conditions based on
the unemployment rate (taking into account the maximum and minimum values
for the period under consideration) and employability, as it is the variable over
which public sector initiatives can have the greatest effect.
Table 7
VARIATIONS IN EXPECTED LENGTH OF "POST-PROGRAM" SPELLS WITH
UNEMPLOYMENT, THE DURATION OF THE FIRST SPELL AND
(*)

HOUSEHOLDS CHARACTERISTICS

Duration 1st Spell

Unemployment Rate

Employability

Median Duration

36

20.3

Low

18.4
(0.419)(**)

36

20.3

High

19.8
(0.436)

6

20.3

Low

20.5
(0.503)

6

20.3

High

22.1
(0.489)

36

6.6

Low

28.6
(0.823)

36

6.6

High

30.8
(0.858)

6

6.6

Low

31.8
(1.024)

6

6.6

High

34.3
(1.033)

(*) The values of the characteristics that remain constant are individuals living alone (no),
educational attainment (low), number of members (between 2 and 4), belonging to an eth
nic minority (no) and type of exit (successful). The calculations were made based on the
coefficients from the log-normal model appearing in the 2nd column of Table 5.
(**) Standard deviation.
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Simulating the length of the off-welfare spells under the different scenarios
described above shows that the main determining factor for duration outside
the programme is the macroeconomic cycle. An individual having the selected
characteristics with a long initial spell and low employability would spend an ave
rage of ten additional months outside the programme if the unemployment rate
fell from the highest to the lowest value. If the initial spell were short and em
ployability high, the additional duration outside the programme if unemploy
ment fell to that level would exceed a year. The duration of the first spell can
therefore also have a certain influence over expected duration. For some com
binations of the variables chosen, going from a long initial spell (36 months) to a
much shorter one (6 months) could mean up to an additional four months spent
outside the programme. The effects of changes in the level of employability are
much less pronounced.

5. CONCLUSIONS
The possibility of multiple ocurrence of welfare recipiency calls into question
the traditional practice of calculating the duration of each spell on an independent
basis. The fact the individuals return to the programmes puts the common inter
pretation of welfare dependency into perspective and obliges policymakers to
redefine their objectives. Two new parameters for the function used to evaluate
the effectiveness of public intervention could well be minimising the recidivism
rates and maximising the time elapsed between off-welfare and welfare spells.
This study has made an attempt to identify the extent of the problem of multi
ple welfare spells as well as to identify its main determining factors. After setting
out a theoretical framework alternative to models based on single spells and
presenting the combined effect of the recipients’ first spell, macroeconomic
conditions and socio-demographic characteristics, various econometric proce
dures have been used to answer two fundamental questions. Namely, which
characteristics have an influence over the probability of returning to the pro
grammes, and what factors determine that the off-welfare duration should differ
substantially among the recidivist households. The data of the IMI programme
was used to this end. Its records, which have been described in detail in the
study, offer great advantages when compared to the sources commonly used by
other studies.
The results obtained by the logistic regression can serve to define a possible
list of targeted actions that may be taken in order to try to diminish the probabili
ty of recidivism. Among other possible long-term initiatives, actions aimed at im
proving recipient’s level of employability to consolidate a more stable position in
the labour market, measures that complement the earnings of former recipients
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(particularly those with more children) and defining a list of initiatives to reduce
the number and intensity of social problems stand out as being important.
According to these results, measures to maximise the duration of the off
welfare spells should focus on implementing reforms that would improve re
cipients’ chances of leaving the programme to enter into more stable forms of
employment and allocating a greater amount of resources to promote the in
sertion of specific groups. In addition to individuals with low or average em
ployability, this would also be the case for individuals living alone and suffering
from difficulties in establishing social relationships and mental health problems,
as well as individuals whose social integration is hampered by belonging to an
ethnic minority. Nonetheless, the empirical evidence we have found reveals that
exogenous factors also play a part. These include macroeconomic shocks, which
greatly reduce the likelihood of public initiatives reaching their objectives. The
simulations conducted with alternative scenarios place policymakers chances of
lengthening the off-welfare spells if macroeconomic shocks occur into perspec
tive. However, it can also be deduced from the simulations that the experience
of the first spell and, to a lesser extent, employability can indeed contribute to
wards lengthening the time former recipients spend outside the programme.
Hence, even in recessive economic contexts, there is still room for manoeuvre
for implementing more efficient public sector initiatives.
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