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WELFARE PARTICIPATION AND WELFARE RECIDIVISM: 
THE ROLE OF FAMILY EVENTS 

Current research on participation in welfare programs suggests that although the majority of spells of 

program receipt are relatively short, a large proportion of recipients experience subsequent spells of 

program participation. To the extent that short periods off welfare represent failed attempts at self- 

sufficiency, a better understanding of why individuals who try to leave welfare fail should help in defining 

interventions that would encourage successful exits from program participation. 

In this paper, we use data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation to examine the 

dynamics of welfare participation and welfare recidivism. We focus on the patterns of participation in the 

Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program and the relationship between changes in 

program participation and the timing of demographic and socioeconomic events within the family (e.g., 

births, marriage, divorce, and changes in employment status). 

The paper is organized as follows. Section I outlines our empirical model; section 11 describes the 

data; section 111 presents the specification of the model we estimate; and section IV contains our estimation 

results. Section V presents the summary and conclusions. 

I. EMPIRICAL MODEL 

This paper examines the factors associated with transitions from participation in the AFDC program 

to nonparticipation, and the factors associated with program recidivism. Thus, we consider two types of 

spells--spells on the AFDC program and spells off of the program after the prior receipt of benefits. We 

estimate the probability of exiting from each of these spells using reduced-fon hazard models, where the 

hazard rate is the conditional probability that a spell of program participation (or a spell off of the program) 



will end after t+At months, given that the spell lasted at least t months. The hazard rate is defined as a 

function of both time and a set of explanatory variables, and can be written as: 

where t is the number of months since the beginning of the spell, and X is a vector of socioeconomic and 

demographic characteristics of the individual and characteristics of the economic and program 

environment. 

The survivor function, which characterizes the length of time until the end of the spell, is written as: 

(2) SO, X) = exp[ -lot h(u, X)du I. 

Using the relationship between the hazard function and the swivor function, 

(3) h(t, X)  = f(L X)/S(L XI, 

the distribution of completed spells of program participation is: 

The primary advantages of the hazard model for studying the dynamics of program participation are 

that unlike traditional multivariate regression, the hazard model can incorporate information on right- 

censored spells (i.e., spells that are observed to begin but are not followed long enough to see how or when 

they end) and explanatory variables that change values over the muse of the spell. Ignoring right-censored 

spells and time-varying explanatory variables can result in substantial bias in estimates of the probability of 



exiting from the spell and in the factors associated with exiting. (See Kalbfleisch and Rentice (1980) for a 

discussion of hazard models.) 

We use a discrete-time framework to estimate the hazard models. (See Allison (1984) for a 

discussion of the discrete-time model.) Estimation of the discrete-time model requires that a separate 

observation be created for each month that the individual is at risk of exiting from the spell, i.e., each 

month at risk is treated as a distinct observation, referred to as a spell-month. For each spell-month the 

dependent variable for the model is coded 1 if the individual exits from the spell in that month and 0 

otherwise. In the final step, the spell-month data are pooled and logit models are estimated using 

maximum likelihood procedures. It is worth noting that the children whose time in a spell is censored, 

meaning their exit from the spell is not observed, contribute exactly what is known about them to the 

analysis -- that they had not exited from the spell up to the last observation period. 

11. THEDATA 

The Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), a nationally representative longitudinal 

survey, provides detailed information on household and individual income, program participation, and 

wealth. In addition, the SIPP provides information on the demographic and socioeconomic events that are 

likely to be associated with program entry and exit over time. Although the 32-month reference period for 

the SIPP is shorter than would be ideal for an analysis of the dynamics of program participation, the 

monthly accounting period of the SIPP supports more precise measurement of the relative timing of entry 

into and exit from programs and the events associated with those changes than is available in databases 

with longer follow-up periods (e.g., the Panel Study of Income Dynamics). 



This study is based on the longitudinal data from the Full Panel Research File for the 1984 SIPP. 

The longitudinal research file for the 1984 panel covers eight rounds of interviews, providing 32 months of 

data from summer 1983 to spring 1986. Because the SIPP interviews were conducted on a four-month 

rotating basis, with one-fourth of the sample interviewed each month, the reference periods for the data 

collected are staggered, ranging from June 1983-January 1986 to September 1983-April 1986.~ 

The focus of our analysis is on children in families beginning a spell of AFDC or beginning a spell 

off the program during the 32-month period of the longitudinal file.3 Individuas residing in group 

quarters at any point in the survey period were excluded from the analysis. 

We attribute to each person the characteristics of his or her family or h~useho ld .~  In particular, 

participation in AFDC for each person is defined on the basis of the participation of all members of the 

individual's family.5 This analytical framework assumes that the needs and resources of family or 

household members are interrelated and program benefits are shared. The assumption seems a reasonable 

one because the intenelated needs, abilities, and resources of a family and household are important factors 

l ~ e w  samples of households (or panels) are introduced peaiodically in the SIPP. 

%e analysis file used in this study was developed by Mathematics Policy Research, Inc. under a grant from the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services. The Urban Institute was a subcontractor for that grant. 

3~lthough eligibility for AFDC genesally ends on a child's 18th birthday, some states have implemented an option that 
permits benefits to be continued until the child's 19th birthday. Therefore, we have included persons of age 18 in 
our sample of children. 

4 ~ n  alternative approach would use the family or household as the unit of analysis. That approach complicates the 
analysis because the structure of the family and household changes over time -- through marriage, separation, 
divorce, births, deaths, and other events. Because of these changes, it is to determine what constitutes the 
same unit from one month to the next. 

'The household is defined as all persons who reside together regardless of whether they are related. The household 
may encompass more than one family, which is a group of two or more persons related by birth, marriage, or 
adoption who reside together. 



that determine the programs for which a household and its members axt eligible, and the programs in which 

they choose to participate. 

One difficulty that arises in analyzing participation in AFDC using the SIPP concerns the 

underreporting of AFDC participation. A comparison of SIPP estimates of the number of AFDC 

participants to administrative data suggests that the survey underestimates the AFDC population, 

mistakenly reporting a substantial share of AFDC payments as general assistance benefits (Coder and 

Ruggles 1988). Because of that misreponing, we have combined AFDC and general assistance 

participation into a single category for this study.6 Since the AFDC program is targeted to families with - 

dependent children, confining our analysis to children should limit the extent to which we are capturing 

general assistance rather than AF'DC participation in our measure. 

m. MODEL SPECIFICATION 

There is an extensive literature on the dynamics of AFDC participation; the findings of several of 

the most recent studies are summarized in Table 1. Research on AFDC recidivism is more limited. To our 

knowledge Ellwood (1986) is the only study that has examined the factors associated with returns to 

pmgram participation. That study, summarized in Table 2, is based on annual data. Annual data overstate 

the length of spells of AFDC participation, understate the length of spells off the program, and miss 

multiple spells of participation occurring within the same year. Basing our study on the monthly data from 

the SIPP avoids these difficulties. 

6 ~ n  alternative approach would have been to attempt to identify the cases in which AFDC participation was 
misclassified, as was done by Coder and Ruggles (1988). Because the Coder and Ruggles edits were more severe 
than those we would have chosen to apply, and because extensive case-by-case editing was beyond the scope of this 
study, we chose to use the more general definition of assistance. 
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Table 2 

SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS FOR THE STUDY OF THE 
PROBABILITY OF RETURN TO PARTICIPATION IN AFDC 

Explanatory 
Variable 

Ellwood (1986) 
1968-84 Panel 
Study of Income 
Dynamics 
(Table A.2, 
Recidivism) 

AFDC Maximum Benefit 

Education Attainment 

Black/Nonwhite 

Young Adult 

Older Adult 

Number of Children 

Presence of Young Children + ( * I  

Recent Work Experience/Earning - 
Work/Health Disability + ( * I  

Never Married/Single + 

NOTES: A column entry of "+" indicates that the variable was estimated 
to have a positive effect on the probability of exit from AFDC, 
while the "-" entry indicates that the estimated effect was 
negative. The (*) indicates that the estimate was significant at 
or below the .05 level. The variables included in this table are 
a subset of all of the variables that were included in the study. 

1. Ellwood includes two dummy variables indicating whether the woman has 
completed 8 years of education or 9 to 11 years of education. The 
estimated coefficients for the two variables are negative and 
positive, respectively, although neither is statistically 
significant . 



In developing the specification of our empirical model of the factors affecting the probability of 

exiting from spells of program participation and nonparticipation, we draw on the findings of the studies 

summarized in Tables 1 and 2. We include five types of explanatory variables in our model: 

o Baseline characteristics--measures of the characteristics of the child and his or her family as of 
the first month of the spell; 

o Prior family events--measures indicating whether the spell was preceded by a change in the 
circumstances of the child's family; 

o Familv events and time-varying variables--measures of changes over the course of the spell in 
the circumstances of the child's family; 

o P r o m  and economic environment--characteristics of the program and economic environment 
that the child and his or her family face at each point in time; and 

o Length of swll--a series of variables to control for the length of the spell. 

In the remainder of this section, we discuss the specific variables included in each of these 

categories. 

1. Baseline Characteristics 

A series of demographic and socioeconomic variables are included in the model to reflect the 

characteristics of the child and his or her family as of the first month of the spell. Those baseline variables 

are: 

Variable Definition 

Child is White A dummy variable indicating that the child is white (l=yes, &no). 

Age of Family Head The age (in years) of the head of the child's family as of the first 
month of the spell. 

Family Head is a A dummy variable indicating that the head of the child's family had 
High School Graduate graduated from high school by the first month of the spell (l=yes, 

k o ) .  



Variable 

Single-Parent Family 

Child is a Member 
of a Subfamily 

Number of Children 
in the Family 

Child Less Than Age 6 
in the Family 

Definition 

A dummy variable indicating that the child's family was headed by 
a single parent in the first month of the spell (l=yes, &no). 

A dummy variable indicating that the child's family is a subfamily 
in a household that includes more than one family as of the first 
month of the spell (l=yes, O=no). This variable is intended to 
capture the potential additional financial and child care resources 
available to the child's family. 

Number of children in the child's family. 

A dummy variable indicating that there was a child less than age six 
in the child's family as of the first month of the spell (l=yes, *no). 
The aging of the youngest child has implications for both the child 
care needs of the family and the application of AFDC program 
rules. During the time period that our data were collected, a parent 
who was caring for a child under age 6 was exempt from AFDC 
work registration requirements. 7 

Member of the Family A dummy variable indicating that a member of the child's family 
. is Disabled had a work disability as of the first month of the spell (l=yes, 

&no). 

Member of the Family A dummy variable indicating that a member of the child's family 
is Employed is employed as of the first month of the spell (l=yes, &no). 

2. Prior Family Events 

In order to capture the impact of the circumstances surrounding the beginning of the spell on the 

duration of the spell, we include measures that indicate whether the spell was preceded by a change in the 

circumstances of the child's family. In the model of the duration of AFDC participation, we include two 

measures: 

7 ~ h e  Family Support Act of 1988 changed the exemption so that it applies only to parents caring fa a child under age 
3 (or, at state option, age 1). 



Variable Definition 

Spell Began with the A dummy variable indicating that the marriage of the head of the 
Break-up of a Marriage child's family dissolved in the four months prior to the beginning of 

the spell (l=yes, o=no).* 

Spell Began with the ' A dummy variable indicating that a worker in the family became 
Loss of a Job unemployed in the four months prior to the beginning of the spell 

( l=yes, &no). 

The prior event variables included in the model of AFDC recidivism mirror those of the AFDC 

participation equation. They are: 

Variable Definition 

Spell Began with a A dummy variable indicating that the head of the child's family 
Marriage mamed in the four mon@s prior to the beginning of the spell 

(l=yes, &no). 

Spell Began with the A dummy variable indicating that a member of the child's family 
Addition of an Earner became employed in the four months prior to the beginning of the 

spell (l=yes, @no). 

3. Family Events and Time-Varying Variables 

In examining the relationship between AFDC participation or recidivism and family events, we 

consider a wide range of demographic and economic changes. These events, intended to capture important 

changes in the child's circumstances over the course of the spell, an? as follows: 

Variable 

Birth of a Child 
into the Family 

Definition 

A dummy variable indicating that an infant entered the child's 
family between the prior month and the current month (l=yes, 
@=no). 

I 
8 ~ n y  change fmm a status of "married, spouse present" was munled as evidence of a marital breakup. 



Variable Definition 

Youngest Child in the A dummy variable indicating that the youngest person in the child's 
Family Turned 6 family went from less than age six to at least age six between the 

prior month and the current month (l=yes, h o ) .  

Family Head Marries A dummy variable indicating that the head of the child's family 
mamed between the prior month and the current month (l=yes, 
O=no). 

Breakup of the Marriage A dummy variable indicating that the marriage of the head of the 
of the Family Head child's family broke up between the prior month and the current 

month (1 =yes, &no). 

Lost Last Worker in A dummy variable indicating that the child's family lost its last 
the Family employed member(s) between the prior month and the current 

month (l=yes, k o ) .  

Added F i  Worker in A dummy variable indicating that the child's family added its first 
the Family employed member between the prior month and the current month 

' (l=yes, *no). 

The family events variables capture changes over time in the child's circumstances relative to the 

child's baseline characteristics. Thus, for example, if the head of the child's family divorces his or her 

spouse and subsequently remarries over the course of a spell of program participation, the occurrence of 

both events -- a marital breakup and a marriage -- will be c a p w .  

In our model the occurrence of an event is hypothesized to increase or decrease the probability of an 

exit from the spell. For example, we include the marriage of the head of the child's family and the breakup 

of that marriage as events that can raise or lower (but do not lower to zero) the hazard of program exits. 

This differs from earlier work, most notably, Bane and Ellwood (1983), in which events such as maniage 

and employment were treated as alternative states to which an individual exited from a spell of AFDC. 

Since marriage, marital breakups, and changes in employment status do not necessarily result in program 
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exits or program entry, we believe our model provides a more appropriate framework for analyzing the 

impact of the events on program behavior. 

In addition to the measures of family events, we include a variable that is intended to capture the on- 

going availability of alternative sources of financial support for the child's family. That time-varying 

variable is: 

Variable Definition 

Family's Monthly The level of unearned, non-AFDC income received by the child's 
Uneamed Income family in the prior month ($100~). 

4. Program and Economic Environment 

We expect the characteristics of the program environment and the economic conditions in the area in 

which the child Lives to have an impact on the family's p r o w  participation behavior. Consequently, we 

. include two environmental measures in our model:g 

Variable Definition 

Maximum AFDC Benefit The maximum AFDC benefit for a family of four in the state where 
for a Family of Four the child resides ($1009). 

State Unemployment Rate The unemployment rate for the state in which the child resides. 
This variable serves as a proxy for the overall economic conditions 
faced by the child's family. 

9~ecause SIPP does not include such variables, we have added these data for each child for each month based on the 
child's state of residence. In the case of six states in which the sample is relatively small, two "state groups" were 
created by the Census Bureau: (1) Mississippi and West Virginia, and (2) Idaho, New Mexico, South Dakota, and 
Wyoming. 



Months 17 and Up 

Seam Month 

5. Length of Spell 

The final set of variables encompasses a series of dummy variables to control for the length of the 

spell. Those variables are: 

Variable Definition 

Months 3 or 4 A dummy variable indicating that the observation (i.e., spell- 
month) is either the 3rd or 4th month of the spell (l=yes, M o ) .  

Months 5 to 8 A dummy variable indicating that the observation is either the 5th. 
6th. 7th or 8th month of the spell (l=yes, &no). 

Months 9 to 12 A dummy variable indicating that the observation is either the 9th. 
10th. 1 lth, or 12th month of the spell (l=yes. &no). 

Months 13 to 16 A dummy variable indicating that the observation is either the 13th, 
14th, 15th. or 16th month of the spell (l=yes, h o ) .  

A dummy variable indicating that the observation is at least the 
17th month of the spell (l=yes, &no). 

A dummy variable indicating that the observation is the final month 
in a wave of SIPP, i.e., it is a seam month between two rounds of 
intetview s. 

The final variable (seam month) is intended to capture a well-documented problem in longitudinal 

surveys -- the bias of reported transitions toward the seam months of the survey (see Sigh et al. (1988) for 

a discussion of this issue).1° 

'h is only a rough correction for the tendency of transitions to be reported at the seam as it will not capture any 
existing correlation between the response errors that result in the bias toward the seam and the outcome variable or 
the other explanatory variables in the model. 

I 



IV. ESTIMATION RESULTS 

Economic and social family events are strongly associated with changes in program participation 

status, as shown in Table 3." The probability of exiting from a spell of AFDC participation is 

significantly greater for children in families in which the youngest child reaches age 6 or greater, the family 

head marries, or a family member becomes employed, all else equal. 

The aging of the youngest child in the family has a twofold impact on changes in program 

participation as it represents both a reduction in child care responsibilities within the household and the 

potential imposition of AFDC work registration requirements on the parent12 The nduction in child care 

responsibilities may eliminate a barrier to the employment of the parent while the imposition of greater 

work requirements reduces the attractiveness of program participation. The net effect of the aging of the 

youngest child is an increased likelihood that the family exits from AFDC participation. As can be seen in 

Table 4, which summarizes the effects of a change in selected explanatory variables on the hazard rate, the 

probability of exiting from a spell of AFDC given the aging of the youngest child is 27 percent, compared 

to only 4 percent for a hypothetical child with "average" characteristics who does not experience that 

event. 13 

Mamage and the employment of a family member are likely to indicate an improvement of the 

circumstances of the family. Accordingly, these family events result in the increased likelihood that the 

child's family exits from AFDC. As shown in Table 4, a child in a family in which the head marries has a 

l ~ e a n s  and standard errors for the explantory variables are provided in Appendix Table A.1. 

1 2 ~ s  was noted above, a parent caring for a child under 6 years of age was exempt from AFDC work ~ U i ~ m e n B  
during the time period that we are examining. 

131n calculating the effect of the occurrence of a W y  event on the probability of exiting fmm a spell, we assign all of 
the other variables in the model their mean value. 



Table 3 

Estimation Results for Hazard Models of the First Observed 
Spells of AFDC Participation and   on participation 

Probability of Exiting Probability of Returning 
from AFDC Participation to AFDC Participation ....................... ........................ 
Coefficient Standard Coefficient Standard 
Estimate Error Estimate Error Variable 

Constant 

Baseline Characteristics 
Child is White 
Head is High School Grad 
Age of Head 
Single-Parent Family 
Subfamily 
Number of Children 
Presence of Young Child 
Presence of Disabled 
Presence of Earner 

Prior Family Events 
Prior Marriage in Family 
Prior Marriage Breakup 
Prior Member Gets Job 
Prior Loss of Earner 

Family Events 
Monthly Other Income 
Birth of a Child 
Youngest Child Turns 6 
Marriage of Family Head 
Breakup of Family Head's 
Marriage 
First Member Gets a Job 
Last Worker Loses Job 

Environmental variables 
Maximum AFDC Benefit 
State Unemployment Rate 

Length of Spell 
Months 3 or 4 
Months 5 to 8 
Months 9 to 12 
Months 13 to 16 
Months 17 and Up 
Seam Month 

Likelihood Ratio Test 



15 percent probability of exiting from the spell of AFDC, and a child in a family in which a member 

becomes employed has a 19 percent probability of exiting, all else equal. 

Returns to AFDC participation are also affected by the occurrence of family events, as shown in 

Table 3. Both the birth of a child and the loss of the last worker in the family significantly increase the 

probability of AFDC recidivism. In particular, compared to a probability of recidivism of 2 percent for an 

average child, a child in a family in which a baby is born has an 11 percent probability of returning to 

program participation (Table 4). 

Given the importance of family events on the course of the spell, it is somewhat surprising that 

family events occurring immediately prior to the beginning of the spell are not significant factors in the 

probability of exiting from the spell. Thus, for example, children in families who began a spell of AFDC 

because of a divorce are no less likely to exit from the spell than are children from families that did not 

experience such a disruption prior to the spell. 

Other Findings. Consistent with the findings of earlier research on the factors associated with exits 

from spells of AFDC participation, we find that race, educational attainment, and the presence of workers 

in the household are positively associated with exits from participation, as shown in Table 3. On the other 

hand, greater numbers of children and young children in the family are associated with lower probabilities 

of program exits, all else equal (although only the p w n c e  of young children is statistically significant.) 

We did not find a significant association between the age and marital status of the family head and 

the probability of program exits. Nor do the presence of a disabled member in the family or residing within 

a subfamily in a larger household appear to be associated with exits from AFDC. 

However, both the presence of a disabled family member and residing within a subfamily are 

significant factors in returns to AFDC participation. The positive association between residing within a 

subfamily and AFDC recidivism is counter to our expectation that the subfamily would benefit from the 





presence of additional adults to help with child care and from the potential financial gains a larger 

household could provide. However, it may be that "doubling-up" with another family represents one 

method of coping with a stressful situation (e.g., job loss, marital disruption, or ill health) and that for such 

families program participation represents another means of coping with stressful changes. We hope to 

explore in more detail the impact of changes in household structure on the dynamics of program 

participation in future work. 

The program and economic environment are significant factors in exits from AFDC participation 

and in AFDC recidivism. The more generous the AFDC program in the state where the child resides (as 

approximated by the maximum benefit available to a family of four), the lower the probability of exiting 

from the program and, for those who do exit from the program, the greater the probability of returning to 

the program, al l  else equal. Similarly, the higher the state unemployment rate -- our measure for the 

weakness of the economic envimnment in the state -- the lower the probability of exiting from the program 

and, for those who exit, the lower the probability of extended periods off of the program. 

V. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

This paper uses data from the SIFT to examine the impact of family events on welfare participation 

and welfare recidivism. We find that family events that suggest improved economic conditions (the 

marriage of the family head or the employment of a family member) or reduced barriers to employment 

(the aging of the youngest child) are positively associated with exits from program participation. Similafly, 

for those who were successful in exiting from AFDC, family events that are likely to portend a worsening 

of economic conditions (the loss of a job) or increased barriers to employment (the birth of a child in the 

family) are positively associated with returns to program participation. In contrast, family events that 



occur immediately prior to the spell of AFDC participation or the spell off of AFDC do not appear to have 

an impact on subsequent participation behavior. 

The importance of family events in program participation behavior suggests that participation in the 

AFDC program represents one method that families cope with stressful situations, such as loss of jobs and 

marital disruption. Additional m a r c h  on the association between program participation and the dynamics 

of family circumstances should improve our understanding of how individuals and families adjust to 

personal and family misfortunes. Further research should also help to support the design of policies that 

are responsive to families attempting to cope with life changes. 

Our analysis also highlights the importance of educational attainment and work experience on the 

probability of exiting from AFDC participation, and the strong association between the economic and 

program environment and program participation behavior. The more generous the state's AFDC program 

and the higher the state's unemployment rate, the lower the likelihood of exiting from AFDC participation 

and, for those who do exit, the higher the probability of returning to participation. Although the 

relationship between the generosity of the AFDC program and the probability of program exit and 

recidivism suggests that a reduction in benefits would encourage program exits and extended periods off 

the program, it is important to note that this study does not examine the family's economic well-being on 

and off the AFDC program. Policies that reduce AFDC benefits may reduce welfare dependency without 

increasing the family's ability to function independently and, consequently, may lead to increases in 

poverty. 



Table A. 1 

Mean and Standard Error for the Explanatory Variables 
Included in the Hazard Models 

Variable 

Probability of Exiting probability of Returning 
from AFDC Participation to AFDC Participation ....................... ........................ 

Standard Standard 
Mean Error Mean Error 

Constant 

Baseline Characteristics 
Child is White 
Head is High School Grad 
Age of Head 
Single-Parent Family 
Subf amily 
Number of Children 
Presence of Young Child 
Presence of Disabled 
Presence of Earner 

Prior Family Events 
Prior Marriage in Family 
Prior Marriage Breakup 
Prior Member Gets Job 
Prior Loss of Earner 

Family Events 
Monthly Other Income 
Birth of a Child 
Youngest Child Turns 6 
Marriage of Family Head 
Breakup of Family Head's 
Marriage 
First Member Gets a Job 
Last Worker Loses Job 

Environment 
Maximum AFDC Benefit 
State Unemployment Rate 

Length of Spell 
Months 3 or 4 
Months 5 to 8 
Months 9 to 12 
Months 13 to 16 
Months 17 and Up 
Seam Month 
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