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People have been touting the virtues of “welfare reform.”  I am wondering which of the many welfare convulsions and constrictions of recent decades we are talking about.  This is my recollection of working on, in and next to ‘welfare’ agencies for the past 40 years.  I did this from memory, so the dates may be off a year or two.

First passed in 1936, the Aid to Dependant Children (ADC) program was modeled on the 19 programs that had been adopted by states.  The first state program was in Illinois; it was lobbied into existence in 1912 by that extraordinary group of women from Hull House.  Funds were distributed to the deserving poor in accordance with local customs.

Leading up to passage of ADC, Congress discussed whether it should be (a) a uniform national benefit with Federal standards and administration, like the proposed Social Security insurance program or (b) left to the locals to administer in accordance with local values and with some local money involved.  They opted for the latter, and it passed almost without controversy.  The concept was simple – let local people define who was “deserving” and give the mother a few bucks to take care of the kids.   The program focused on children from families where the dad had been killed in an industrial accident or died from some natural cause.  The only real controversies in the first decades were (a) some of the benefits were very low, and as is discussed later, (b) this was basically a program for whites only.  Over time, social workers were hired in the key ‘case manager’ position both to determine eligibility for benefits in accordance with local policies, and to provide services or find services to help the mother re-integrate with her family, pursue education, find a job, or get married again.

In the early 1960’s ADC was expanded to AFDC (add the mother) and then to AFDC-U (which under convoluted circumstances added some fathers).  The concept of work as a pathway for getting off of welfare was formally added to the legislation.   

From the late 1930’s to the 1960’s, ADC and then AFDC was managed “in accordance with local customs.”  That usually meant that virtually all the case workers were white and the recipients were too.  In a typical rural county in the Deep South, where the population was 50% white and 50% black and almost everybody was poor, there would be 700 white women and 4 black women receiving aid.  You could not get assistance unless you were found by the local policy makers and the case worker to be “worthy.”  The case workers (almost all of them were B.A. or M.S.W. social workers) were tasked with both morality enforcement and income policing.  Home visits were conducted to detect if there was a man in the house which was interpreted to mean the woman had income she was not revealing, or that she was not “deserving.”  The caseworker literally looked in the closets and for shoes under the bed.  They were also tasked with providing social services.  As designed, the ADC system did break up families and eroded family stability.  So we end the first long era of welfare in the early 1960’s with it perceived as being racist in nature because it was, with a system that did not provide the right kind or sufficient social services -- and with case workers who had conflicting roles.  And the case workers became the scapegoats.  

The civil rights movement and the CAA’s attacked AFDC and the caseworkers in part because they were trying to establish the receipt of cash aid as a matter of statutory right and not as a matter of local morality, as an entitlement and not as a function of a person being found to be deserving on moral grounds.  And the CAA’s attacked AFDC and the case workers because of the confounded role of the case workers who were both cop and helper.  The attackers won on both counts.  

The number of AFDC recipients had increased from about 3 million 1965 to about 9 million in 1969 (Check these exact numbers -- but the 300% increase in that 6-year period is close).  Welfare became a matter of right, not of being “deserving.”

In 1967, Congress decided to separate income maintenance from social services so that the “social workers could be freed up to provide real social services” to help families to move off of welfare, etc.  (I helped manage this transition in New York City, which had about 2,500 caseworkers with a BA or MSW in social work).  So this reform resulted in clarification of the roles and focusing most of the social workers on their primary task, assistance to families or providing other assistance to the community.  In New York City, about 1,800 of the former caseworkers moved into providing social services to families and individuals.

About 460 of them (mostly MSW’s) were transferred into a new Department of Community Development, which I formed and directed.  The workers in DCD were located in offices around the city with 20 or 25 case workers per office.  They organized tenants, rent strikes, boycotts and other forms of direct action, and helped community organizations engage in various good works, community economic development and community improvements.  The DCD employees acted as supplemental staff to the 26 Community Corporations under the City sponsored Community Action Agency.  Each Community Corporation was the delegate agency for the OEO/CSA funds in their area, and in effect functioned as sub-city CAA’s

And the policy of separation set up a “clean” income maintenance system, run by clerks, whose only job was to give people money without any behavior modification baggage lurking in the background – or so we hoped.

However, in most places, the amount of time that these freed up caseworkers spent providing social services to individuals and families was about two months – and then they were transferred into child or adult protective services.  In other parts of the country, as the social workers moved out of service provision, the CAA’s moved into the vacuum in the policy space created by the failure – once again -- of AFDC to provide the services they had promised.  So within a few months to years throughout the US the 1967 welfare reform resulted in the disappearance of the social workers from direct service provision altogether.

1967.  I think it was the 1967 amendments that also created the Work Incentive Now (WIN) program.  From 1971—73, the evaluation unit at the New York City Human Resources Administration (with 32 professional evaluation staff in it, and which I managed) tracked down and interviewed a random sample of about 3,600 WIN program participants out of the 60,000 or so that had been through the New York City program.  It took us over a year to find these 3,600 people.  I remember one interviewer tracked the interviewee down in a nursing home in New Jersey – and got the interview.  The numbers came out something like this (I’m still looking for the original report).

3,600 enrolled in WIN; i.e. intake was completed

Only about half or 1,800 received any kind of service at all.

About 400 completed the services or training.

About 75 got jobs.

Only 3 were on the job 3 months later.

We went to Jule Sugarman, then the HRA Commissioner, and told him that the WIN program was a hoax.  There were no results.  Furthermore, a huge percentage of the women who had been in the program did virtually NO self-help activity for about two years after their WIN program experience.  They just sat down; they interpreted the failure as being their own fault and most went into a depression that lasted about two years.  WIN was hurting people.  So this “work incentive now” welfare reform resulted in a nationwide program that was a miserable failure.  (Lawrence Mead reviewed 22 WIN programs in New York State, and concluded the real problem was not the absence of jobs, not the lack of proper job training, and not even a lack of willingness to work by the women – the real problem was that the people who were managing the system were not sufficiently enthusiastic.  I have to say I do not agree with this conclusion.)

We urged Commissioner Sugarman to shut the WIN program down.  But the decision was made at the national level that the problem was in requiring states to run a uniform nationwide program and the new welfare reform was to let the states vary the service mix and other factors in the program through waivers of the Federal regulations through a Section 1119 waiver.  So, New York City got a waiver and changed the program around to become one of the first “WIN Demonstration” sites.

1972.  President Nixon’s appointee Assistant HEW Secretary Daniel Patrick Moynihan proposed a Family Assistance Plan that was arguably the best combination of services, training and income support ever invented -- then and now.  This proposal was a real welfare reform!  It was defeated by the welfare rights coalition and the CAA’s who argued that it should do more.  There was also controversy over the amount of the proposed uniform national cash benefit.  CAA’s wanted a uniform national benefit to raise up the miserable payments that were being made in some states!  One person who is familiar with the history has said that the Director of the National Welfare Rights Organization, George Wiley, was “the Ralph Nader of that era.  Nothing was ever enough.”  Unable to get the level of uniform cash benefit they wanted, the CAA’s opposed the social service program as well -- and Congress did not pass it.  (Moynihan never forgave the CAA’s for this and cut them out of future welfare reform discussions, especially the JOBS discussions in 1988, but that is another story.)

In the 1970’s the Manpower Demonstration Research Council was created in New York City.  It’s website is at www.MDRC.org   During the 1980’s, MDRC tracked the participants in several of the WIN demonstration sites.  They did real evaluations with participants assigned randomly to control groups and experimental groups.  Their findings from one of their reports in 1987 are attached at the end of this paper on pages 8 and 9.  This is a replicate of “Table 2” reporting on the results of several of the WIN Demonstration projects which became the basis of the JOBS program.  Note that in the much touted San Diego program the actual increase due to program participation was only about $700.  I recall a comment Dr. Judith Gueron, director of the MDRC, made to the effect that that “the liberals are astounded that the results are so small, and the conservatives are astounded that there is any result at all.”  Nevertheless, MDRC found that the programs were cost-effective and merited public investment.  Note however also that the geographic effect (comparing area to area – by looking vertically in the charts) is about 10 times a powerful as any program effect (comparing each program with their control group -- horizontally on the chart).  In other words, if you moved to an area like San Diego even if you do not participate in the program your income goes up $3,102.  Stay in Arkansas and participate in the program and your income goes up $291.  

The Gatreaux experiments underway in Chicago are the housing analog to this idea of simply moving to a better community.  And, I remember the OIC’s Reverand Leon Sullivan speaking at a NACAA Conference and urging minorities to move to the suburbs and small towns.  In the course of his speech he would periodically slam the podium and scream “MOVE OUT!”

By 1981 over half of American women with a child under the age of 5 were in the workforce at least part time.  By 1986, over half of women with a child under age 1 were in the workforce at least part time.  The demographic shift undercut the previous social value that women would be paid to stay home and care for their child.  The 1988 JOBS amendments signaled the end of AFDC as we had known it.  American social values were changing from a social value of “women may work” -- to “women must work.”  I would argue that “work first” requirement in many JOBS programs marks the fundamental policy shift away from the previous 40 years of efforts to design a program based primarily on human development principles.  Within 8 years work was made a mandatory condition of receipt of this form of Federal assistance.

It was also in the 1980’s that the Panel Studies on Income Dynamics (University of Michigan) began reporting on the receipt of welfare over time.  Among other things the found that over the previous 20 years no more than 25% of women went on welfare because their work situation changed such that their income dropped them under the eligibility line, and no more than about 25% of women went off of welfare because their income from work increased sufficiently to make them ineligible.  Most women went on welfare because an adult left the household or a child arrived in the household, making them eligible by virtue of their new family composition.  And, most women went off because an adult arrived or a child left (aged out, died, etc.) 

They found that across the decades the HUGE majority of women who received welfare (about 80% as I recall it) received it for exactly one “spell.”  They had some crisis or the other –usually the departure of an adult or the arrival of a child -- they received it for about two years and then went off of welfare and never came back.  I think it was Greg Duncan at PSID who compared welfare to a 12 bed hospital.  Eleven of the beds are occupied by a new person each week.  The 12th bed is occupied by the same person all year long.  Federal officials, failing to look at the dynamics over time, just did not see that welfare was indeed a temporary income support program and that it was working for most women exactly as designed.  Instead, they became obsessed by the permanent occupant of the 12th bed.

1996.  Although the 1988 JOBS amendments were already firmly in place and beginning to take hold, there was one last gasp from the human development advocates.  HHS officials Mary Jo Bane, David Ellwood, Wendell Primus and Peter Edelman crafted an entirely sensible and rational approach to helping women develop their earning capacity.  This was based on decades of research by Ellwood and Bane and Primus and all of the learning from the MDRC evaluations, etc.  The Congress, the Clinton White House, and the American People rejected their recommendations.  President William Jefferson Clinton “…ended welfare as we know it.”  The four musketeers all resigned from the Clinton Administration.  

The shift in the dominant social value is simple – the new standard is that people must work and that they must go to work as soon as possible.  This is not a human development strategy, it is a social norm.  And TANF was redesigned to implement it.  So TANF highlights the decades-long failure to create a viable human development strategy for single mothers either who do not have an education that is good enough to earn a living or who do not have a partner or a family who will help support them.  Instead, we will just put them to work.  Work is the answer, even though we do not yet know what the question is.  And, work might be the answer – if there was work available, which in all too many places there is not.  

Or, as an alternative to work, they can increase their income or lower their expenses in others ways, e.g. find a partner/spouse/lover or move in with relatives.  E.g. the unspoken push is to persuade them to change their social and family relationships.  

Only few states are tracking what happens to the women who have hit the five year limit or who have dropped off of the system for other reasons.  The statistics show that some women have indeed been very successful, that some are working but once again living at the sub-poverty level -- and that others are simply unaccounted for.  If this were an anti-poverty strategy one would assume there would be dramatic results in – moving a large percentage of women out of poverty!  Or, if the supporters were really proud of this strategy they would at least know exactly what happened to each person, success or not.  So, what is success?  Having 10% of the women leave poverty?  Or, 20%?  Or, 30%?  Is the 70% who do not escape poverty a price that the American public is willing have to pay for the 30%?

As a public policy, TANF is unsatisfactory on several counts.  It does not clearly produce the desired outcome (get out of poverty) for even a simple majority of the participants.  It mixes its motives; under the guise of enhancing workplace success TANF seeks to change morality (reduce out of wedlock births) or to alter family relationships.  It fails to ensure there is child care available that every working mother needs.  

I could argue that the REAL problem here is attaching the behavior requirements to an income support program.  Then, we are disappointed that the women do not behave as we want them to, and that our social service staff lack the power, skill or will to make them behave as we want them to -- so the program is deemed a failure.  This is a failure of understanding that leads to a perceived failure of policy, but we just scapegoat the participants.   Does Social Security check on people’s lifestyle, expenditure preferences, and sex lives?  No.  Although Food Stamps does now have a work requirement, it is a simple requirement and not loaded with other baggage.  

We should look at the possibility that income support should be just income support, and nothing else.  What happened to those Nixon-era experiments with a guaranteed annual income in New Jersey?  As I recall they worked out pretty well.  If we had a national norm or standard about “how much money is enough” then we could figure out how to help people get that amount, from all sources.  Perhaps the proposals to totally automate the income maintenance application process (TX and CA) will finally get the hands of the moralists and bureaucrats off of the money.

I have no problem with social norms on work or requirements for work or tough love to go to work.  If we want to turn social norms into laws we should just do it straight out as we have for so many other issues.  Why not just pass a law that everybody has to work!  China used to do this – and if you did not show up at work then the Commies drove over to your house in a truck, dragged your tired butt out of bed and hauled you to work.  

If we are going to tie income solely to work, then we have to create a system that pays enough to make a minimum-wage job enough to live on.  The idea of a refundable tax-credit (EITC) of a dollar for dollar match on income or even a 2-for-1 if you earn less than $6,000 is a good one.  There are a lot of ways to do this.  

If as a society we want to create financial penalties for having children “out of wedlock” then we should just fine the woman $5,000 for the first child, $15,000 for the second, and $25,000 for the third.  

Should the states step into the gap after the 5-year limit is up, like CA and NY are doing, and simply continue cash payments past the 5 year limit -- using state funds?  This is a stopgap.  It is not a new strategy and certainly not a solution.  

After 40 years, we are still waiting for a welfare reform that works.  At best, TANF is a transitional structure from a social value system that no longer reflects the opinion of the majority of the voters – e.g. pay women to stay home --  to a policy framework that has not yet been developed – e.g. women must work even if their earnings are insufficient. 

So this version of welfare reform represents the changing pathway of social values, but it has never outgrown the core concept of its origin -- that recipients of aid should do so only if they were “deserving” in terms of local morality.  By moving all recipients off of TANF, we will eliminate the public perception that people are leaching off of society, but we will not have solved any social problems.  This may be effective as an anti-welfare strategy, but not an anti-poverty strategy.

The current policy trajectory is that as a nation in another decade or so we will have zero women receiving Federal cash assistance, but we will still have too many single mothers earning sub-poverty wages and children receiving inadequate child care and living without a social support framework.  This is an absurd place for America to be headed.  What problem will have been solved?  We will have stopped giving Federal money to women we disapprove of in terms of their:  child-bearing activity, level of educational attainment, work habits, and (lack of a) family support system.  But there is no new social contract on this pathway. There is no new “value exchange” in which the woman performs certain personal and family responsibilities and society provides certain benefits.

TANF is still an “old” style mix of money tied to implicit behavioral norms and not-so-subtle efforts at behavior modification.  This has not worked for the past 75 years and I don’t see any reason to think it will work now.  I think TANF will disappear, and it probably should.  We should separate the current policy into its parts; the morality and the behavioral part, the income support part, and the work requirement part.

If we don’t approve of a certain morality or we want people to act in a certain way, we should pass a law that make that behavior illegal, or penalizes it, or rewards what we consider to be good behavior.  

Like other industrialized countries have already done, we should also figure out what minimum amount of money is needed for a person to live a defined minimum standard – to have an acceptable “quality of life” -- and make sure they have it from whatever combination of sources is available to them, including work, tax credits and a cash payment of taxpayer’s money.

If as a society we are going to require that all women work, then TANF could be changed into child care and transportation support and transferred to DOL as support services for various employment and training or supported work programs.  (Where are the public works programs like WPA and CCC when we really need them?)  At least that would be closer to “making work pay.”

(Tables follow)

Table 2 (pages 24-27)

Summary of the Impact of AFDC Work/Welfare Programs

In San Diego, Baltimore, Arkansas, Virginia, and West Virginia

	Outcome (a)
	Experimentals
	Controls
	Difference
	Decrease/Increase

	San Diego-Applicants

	Ever Employed During 15 Months
	61.0%
	55.4%
	+5.6%***
	+10%

	Average Total Earnings During 15 Months
	$3802
	$3102
	+$700***
	+23%

	Ever Received AFDC Payments During 18 Months
	83.9%
	84.3%
	-0.4%
	0%

	Average Number of Months Receiving AFDC Payments During 18 Months
	8.13
	8.61
	-0.48*
	-6%

	Average Total AFDC Payments Received During 18 Months
	$3409
	$3697
	-$288**
	-8%

	Baltimore – Applicants and Recipients

	Ever Employed During 12 Months
	51.2%
	44.2%
	+7.0%***
	+16%

	Average Total Earnings During 12 Months
	$1935
	$1759
	+$176
	+10%

	Ever Received AFDC Payments During 15 Months
	94.9%
	95.1%
	-0.2%
	0%

	Average Number of Months Receiving AFDC Payments During 15 Months
	11.14
	11.29
	-0.15
	-1%

	Average Total AFDC Payments Received During 15 Months
	$3058
	$3064
	-$6
	0%

	Arkansas – Applicants and Recipients

	Ever Employed During 6 Months
	18.8%
	14.0%
	+4.8%**
	+34%

	Average Total Earnings During 6 Months
	$291
	$213
	+$78*
	+37%

	Ever Received AFDC Payments During 9 Months
	72.8%
	75.9%
	-3.1%
	-4%

	Average Number of Months Receiving AFDC Payments During 9 Months
	4.96
	5.49
	-0.53***
	-10%

	Average Total AFDC Payments Rec’d 9 months
	$772
	$865
	-$93***
	-11%


Table 2 (continued)

Summary of the Impact of AFDC Work/Welfare Programs

In San Diego, Baltimore, Arkansas, Virginia, and West Virginia

	Outcome (s)
	Experimentals
	Controls
	Difference
	Decrease/Increase

	Virginia-Applicants and Recipients

	Ever Employed During 9 Months
	43.8%
	40.5%
	+3.3%*
	+8%

	Average Total Earnings During 9 Months
	$1119
	$1038
	+$81
	+8%

	Ever Received AFDC Payments During 12 Months
	86.0%
	86.1%
	-0.1%
	0%

	Average Number of Months Receiving AFDC Payments During 12 Months
	7.75
	7.90
	-0.14
	-2%

	Average Total AFDC Payments Received During 12 Months
	$1923
	$2007
	-$84**
	-4%

	West Virginia – Applicants and Recipients

	Ever Employed During 15 Months
	22.3%
	22.7%
	-0.4%
	-2%

	Average Total Earnings During 15 Months
	$713
	$712
	$0
	0%

	Ever Received AFDC Payments During 21 Months
	96.8%
	96.0%
	+0.8%
	+1%

	Average Number of Months Receiving AFDC Payments During 21 Months
	14.26
	14.46
	-0.21
	-1%

	Average Total AFDC Payments Received During 21 Months
	$2681
	$2721
	-$40
	-1%


Source: Final reports from programs in San Diego, Baltimore, Arkansas, Virginia, and West Virginia.

Notes: These data include zero values for sample members not employed and for sample members not receiving welfare payments. The estimates are regression-adjusted using ordinary least squares, controlling for pre-random assignment characteristics of sample members. There may be some discrepancies in calculating experimental-control differences due to rounding.

* Denotes statistical significance at the 10 percent level; ** at the 5 percent level; and *** at the 1 percent level.

By Dr. Judith M. Gueron.  From Reforming Welfare With Work.  Published by the Ford Foundation project on Social Welfare and the American Future.  1987
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