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Abstract


In this research project, I explore the ways in which governments in advanced industrialized countries achieve the balance between helping citizens when they are facing hardships yet avoiding long-term dependence on government handouts. This idea dates back to the “War on Poverty” in 1964, in which, the United States federal government made eradication of poverty a goal through variety of programs like Headstart, aid for families with dependent children and other programs.    But in the 1980’s and 1990’s there was a growing concern that federal programs were creating long term welfare dependency. I focus on the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act as an example of the attempt to break long term welfare dependency. By imposing stricter regulations on who is eligible for welfare payment and imposing time limits, the PRWORA was supposed to decrease caseloads, poverty, and dependency. I examine the reasons for this welfare reform, its effectiveness, and how it has shaped the current welfare system. 

Welfare Reform Dynamic:

1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 


Welfare dependency is yet again becoming a major issue within the United States. I, myself, have always thought that public assistance welfare programs were useless. Over the years, my attitude towards public aid programs has formed into the idea that they are easy to take full advantage of. I thought this would decrease the motivation of those recipients with an increasing number of the beneficiaries becoming solely dependent for prolonged periods of time, in turn, causing more harm to the individuals than helping them transition towards independence. In this research project I want to explore the ways in which governments in advanced industrialized countries achieve the balance between helping citizens when they are facing hardships yet avoiding long-term dependence on government handouts.


With this, I decided to research the ways in which the federal government in the United States prevents welfare recipients from becoming prolonged dependents. I did so primarily by looking at the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, known as the PRWORA. I will examine the reasons for this welfare reform, its effectiveness, and how it has shaped the current welfare system.

War on Poverty

The “War on Poverty” dates back to 1964 as a proposal of President Lyndon B. Johnson. This proposal brought the issue of poverty to the forefront in politics as well as in the media. As stated in Lyndon B. Johnson’s Special Message to Congress on March 16, 1964, “Because it is right, because it is wise, and because, for the first time in our history, it is possible to conquer poverty, I submit, for the consideration of the Congress and the country, the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964” (Halsall). This brought the initiative of welfare reform to the people and the government of the United States by introducing the Economic Opportunity Act.


The Economic Opportunity Act had several components. First, the act would give five hundred thousand Americans the chance to further their education and find work. In turn, they would become self-sufficient and rise about the poverty line. Next, this act would help the citizens form and follow a plan in order to get out of poverty. It also allowed others to help in the fight against poverty by providing volunteer work. All of these were proposed with the intention of eliminating poverty in the United States. From here Johnson favored creating a job Corps, a Work-Training Program for those 16-21 years old, and a Work Study Program in order to allow those in poverty to actively help themselves. Johnson felt these were the necessary measures that needed to be made in order to decrease US poverty and the number of welfare caseloads (Halsall).

Several people have agreed that it was necessary for those in poverty to become active in training and work programs in order to get out of poverty. The ideas and opinions of poverty have changed over the years with the new proposals and findings with acts such as Lyndon B. Johnson’s Economic Opportunity Act. 

The “War on Poverty,” after twenty years did not reduce the rate of poverty instead it doubled the number of those receiving welfare benefits. The numbers of caseloads were at a climb that required immediate thought and attention. According to Welfare Reform by Hombs, “from 1970 to 1993, the number of recipients increased from 7.4 million to 14.1 million, or 91 percent. About 14 million people were receiving AFDC at that time. Nearly half of women on AFDC have never been married. The average mother on AFDC gave birth at age 20 compared to age 23 for women not on AFDC” (Hombs p 52-53). These numbers proved welfare to be a serious concern of the US bringing it to the forefront of legislation and altering many opinions on all aspects of the welfare policy.


Other opinions regarding welfare do vary, for there are several concerns when it comes to welfare. Such concerns consist of whether it is a right or not to receive welfare benefits, whether it is the responsibility of the states to provide welfare, whether or not the current welfare system is too generous, whether or not a recipient can remain on welfare for too long. Hombs, outline the following concerns surrounding welfare:

1.
Should federal and state government (or cities, in some cases), on behalf of society in general, provide assistance (cash benefits, services, etc.) of any sort to those in need (however defined)? Do we owe this to others, via government?

2.
If so, should this assistance be viewed as a right by those in need or those delivering it?

3.
If so, should this right be tied to specific desired outcomes or behaviors for those receiving the assistance?

4.
What kind of assistance should be provided?

5.
How long should assistance be available? Should there be time limits on the receipt of assistance?

6.
Who should be eligible for assistance? Should there be restrictions on the receipt of assistance by teens, or people who are legal or illegal residents of the United States?

7.
Should the provision of assistance be tied to other goals, such as fiscal savings, reductions in births, transition to employment?

8.
What are the desired fiscal programmatic results for the states? Should states receive federal funds based on prior expenditures, population patterns, poverty population, meeting specific goals? Should states receive funds based on past funding, with or without a requirement that they expend any state funds, or the same amount of funds?

9.
What are the desired results for recipients of assistance? Should the results of spending be the reason to halt or change other program goals? For instance, if large numbers of children are inadequately nourished, should a program be altered to make more people eligible for assistance? (Hombs p 15, 16)

The Great Transition:
Aid to Families with Dependent Children

Aid to Families with Dependant Children was a program instituted with a “work first” initiative that provided benefits to families headed by only one parent. There were also some negative effects of enforcing this “work first” method when the recipients found ways to take advantage of both an income from work and an income from welfare. According to Besharov, “The $90 AFDC disregard was handed over for the states to set at their discretion under TANF. Even with this, there was an increase in caseloads when the recipients were both allowed to work and to receive welfare benefits” (Besharov). The AFDC program appeared to have a negative impact causing great criticism from many (Besharov).
According to Joshua Dyck and Laura Hussey, authors of “The End of Welfare as We Know It?,” “It served people who could otherwise be working, encouraged dependency, out-of-wedlock childbearing, and other ill, and was moreover riddled with fraud, waste, and abuse” (Besharov). This statement was made in regards to AFDC which strongly supported the reform found in Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, TANF, under the 1996 PRWORA (Besharov).
The welfare system required change, and that change brought on the 1996 PRWORA which replaced the AFDC with Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) in order to bring in stricter regulation. This helped to avoid letting recipients abuse the welfare system while also eliminating the number of welfare caseloads in America. “Strict work requirements, time limits on the receipt of benefits, options aimed at discouraging no marital births, sanctions on noncompliant families, and greater state flexibility ranked among its major provisions” (Dyck). 

“In any event, by 1994, welfare caseloads had reached a historic high of 5.1 million families, representing about 15 percent of American families with children. But that year caseloads began a seven-year decline that eventually reduced the national rolls by about 60 percent” (Besharov). Bill Clinton and the Republicans in power praised welfare reform for the decline in caseloads that would increase the participation and required hours of work per week. The real progress came from changes made within welfare offices and agencies with a “work first” mind frame by mandating job searches, peer support, and training or education. The entire system gained the change or direction needed to improve its methods and goals for its recipients (Besharov).
Differing View Points


Many people in America now carry the idea that if one puts forth great effort to become successful, that effort should pay off allowing one to achieve his or her goals. This is also known as a “belief in a just society” in which it is believed that one gets what is deserved. Based on a phone survey in which the research conductors gave a scenario and then asked questions based on that story, argue that if an individual is truly trying to better their situation, he or she will essentially succeed. With this, those with strong beliefs in a just world feel that those who are making an attempt to rise from poverty should not be able to collect the welfare benefits, for those who are making the attempt should be capable of succeeding by the efforts of their own. People with a belief in a just society do feel that there are some out there who need financial help, and they do support using their tax dollars for this cause (Applebaum).

Views regarding welfare vary given one’s status, but there is one consistent view. This common opinion is that the current welfare system requires change. According to Hombs, “A 1992 national survey found that nine of ten Americans believed that the welfare system should be changed” (Hombs 17). Whereas this is the one area that almost everyone can agree upon when considering welfare, several other aspects are commonly disagreed upon. Conservatives oppose big government and do not favor welfare. They feel that such programs decrease the initiative one needs to ultimately become self-sufficient. They also blame welfare for the current poverty rates and for encouraging reckless behavior. On the other hand, liberals feel that they do not want to appear to be supportive of negative behaviors of those who receive the benefits but feel that some recipients would not survive without the help of liberals with the legislation on welfare. Some recipients feel that they become trapped once they begin receiving welfare benefits and in a sense lose control over their own outcomes. On the other end of the spectrum, taxpayers feel that their tax money should go towards more important areas, since they see few positive outcomes with the welfare recipients (Hombs).

Former California Governor Pete Wilson had a very strong opinion in regards to welfare only addressing some of the welfare recipients while neglecting the others who attempt to support themselves yet fall short due to barriers such as being laid off from their employment whom the welfare system was established to help. Shown here is an example of a statement from a former Republican Governor of California, Pete Wilson’s point of view:


Senate liberals have extended federal disability benefits to individuals whose only disability is self-inflicted drug and alcohol abuse. Today, nearly 100,000 individuals collect such benefits. And the number grew nearly six-fold in five years…


What alcoholic would pass up a chance to have the taxpayers pick up their bar tab? That’s why the House welfare bill ended this absurd practice next month…That’s not only an insult to taxpayers, it’s an outrage for the federal government to be subsidizing someone’s addiction. As the head of one homeless shelter described it, it’s “suicide on the installment plan.” It’s wrong and it’s got to stop… (Hombs 87)


Another Republican also publicized a statement about welfare and his ultimate goal of ending welfare. This is the typical Republican view with looking towards smaller government and looking to rid the welfare system from the United States. He finds that ending welfare is “prudent and humane.” “--prudent because the social science evidence is in: illegitimacy is the surest road to poverty and social decay. And welfare subsidizes and sustains illegitimacy. It is humane because, again, many more people would live far better lives if we scrapped an entire system that subsidizes out-of-wedlock births” (Hombs 88). This would result in a decrease in the number of births to unwed mothers, and he also favors the actions of taking this kind of authority out of the hands of the national government and giving it to the individual states. He concludes his statement for ending welfare, “We have lost large parts of an entire generation because of the terrible human wreckage left in its wake. Enough is enough. It’s time to pull the plug. For the sake of the children” (Hombs 89).

Personal Responsibility Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act


Former President Clinton signed the Personal Responsibility Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act welfare reform in 1996 with intentions of improving the lives of those truly living in poverty, decreasing the number of caseloads, and enforcing stricter regulations on the welfare programs themselves. Here, released by the Office of the Press Secretary, Clinton describes his justification for this reform and what he hoped to see result for signing the act with the ultimate hopes of “ending welfare as we know it”:


So I will sign this bill. First and foremost because the current system is broken. Second, because Congress has made many of the changes I sought. And, third, because even though serious problems remain in the non-welfare reform provisions of the bill, this is the best chance we will have for a long, long time to complete the work of ending welfare as we know it by moving people from welfare to work, demanding responsibility and doing better by children… (Hombs 84) 

The Personal Responsibility Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act welfare reform, also known as the PRWORA, was a welfare reform that introduced the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families in place of the Aid to Families with Dependent Children program. This imposed the limitation of five years that a person could remain on welfare and in turn has decreased the welfare caseloads. One might think these reformations would be enough to please both the liberals and conservatives, but even this change was not enough to reauthorize TANF without a stalemate in 2002. This proves the importance of welfare and reform (Besharov).
With this reform, one had to take responsibility for one’s self by replacing welfare with work. It also enforced a five year limit one could receive benefits over his or her lifetime. The welfare recipients were required to participate in work activities within two months of first receiving the benefits. States were also granted the power to limit newcomers from other states which offered less generous benefits from receiving the benefits that current state offered. With the introduction of the PRWORA by changing the AFDC to TANF, there was a decrease of forty-three percent of the total number of families who received some form of welfare benefits. This welfare reform proved to make an impressive difference in the number of its recipients decreasing the number of its long-term dependents (Burns p 462-4).
From the introduction of PRWORA, the authors of "The Welfare-to-Work Transition in the United States: Implications for Work-Related Learning" gathered that education is no longer the deciding factor, since work is currently the major focus. People with lesser education will receive skills and education from their place of employment, which eliminates the idea that these people require education in order to progress throughout their lives. This is based on the idea that recipients will not work unless they are forced into it, which presents the importance of continuous reforms. Those with higher education are more apt to get a job more quickly, but education is not the immediate barrier keeping the unemployed in that position (Fisher).
Pros and Cons

It even appears to some that the welfare recipients are encouraged to take risky action and become dependent on welfare. In the long run, some of these recipients eventually took advantage of the benefits welfare had to offer under AFDC. Dyck portrays the Republican view on this matter. “During this same time, elite discourse about welfare policy emphasized the alleged moral flaws of the poor such as their poor work ethic and sexual irresponsibility, and the role of welfare itself in encouraging that behavior (Dyck).” Dyck feels that the poor are unfairly blamed.

This does not directly prove the reform was what made the move towards progression. So, the declines came from other places as well such as a strong economy in the 1990’s. According to Besharov, “Many experts use a “push/pull” metaphor to describe the dynamic: Welfare reform pushed single mothers off assistance while the economy pulled them into jobs” (Besharov). As seen here, even though the 1996 PRWORA reform was the primary resource of the decline in caseloads, some outside influences did serve a helping role in doing so. Such influences were the boom in economy opening more jobs decreasing the number of caseloads and the number of those in poverty.

PRWORA Results


Upon introducing the 1996 PRWORA, there have been several positive results and progress made towards avoiding welfare dependency and the number of caseloads. The United States now has the lowest percentage of recipients receiving welfare benefits than ever before at rate of three percent, and there was a decrease of 6.5 million recipients as well following the 1996 PRWORA reform act. Some say that the state of the economy deserved the credit for these miraculous decreases, which was the case in years prior to 1996. On the other hand, Lichter says that according to the Council of Economic Advisors claim that roughly one third of the caseload decline between 1996 and 1998 was attributable to TANF, while only 8-10% was due to the economy” (Lichter 120). This was just the foundation of positive results from the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (Lichter).

Also, there was progress in the characteristics of the recipients. Before the welfare reform, the average age of recipients was much lower. “The average age of recipient adults also increased from 29.7 to 31.8 over this period, while those without young children declined from 30% to 21%” (Lichter and Jayakody 120). It has also been proved that there is a strong correlation between long-term dependency and lack of education. In requiring work training and education, the welfare reform act helped decrease this problem. With this, the number of those prepared and capable of being employed increased. “Between 1994 and 2000, for example, the percentage of unmarried mothers who were employed grew 11.6 percentage points to 78.9%” (Lichter and Jayakody 121). There was also a predominate increase in the number of unmarried women who became employed. (Lichter and Jayakody)


“According to the National Survey of American Families indicate that 60% of those who went off welfare were working” (Lichter and Jayakody 122). Only 20% of those who received benefits while under the TANF program came back to welfare after leaving (Lichter and Jayakody 122).

The ultimate goal of avoiding long-term dependency became possible with ceasing the rise of single-parent families, ceasing the increase in divorce rates, and stabilizing fertility rates of those who are single. There was even a decrease in teenage pregnancies. “Unwed child-bearing among teenagers declined 20% among 15-17 year olds and 10% among 18-19 year-olds between 1994 and 1999” (Lichter and Jayakody 123). All of these served as stepping stones to creating stability in households in order to avoid an increase in welfare recipients and long-term dependents (Lichter and Jayakody).
Opinions on Reform

Lawrence Mead, a scholar on US welfare saw a problem arise from both AFDC and TANF as well as the development of the Manpower Development of Training Act which gave training to all who were unemployed instead of just those unemployed who met means tested requirements. With this, he felt that reform was essentially a failure. He saw that the current system was not working and decided it would work best if the poor changed their behavior instead of altering welfare and its policies yet again. He only saw excuses when it came to unemployment from those reaping the welfare benefits when the numbers were not decreasing rapidly as expected. Even with welfare reforms, the poverty level would still be high and the effects on the economy would still be similar (Midgley).
It appears that Mead expected that welfare recipients would try to improve themselves with their own motivation instead of depending on welfare benefits. Some do try their hardest yet still fail, but there are others who do just the opposite and get by with the handouts they receive. This is exactly what Mead hoped the new welfare reforms would avoid. Although rather harsh, this is just one of the many different ways welfare and its recipients were viewed.

While looking at the welfare policies in Australia, Britain, and America, one can see several differences. The New Labour Party in Britain has brought forth reforms with the idea that the duties of the government are matched by those of the individual receiving the benefits by getting helped gradually into work to slowly get them moved off of welfare permanently. In Australia’s Dole Reform the state and the individual have “reciprocal obligations,” in which the individual has requirements he or she must meet with participation and work search. The reforms of the United States push welfare beneficiaries into work. The Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) legislated under the Clinton presidency limits the welfare recipients to only two years at a time and five total years of benefits under the idea that “welfare is not a right.” This decreases the amount of time that one could reap the benefits helping to avoid the system being taken for granted. Some say the US and Australia have a common lack of motivation in their countries producing an increase in unemployment, whereas they say that the unemployment seen in Britain is due to uneven skills and education expectations. In all reality, the majority of the unemployment is due to personal choice. Buckingham finds welfare reform and the current US welfare stance a success given the situation dealing with the lack of motivation of its citizens, for other countries have yet to face such hardships and years of difficulty and experience quite like the US (Buckingham).
Melissa Huber and Ellen Ernst Kossek, authors of “Community Distress” find that welfare reform can only be successful if policies work towards improving communities. They feel that this is a direct result Welfare recipients should get back into the work force faster if they come from high income communities, or those with low distress, and take part in programs that force them to work. Based on an experiment, it proved that there was not a major difference in those who were forced to work and those who were not. The difference came into effect when analyzing people from high income communities and those from low income communities. From the results, they found that those who reside in high income communities were able to get off of welfare quicker than those who were not. From this experiment, they concluded that a successful welfare reform must entail Community Economic Development as the environment plays a great role in getting recipients off of welfare as quickly as possible. Individual development accounts which help people of low incomes save their money and community financial institutions are a good foundation to begin improvement (Community Distress).
According to Douglas J. Besharov, author of "The Past and Future of Welfare Reform," welfare reform has been a success. It did so by reducing dependency, but the rough path ahead of US welfare reform is not yet over. He does feel that enforcing work programs is the correct route to go, but this problem will be around for a long time especially without all of the necessary cooperation from recipients, states, and politicians (Besharov).
  Conservatives carry the idea that welfare encourages dependency and mothers should look to others for their assistance. The combination of welfare regulations that push one to work and gives them a time limit pushed many off welfare into the working world. On the other hand, liberals were right in carrying the idea that some would not be able to support themselves once leaving welfare. According to Besharov, “Thus if caseload decline is the measure then welfare reform, in contributing to this decline, can be counted a success. But if self-sufficiency and stronger families are the test, then, at best, the jury is still out” (Besharov).
Former Senate Majority Leader, Robert Dole had an opinion regarding welfare and welfare reform. He felt that the responsibility of welfare should be given to the states, enforcing a budget, and include strict requirements:

I think first the first principle that ought to strike home is that welfare reform should be designed and run by those closest to the problem, the states…The answer is not more waivers. Governors should not have to play a game of “Mother may I.” The waiver process only perpetuates a flawed system…

Our second principle is that real welfare reform must include a real work requirement, which in no uncertain terms requires able-bodied welfare recipients to find a job, not stay at home, and not stay in a training program forever, but to go to work in a job, hopefully in a real job in the private sector…

Then our final principle is that no program with an unlimited budget will ever be made to work effectively and efficiently; therefore, we must put a cap on welfare spending… (Hombs p 85)

There has been an ample change in the way welfare is portrayed through the media. “In general, through 2000, the number of television and newspaper stories on welfare dropped back to levels comparable to those preceding the peak coverage of 1995-1996, and stories that were positive in tone rose relative to negative coverage” (Dyck). This helped portray the PRWORA reform as a success (Dyck).
According to Ron Haskins, the numbers say that the PRWORA was successful, but it does not say that it was necessarily a success. The numbers speak volumes of the impact that the reform act had. “More than 40 studies conducted by states since 1996 show that about 60 percent of the adults leaving welfare are employed at any given moment and that, over a period of several months, about 80 percent hold at least on job” (Haskins 11). He feels that the results were also mixed, for some negative points were brought to attention, such as once the economy slowed so did the improvement of the number of caseloads and the number of those living in poverty (Haskins).
Welfare Today

Welfare dependence is different than unemployment benefits which raise a key issue of defining clearly what you mean by welfare Republicans again blocked the extension of unemployment benefits for those out of work for more than ninety-nine weeks in December of 2010, which goes along with the usual thoughts of Republicans towards welfare programs. Saul Relative, author of “Republicans Block Unemployment Extension Bill Again,” feels that these funds decrease the number of the unemployed and stimulates the economy. The Democrats actually want to extend the benefits up to seventy-three more weeks. The average unemployed person is out of work for thirty-four weeks, whereas the regular benefits only cover twenty-six weeks. With the expiration of benefits that began in December, it is estimated that about two million people will lose their current unemployment benefits (Relative).
With welfare dependency such a controversial issue, the numbers resulting from the PRWORA show that welfare reform helps avoid an influx of long-term recipients. Although it cannot be proved that welfare reform has accomplished this positive impact alone, it has been stated to play a major role. I discovered that these welfare programs and reforms are instituted to help those in need for a temporary time frame while slowly helping them enter back into a life of self-sufficiency as seen with the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act. When the US government saw a problem with Aid to Families with Dependent Children, they took the necessary measures and introduced Temporary Assistance for Needy Families in order to enforce stricter regulations on welfare benefits. Such reforms by the US government help justify helping those in need and show that they have taken every precaution available to avoid long-term dependency, but whether these reforms are a complete success or a complete failure has not been established.
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