Concluding Comments:
Welfare Reform and Governance

Thomas L. Gais

Midwest states now have more experience with work-based,
time-limited welfare systems than any other region of the country.
Two changes are particularly evident in this region: First, welfare
policies and administrative structures have incorporated new goals,
structures, and activities designed to encourage quick entry into the
workforce by low-income families. Bipartisan legislative coalitions
have created the new emphasis on jobs by assigning greater respon-
sibilities over welfare programs to employment bureaucracies; by
expanding services and resources for childcare, employment ser-
vices, transportation, and other work assistance; and by giving
agencies the authority to require a larger proportion of family heads
to work and withhold some or all benefits from families who fail to
comply with work requirements.

Second, as the tasks and institutions of welfare have changed,
so has the distribution of power over welfare policymaking and ad-
ministration. Midwestern states are devolving greater responsibili-
ties in designing and conducting programs to local governments,
contractors, and local offices of state agencies. Some of this decen-
tralization is explicit, as states give local entities expanded roles as
part of a strategy to increase local adaptation to diverse circum-
stances. Yet much of the downward shift in discretion is an implicit
consequence of a service-based and interactive approach to chang-
ing behavior. Not only do local welfare agencies have a larger reper-
toire of treatments to choose from in dealing with parents and other
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caregivers, the decisions about when and what treatments to apply
often involve complex judgments and are not easy to regulate. Some
of this “second order” devolution is also due to the growing role of
labor bureaucracies, which have traditionally been more decentral-
ized than social service agencies.

Transformations of this magnitude spawn a host of social, po-
litical, and economic repercussions. Our work at the Rockefeller In-
stitute focuses on the institutions of social policy — what those
institutions are organized to do and how they have changed. Rich-
ard P. Nathan and I have described these changes in a report we
completed for the State Capacity Study, Implementing the Personal
Responsibility Act of 1996: A First Look.! In this chapter, I draw on that
report as well as the reforms reported in this book to address issues
of governance. While the movement toward complex, decentral-
ized, loosely structured welfare systems enables local agencies to
respond to local circumstances and encourage work, this shift also
raises such questions as: How can legislatures maintain account-
ability and control? How can leaders and communities assess or
even understand the effectiveness of the new welfare systems? And
how can states and localities ensure fairness and equity in their
dealings with individuals while pursuing the overall goals of wel-
fare reform? Welfare reform and its strong work and
anti-dependency goals are not only posing questions about what
works in making families financially independent but also about
how we can reconcile these new program structures and operations
with our democratic institutions.

Political Control and Accountability

A striking feature of devolution has been the salient and often domi-
nant role played by governors and top state executives and the con-
trasting political weakness of state legislatures. The recent history of
devolution has largely been a history of executive action. Governors
pushed for increasingly ambitious waivers from Medicaid and
AFDC requirements in the early 1990s. And as Carol Weissert
points out in this book, governors in the Midwest — as in most
states within our research sample — were very active in fashioning
the new welfare policies, while state legislatures usually made only
marginal changes before the legislation was finalized. If anything,
the role of state legislatures has declined even further since the
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reforms were enacted. This is due in part to the popularity of the re-
forms and their apparent success in moving parents into jobs and
reducing caseloads without clear signs of widespread pain. Most
legislatures are just not facing strong pressures to make major pro-
gram changes.

But there may be longer-term reasons for legislative weakness.
Although political support for the work-related goals and basic fea-
tures of state welfare reforms was widespread in most states, legis-
lators were reluctant to tinker with the details of executive
proposals. This reluctance may stem from tensions in the public’s
views about welfare. According to a national survey conducted for
the W. K. Kellogg Foundation in late 1998, large majorities of Ameri-
can citizens support “reducing the number of people on welfare,”
“eliminating fraud and abuse,” “saving taxpayers’ money,” “mak-
ing sure poor children get the help they need,” and “lowering the
number of people who live in poverty.”? These are not necessarily
incompatible goals, but they do suggest different priorities about
where to invest resources and maybe different policy and adminis-
trative decisions about sanctions, safety nets, services, procedures,
and agency goals. Many governors recognized that the basic idea of
a pro-work welfare reform was much more popular than many of
its components, and that led some governors — such as Zell Miller
in Georgia and Tommy Thompson in Wisconsin — to fashion com-
prehensive welfare packages in near secrecy and push for their ac-
ceptance in their entirety. In Michigan, the legislature granted
extraordinary rulemaking powers to the executive to put together
the state’s welfare reform. And in Missouri, the legislature has re-
fused to reconcile its AFDC-waiver reforms with federal welfare
laws, thereby ceding all responsibility for resolving the differences
to the executive. There were exceptions — from Rhode Island to
California — but the overall pattern was one of state legislators ap-
pearing to be only too happy to leave the divisive details of welfare
reform to executive action and interpretation.

Yet legislative weakness may have deeper sources. Legisla-
tures, of course, rely on statutes to exert control over how public
benefits and sanctions are meted out and applied, but statutes may
not be as important as they once were in shaping the interactions be-
tween public agencies and low-income families. As federal and
state governments transform welfare systems from entitlement to
social service programs, the laws necessarily become more of a
framework within which program personnel deal with low-income
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families than strict guidelines for administrative decisions. The
chapters in this volume show an expanding range of tools that local
administrators and case managers select from when working with
families: sanctions of different levels, diversion payments, various
work support services, home visits, personal responsibility agree-
ments, referrals to other public or private agencies, case manage-
ment, and so on. Many of the decisions that welfare personnel make
in applying these tools involve some rather fuzzy distinctions: who
is employable, who should be exempt from time limits because they
are judged to have long-term employment problems, who should
be sanctioned and when, what services are needed and appropriate,
what stipulations a personal responsibility agreement should con-
tain, or when childcare is not considered available. This shift toward
multiple services and program signals designed to change behavior
— sometimes delivered in a highly interactive manner — gives ad-
ministration a greater role in shaping the actual treatments families
receive. Washington State both recognized and contributed to this
change when it reduced the administrative codes governing welfare
agency decisions from 54 pages under AFDC to only 12 pages under
the state’s TANF program — despite the fact that TANF involves
more, not fewer, program activities and decisions.? These complex
judgments are not always delegated to local agencies and workers;
some decisions — such as exemptions from time limits in many
states — may involve top state administrators. But wherever the de-
cisions are made, the reforms push power and discretion into the ex-
ecutive branch or its agents and reduce the explanatory power of
law with respect to the actual treatments received by individuals
and families. In Wisconsin, for example, sanction rates zoomed up
as the result of a single communication by a top administrator, even
though no laws were changed. Similarly, Weissert suggests that
Michigan’s laws as implemented are significantly less “tough” than
a comparison of its laws with those of other states might suggest. In
sum, the new welfare requires judgments about how people are
likely to behave and respond and which tools are most effective in
specific instances, and these judgments resist codification and give
administrators substantial discretion and control.

One implication of the role of administrative judgment is that
influence over welfare may flow to persons or institutions with the
capacity to focus the system on particular goals or approaches. This
is a capacity that governors and top administrators have — but-
tressed by their powers of contracting for services, formulating bud-
gets, and making appointments — and that most state legislatures
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do not. The real questions in understanding welfare systems are an-
swered not by examining policies in great detail but by knowing
how public bureaucracies or private service providers actually use
their choices and toward what ends. Governor Engler’s intense per-
sonal attention to Project Zero sites encouraged other Michigan of-
fices to maximize the number of families receiving earnings, and the
state’s high work participation rates of adults on welfare may be the
result. Administrators and governors also control many basic deci-
sions about how programs are structured. In Ohio, the administra-
tion, not the legislature, determines the outcome of negotiations
between the state and counties over their welfare plans and perfor-
mance criteria.

One feature of the new welfare institutions is the plurality of
goals and agency cultures they now encompass. The 1996 Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act has not so much ended
older bureaucratic cultures — including the older AFDC emphasis
on using extensive documentation and recertification to minimize
eligibility errors — as much as it has introduced new pro-work
goals to welfare delivery systems.* The real story of devolution may
not just be the new block grants but rather the diverse ways in
which states blend or give different weights to several coexisting
orientations, including “work-first” goals, anti-fraud or er-
ror-minimization, access to entitlements (such as food stamps and
Medicaid), and skill enhancement through training or education
(which may be partly funded with welfare block grant funds but
which may also be funded by workforce development money). If
this is so, power in the new system may go to those — especially
governors and their appointees — willing to use their administra-
tive powers and public leadership to establish priorities among
these different orientations.”

It is too early to know the consequences of this shift in responsi-
bility and control from legislatures to executives. One possibility
may be a growing sophistication in developing welfare systems, as
the professional expertise often found in executive agencies exerts
greater influence over the design of state and local welfare systems.
It is also possible that these systems will become more mutable, as
governors come and go and change executive priorities and inter-
ests. But a more general effect may be a decline in the scope of politi-
cal interests influencing welfare policy. Governors are no less
accountable than legislatures. Yet legislatures are open to many in-
terests that might not be part of the governor’s own political
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coalition — especially now, as divided party control over state gov-
ernments is more the norm than the exception. Legislative weak-
ness may thus limit opportunities for effective criticism and
counterpressures regarding the structure and operation of welfare
programs. These limitations may be quite serious as the federal gov-
ernment also plays a much smaller oversight role in welfare policy,
and whether the courts will serve as a significant check on adminis-
trative decisions is still unclear.

Evaluating the New Welfare

Some of the same reasons that make it harder for legislatures to con-
trol the delivery of welfare services also create enormous challenges
for evaluation, especially classical approaches to estimating pro-
gram impacts. The standard model for impact evaluations relies on
a control group of individuals or families to estimate what would
happen to a target population in the absence of the program. In the
best situations, individuals or households are randomly assigned to
the control and treatment groups. A significant difference in out-
comes between the control group and the families who did receive
program benefits — where outcomes may include employment
rates, average earnings, out-of-wedlock births, or child well-being
— is then viewed as an estimate of the program impact. If the exper-
iment or quasi-experiment is well executed, and if other potential
threats to validity can be dismissed, this kind of study is a powerful
tool for distinguishing between effective and ineffective programs.
In fact, randomized control group studies in the 1980s and early
1990s were important influences in moving welfare reform away
from an emphasis on education and training — which was the cen-
tral thrust of the Family Support Act of 1988 — and toward the cur-
rent emphasis on work first.?

However, aside from AFDC “waiver” evaluations, which are
still going on but will eventually end, few states are conducting ma-
jor impact studies of their welfare reforms. The small number of im-
pact studies is in part a consequence of the new flexibility states
have under the 1996 federal block grant. The U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services generally required impact evaluations
as a condition for granting waivers from AFDC requirements in the
early and mid-1990s; and because many states wanted these waiv-
ers, impact evaluations were not uncommon. But now that states
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can put into effect diverse welfare programs without federal waiv-
ers, they have fewer incentives to conduct such studies.

Yet even if states wanted impact evaluations, useful studies,
which were never easy, are even harder to conduct now. One prob-
lem is attribution: the new welfare encompasses so many treat-
ments and decisions, it is difficult to determine what specifically
causes program impacts. The interim evaluation of the New Hope
program in Milwaukee is a good example. This study — launched
in 1994, before federal welfare reform was enacted — examined the
impact of a comprehensive program of extensive work support ser-
vices, generous earnings disregards, work requirements, and in-
come supplements. The evaluations to date have found moderate
effects on parental earnings and a variety of child well-being mea-
sures, though the effects on child well-being appear only for the
boys. The results are intriguing, but the researchers have not been
able to attribute the effects to any particular elements of the New
Hope initiative, nor have they been able to explain why boys are af-
fected by the program and girls are not.”

For policymakers the attribution issue is serious, since states
and localities are much more likely to consider adopting one or
more components of a successful reform than a single comprehen-
sive package. Minnesota addressed this question in its
AFDC-waiver evaluation of the state’s Family Independence Pro-
gram by creating two treatment groups: one that included sanctions
and financial work incentives, and one that included financial in-
centives alone. Researchers found that the combination of sanctions
and positive incentives (“carrots and sticks”) was more effective
than either incentives alone or AFDC (which the control group re-
ceived). We do not know, however, the effects of sanctions alone,
nor do we know whether the joint effects of sanctions and work in-
centives depend on some other element of the program.?

Estimating the effects of specific components of these compli-
cated programs would require either studying many treatment
groups or running experiments one program element at a time. The
state might, for example, want to assess whether home visits,
childcare vouchers, or more generous earnings disregards will pro-
duce better outcomes than the state’s current policies by assigning
families to two groups: one that is subject to the state’s general poli-
cies, and one that is subject to these policies plus the experimental
element (such as home visits). But the problem with this marginal
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experimentation is its statistical weakness: the probability that the
evaluation will not show any effect even if effects exist. The waiver
evaluations suggest that even very different programs — such as
AFDC and the New Hope initiative — produce only small to mod-
erate effects on earnings, employment, and other outcome mea-
sures. Assessing individual components of these programs would
be very difficult because of the basic similarity between the experi-
ences of the treatment and control groups.

A more basic problem is that many of the new state and local
welfare reforms are not “programs” in the usual sense. Tradi-
tional evaluation methods make sense if treatments are
well-defined, replicable, and stable interventions. But the logic
and structure of many state welfare reforms — especially among
the Midwest states — suggest instead a collection of local systems
that organize, mobilize, and adapt a changing mixture of pro-
grams and community resources around the goals of employ-
ment and anti-dependency. Whether and what forms of
diversion assistance are attractive to clients, whether welfare sys-
tems can and should stress unsubsidized jobs rather than work
experience activities, what forms of transportation assistance are
most effective, and what kinds of childcare assistance are needed
— all of these depend in part on community characteristics, such
as the levels of unemployment, the types of industries and jobs,
the capacity of the local transportation system, the current sup-
ply of childcare centers, and even the tendency of relatives to live
close to one another. We found, for example, that in localities
with high unemployment, welfare workers may still try to divert
families from cash assistance in an effort to minimize time on the
five-year clocks. However, welfare workers also realized that in
addition to encouraging employment, they needed in these cir-
cumstances to maximize clients” access to public benefits that are
not time-limited, such as food stamps and Medicaid. Many local
welfare offices or job centers are organized to respond to local
conditions: they may, for example, work with local employers to
develop special and often ad hoc opportunities for low-income
families. Some of Wisconsin’s job centers show particularly
strong interactions with the community by relying on both
co-location and referrals to draw on a rich variety of local agen-
cies and programs, including charitable organizations, commu-
nity and technical colleges, private industry councils, local
hospitals, and many others. The centers thus become community
focal points for reaching and serving low-income families. Job
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center programs, including W-2, seem to be influenced in turn by
the values, resources, and cultural orientations of community in-
stitutions.

As the chapter by Charles Adams and Miriam Wilson makes
clear, the basic organization of social service delivery systems can
vary enormously. Though this local variation is not unexpected in
states like Ohio where counties have long had substantial flexibility,
their flexibility has grown enormously as counties now have the op-
portunity to receive their own “block grant” that contains several
different funding streams (including food stamps, Medicaid,
TANF, state maintenance-of-effort money, and childcare). In the
states that did not rely on counties to administer AFDC, local adap-
tation is still substantial as many states (such as Michigan, Texas,
and Florida) rely on local workforce development boards (or, in the
case of Florida, boards that look a lot like workforce development
boards) to design and administer work-first programs. Such boards
have traditionally been much more decentralized than state welfare
agencies. In sum, although there was always some local level varia-
tion in AFDC programs, the devolved and adaptive character of the
new welfare systems seems to be of a different order.

Variation within states and over time in the structure and con-
tent of welfare programs poses a measurement challenge for eval-
uation: itis not a simple matter to say what the program actually is.
But to the degree that local welfare systems are dynamic, moti-
vated, and adaptive, the challenge is more fundamental. Welfare
programs may be effective or ineffective not because of the partic-
ular treatments they deliver to low-income families. What works
and what does not may depend on a host of particular circum-
stances. If treatment effectiveness depends on context, what ac-
counts for variation in effectiveness may not be the treatments
themselves but rather the capacity of local agencies to select and
adapt those treatments to the needs and resources of local commu-
nities and families. This raises the attribution issue to a broader
question for social theory. Should we try to attribute variations in
program success to the services delivered and rules applied to
families and individuals? Can we expect these conclusions to be
generalizable to very different communities, local economic struc-
tures, and family situations? Or is it actually more reasonable to
evaluate the systems that make decisions about what interventions
are appropriate and under what circumstances? What type of the-
ory is more likely to be robust? A theory of how individuals and
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families change their work, reproductive, and economic behav-
iors, and how public interventions can contribute to that change?
Or a theory of what makes an organization capable of detecting
problems, learning from its efforts, understanding and adapting its
processes, and developing innovative responses?’ Variations in
success might be a function not of whether a welfare system is orga-
nized around a work-first approach as opposed to one that also em-
phasizes training and education services, but of whether the system
has the capacity to choose between or even blend these and other
approaches with intelligence and in light of full understanding of
relevant circumstances. This is not just another way of saying that
“implementation matters.” Implementation usually means putting
a “policy” into effect; it typically connotes a transitional process of
creating greater “consonance” between laws and bureaucratic be-
havior.l But I am arguing that laws may be just one of many factors
that influence, and that should influence, complex administrative
systems. Nothing is finally implemented; policies may be created
and adapted all the time.!1

The question of which theoretical perspective will produce sta-
ble and useful results is still an open one, and quite possibly both
viewpoints contain some truth. But the ambiguity about the basic
conceptual framework for understanding effectiveness in the new
welfare programs means that evaluating the new welfare systems is
not just more demanding but a different matter altogether than
evaluating, for instance, changes in eligibility rules for cash assis-
tance or social services. In fact, the dynamic character of these sys-
tems suggests that, just as there is no final implementation, there
may be no final evaluation. Evaluation, to make sense under the
new circumstances, ought to be continuous or at least recurrent and
built into the management process at the level where critical deci-
sions are being made.

That is a tall order, though interestingly, the states seem to be
moving toward this approach. Aside from the remaining AFDC
waiver studies, program assessments in the post-TANF world con-
sist for the most part of state “leaver studies” that track the employ-
ment status of adults after they leave TANF programs.!? Such
studies seem designed to determine whether persons targeted by
the program are in acceptable circumstances, even though the stan-
dards of what is acceptable are usually subject to debate. Is it satis-
factory if 60 percent of all heads of household who leave welfare are
employed after one year? Is it acceptable or distressful if 1 percent of
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such households lose custody of their children within a year after
leaving welfare? And what should we make of a discovery if we
learn that one-fourth of leavers lack health insurance? Since no real
consensus exists concerning an acceptable level of performance,
many “half-full, half-empty” debates ensue.

Although that may be a valuable development as little public
discussion on these questions existed before the enactment of
TANF, many of the studies are plagued by methodological prob-
lems. Studies that rely on surveys often suffer from low response
rates and generally overestimate employment, while studies that
examine administrative data (such as unemployment insurance)
generally underestimate employment rates. But the more funda-
mental problem is that these studies offer no way of estimating the
counterfactual. How many leavers would have been employed if
they had not received program benefits and services, or if they had
participated in the old AFDC program or in some other version of
welfare reform? These studies also focus on only part of the popula-
tion likely to be affected by welfare reforms, and certainly a
nonrandom subset of that population. The studies are only begin-
ning to collect information on families who never enrolled in the
program despite their being eligible for it, which may be an increas-
ing proportion of poor families; such families might have been
steered away from cash assistance by social stigma, program sig-
nals, emergency assistance, or employment services at a job center.
The studies also tend not to collate outcome data on employment
and earnings with policy, administrative, or economic changes that
might help explain variations over time. The studies are almost all
conducted at the state level; local welfare agencies rarely report in-
formation on leavers. But because of the considerable local-level
variation within state welfare systems, state-level information may
be difficult to interpret, especially by local administrators, local ad-
vocacy groups, and others who need to know how their local sys-
tems are performing.

However weak, incomplete, or hard-to-interpret the leaver
studies may be, they nonetheless point in a useful analytical direc-
tion. If we cannot estimate the “program” impact on the target popu-
lation — if that sort of rational approach to policy assessment is less
feasible here — then perhaps we should apply another principle: re-
sponsible program personnel as well as citizens and policymakers
ought to make decisions in light of full and up-to-date information
about the scope of the problems the programs are expected to solve
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and the status of those who are expected to benefit. To be useful in as-
sessing welfare systems in the post-reform world, studies should be
done at the local level, they should include information on
nonrecipients as well as recipients (such as poverty data on all fami-
lies in the locality), the data should be collected routinely and consis-
tently over time, and the state or locality should have the capacity to
analyze this information and draw informed (though not necessarily
definite) conclusions about the relationships between system
changes, the economy and society, and the behavior and well-being
of families. We are, however, a long way from putting this informa-
tional strategy into effect. At the moment, we do not even have
good, recent data on the extent of poverty in counties; local-level
data on poverty suffer from large errors and several years pass be-
fore the data are available.!3

In sum, the new welfare presents a real challenge to the use of
evaluation — and analytical methods more generally — in fashion-
ing and adjusting public policies. Evaluations are unlikely to use ex-
perimental or quasi-experimental approaches after the current
AFDC waivers lapse. Even if impact evaluations are carried out, it is
not at all clear that the results can interpreted as saying anything
particular about what works and what does not — or whether good
or bad results are attributable to policies or characteristics of the ad-
ministrative systems. Building systems that regularly or even con-
tinuously monitor outcomes, treatments, and problems —
especially at the local level — is perhaps more feasible and fitting,
but doing so would demand a much greater investment in public in-
formation gathering than we have seen thus far.

Rediscovering Procedural Fairness

An important change brought about by the Personal Responsibility
Act was the complete elimination of the regulations governing the
processes by which AFDC was administered. These regulations
were in part a response to legal rights challenges in the early
1970s.14 By requiring certain written notifications, establishing
timeframes, giving clients options regarding which workers they
deal with, specifying appropriate forms of verification, and deter-
mining who can and cannot assess eligibility, the procedural rules
were intended to minimize discriminatory, inconsistent, and even
punitive behavior toward individuals by public assistance agencies
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and workers. But these extensive procedural regulations were often
seen as making welfare agencies inflexible and particularly incon-
venient for working parents, who were often treated as likely
cheats. To encourage a transformation to a stronger work focus, the
1996 Act relied instead on aggregate performance and outcomes
data — and financial penalties and rewards attached to those mea-
sures — to reorient state welfare programs and hold them account-
able.

The shift toward a stronger emphasis on collective goals has
been a major effect of the Personal Responsibility Act and state
welfare reforms. Nonetheless, as states pay greater attention to
performance in these terms, there has been a growing concern over
processes, especially their fairness and equity. To some extent, a
concern for fair procedures grows directly out of the emphasis on
personal responsibility and independence. People may seek ser-
vices; they may choose not to accept certain benefits; or they may
even want to avoid welfare rolls altogether. All of these choices are
reasonable in a free society. But to help people make responsible
and independent decisions, they should be informed of their op-
tions. Declines in food stamp and Medicaid enrollments have
prompted some policymakers, advocacy groups, and citizens to
ask whether poor families are receiving too little or even false in-
formation about their eligibility.!> Diversion programs and
pre-application job search requirements may discourage
low-income families from completing eligibility reviews for food
stamps, Medicaid, or childcare, though many families with jobs
qualify for these programs. And families who leave welfare rolls
for low-income jobs may do so without learning about transitional
Medicaid and other benefits they remain eligible to receive.

Even within the TANF program, the growing number of ser-
vices that increasingly constitute “welfare” often means that clients
must sometimes contact numerous persons or agencies to get what
they are eligible to receive. However, many clients do not make the
contacts. Many poor or near-poor working parents, for example, fail
to use childcare benefits. That may sometimes be their preference,
as parents choose to rely on family or friends to take care of their
children. Yet itis also possible that some parents are not informed of
their eligibility, and the pattern of informing or not informing par-
ents may have selective effects on certain groups. In Florida, for ex-
ample, a survey conducted in 1998 found that only 28 percent of the
families on welfare rolls had met with a childcare counselor — and
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that English-speaking parents were twice as likely to meet with a
counselor than were Spanish-speaking parents.!® Procedural fair-
ness also emerge in the case of sanctions. Sanction rates vary consid-
erably not only between states but also within states and over time.
Intra-state variance may be due to differences in compliance, but it
may also depend on whether parents are forewarned of their work
responsibilities. In Arizona, for example, the large number of sanc-
tions imposed in the first year of TANF implementation may have
grown out of the fact that local welfare offices had not yet changed
program signals, nor had they created strong procedural connec-
tions with employment offices. At least during these early months,
some people may have been sanctioned without ever knowing
about their work responsibilities or the services they could have
used to find employment.!”

These issues of informational and procedural fairness indi-
cate that local differences in administrative capacity and opera-
tions may be increasingly important to the well-being of families.
Administrators should be able to manage their processes and en-
sure that parents or caregivers are given adequate information,
that procedures do not break down, and that discretion is exer-
cised according to appropriate criteria and judgments and not ac-
cording to discriminatory practices. This policy area may raise
issues that have long dominated American education policy,
where local institutional capacity is not only important to program
outcomes but is also quite varied from one locality to another. Yet
it is not easy to monitor the new welfare processes, nor is it a sim-
ple matter to assess and compare local capacity. It is, of course,
possible to impose new regulations to govern the interactions be-
tween service delivery personnel and clients — and to some ex-
tent, that is what the federal government is doing to ensure better
access to Medicaid and food stamp benefits — but regulations are
harder to enforce when so many different public and private agen-
cies are delivering services, and when the interactions between
agencies and individuals are so rich, complex, and even messy.
Thus, the concerns for equitable treatment are not disappearing
even though welfare is no longer a federal entitlement, while the
challenge of monitoring procedures and distinguishing between
fair and unfair practices is certainly much greater.
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New Demands on Government:
Building and Maintaining Institutions

Isaiah Berlin once observed, “ Any study of society shows that every
solution creates a new situation which breeds its own new needs
and problems.”18 Welfare reform is no exception. The institutions of
welfare now focus more on finding jobs for poor caregivers.
Agencies are communicating new signals to families about their
work obligations. The political popularity of the reforms, a growing
economy, and ample federal funds have created unprecedented re-
sources for childcare, employment, and other work-support ser-
vices. Many states have also given local welfare agencies the
flexibility and incentives to apply these signals and services to the
diverse employment problems of a heterogeneous population of
poor families.

It takes nothing away from these institutional changes to say
that they are generating new questions and problems. The complex-
ity, adaptiveness, and decentralized character of the new welfare
constitute at least partial evidence that state and local administra-
tive systems are changing more rapidly and profoundly than any
other set of American public institutions. But welfare reforms are
also challenging our governing institutions: by reducing the role of
legislatures, they may narrow the range of political interests able to
influence social programs; by making traditional forms of evalua-
tion and analysis more difficult and less useful, policy debates may
be less informed; and by focusing attention on aggregate effective-
ness, less attention may be paid to individual rights.

How can these problems be addressed? Three directions seem
promising: First, as argued above, there is a need to invest in welfare
information and statistical systems that meet a much wider variety
of management and political needs — that is, to create information
systems that are almost as rich, as flexible, and as devolved as the
new welfare systems themselves. Second, they suggest the need for
considerable professionalism and sophistication among the people
and organizations operating these programs. Returning to a highly
regulated system entailing considerable oversight by central au-
thorities may address some of the issues concerning clients” rights
and program understanding and assessment, but that tactic may
also ensure that local systems will never be particularly effective in
adapting to local conditions. To work well, the new programs
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require considerable trust between central authorities and local
agents in their competence, and a mutual understanding of which
factors are appropriate and inappropriate in making decisions and
implementing processes that affect so many lives. This, to be sure, is
achallenge itself, as there are no dominant professions in this policy
area, and social work — the one profession that has been involved
in welfare administration — has to date not adapted to the demands
for more expertise in employment and jobs. Nonetheless, to the ex-
tent that front-line workers and local administrators need to balance
so many values and interests in their day-to-day operations, recon-
ciling these diverse concerns may require recruiting high-quality
managers and workers with common beliefs about goals, values,
and appropriate behavior.

Third, the issues also suggest the need for building new forms
of political representation and strengthening older ones. In particu-
lar, there is a need to bring greater political representation or in-
volvement down to the local level, where many of the critical
decisions are made. In some places, that is happening. Florida has
created new representative institutions in its local WAGES Coali-
tions, and though there are controversies over the composition of
those boards, the basic idea of moving representation down to
where the basic decisions and adaptations are being made is a
promising one. Some form of political representation is also occur-
ring as community organizations get more involved in promoting
outreach among families in order to boost CHIP and Medicaid en-
rollments, and as local advocacy organizations perform their own
assessments of the status of welfare leavers and of their problems in
obtaining services. These activities may often be incomplete and un-
systematic, but they may bring pressures to bear on local adminis-
trative systems to respond more systematically to a broad range of
values and concerns in the community.

In many ways, these challenges are more manageable in the
Midwest, not only because states in that region have more experi-
ence with welfare reform, but even more important, because they
have more experience with governmental reform. Much more than
the AFDC program, the new welfare, to work well, demands good
government.!” Many of the more complex structures and functions
emerging in the midwestern states — such as the job centers and
W-2 contracts with local providers in Wisconsin, the highly interac-
tive relationships between state and county agencies in Ohio, and
the growing cooperation between the welfare and workforce
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development bureaucracies in Michigan — are probably inoperable
without a sophisticated and professional public workforce. A state
ethos that values research and analysis in developing policies — an
ethos that lies at the heart of the Progressive tradition and that is
clearly evident in the extensive support for welfare policy research
in Wisconsin and Minnesota — is also crucial. If welfare reforms in
the Midwest are ultimately more effective in helping families
achieve self-sufficiency and escape poverty, other states may need
to learn about their systems of government as much as their specific
innovations in social policy.
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