Thinking About Welfare

The View from New York

By Douglas Muzzio and Richard Behn

Newt Gingrich versus nobody.
There is a consensus in America that the
current welfare system doesn’t work
and needs to be changed. Everybody
wants to end welfare as they know it.

Welftare will likely be at the very
top of President Clinton’s and the 104th
Congress’ policy and political agendas.
The President announced his welfare
reform package—the “Work and Re-
sponsibility Act”™—in Kansas City in
June 1994 toredeem his campaign pledge
on welfare. The new congressional Re-
publican majority, claiming an electoral
mandate to radically alter welfare, has
its own ideas on work and responsibility.

Each side will claim that its pro-
gram is in the public’s interest. Public
opinion will be engaged in the debate
and will inform the outcome, providing
both opportunities and constraints. !
What, then, are the public opinion con-
texts in which the opening of the welfare
debate is being addressed? What do
Americans think about poverty, welfare
recipients, the role of government, and
the efficacy of government programs?
Which way does the public seem to be
pointing—irrespective of what party
elites may have in mind?

To get answers to these questions,
we have examined survey findings on
the New York state experience. Though
it’s only one of 50 states, New York is
still a big one, and it has had an unusu-
ally long and challenging history with
welfare problems.

“Tough Love” in the Empire State

The June 1994 Empire State Survey
of 1,221 New York state residents pro-
vides a detailed portrait of values, be-
liefs, attitudes, and opinions regarding
welfare.2 New York is “liberal” both in
its monthly welfare payments and the

size of its welfare rolls. One of 11 state
residents—|.6 million people—receives
Aid for Families with Dependent Chil-
dren (AFDC) or Home Relief. The state
spends 13% of its budget on welfare—
$4.07 billion annually—and the load is
growing; between 1989 and 1993, the
AFDC caseload increased by 32% and
welfare spending by 48%.

New Yorkers, regardless of geogra-
phy, demography, socio-economic sta-
tus, political party affiliation—or

Americans will extend a
helping hand to those in need,
andin return.expectrecipients to
seek econoniic independence...

whether they or family members have
everreceived welfare, believe in a form
of “tough love.”” New Yorkersdon’tlike
the welfare system and don’t fully trust
those who are on it, but they don’t want
to shut it down just to punish those who
abuse it.

These beliefs are part of a “welfare
creed,” whose central tenets include:

—vrecipients and fathers of welfare
children should work:

—welfare is often necessary;

—vrecipients should get the help they
need to get off welfare and to work;

—government has a responsibility to
nurture work and self-sufficiency,

—welfare can be counterproductive; it
canfacilitate anti-social behavior and
demoralize recipients;

—benefits should be limited in duration,
lestthey induce dependency and other
pathologies; and

—families are important—it is wrong

Jforparentstoavoidtheir obligation to
support their child(ren).

In these beliefs New Yorkers don’t
differ much from other Americans. The
survey found that the Hudson River is
not quite the great social and cultural
divide that the famous New Yorker car-
toon cover proclaims. Despite some dif-
ferences between Empire State residents
and the rest of the country, national
polling suggests that New Yorkers are
part of a national welfare consensus—
Americans will extend a helping hand to
those in need, and in return, expect re-
cipients to seek economic independence
and society to enforce the bargain.

Go to Work

New Yorkers, most of all, agree on
the value of work; it is a core social
belief. Work is not only essential if
society is to function, but also is a pre-
requisite to individual self-respect. Al-
though work is a social and personal
good, New Yorkers believe it is some-
times avoided as much as pursued. Con-
sequently, New Yorkers wantto increase
the pressure to work on current and
potential welfare recipients (mainly
through time limits) and increase the
rewards of working, including a higher
minimum wage. They oppose welfare
recipients gelting more government as-
sistance than the working poor or unem-
ployed workers.

New Yorkers’ commitment to work
is seen in the virtual unanimity on pro-
posals which would:

“require job training for those on
welfare, and after two years require them
to work” (93% support, 85% strongly);

“require unemployed fathers of chil-
dren on welfare to work” (94% support,
78% strongly);
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