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or needy childless
adults, the Food Stamp
program and General
Assistance (GA) are the
primary resources for
public assistance. Re-
cent changes in federal
law limited Food Stamp
eligibility for noncitizens and imposed a time
limit on Food Stamp eligibility for those able-
bodied childless adults without work. Nearly
1.5 million Food Stamp recipients live in such
households, and responsible estimates suggest
that as many as 800,000 of these people are
subject to Food Stamp time limits.! For these
people, GA is the last strand in the safety net.
However important it may be, this
residual program is in decline. Most
states have eliminated part or all
of their programs; many recip-
ients now receive limited
vouchers instead of cash
benefits; and cash benefits
have not kept up with
inflation. Based on sur-

cash or in-kind benefits to meet the short-term
or ongoing needs of persons ineligible for fed-
eral cash assistance, such as Supplemental
Security Income (SSI) or Temporary Assis-
tance for Needy Families (TANF). The avail-
ability, administration, eligibility rules, and
benefit levels of these programs vary consid-
erably across states.

Thirty-five states, including the District
of Columbia, have “state” GA programs,
broadly defined as GA programs in which the
state government has at least some involve-
ment (figure 1). Twenty-four of the 35 states
have statewide GA programs with uniform eli-
gibility rules. Nine require all counties to pro-
vide GA, although eligibility rules may vary

substantially from county to county.
The two remaining states with

GA programs do not provide
assistance statewide but do

provide supervision and

Over the past 10 years, funding for counties that
states h&e shrunk their  choose to have a pro-
GA programs by restricting

gram. In the majority of
states with state GA

veys of the 50 states and assistance t.O some g_I'OUpS programs, funding is
the District of Columbia, | @nd by holding benefits to provided by the state,

this brief describes the cur-

rent state of GA and trends in

GA over the past decade.2 Par-
ticular attention is paid to the
impact of federal reforms on these
trends and their consequences for childless
adults and other groups for which GA has
served as the last resort.

An Overview of General
Assistance Programs, 1998
GA programs are financed and adminis-
tered entirely by the state, county, or locality
in which they operate.
They provide income support through

pre-1989 |eels.

either solely or in combi-
nation with county funds.
The  remaining 16
states—including nearly all of
the southern states and Montana,
Wyoming, and North Dakota—do not have
state programs; they leave the decision to
administer and fund GA programs to the coun-
ties. In only six of these states has at least one
county chosen to provide GA. In general,
these county programs provide lower average
benefits than state GA programs and are more
likely than state programs to provide in-kind
assistance rather than cash. The remainder of
this brief focuses only on the states with state
GA programs.
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Figure 1
State General Assistance Programs, Summer 1998

State GA Program

. Statewide program with uniform rules

. Statewide mandate; rules vary by county

D County option; some counties have a program

Who Is Eligible?

Although all GA programs target
those not eligible for or receiving SSI
or TANF, most serve only selected
populations (table 1). Thirteen states
provide assistance to able-bodied
adults without dependent children
(ABAWDs), two of which only pro-
vide benefits to those with limited
skills or barriers to employment.
Thirty-four states provide GA to the
disabled, elderly, or other populations
with high barriers to employment.
Twenty-four states serve some subset
of children and families ineligible for
TANF, such as children who are liv-
ing with an unrelated caretaker.

Income eligibility standards for
GA populations are generally low. A
majority of state GA programs limit
assistance to those with income less
than one-half the poverty level ($335
per month for an individual, $569 for
a family of three). As a condition of
eligibility, most of the states that pro-
vide GA to able-bodied adults also
require these individuals to engage in
job search activities or to “work off”
the benefit amount through public-
sector workfare.

What Benefits Are Provided?

Although benefit levels vary con-
siderably across states, most are far
below the poverty level (table 1). GA
benefits are also lower than benefits
in comparable federal programs. On

No State GA Program

|:| Some counties have programs

D No counties have programs

average, GA benefits for disabled
individuals are less than half of SSI
benefits, and GA benefits for families
are about 90 percent of state TANF
benefits. Benefit levels for ABAWDs
are generally similar to GA benefits
for disabled individuals, although few
states actually provide cash benefits
to ABAWDs; most provide in-kind
benefits instead of the cash benefits
typical of SSI and TANF. In most pro-
grams, some or all GA recipients are
also eligible for medical assistance,
either through a formal GA medical
program or Medicaid or by coverage
of certain medical expenses.

Changes in General
Assistance, 1989-1998

States have reduced the breadth
of their GA programs considerably in
the past decade. Of the 38 states with
GA programs in 1989, 27 have enact-
ed eligibility restrictions, such as ter-
minating eligibility of ABAWDs
(table 2). The recent passage of the
Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act of
1996 (PRWORA) led to further
changes in state GA programs. Most
notably, states have restricted pro-
grams to immigrants following the
federal lead, and some have shifted
families with children to their TANF
programs.

* Able-bodied adults without
dependent children, least likely to be
eligible for GA, have suffered cut-
backs more than others. ABAWDs
are the population most often associ-
ated with GA. State GA programs tra-
ditionally provided the only source of
cash support for these individuals.
Few states today, however, actually
offer assistance to ABAWDs. The
availability of GA for ABAWDs has
declined dramatically, from 25 states
in 1989 to 13 states in 1998 (figure 2).

The termination of GA programs
for ABAWDs has been especially
dramatic among those programs that
provide cash benefits. Of the 25 states
that provided GA to ABAWDs in
1989, just over half provided cash
benefits. As of 1998, only 4 of the 13
states that provide GA to ABAWDs
provide cash benefits.

Several of the largest states
dropped coverage of ABAWDs in the
past decade. In 1991, 82,000 recipi-
ents lost benefits when Michigan ter-
minated its GA program for
ABAWDs. In Illinois, about 66,000
recipients lost benefits when the state
terminated its program for ABAWDs
in 1992, and in Ohio, over 50,000
recipients lost benefits when the GA
program for ABAWDs was terminat-
ed in 1995.3

Cutbacks in GA for ABAWDs
have not been limited, though, to
those states that terminated assis-
tance. All of the four remaining states
that provide cash benefits to
ABAWDs enacted some form of eli-
gibility restriction over the past 10
years, most notably by limiting the
allowable duration of assistance. Cal-
ifornia and New York added time lim-
its, New Jersey repealed one time
limit but added another, and Utah
shortened the time limit that was
already in place.

The cutbacks to assistance for
ABAWDs in these four states have
been compounded by the deteriorat-
ing value of the cash benefits. Only
two of these states, New York and
Utah, raised cash benefit levels
between 1989 and 1998, although
neither of these states raised benefits
enough to match inflation. However,
except for New York, these states mit-
igated the effect of the declining
value of their benefit levels by



Table 1

Summary of State GA Programs, by State, Summer 1998

Maximum Monthly Cash Benefit by
Eligibility Category?

GA Program Children
Availability and Disabled, and
Variability Elderly, and Families Medical

State2 within State Funding ABAWDs Unemployable (Family of 3)c  Assistanced
Alabama No Program
Alaska Uniform Statewide State vp/v $280 vp/v X
Arizona Uniform Statewide State 173
Arkansas No Program
California (Los Angeles County) Statewide/County Variability Local $221 221 $450 X
Colorado Uniform Statewide State/Local 229
Connecticut Uniform Statewide State 350 500 X
Delaware Uniform Statewide State 123 224 X*
District of Columbia Uniform Statewide District 379 X*
Florida Some Counties
Georgia Some Counties
Hawaii Uniform Statewide State 340 X*
Idaho (Ada County) Statewide/County Variability Local vp/v X
Tllinois (City of Chicago) Statewide/County Variability State/Local 100 377 X
Indiana (Marion County) Statewide/County Variability Local vp/v vp/v vp/v
Towa (Polk County) Statewide/County Variability Local vp/v vp/v vp/v
Kansas Uniform Statewide State 196 X
Kentucky Some Counties
Louisiana No Program
Maine Statewide/County Variability State vp/v vp/v vp/v X
Maryland Uniform Statewide State 13 X
Massachusetts Uniform Statewide State 339 522 X*
Michigan Uniform Statewide State 246 X
Minnesota Uniform Statewide State 203 na X
Mississippi No Program
Missouri Uniform Statewide State 80 na X
Montana Some Counties
Nebraskae Uniform Statewide State/Local vp/v 502 vp/v X
Nevada (Clark County) Statewide/County Variability Local vp/v vp/v vp/v X
New Hampshire (City of Manchester)  Statewide/County Variability Local vp/v vp/v vp/v X
New Jersey Uniform Statewide State/Local 140 210 na X
New Mexico Uniform Statewide State 231 389
New York Uniform Statewide State/Local 352 352 577 X*
North Carolina Some Counties
North Dakota Some Counties
Ohio Uniform Statewide State/Local 115 193 X
Oklahoma No Program
Oregon Uniform Statewide State 298 X*
Pennsylvania Uniform Statewide State 215 421 X
Rhode Island Uniform Statewide State 200 X
South Carolina No Program
South Dakota (Minnehaha County) Statewide/County Variability Local vp/v vp/v vp/v X
Tennessee No Program
Texas No Program
Utah Uniform Statewide State 306 261 X
Vermont Uniform Statewide State vp/v vp/v vp/v X
Virginia (Fairfax County) State Program/County Option State/Local 220 354 X
Washington Uniform Statewide State 339 546 X
West Virginia No Program
Wisconsin (Dane County) State Program/County Option State/Local 247 X

Wyoming

No Program

Source: Urban Institute, 1998.

a. Information for states in which eligibility rules vary by county reflects the rules in effect for the county specified in parentheses.

b. States indicated as covering persons in a specific category may cover one or more of its subcategories. The monthly poverty level in 1998 is $671 for an individual

and $1,138 for a family of three (based on 1998 poverty guidelines for the 48 contiguous states and D.C.). vp/v = most benefits are in the form of vendor payments or

vouchers.

c. na = the state does not provide benefits to families of three but does provide cash benefits for emancipated minors, pregnant women, or individual children

living with an unrelated caretaker.

d. X* = medical assistance is provided through the state’s Medicaid program.

e. Nebraska has a statewide GA program for disabled persons; GA programs for other persons may vary by county.
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Table 2

Major Changes in Eligibility for State GA Programs, by State, 1989-1998

Terminated
Assistance
State* for ABAWDs

Terminated Restricted
Restricted Assistance for

Assistance for
Assistance  Disabled, Elderly, Disabled, Elderly,
for ABAWDs" and Unemployable and Unemployable®

Terminated Restricted Transferred
Assistance Assistance  Pregnant Women
for Children for Children or Families

and Families and Families” to TANF

Alaska
Arizona

California (Los Angeles County)
Colorado
Connecticut X

X*

X

Delaware

District of Columbia

Hawaii

Idaho (Ada County) X4
Illinois (City of Chicago) X

Indiana (Marion County)

Towa (Polk County)
Kansas

Maine

Maryland

X*

P, F

Massachusetts
Michigan

PR R R

Minnesota
Missouri

>

Montana

P, F

Nebraska

Nevada (Clark County)

New Hampshire (City of Manchester)
New Jersey

New Mexico

New York

Ohio X
Oregon

Pennsylvania X
Rhode Island

South Carolina

South Dakota (Minnehaha County)

Utah

Vermont

Virginia (Fairfax County) X

Washington

Wisconsin (Dane County) X
Wyoming

Source: Urban Institute, 1998.

assistance by adding a time limit.
c. P = Pregnant women, F = Families.

increasing earnings disregards, allow-
ing recipients to increase earnings
from employment without losing
benefits.

Only a few of the nine states that
continue to provide in-kind benefits
to ABAWDs have cut benefits or
enacted time limits. However, most
of the in-kind programs were already
oriented toward providing short-term
benefits addressing specific emer-
gency needs.

rules vary by county reflects the changes in eligibility for the county specified in parentheses.

d. Idaho time limited assistance for ABAWDs and families to 1 month out of 12, which is considered emergency assistance and not GA for the purpose of this paper.

Overall, PRWORA had a limited
effect on GA policies for ABAWD:s.
PRWORA restrictions on immigrant
eligibility for federal assistance did,
however, precipitate similar restric-
tions among nearly half of the states
providing GA to ABAWDs. In addi-
tion, work-oriented welfare reforms
have led to an increased emphasis on
moving GA recipients into the labor
force in some states, especially where
TANF and GA are closely integrated.

a. Only states that had state GA programs in 1989 are included in the table. States not included are Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi,
North Carolina, North Dakota, Oklahoma, Tennessee, Texas, and West Virginia. No state added a program between 1989 and 1998. Information for states in which eligibility

b. “Restricted Assistance” includes the addition of new categorical eligibility restrictions. Restrictions on immigrant eligibility are not included. States with an “*” restricted

* GA programs for disabled,
elderly, and unemployable individ-
uals suffered moderate cutbacks.
With the exception of the District of
Columbia, all of the 35 state GA
programs provide GA to at least a
portion of the low-income disabled,
elderly, or unemployable population.
Although many of these states differ
with respect to the populations
served, all provide GA to disabled
persons awaiting SSI determina-



tion.# Other populations served
include those with temporary disabil-
ities, caretakers of disabled persons,
and those in substance abuse treat-
ment programs.

States have cut back GA for dis-
abled, elderly, and unemployable in-
dividuals in recent years, especially
for those with a temporary disability.
Four states terminated their GA pro-
grams for disabled individuals during
the ’90s. Seven states restricted the
definition of disability, terminating
assistance for some individuals with
temporary disabilities. In addition,
seven states implemented time limits
on some or all of those who are eligi-
ble due to a disability, although two
states, Michigan and Hawaii, later
repealed their time limits. One state
terminated assistance to nondisabled
elderly persons age 55 and over.

Most of the states that provide
GA for disabled, elderly, and unem-
ployable individuals provide cash
benefits instead of in-kind payments.
As of 1998, 26 of the 34 states with
GA for disabled, elderly, and unem-
ployable individuals provide cash
benefits, two of which provide lower
in-kind benefits to some categories of
recipients. However, cash benefit lev-
els for GA for disabled, elderly, and
unemployable individuals are low rel-
ative to federal programs and have
fallen in real terms over the past 10
years. Benefits for the disabled lost a
third of their real value between 1989
and 1998 (figure 3).

PRWORA’s impact on GA poli-
cies for disabled, elderly, and unem-
ployable individuals was generally
limited to new restrictions on immi-
grants. Since states often provide GA
to disabled individuals awaiting SSI
determination, some states restruc-
tured their immigrant -eligibility
requirements to mirror the new SSI
immigrant eligibility restrictions cre-
ated under PRWORA.5 Eighteen
states that provide GA for unemploy-
able individuals increased immigrant
eligibility restrictions following the
enactment of PRWORA, although
some of these states did not enact
restrictions as severe as those in
PRWORA. In the states that did not
increase immigrant restrictions—and
even in some of the states that did—
some of the immigrants no longer eli-
gible for SSI may qualify for GA.

* GA for children and families
held relatively steady. Fewer states
made major cutbacks to GA programs
for children and families compared to
GA for other populations. Idaho,
Montana, and Wisconsin made the
most severe cutbacks, terminating
GA for all children and families
between 1989 and 1998. Four addi-
tional states enacted restrictions on
GA to families, imposing time limits
or terminating assistance for some
categories of families. The majority
of changes to GA for families,
though, came in response to new
TANEF eligibility rules created under
PRWORA in 1996.

Prior to federal welfare reform in
1996, GA for children and families

usually included assistance to two-
parent families who were ineligible
for AFDC due to the AFDC unem-
ployment and work history require-
ments and pregnant women who were
ineligible for AFDC until their third
trimester. Other eligible groups often
included children who were ineligible
for AFDC because they were living
with an unrelated caretaker.

In the process of replacing
AFDC with TANF, PRWORA al-
lowed states to expand TANF eligibil-
ity to include all two-parent families
and pregnant women. For states that
had been providing GA to these pop-
ulations, this policy change enabled
states to shift some of these costs to
the federal government. Nine states

30

Figure 2
Number of State GA Programs for ABAWDs,
1989D1998, Selected Years
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Figure 3
GA and SSI Average Maximum Monthly Benefit Levels
for Disabled Individuals, 1989-1998
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a. Monthly poverty level based on the DHHS poverty guidelines.

b. Unweighted average of the combined maximum SSI federal benefit and SSI state supplement
allowed for disabled individuals in independent living.

c. Unweighted average of GA cash benefit maximums for permanently disabled individuals in states
that provided such assistance throughout the entire period of 1989 to 1998 (Connecticut and Wiscon-
sin excluded due to insufficient data).
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NEW FEDERALISM:

transferred responsibility for two-
parent families and/or pregnant
women to their TANF program (table
2). States that did not shift GA recip-
ients who are eligible for TANF to the
TANF programs may count the bene-
fit expenditures for these populations
toward TANF maintenance-of-effort
(MOE) requirements.®

As for other populations, GA
benefits for children and families
have slowly eroded with inflation
over the past 10 years. Between 1989
and 1998, the average GA cash bene-
fit maximum for a family of three
decreased 35 percent after adjusting
for inflation. Benefit levels for the
families and pregnant women who
were shifted from GA to TANF,
though, will most likely rise since
TANF benefits are typically higher
than state GA benefits for families.
However, these families will now be
subject to TANF work requirements
and time limits.

As with GA for other assistance
groups, PRWORA also has had an
impact on GA eligibility policies for
immigrant families. Eleven of the 24
states that provide assistance to chil-
dren and families increased eligibility
restrictions on immigrants following
the passage of PRWORA. Other
TANF eligibility restrictions enacted
under PRWORA have had less of an
impact on GA policies. Few states,
for instance, made changes to their
GA programs in response to the new
TANF time limits. Since most GA
programs for families cover only spe-
cific categories of families, many
families that reach the TANF time
limit may not be categorically eligible
for GA in most states. In states with
broad GA eligibility requirements for
families, it is too soon to tell for most
of these states if families that lose
TANF assistance due to time limits
will be eligible for GA.

* GA administrative and funding
structures remain relatively stable.
Despite the extensive changes in GA
eligibility policies, administration and
funding structures of GA programs
have remained generally stable, with
a few exceptions. Most notably, Wis-
consin terminated its statewide Gen-
eral Relief program in 1996 and
replaced it with a county optional

General Relief block grant program
that precluded Milwaukee from pro-
viding cash assistance. In Connecti-
cut, the joint state and locally funded
and locally administered GA program
was changed to a state-funded, state-
administered GA program in 1997.

Conclusion

GA has contracted considerably
over the past decade, escalating a trend
begun in the 1980s. Over the past 10
years, states have shrunk their GA pro-
grams by restricting assistance to some
groups, especially ABAWDs, and by
holding benefits to pre-1989 levels.

As other analyses of GA suggest,
GA programs are particularly sensitive
to budgetary pressures, and many of
the cutbacks to GA were enacted in the
carly part of the decade when states’
budgets were suffering as a result of
economic downturns.” As states have
returned to better fiscal health, howev-
er, none have made substantial restora-
tions to their GA programs. Although
GA programs exist to provide income
support to populations ineligible for
federal cash assistance, states have
limited the capacity of their programs
to provide such support.

PRWORA did not change the
general direction of GA trends, but it
did have some impact on GA poli-
cies—many states restricted GA eligi-
bility for some immigrants (following
the federal lead), and they shifted
some of the GA population to their
TANF programs. For GA recipients
who were shifted to states’ more gen-
erous TANF programs, benefits prob-
ably increased. However, PRWORA
also made cutbacks in Food Stamp
assistance. Many ABAWDs, the pop-
ulation subject to the most severe GA
cutbacks, now face time-limited
access to food stamps.8

Little is known about the charac-
teristics and circumstances of GA
recipients or, for that matter, the char-
acteristics and circumstances of those
denied help when GA is missing.
States do not regularly report statis-
tics on GA beneficiaries, and GA
receipt is so uncommon that most
national surveys are not large enough
to capture enough actual and potential
participants to yield reliable informa-
tion on either group. The reasons for

the states’ retreat from GA—and the
lack of expansion given improved fis-
cal conditions—are also unclear.
Assessment of the long-term impact
of changes in the nation’s safety net
requires more information on state
programs for those ineligible for fed-
eral cash assistance, the actual and
potential beneficiaries of such pro-
grams, and the effectiveness of vari-
ous strategies for moving these people
into employment and self-support.
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ject director. The project analyzes changes in income support, social services, and health programs.
In collaboration with Child Trends, the project studies child and family well-being.

The project has received funding from The Annie E. Casey Foundation, the W.K. Kellogg Founda-
tion, The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, The [Ford
Foundation, The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, the Charles Stewart Mott Houn-
dation, The David and Lucile Packard Foundation, The McKnight Foundation, The Commonwegalth
Fund, the Stuart Foundation, the Weingart Foundation, The Fund for New Jersey, The Lyndge and
Harry Bradley Foundation, the Joyce Foundation, and The Rockefeller Foundation.

This series is dedicated to the memory of Steven D. Gold, who was codirédasessing the New
Federalisnmuntil his death in August 1996.
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