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Four years ago, frustrated with a failed welfare system, Congress and President Clinton jettisoned the 60-
year-old Aid to Families with Dependent Children. The program, designed with Depression-era families in
mind, didn't fit with late 20th century realities. With mothers of all incomes going to work, out-of-wedlock
births on the rise, caseloads growing even as the economy began its current boom and states way out ahead
of federal policy, the time was right for AFDC to go.

Frustrated with the old system, but with little consensus about what a new welfare system should accomplish,
people judge welfare reform's track record differently.

The new welfare system is not a system at all. It is the product of individual decisions made by 50 states and
the District of Columbia with a great deal of money but limited policy guidance from the federal government. 

One common theme has emerged: work. Every state is promoting work as the primary objective of its welfare
system. 

States adopted three strategies to encourage the movement of people from dependence to working for a
paycheck. The first approach is to support work. More federal funds are now available to subsidize child care,
health insurance and transportation. Forty-two states now allow those first going to work to keep a larger
portion of their welfare benefit than they used to. 

A second approach is to improve the skills of those entering the labor force. For some welfare recipients, this
means a GED or help with the "soft'" skills—working with colleagues and showing up at work on time. For the
more disadvantaged group on welfare, support may begin with substance abuse treatment or help getting out
of a situation involving domestic violence. In most states, programs for the hardest to serve are still taking
shape. 

The third way to move people from welfare to work is to put up barriers to obtaining welfare. Fourteen states
have policies that eliminate the entire family's welfare benefit the first time the mother in the family fails to
follow program rules. Strict sanctions, active efforts to divert applicants away from welfare and short time
limits for receiving benefits all ensure that welfare caseloads will fall, leaving people with few options but to
rely on family and friends or go to work. 

Interestingly, there is no simple pattern that describes the approaches states have taken. Some states have
adopted all three of these strategies, while others rely primarily on one or two. California, for instance, is one
of 17 states that provide work supports to people even as their salaries climb toward the middle class.
California's welfare system relies less upon sanctions than most other states. The state's heavy reliance upon
counties to design and administer the program means the availability of services for harder-to-serve clients
varies greatly around the state. 

In today's robust economy, it appears that almost any combination of these three approaches will yield
shorter welfare rolls. Two out of three states have seen their caseloads decline by one-third to two- thirds
since the welfare law was enacted. California's caseload has decreased by 40 percent since August 1996. 

More current and former welfare recipi ents are working than ever before. But to no one's surprise, their pay
is low and benefits such as health insurance and paid sick leave are rare. 

So, has the nation met the objectives of welfare reform? President Clinton, Congress and governors proclaim
success, while many advocates worry about those who have fallen through the cracks. 

Behind these opinions lie different standards for judging welfare as we are coming to know it. Is welfare
primarily about reducing caseloads, reducing poverty or hardship, requiring work, promoting marriage or
improving the emotional and physical well-being of children? 
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As welfare evolves into a work support system and welfare recipients become workers, what is the social
contract for people who play by the rules but have trouble making ends meet? What commitment does the
nation have to addressing welfare-to-work barriers, such as substance abuse, illiteracy and depression? Will
we provide a decent level of continuing support to those with family obligations or personal barriers too great
to make full- time work an option? Are we committed to providing a safe, nurturing environment for the
children whose single mothers now must leave them behind when they go to work? 

When welfare was reformed, there was little national debate about the new system's goals. Today it is easy
to find indicators of success, but when the economy makes its inevitable downward turn, success stories may
be harder to find. As caseloads rise and hardship deepens, it will really matter which policies work best. 

But "best'" implies knowing what your goals are. Four years into welfare reform, there is no national vision
underlying welfare—a program still very much in flux. 

If we want a welfare system that succeeds in bad times as well as good, the next president and Congress
must lead us beyond slogans through the difficult decisions required in setting welfare policy. The campaign
season would seem a natural time to have those discussions. Are the candidates ready? 
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