
Welfare Reform: Reflecting on its 5th Anniversary
Commentary
Sheila R. Zedlewski

Landmark Welfare-reform legislation signed into law in 1996
by then-President Clinton amid bipartisan calls to "end
welfare as we know it" and to empower states to get welfare
recipients into jobs is coming up for reauthorization.

A former governor and a "statesman" to the bone, President Bush probably will look for ways to give states
even more room to maneuver.

So far, governors have made it work.

But the same new research that confirms progress on this front also points to the need to further reconfigure
states' social safety nets to sustain it.

Data gathered one year after welfare reform and again, two years later, make for instructive comparisons,
some of which overturn conventional wisdom. They show a dramatic increase in paid work among welfare
recipients:

About one-third of adults on Temporary Aid for Needy Families (TANF) were working compared to one in five
two years earlier. Work increased most dramatically among those with multiple barriers to employment such
as poor health and the lack of a high-school education.

The results also show that the welfare caseload has not become more disadvantaged as some expected. How
much of the good news about work among welfare recipients reflects the strong economy of the late 1990s is
impossible to say.

Other forces at play might also include work incentives created by increasing the minimum wage in 1996 and
1997 and significant expansions of the refundable Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC).

Still, the connection of these trends to state policies at least in part is undeniable.

States have aggressively pushed welfare recipients to find any type of job to move them onto the economic
ladder. The majority of states have also increased the amount of earnings you can keep while still pulling in
some cash assistance from welfare. In most states, families face a very real conflict between leaving welfare
and stopping the clock, or staying on welfare while working and receiving a reduced welfare check.

If state policies have proven potent, then certain less positive findings trace back to them, too. Welfare
cycling (frequent movement between jobs and welfare) continued to characterize the TANF population --
highlighting the persistent needs of a group of disadvantaged mothers. Those who stayed on TANF more
continuously and those who cycled back were much more disadvantaged than new welfare entrants.

The majority of adults with multiple barriers to employment were not working, nor were they engaged in
education and training activities to prepare them for work.

In fact, federal restrictions on the use of education and training as a work activity have discouraged states
from actively pursuing this route with their most disadvantaged groups.

Most states are just beginning to experiment with approaches that address the needs of those with learning
disabilities, significant mental and physical health limitations, substance abuse, and domestic violence issues.

It is unlikely that successful policies will be in place to avoid having many of the most disadvantaged families
hit their federal time limits beginning late this year.

Yes, states can exempt 20 percent of their caseloads from time limits, and eight states have said that they will
use their own money to provide benefits to additional families.

But is it wise to leave behind a group not likely to leave welfare without intensive services that address their
issues?
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In the long run, this policy will surely mean that states will need to put up more of their own funds to provide
benefits or cut some of their most disadvantaged families off assistance.

Of course, the TANF policy is not set in stone. Reauthorization affords the chance to revamp rules that are
likely to strand those welfare recipients trying hardest to meet states' expectations.

States could be free to count education, training and participation in rehab services toward work participation
for as long as necessary. The 20 percent exemption from federal time limits could be increased, at least until
states have programs in place that work for the most disadvantaged clients.

Finally, the clock could stop when recipients are trying to work their way off welfare to reward them for the
behavior the act intended to encourage. Of course, states will need generous federal financial support to
make these policies work.

Five years after welfare reform, the onus is still on states.

Originally, states had to prove to Washington that they could reduce welfare rolls and get recipients into jobs.
Now, it is to build on the successes of earlier years without harming the most disadvantaged groups on
welfare.

States face the dual challenge of continuing strong programs that emphasize work and building new programs
that address severe constraints faced by those waiting out their time clocks.

Sheila Zedlewski is the director of the Income and Benefits Policy Center at the Urban Institute. The views are
those of the author, and do not necessarily represent the views of the Urban Institute.
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