Empirically proven: Devolution has succeeded for pro-work welfare programs, flexibility and varying priorities guarantee solvency for the FJG
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The 1996 law is complicated—even, in a sense, schizophrenic. It sets strict federal requirements about work and limits on how long families can receive federally aided welfare benefits, now called Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). But it also encourages states to develop their own welfare reforms by adopting variants on the work-first approach, emphasizing quick engagement in work-related activities and moving people off public assistance.  States not only have accepted but have frequently embraced the goal of getting people into jobs, especially unsubsidized jobs, as quickly as possible. Moving beneficiaries into jobs and reducing caseloads have been critical operational goals going all the way down to local welfare offices. Work participation rates are at historic highs, particularly in states that had already been reforming welfare under federal waivers.  States have used their flexibility to signal the emphasis on work. They have organized new ways to deliver services, the most striking and widespread being linkages to workforce development systems. Many states have demanded that people who apply for cash assistance first search for jobs, cooperate with child support enforcement efforts, or engage in other activities before they qualify for benefits.  States have increased their services, especially those involving work supports, such as child care and transportation, while greatly reducing their cash assistance. In 1999, the median state spent only about 55 percent of its total “welfare” budget on cash assistance. Most states do not appear to have greatly reduced total spending on social services, and some have actually increased it. The “race to the bottom” that some critics anticipated never took place. One reason may be the design of the block grant—TANF offered states generous funding during a time of economic growth. But another reason may have been the greater political legitimacy accorded to welfare programs because family heads who are working are seen as more deserving of support.  Federal agencies have given states flexibility in using their welfare block grant funds. Rules are loose, permitting states to assist the heads of working families without making their families subject to federal time limits. The task of defining “work activities” has been turned over to the states. And Washington has not rigorously audited state spending.  State Variations  While all states share the focus on work first and the activist approach to reforming their human service systems, many variations exist in tone, structure, spending, and operations. States differ, for example, in their operational goals. Some try to meet TANF’s performance requirements by engaging a large and growing share of their cash assistance caseloads in work activities. Others reduce caseloads, either by moving beneficiaries into jobs or providing them with alternatives to continuing cash assistance. Although some states are beginning to incorporate other goals in their welfare systems, work participation rates and caseloads remain dominant criteria in day-to-day operations, if for no other reason than that failure to meet the required work participation rates, after factoring in a caseload reduction credit, can exact big financial penalties.  States differ even more in how they try to achieve these goals. Minnesota, Michigan, and Kansas, for example, all emphasize work engagement rather than caseload reduction, but each pursues a different approach. Minnesota emphasizes financial incentives to work. It gives cash assistance to families well over the poverty level by offering generous benefits and disregards. It also supplements earnings with a state earned income tax credit and provides substantial work supports, including a child care program available to many working families. The aim is to encourage poor families to mix earnings and assistance and increase total income (and to increase work participation rates among families on the rolls).
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