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This paper attempts, with a broad brush, to describe the problem of low work levels among people who are poor, assess the usual explanations for it, and suggest the best approach to solving it, which I believe lies in work requirements within the welfare system. Few poor adults work regularly, which is the main reason why they are poor, and it is difficult to trace the problem to limitations of opportunity, such as low wages or lack of jobs. Efforts to raise wages for low-skilled persons or to raise skills through voluntary training programmes can be worthwhile, but have little effect on poverty.

The much greater need is simply to cause poor adults to put in more hours at the jobs they can already get. Voluntary programmes or other opportunity measures do not achieve this. To raise work levels, an effort to enforce work is unavoidable. Work requirements show promise. This approach is also more realistic than radical-sounding proposals to end or transform welfare. The effort to enforce work as well as other civilities in the city, however, is deeply controversial. Dispute over what can be expected of poor people, not lack of opportunity, is the main reason why chronic poverty persists in America today.1
Poor persons are highly diverse, as are the causes of poverty. I will not discuss children or older people who are poor, although their problems are important. My analysis applies mainly to working-age adults, who are the most controversial of the poor population and the key to any solutions to poverty. I also concentrate mainly on long-term poor adults, meaning those who are poor for more than two years at a stretch, because they are the hardest to help and the most important politically. This is the group that most exercises the public and is most debated among experts. In the urban setting, these poor people primarily mean long-term welfare mothers and low-skilled single men who are often the absent fathers of welfare families. These long-term, employable, poor adults are not a large group – perhaps 5% of the population (Sawhill 1989:4-6) – but this group is at the core of the social problem.

the employment problem

Overwhelmingly, today's working-age poor are needy, at least in the first instance, because the adults in these families do not work normal hours. American society assumes that families will be supported mainly by parents' earnings. Table 1 shows more than three-quarters of the heads of American families were employed in 1995, and more than half worked full year and full-time. Even among single mothers, who have child-rearing responsibilities, the work level was nearly two-thirds. For heads of households generally, work levels have fallen slightly since 1959, but among female heads they have risen, reflecting the movement of women into the labour force. Other data show that families with children have increased their work effort since 1970 (Congressional Budget Office 1988: Table a-15), in their oft-noted struggle to keep up with inflation.

Table 1 Work Experience of All Heads of Families, 1959-1995

	
	1959
	1970
	1975
	1985
	1995

	Percentage of all heads who
	
	
	
	
	

	Worked at any time
	85
	84
	80
	76
	78

	Full year and full-time
	63
	63
	58
	57
	57

	Did not work
	-
	14
	19
	23
	22

	Percentage of female heads who
	
	
	
	
	

	Worked at any time
	-
	61
	58
	63
	67

	Full year and full-time
	28
	32
	31
	37
	42

	Did not work
	-
	39
	42
	37
	33

	Percentage of married-couples heads who
	
	
	
	
	

	Worked at any time
	-
	87
	83
	79
	80

	Full year and full-time
	67
	67
	63
	61
	60

	Did not work
	-
	11
	15
	20
	20


NOTE: Full year means at least 50 weeks a year, full-time at least 35 hours a week. Married-couple heads means male heads in 1959-75, heads other than single mothers in 1985, and the husbands of married-couple families in 1995. Some figures do not add due to rounding or the omission of workers in the armed forces.

SOURCE: Data are from U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Series P-60, no. 35, tables 3 and 13, and no. 68, table 8 (for 1959); no. 81, table 20 (1970); no. 106, table 27 (1975); no. 158, table 21 (1985); March 1996 Current Population Survey, table 19 (1995).

But as Table 2 shows, work levels among poor people are dramatically lower and have fallen much more sharply. Only just half of poor family heads reported any work at all in 1995, down from two thirds in 1959, whereas the share working full year and full-time dropped by 40% to only 19%. For the moment, I say nothing about causes. There has been a small upturn in poverty work levels in recent years, but statistically there has been no clear change since 1978 (U.S. Department of Commerce 1992a:xiv-xv): most of the decline was before then. Work levels among poor welfare recipients are also low, with only 7% of welfare mothers reporting employment in a given month, even part-time (U.S. House of Representatives 1992:670).

Table 2 Work Experience of Poor Heads of Families, 1959-1995

	
	1959
	1970
	1975
	1985
	1995

	Percentage of all heads who
	
	
	
	
	

	Worked at any time
	68
	55
	50
	50
	52

	Full year and full-time
	31
	20
	16
	16
	19

	Did not work
	31
	44
	49
	49
	48

	Percentage of female heads who
	
	
	
	
	

	Worked at any time
	43
	43
	37
	40
	46

	Full year and full-time
	11
	8
	6
	7
	13

	Did not work
	57
	57
	63
	60
	54

	Percentage of married-couples heads who
	
	
	
	
	

	Worked at any time
	75
	62
	61
	60
	59

	Full year and full-time
	38
	28
	24
	25
	25

	Did not work
	23
	37
	38
	38
	41


NOTE: Full year means at least 50 weeks a year, full-time at least 35 hours a week. Married-couple heads means male heads in 1959-75, heads other than single mothers in 1985, and the husbands of married-couple families in 1995. Some figure do not add due to rounding or the omission of workers in the armed forces. SOURCE: Data are from U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Series P-60, no. 35, tables 3 and 13, and no. 68, table 8 (for 1959); no. 81, table 20 (1970); no. 106, table 27 (1975); no. 158, table 21 (1985); March 1996 Current Population Survey, table 19 (1995).
There is some evidence that poor adults work more than they report. Poor families appear to spend more income than they say they receive. Half or more of welfare recipients may work overtime, often without reporting the income to avoid reductions in their grants. Some conclude from that most of the apparently non-working poor really are employed. They simply do not acknowledge it to keep welfare support or because their jobs are in the underground economy. In this view, the cause of poverty is not low work levels but low wages that do not allow mothers to live on earnings alone, and welfare rules do not allow them to combine work and welfare legally because earnings are largely deducted from their grants (Edin and Jencks 1992, Harris 1992). Such conclusions go too far. Welfare mothers are needy mainly because of low working hours, not low wages or grants. Unreported work is seldom sustained and is uncommon among long-term dependent persons.2 Work levels among single mothers on welfare are clearly much lower than among single mothers not on welfare, among whom the work rate is about 85% (Moffitt 1988:16).

Much of the decline in work levels, it is true, reflects the decline in the poverty level since 1959. As real wages rose, most working poor people earned their way out of poverty. It is now difficult to work normal hours and remain poor, so almost by definition the remaining poor are mostly people without jobs. But there clearly is a work decline, even allowing for this. If poverty were defined relative to average incomes, rather than in absolute terms as it is by the Government's poverty measure, then the poverty line would rise with economic growth, and there would be more working poor. Let us define the poor as the bottom fifth of the family income distribution. There now is no clear work decline after 1970 for families in general, but there still is for families with children, whose poverty is the most critical. These low-income families worked less, just when better-off families were working more (Congressional Budget Office 1988: Table A-15).

The decline is not because of a fall in the share of poor persons who are of working age. It is often thought that needy people are increasingly made up of children or older persons. Actually, the proportion of poor who are of working age (ages 18 to 64) rose from 42% to 49% between 1959 and 1991 (U.S. Department of Commerce 1992a: Table 3). The reasons for this include a decline in the number of children per family and the drop in poverty among retired persons because of rising social security payments. Rather, the work decline for families with children is linked to the growth in female-headed families, mostly at the lowest income levels. Poor female heads themselves are not working less – as Table 2 shows, their work level has always been low. But now more such families are among the poor and this reduces the work level for the poverty population as a whole.

Female-headed families do not necessarily produce a work decline, as many suppose, because work effort by female heads is rising. Poor female heads, however, work less than others, and poor adults seem to be working less whether or not they are married. Among blacks, who compose most of the long-term poor population, two-thirds of poor female-headed families were needy before the breakup of the parents, as well as after, equally because of non-work (Bane 1986). As Table 2 shows, even among the heads of poor married-couple families, a sizable work decline has occurred. Some of this reflects greater retirement among older persons and persons who are older and disabled, students, and parents with children under six years), since 1967 the share of poor family heads who could work has risen while the share actually working has fallen (Danziger and Gottschalk 1986).

Table 3 compares work levels, among the general population and the poor population, for individuals and for several groupings of family heads, in 1991. In all categories, the difference is enormous. Employment is 20 or 30 percentage points higher for the general population than among poor people. Most significantly, the multiple for full year, full-time work, is four or five times. It is lack of steady work, not lack of all employment, that mostly separates poor adults from non-poor adults. If one compares poor persons with non-poor persons, rather than with the overall population, as in Table 4, the contrasts are even greater.

These differences directly account for most of today's poverty. Table 5 shows how poverty rates vary with work level for the same demographic groups as in Table 3. The effect of employment is tremendous. Non-workers suffer poverty at two and three quarters to six times the rate occurring among workers. Almost 80% of female family heads with children are poor if they do not work: only 13% - below the average for the population – are poor if they work full year and full-time. Work has the same potent effect on dependency. Two-thirds of female family heads are on welfare among those who do not work, whereas only 7% are on welfare among those who work full year and full-time (Ellwood 1986:3-5).

Table 3 Employment Status of Persons 16 and Over and Family Heads by Income Level, in per cent, 1995

	
	
	
	With Children Under 18

	
	Persons
	All Heads
	All Heads
	Female Heads

	All income levels
	
	
	
	

	Worked at any time
	70
	78
	89
	73

	Full yare and full-time
	44
	57
	66
	44

	Did not work
	30
	22
	11
	27

	Income below poverty
	
	
	
	

	Worked at any time
	41
	52
	58
	49

	Full year and full-time
	10
	19
	21
	14

	Did not work
	59
	48
	42
	51


SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census 1992a, Tables 14 and 19.

NOTE: Full year means at least 50 weeks a year, full-time at least 35 hours a week.

Table 4 Employment Status: Contrasting Poor and Non-poor, 1991

	
	Poor
	Non-poor

	Percentage of individuals 15 and over who
	
	

	Worked at any time
	39.8
	72.0

	Full year and full-time
	9.0
	45.0

	Percentage of family heads who
	
	

	Worked at any time
	50.4
	80.5

	Full year and full-time
	15.8
	61.1

	Percentage of female family heads who
	
	

	Worked at any time
	42.4
	76.1

	Full year and full-time
	9.5
	54.5

	Percentage of families with two or more workers
	16.8
	62.6


SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Poverty in the United States: 1991, Series P-60, no. 181 (U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, DC, August 1992:xiv-xv).
Table 5 Poverty Rates by Employment Status of Persons 16 and Over and Family Heads, in per cent 1995

	
	
	
	
	With Children Under 18

	
	Persons
	All Heads
	Female Heads
	All Heads
	Female Heads

	Overall
	11
	11
	32
	16
	42

	Worked at any time
	7
	7
	22
	11
	28

	Full year and full-time
	3
	4
	10
	5
	13

	Did not work
	22
	23
	54
	61
	78


NOTE: Full year means at least 50 weeks a year, full-time at least 35 hours a week. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, Series P-60, no. 194 (U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C., September 1996), table 3, and March 1996 Current Population Survey, table 19.

Of course, factors other than work effort can determine whether people are poor. Non-workers more often have to care for children than workers do, and they would average lower earnings than those currently employed if they took a job. If they worked steadily, more would remain poor even with employment than is true of existing workers. If one allowed for these factors, poverty levels would not vary so extremely with work level as in Table 5. Nevertheless, the effect of non-work is so great that overcoming it is strategic for reducing poverty. And, as discussed below, if work levels among poor people were to recover to former levels, providing aid to poor people would also be more popular.

Non-work is costly for poor families in other than income terms. It contributes to the problems of lifestyle that, as much as low income, conspire to keep people needy today. It is often said that the problems of poor people are rooted in the family, particularly the absence of fathers. But the greatest reason why poor adults fail as parents is inability to function as breadwinners. Fathers leave families mainly because they do not work steadily. One of the reasons poor children often fail in school and, later, on the job is that they have not had the example of parents working consistently outside the home.

the search for barriers

The work problem is so important that in large part, the debate about poverty is a debate about employment. The great question is why poor adults work so much less consistently than better-off adults. The tradition among experts has been to seek impediments outside poor people themselves. Perhaps low wages leave people poor even if they work or discourage them from working. Perhaps poor people are barred from employment by sheer lack of jobs or childcare, racial bias, or the disincentives set up by the welfare system, which reduces a family's grant in proportion to earnings. Perhaps they simply cannot work because of the burdens of child rearing or a lack of marketable skills.

All these theories have drawn intense research attention. In my opinion, that effort has not come up with much. Each of the theories appears to be a little bit true, but none of them – singly or in combination – appears to explain more than a small part of the work problem.3
The trouble with the wage theory is that if most poor adults are not even employed, low wages cannot cause their poverty. If "working poverty" were more prevalent, this theory would be more persuasive. It is true that 61% of poor families report earnings by some family member during a year, but poor families with year-round, full-time workers are vastly outnumbered by those with no workers – 1.8 million to 2.9 million in 1995 (U.S. Department of Commerce 1996: Table 19). It is commonly said that work does not pay low-skilled individuals enough to be worthwhile. But it clearly pays them enough to avoid poverty and welfare in most cases, provided the adults in families work the hours typical of society. That means full year and full-time for the family head, with at least some work by the spouse or another family member.

Poverty is often blamed on the minimum wage because it is assumed that when poor adults go to work, this is what they earn. It is easy to show that working even full year and full-time at the minimum wage cannot support a family above property. But such calculations mean little, because the vast majority of poor workers actually earn above the minimum wage; they are poor mainly because of low working hours. Few minimum-wage workers have to try to support a family alone. Most are secondary workers, usually spouses or teenage children, in families in which the head is working for more than the minimum wage. For these reasons, the minimum wage actually has little connection to poverty. In 1985, only 19% of minimum-wage workers were poor, whereas only 26% of poor workers earned at or below the minimum wage (Congressional Budget Office 1986:15-19). The increase in the minimum wage, in 1990 to 1991 to $4.25, and to $5.15 in 1996, reduced the link between it and poverty still further.

Poverty also has little connection to low wages in general. As Table 5 suggests, few steady workers at any wage are poor. Even low-wage workers today are seldom poor, and they are even more seldom heads of poor families (Burkhauser and Finegan 1989:59-60). Again, low working hours are a more important cause of poverty than low wages. One might suppose that low wages barred work for single mothers, who might stay on welfare because they cannot support their families and pay for childcare on one income. Most welfare spells are short, however, and most of them end through employment (Harris 1992:Table 1),4 so wages must usually be adequate to work off the rolls. By one estimate, if one allows for child support and childcare costs as well as wages, half or more of welfare mothers could escape dependency if they worked full-time (Michalopoulos and Garfinkel 1989). The great majority of single mothers who avoid poverty do work full-time or have family members (U.S. House of Representative 1992:1283). It is valid to say that mothers cannot work off welfare without higher wages only if we accept their current low hours as given.

To contend that low wages or benefits are central to poverty, one would have to show that they were a cause of low working hours as well as low returns per hour. Perhaps low wages and benefits discourage low-skilled people from working, whereas higher returns would cause them to put in more hours. Research has not shown, however, that work effort among the poor responds much to this sort of incentive. The labour supply of low-income workers is remarkably unresponsive to payoff levels (Burtless n.d.). Employment by welfare mothers is little affected by welfare benefits or by the wages the mothers are able to earn (Moffitt 1983:1033, 1986). It is work effort by the middle class that has responded to stagnant wages in recent decades – and by rising, not falling.

Other theories of non-work also have small support. There is some evidence that employers discriminate against minorities in favour of whites, if one controls for all factors except race (Turner 1991). But all factors usually are not equal. Urban businesses typically have found unskilled black workers, especially men, to be unreliable employees. It is mainly this, rather than bias at skin colour, that now makes many employers – including blacks – reluctant to hire from the inner city. The opposition is based on experience and does not, like traditional bias, hold non-white groups to be inferior in general. There may be some "statistical" discrimination, in that some individuals who would be good employees are not hired because their racial group has a bad reputation. But the extent is probably limited because employers use a number of indicators – class and job history as well as race – to pick among job applicants (Kirschenman and Neckerman 1991).

Research suggests that welfare disincentives to work are surprisingly weak because work levels on welfare are low across the nation regardless of the level of welfare benefits (Moffitt 1988:22). A related theory is that welfare recipients are deterred from working by fear of losing health coverage. They get Medicaid while on welfare, whereas many low-wage jobs lack health insurance. In fact, this effect seems confined to the families with the worst health problems and is not a major cause of dependency or non-work (Blank 1989, Moffitt and Wolfe 1990).

The presence of preschool children does not appear to deter welfare mothers from working; numbers of children do deter, but the importance of this has fallen with the size of welfare families, which today mostly include only one or two children. Childcare seldom appears to be a serious barrier to employment because it is much cheaper and more available than advocates assert. In 1987, only 9% of childcare arrangements relied on institutional facilities such as childcare centres, and most mothers paid nothing at all for care. The situation is similar among welfare mothers (Brush 1987, U.S. Department of Commerce 1990: Tables 1 and 7).

The most widely discussed barrier to opportunity for those who are poor is an alleged lack of all employment in inner-city areas. Research has shown, however, that jobless poor people seldom face a situation like the Depression. Groups with high unemployment such as minorities, women, and youth, are characterised more by rapid job turnover than long-term joblessness.5 Such individuals usually say they can find jobs, but they also leave them quickly. The reasons include children at home, conflict with superiors and co-workers, and the low-paid, unattractive character of available jobs.

Of course, jobs are less available during a recession, but people who keep looking for work usually find it. The problem in the ghetto is more that many people are out of labour force entirely. Even when the urban labour market is hot enough to lower unemployment sharply, this does not significantly increase the proportion of disadvantaged persons who seek to work (Freeman 1991, Murray 1990). At present, jobs sufficient to avoid poverty and welfare, if not to be affluent, appear to be widely available in cities, at least to those seeking them at a given time. Possibly, the number would be insufficient if all the non-workers sought them at once, but a literal job shortage is not now a major cause of poverty.

economic trends

The theory that jobs are lacking rests heavily on the notion that the economy today offers much less opportunity to poor persons than it once did. In the last two decades, the decline of manufacturing has idled many workers, real wages have grown little, and inequality among incomes has risen. Less educated workers, especially among younger men, have suffered actual losses in earnings. All this, it is said, is the major cause of today's non-work and poverty. It seems obvious that the destruction of millions of manufacturing jobs in American cities since the 1970s must have radically reduced the opportunities available to today's low-skilled job seekers (Wilson 1987).

Popular accounts of the trends, however, typically do not allow for the vast expansion of employment in service industries in the 1970s and 1980s or for the recent drop in the number of new entrants to the labour force because of the "baby bust". These trends gradually tightened the labour market in the last decade, despite the decline of factory jobs. As a result, immigrants from all over the world continued to come to Los Angeles or New York and find work, without hurting opportunities for native-born job seekers (Borjas 1986).

The theory that de-industrialisation is responsible for the disorders of the ghetto has limited support. Although manufacturing jobs clearly are fleeing the inner city, that may be the result and not the cause of social disorders there.6 And because population is leaving the older cities faster than jobs, the labour market may actually be tightening in urban centres. Although more jobs are available in the suburbs than the cities, openings apparently remain accessible to most people seeking them, wherever they live. Studies that attempt to tie the employment of urban dwellers to the proximity of jobs report weak findings at best. The idea of a spatial mismatch may be partially valid in the most depressed cities of the East and Midwest, but probably not in the more prosperous South or West.7 Some analysts talk instead of a skills mismatch, with the poor lacking the talent to get work in an increasingly high-tech economy because of weak education. Most jobs, however, still demand only low or moderate skills. Urban employers complain mostly about employees' lack of basic work discipline – inability to show up for work and take orders – rather than a lack of advanced skills.

Non-work is a cause of growing inequality in that the decline of work habits of those at poverty levels is one reason wages and earnings for the low-skilled have fallen. But it is hard to argue the other way, that economic trends explain why few poor people work regularly. Certainly, economic change has caused hardships, but the impact has been mainly on factory workers with a steady employment history, few of whom are needy. Few poor or homeless men held good jobs before falling into destitution (Rossi 1989:137). Unquestionably, manufacturing workers face a struggle to preserve their livelihoods, but that battle is going on largely over the heads of the poor population.

The last two recessions, it is true, were especially severe, and this has unnerved the public. The downturn of the early 1980s abruptly cut well-paid blue-collar employment. Since the recession of 1990-1991, many other industries have been downsizing, producing unprecedented unemployment among white-collar workers. This has led some to fear that the bonanza of job creation is over and that long-term unemployment is due to rise. Concern over jobs was a major factor in President Clinton's election in 1992.

But the same fears were expressed a decade ago. Most of those displaced workers found other jobs quickly. Current white-collar jobless persons are likely to do so more easily. Fears that economic change would obsolete any large part of the workforce have never proved valid in the past and are unlikely to in the future. Since growth resumed in 1991, job creation has again picked up, and although many of the new jobs are low paying, the restructuring of the economy is likely to lead in time to larger gains in productivity and higher real wages (Nasar 1993, "No Need for a Boost" 1993). In the late 1980s, the proportion of the adult population employed reached 63%, the highest figure ever. The recession cut that to all of 62% (U.S. Department of Commerce 1992b:383). A serious employment problem remains highly improbable.

In any event, the work attachment of long-term poor persons is too limited today for their predicament to have much connection to the vicissitudes of the economy. The problems of the ghetto, including non-work, are much the same in good times and bad. There are still some working poor people, so the overall levels of poverty and the welfare rolls do rise and fall with economic growth.

But we should not conclude that the bulk of poverty or dependency has economic causes. Since 1980, the poverty rate has varied only between 13% and 15% across two sharp recessions and the longest boom in American history. Although a return to prosperity would no doubt help many poor people in cities, the gains would be marginal as long as work levels remain low.

I do not mean that the barriers are unimportant. My judgment is that about a third of the work problem among the seriously poor might be attributable to limits to opportunity in all forms, the extent varying around the country. Differences in opportunity have a great deal to do with who gets ahead in America. Differences in education, especially, heavily determine who gets a good job and who gets a lesser one. Although bias unrelated to conduct appears to be a minor problem for poor persons, it is probably a larger problem for employed minorities, who face white resistance to their assuming positions of authority in government and the private sector. In general, social structure appears to have more influence on employed persons than on jobless poor persons. That is, it has a lot to do with inequality among workers. But it has little to do with failure to work at all, which is the greater problem for today's needy.

More important than any economic factor as a cause of poverty, I believe, is what used to be called the culture of poverty. Surveys and ethnographic studies suggest that poor adults want to work and observe other mainstream values. Many, however, resist taking the low-paid jobs that are most available to them. A greater number are simply defeated about work or unable to organise their personal live to hold jobs consistently. These feelings are rooted, in turn, in the historic lack of opportunity that minority groups – who compose most of the poor – knew in this country and their countries of origin. Of course, most members of these groups are employed and not poor. But some remain unconvinced that it is worth striving in America, despite the equal opportunity reforms of recent decades. This element has given rise to the underclass.

Equally important is that values such as work (on which everyone agrees) are no longer well enforced in ghetto areas. The middle class, which upheld these mores, has largely moved out, and public institutions have failed to fill the gap. In large measure, non-work results simply because welfare and other public programmes do not yet require many adult recipients to work as a condition of support. Similarly, crime results from weak law enforcement, and illiteracy results from the decline of standards in the schools. The loss of authority by these institutions has more to do with poverty than any recent changes in the economy or society (Mead 1992b:Chapter 7).

voluntary measures

In light of this analysis, I do not believe that further efforts to improve opportunities for the poor population can overcome poverty, although such efforts can make some contribution.8 The current vogue is to try to "make work pay." The Clinton administration has already taken steps to raise the returns of low-skilled jobs. But if poverty is mostly because of low working hours rather than low wages, then improving the rewards of work can have only a marginal effect.

Congress last raised the minimum wage, to $5.15, in 1996. It might raise it again, but most of the benefit would go to non-poor persons, simply because most minimum-wage workers are already above poverty. Without more poor people working at or near the minimum, raising the floor is no longer an effective anti-poverty strategy (Burkhauser and Finegan 1989). One could also increase the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), a subsidy for low-income workers with children. Because the EITC directly targets poor workers, it is the most efficient means of helping them. Congress in 1990 and 1993 raised the EITC substantially. As of 1996, the credit paid a low-income worker 34% of the first $6,160 in earnings ($2,094) if the family has one child and 40% of the first $8,900 ($3,560) if there are two or more children (U.S. House of Representatives 1994). Even if the EITC is generous, however, it cannot reach most poor families simply because few poor adults are employed.

Neither measure is likely to raise working hours. In fact, increases may depress hours. A higher minimum wage probably reduces work levels because it eliminates some jobs, an this causes some youths to withdraw from the labour force. A higher minimum wage and a higher EITC also reduce work effort because low-wage workers who qualify can now make the same income with fewer working hours. This motivation is apparently stronger than the incentive to work more hours that is generated by raising the returns per hour; in the terms economists use, the income effect dominates the substitution effect. Although these reductions are probably small (Brown et al. 1982, Burtless 1989), they do suggest that "making work pay" can be counterproductive as long as work levels remain low.

Another approach is to try to weaken the disincentives in welfare benefits when welfare recipients have earnings. Conservatives prefer to do it simply by reducing the number of employed or employable people who can get on welfare in the first place. The trouble is that neither strategy has shown much effect on work levels. The work incentives that existed in AFDC between 1967 and 1981 did not palpably raise work effort among recipients, and the Reagan cuts in these incentives and in welfare eligibility in 1981 did not reduce effort.9
None of this is to say that higher wages, benefits, or work incentives are not warranted on other grounds. Government may decide that it should ensure workers a living wage or health care or other advantages as an act of justice. Society is entitled to define and redefine the package of rewards and obligations that specify concretely what it means to be an American (Mead 1986:Chapter 11). My point is only that improving the package connected to work an do little to overcome poverty as long as few of the poor are steady workers.

The other popular approach to raising earnings has been voluntary education and training programmes. For 30 years, Washington has financed a succession of "compensatory" programmes designed to improve the skills of poor persons so that they could get "better" jobs. The evaluations of these programmes show that typically they are efficient rather than effective. They raise the earnings of their clients by enough to justify their costs, but the gains are small, not enough to solve the work or poverty problem. The largest increases have been for women, not for men, and most of them have come from causing the clients to work more steadily in jobs they could already get, not from getting them better jobs. It is not surprising that disadvantaged clients find it difficult to learn greater skills because they have usually done poorly in school and are often dropouts.10
A more controversial strategy, currently back in vogue, is public employment. If one believes that jobs, or "good" jobs, are lacking for poor persons, government ought to create them. But this strategy was tried in the 1970s, a troubled decade in which jobs were much more plausibly lacking than they are today. Under the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA), Washington funded up to 750,000 positions a year in local government and non-profit agencies. The programme was costly, gains in earnings were marginal at best, and after CETA most clients did not go on to employment in the private sector. Even liberals abandoned the programme, and it was abolished by Reagan. If it were revived, it would hardly change the conviction many poor people have that work is impossible for them.

Voluntary approaches tend to assume a solution to the work problem rather than providing it. They all presume that the poor are primed to work and only require a better chance to get ahead. They seek to guarantee, in Ellwood's phrase, that "If you work you shouldn't be poor" (U.S. House of Representatives 1988:11). But satisfying that if turns out to be, most of the problem. For if poor persons worked regularly, they would usually not be poor for long in the first place. Voluntary programmes tend to reach mainly the transiently poor, the families that already have a work history or working members. They tend not to reach the more disadvantaged welfare recipients and single men, who are much more central to entrenched poverty.

Voluntary programmes can play a role in a solution. I do not oppose them out of hand, although costs must be considered. But we must recognise that they do not reach to the core of the work problem, which is the reluctance of poor adults to take and hold the low-skilled jobs they can already get. To "make it," these Americans have to display something more like the tenacity in seeking work that immigrants to the country often do. Without that change in behaviour, endless additional training and service programmes can be tried and "succeed" without seriously denting the social problem.

work enforcement

The nature of the work problem and the policy history point clearly toward the conclusion that work must be enforced. Rather than just promoting employment through benefits or through changes in the surrounding society, government must seek to require poor adults to work more than they do. It must enforce employment much in the way it collects taxes or upholds the law.

The limitations of voluntary strategies have driven federal social policy in this direction. Since 1967, Washington has tried to use the welfare system to enforce work by requiring employable recipients to seek work or enter training as a condition of support. Welfare here means mainly Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), the cash assistance programme for families, although other income programmes have also added work provisions. Employable has included the few men on welfare, plus welfare mothers if their youngest child was over three years of age. In 1996, Congress renamed AFDC, Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) and made all welfare adults, in principle, subject to a work test.

Those policies became more demanding during the 1980s and 1990s, although no locality yet seriously requires work of more than a small share of its caseload. The main point of the Family Support Act of 1988 (FSA) was to strengthen work programmes by making states take them more seriously. States were required to involve 20% of their employable recipients in work or training on a monthly basis by 1995 or face cuts in their federal welfare funding. States in turn can require the clients to enter these programmes on pain of cuts in their grants. The act also funded more childcare and health care to help mothers work. Under the 1996 reforms, called the Personal Responsibility and Work Obligations Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), states must move half their welfare adults into work by the year 2002.

Evaluations of mandatory work programmes from the 1990s showed them to be highly promising. Some of these programmes recorded substantial impacts on the employment and earnings of clients – still limited but larger than achieved by most voluntary programmes. Although most of the programmes did not reduce the welfare rolls by much, they did save money for government, as the reductions in grants as clients went to work more than paid for the costs. The common idea that work programmes involve spending new money on welfare fails to allow for these savings. The programmes have also been notably untroubled by the various barriers that many suppose prevent the poor from work. Lack of jobs or childcare has not been a major impediment in most localities.11
More important, in my view, the programmes raised the work effort of the participants sharply. Recipients participated in employment, job placement or training at twice the rate or more of recipients not subject to the requirements. Enforcement achieved more change in the actual work behaviour of those who are poor than any other means. The policy has not yet reduced dependency very much, but it has begun to make the welfare lifestyle less passive, and that is more important (Mead 1992b:166-171).

In my view, the key to success in work programmes is achieving high levels of participation. It is the obligation to participate in a programme that primarily motivates clients to organise their private lives for work and then to move into employment, although support services are also necessary. Provided participation is high, it is less crucial what activity the participants join. Programs offering education can achieve results comparable to those stressing immediate job search, provided remediation does not deter clients from going to work (Mead 1988). It is also clear that mandatory work programmes achieve the highest participation, because only mandatory programmes reach the more reluctant recipients, those with the most to gain. Voluntary programmes usually involve only the most motivated third of the caseload, who most often would go to work without the programme (Mead 1990).

Enforcement should not be seen as a coercive or punitive policy. Recipients are not forced to do something they oppose. The great majority endorse the work requirement and accept their assignments. If society merely wanted to get tough with the poor, it could achieve this simply by abolishing welfare. Rather, workfare is a paternalist policy. It joins benefits that poor persons need with requirements that they function in improving ways. The combination of supports with demands achieves higher work effort than either could do alone. Other social institutions, such as homeless shelters and inner-city schools, have also moved toward a directive posture. Experience has shown that just giving people benefits without structure seldom changes lives. The current programmes leave the extent of enforcement somewhat unclear, and this is politic. The demand that recipients do something mollifies conservatives. At the same time, the current work programmes, which usually include some remediation, are easier for liberals to support than more draconian policies because the work programmes leave it ambiguous how directly recipients are required to work. Training is offered to participants as well as job search. The insistence is more on joining the programme than immediately going to work. Once involved in the programme, participants themselves choose to take a job more often than they are "forced" to by government.

The potential of work enforcement was shown by the Saturation Work Initiative Model (SWIM), an experimental programme run in San Diego with extra federal funding during 1985 through 1987. Through intense monitoring and follow-up of clients, SWIM achieved monthly participation rates of around half, and yearly rates of three-quarters, the highest ever recorded. Participation could include part-time work or training activities undertaken by the client, as well as activities arranged by the programme (Hamilton 1988).12 No voluntary policy has shown anything like this effect on lifestyle.

Although SWIM realised unusually large impacts on the earnings and employment of clients, including men, its most notable achievement was to change the nature of welfare. Under SWIM, welfare did more than pay benefits, it seriously required that the dependent persons improve themselves as a condition of support. To achieve such a change nationwide is, in my view, the most constructive meaning that welfare reform can have. Going on welfare would become like going into the army. Those who qualify would receive undoubted financial support and other benefits, but in return they would have to function in clear-cut ways. It is sometimes said that everything in anti-poverty policy has been tried and that nothing works. But serious work enforcement such as SWIM has seldom been tried. Public authority is the unexploited resource in anti-poverty policy.

The Job Opportunities and Basic Skills Training programme (JOBS), was the Workfare structure under FSA. The implementation of JOBS, which began in 1989-1990, has been somewhat chequered. Because of the recession, lack of local funding, and the new services required, most states have found that they could not implement the programme fully, and some federal funding has not been claimed. The programme is far distant from doing for the national caseload what SWIM did in San Diego. Most states met the new requirements, and the initial evaluations of JOBS programmes show positive effects – in some cases, quite large ones (Freedman and Friedlander 1995, Riccio et al. 1994, U.S. General Accounting Office 1992). The participation mandates in FSA forced big-city welfare programmes to start building employment into their routines as never before. Participation clearly is a lever that, if pressed, can force real change in the welfare regime.

PRWORA builds on that legacy by trying to raise participation levels much higher. It also de-emphasises education and training in favour of actual work and some job search in the private sector. JOBS gave too little emphasis to actual work, and evaluations make clear that work-oriented programmes perform best (Freedman and Friedlander 1995, Riccio et al. 1994, U.S. General Accounting Office 1995). PRWORA also raises the hours of activity demanded of participants from 20 hours a week to 30.

Non-work among men is, perhaps, even more important than among women. Welfare mothers can be required to work in return for receiving welfare benefits. Relatively few men are on welfare, so they are harder to obligate by this route. The best substitute is probably the child support system. Child support collection has been toughened alongside work requirements, although this mandate, too, is a long way from effective enforcement. Fathers who owe child support payments back lack jobs could be made to work in government jobs to pay their judgments. Some states are trying to do this. Otherwise, a work policy for men must rely mainly on law enforcement to shut down alternatives to legal work (such as the drug trade), and on educational reform so that more youth will leave school with the skills and attitudes necessary to work steadily. Work policies are just one part of the general effort to rebuild the authority of public institutions in the inner city.

radical solutions

Work enforcement sounds extreme alongside voluntary measures, but it is more practical than some other approaches to the poverty problem that my seem more straightforward. Some conservative experts say that federal welfare programmes should simply be abolished. Without public support for female-headed families, this argument goes, poor adults could not get away with producing children without supporting them – the central case of poverty. They would have to marry and go to work, and the disorders of the ghetto would recede. Giving aid sounds humane but inevitably promotes dysfunctional behaviour. Denying aid sounds severe but promotes self-reliance and, thus, is the only true way to help poor people (Murray 1984). A more moderate version of the same idea is to limit to two or three years the time that recipients may spend on the rolls.

The elections of 1992 and 1994 gave these ideas a serious hearing in Washington for the first time. Both President Clinton and the new Republican majority in Congress proposed to time-limit welfare. Clinton's welfare plan required adults to work after two years on aid. The Republicans' plan, enacted as PRWORA, did the same, and also limited families to five years on the rolls, with or without work. But it is unlikely that the states, which actually run welfare, will allow families that run out of federal aid to become destitute. Aid is far from abolished.

At the other extreme are traditional liberal proposals to overcome poverty without solving the work problem, simply by transferring income to the poor. In the 1960s and 1970s, liberals proposed to do this by liberalising the welfare system to cover parts of the low-income population besides female-headed families. A more proposal is to pay families a $1,000 refundable tax credit for each child under 18. This would be less controversial than welfare, the argument runs, because the benefit would be universal, akin to Social Security, and would not go just to those who are poor (National Commission on Children 1991:94-95). A similar idea is to expand the child support system to provide more income to fatherless families, again for the entire population. If the father did not pay support, an assured benefit would be paid to the mother. It is also claimed that the assured benefit would raise work effort among welfare mothers because it would not be reduced if they worked, as welfare is (Garfinkel 1992).

These proposals are no more politic than abolishing welfare. Currently, they are probably unaffordable, given the federal budget deficit. More fundamental, the public has made clear that it will not countenance giving more money to poor families until the parents do more to help themselves. Past liberal welfare reform proposals were defeated in Congress mainly because they did not contain serious work requirements (Mead 1986:Chapter 5), and this would likely be the fate of the recent proposals if any president espoused them. The idea that these are universal benefits is unpersuasive unless those who are poor, like other beneficiaries, earn them through employment, and the plans do little to raise work levels. The child tax credit is not, like the EITC, conditioned on employment.13
Child support is supposedly earned by the father. But because poor fathers usually do not work enough to pay their judgments, their families would have to be supported by the assured benefit, which is welfare under another name. The work incentives implicit in the scheme would not cause many mothers to work.14 On the contrary, the main effect of the scheme might be to free the mothers from the work requirements that are now tightening in AFDC. They could shift from welfare to assured child support and escape any serious pressure to work.

A more work-oriented liberal position is to abolish cash assistance entirely and offer the poor only government jobs, which would presumably drive most to work in the private sector. To hand out jobs instead of cash sounds like the simple direct solution to the work problem, because it ensures that anyone assisted is working for his or her benefits (Kaus 1992:Chapters 7-9). In principle, I support this idea, but it is impractical. Government jobs cost much more than simply paying people aid and would be strongly opposed by civil service unions. Simply to guarantee work to all recipients still on the rolls after two years of aid might require 1.5 million positions and cost $40 billion a year (DeParle 1993, Kramer 1993). It was largely to avoid this cost that the Clinton planners decided to impose their two-year limit only on welfare mothers born in 1972 or later.

It is true that a serious work policy must ultimately be willing to create jobs, if necessary to employ the recipients. But to date, most work programmes have been able to place the great majority of clients in the private sector and have needed only a small pool of public positions as a backup for the hard to employ.

The moral is that the only true welfare reform is bureaucratic change that reliably moves more clients toward work. Relabeling welfare as a work programme does not achieve that if in practice one must exempt most of the clients. Raising participation in work programmes does achieve it, albeit slowly, because more of the clients become active in improving themselves.

the limits of opportunity

Policies to expand opportunity for the disadvantaged on a voluntary basis can make only a limited contribution to overcoming poverty. This is because such policies presume that the cause of non-work lies in some impersonal constraint. Today's long-term poverty, however, is seldom visited on people by nameless social forces. It is rarely the result of steady workers being shut out of jobs or paid starvation wages. Poverty of this structural type was much more prevalent before 1960 than since. Rather, need usually results in the first instance from self-defeating actions by poor people themselves, particularly non-work, unwed childbearing, and crime.

The tradition has been to assume that this behavioural poverty, like the structural type, would respond to enhancements of opportunity. Give those who are poor a better change to make it, and they will behave more constructively. Greater opportunity, through a combination of the private sector and government largesse, certainly has been at the heart of the American dream for most people. Liberals want to offer the same chances to poor people by inventing new social programmes. Conservatives want to do it through greater reliance on the private sector. Both sides assume that some change in social arrangements can liberate those who are needy to get ahead.

Both approaches, however, make what I call the competence assumption. They presume that the individuals to be helped have the capacity at least to advance their own self-interest, if not society's. Particularly, people will seize the chance to get ahead economically by getting an education and then working hard in the best job they can get. That is the presumption that has proved invalid for many of today's poor people. Too often, they do not get through school or work consistently. Dysfunction has defeated the preferred opportunity approaches of both left and right. Big government during the Great Society era achieved some good things, as did smaller government under Reagan and Bush. But neither approach could eradicate entrenched poverty, in both cases mainly because of the work problem. Neither more government nor less can overcome need as long as poor adults do not reliably take jobs.

My sense is that behaviour has remarkably little connection to the opportunity structure. Social arrangements affect how people are rewarded if they function but not whether they function. Rather, the ability to cope stems largely from one's family and upbringing. Children are formed in the family, and once they leave it there is remarkably little government can do to change them or to enhance their capacities. At best, it can restrain the behaviour of people who cope poorly, who otherwise would injure themselves and their children, in hopes that the children will function better.

Poverty would be easy to solve if only resources, and not governance, were required. Both left and right naturally search for some way to "invest" that would overcome the social problem without addressing conduct. For liberals, that means spending more on poor families through welfare or intensive service programmes (Edelman 1987). For conservatives, it might mean special education programmes to build up skills, job placement programmes, or job creation in the private sector. But the effect of even the best such efforts is limited and long term. It would be better to invest in high-quality social administration because bureaucracy – unpopular though it is – increasingly must manage the lives of those who are seriously poor. In California, fortunately, administrative quality is already high. What made SWIM possible was San Diego's superb corps of skilled and committed employment administrators.

Functioning ability does connect to opportunity, but chiefly well back in time. The root of most of today's serious poverty probably is in the historic denials of opportunity for blacks and other minority groups, who today make up a majority of those who are poor. Black society was actually more coherent under Jim Crow than it is today. But the lack of a fair chance for black men to "make it" in the decades after emancipation took its toll. The majority of blacks kept faith, prepared themselves and when civil rights came were ready to advance into the working and middle classes. The others lost faith in America and themselves. The disillusionment of poor blacks and, later Hispanics used caused the ghettos to crumble just when the doors of opportunity opened (Lane 1992).15
These memories now prevent opportunity solving the social problem. Today's seriously poor people typically do not believe that they will ever have a chance to make it, although black success is now commonplace and discrimination in the old sense is rare. And because their problems are perpetuated by weak families, no further reforms by Government are likely to convince them otherwise. They project their hopelessness onto the environment, but it really arises in the first instance from weak or abusive parenting. No improvement in the setting can make them hopeful, because none can undo those early experiences. Their despair has become immune to social change.

The solution lies in rebuilding the family, not society. Most children acquire a sense of possibility not because society is fair to them but because near to them are. By identifying with parents and teachers, they internalise values. By meeting their expectations, they also derive a sense of mastery that makes them approach life hopefully, without defeating themselves. The wider world has no comparable influence. If parents are effective, children will be well formed even if the surrounding society is unfair. Exemplary black figures such as Martin Luther King and Martin Wright Edelman were the products of an unjust society, but strong families upheld demanding standards for them (Tomkins 1989). Conversely today, a family breakdown has undercut functioning even though society has become much more fair. The main task of social policy is no longer to reform society, but to restore the authority of parents and other mentors who shape citizens.

Government has no easy way to do that, but the best single thing it can do is to restore order in the inner city. Above all, it can require that poor parents work, because employment failures are the greatest cause of family failures. If parents do not work, no programme to help the children is likely to achieve much. To a child, to have functioning parents is worth 25 Head Start programmes. Only if parents work and fulfil other civilities, such as obeying the law, can they have the self-respect needed to command the respect of their children. Those who would be free, and bequeath freedom to their children, must first be bound. The source of freedom for today's seriously poor is no longer opportunity but order. For them, the way forward is no longer freedom but obligation.

the political problem

The main reason we still lack such a policy is not resistance among the poor, most of whom want order restored. Nor is it resistance among the middle class. The popular attitude on poverty is receptive to enforcement. The voters typically want to help the needy, but they also oppose the "abuses" that are associated with welfare. The trouble with the standard welfare proposals of the right and left is that they violate one or the other side of this public mind. Abolishing or time—limiting welfare threatens the principle of aiding those who are needy, whereas merely increasing transfers does nothing about the abuses. Work requirements within welfare, although difficult to implement, have the hope of doing both – of helping the vulnerable and moving the employable toward work.

At a mass level, the political problem posed by welfare was never dependency as such but the abuses, of which the most important is non-work. As is often remarked, a great many unemployed and retired people live off the Government without controversy, and myriad economic interests receive subsidies from Washington. This "middle-class welfare" differs from AFDC or TANF mainly because the beneficiaries have done something to earn their benefits. They can claim an economic function. Equally, if welfare recipients were earning their benefits through some effort on their own behalf, welfare would become more respectable, more like the social insurance programmes. Other aid to needy persons and their families would also become more popular.

In the public mind, that the recipients contribute to society in some way is much more important than where their support comes from. For most people in America, helping oneself and getting help from Government are not in opposition but go together. Those who work steadily also get the most aid from Government, and those who do not get little. The middle class justifies its social insurance benefits on the argument that they are earned. The poor get only the scraps from the Government's table, primarily because they are unearned. If poor adults worked at higher levels, they would qualify for more support from both the private and public sectors than they do now (Mead 1992b:57-61).

In the last two years, a number of welfare proposals have appeared outside Washington that dramatise these feelings even more than work requirements. A number of states have proposed using various suasions to require recipients to remarry, have fewer children, and keep their children in school. These family policies are likely to be less effective than work programmes, but they show a useful concentration on moral concerns, rather than economics. Although some of the plans also cut welfare benefits, most do not. Some measures would reward the recipients with extra money for behaving well. The focus is much more on altering the lifestyle of the recipients than on changing how much is done for them (Mead 1992a). Just as in work policy, the watchwords are reciprocity and social contract, on matching benefits with obligations.

The political resistance to enforcement, rather, comes from elites. They interpret the poverty problem much more ideologically than the public. Especially at the national level, the political debate has traditionally been about federal spending and economic interventions, not enforcement of mores such as work. The usual battle between Democrats and Republicans is over the scale of government, with one side wishing to do "more" for people through public programmes, the other "less". But authoritative social policies primarily involve changing the nature of government. A more authoritative welfare state may not change the benefits given to dependent persons much at all. Rather, it demands that they do more to help themselves.

That is not an option that our leadership readily credits. In Washington, helping those who are poor is typically seen as an alternative to their helping themselves, not as a complement. Social policy analysts, most of whom are liberal economists, assume that people who fail in the private sector deserve the most help from Government. Conversely, if one demands that those who are poor work, one is taken to mean that Government should do nothing for them.

Another difficulty is the rights-oriented nature of the political culture, especially among elites. Both left and right naturally seek to address social problems through some version of extending freedom. Liberals want government to give people new opportunities. Conservatives want less government so that the economy can grow faster. Traditionally, neither focused on the behavioural problems that lead to poverty. They both made the competence assumption. The idea that government – certainly the federal government – might have to restore order to society was utterly alien. Authoritative measures may get results, but they sound like tyranny. It is more attractive to continue looking for barriers to getting ahead that more or less government can remove, even if such policies achieve little (Mead 1986:Chapters 8-9).

In the last decade, first one party and then the other has favoured a policy of enforcement, but never both together. During the 1980s, most Republicans wanted to use federal rules to require work in welfare, strengthen local law enforcement and raise standards in the schools. Most Democrats resisted, fearful of burdening the poor with added stigma and failure. During debates on the Family Support Act, it was Republicans who pressed for tougher work requirements, to which Democrats agreed only reluctantly (Mead 1992b:Chapter 9). Since 1992, however, Republicans have gone back to an anti-government approach to reform based largely on cutting coverage and devolving control of welfare to the states. PRWORA gave states greater control over welfare policy, although it retained stringent work requirements.

On these enforcement issues, the public is hard line. It wants order restored in cities, even if it is divided on family issues such as divorce or abortion. In electoral politics, this social order agenda strongly favours conservatives, just as economic issues of economic opportunity and equality favour liberals. Republican charges that Democrats were "soft" on crime or welfare were a major reason why the GOP controlled the White House most of the time between 1968 and 1992. Carter in 1976 and Clinton in 1992 were able to break the Republican grip partly because economic concerns dominated those elections but also because they took more conservative stances on crime and welfare than did their own parties (Brown 1991, Edsall and Edsall 1991, Mead 1992b).

These arguments are often not what they seem. It is sometimes said that the issue is "values," with conservatives trumpeting the work ethic or law-abidingness and liberals resisting. But liberals also regret non-work and crime. The real division is over the enforcement of values through public authority. Conservatives would have Government tell the poor how to live, whereas liberals want to offer them the chance to get ahead. On the surface, too, the debate can be seen to be about barriers, with conservatives arguing that opportunity is available and liberals denying it. But the underlying issue is not society so much as the moral responsibility of the poor. Conservatives want to hold the down trodden accountable for their personal behaviour, whereas liberals will not allow this until society is yet further reformed.

Ultimately, the question comes down to the competence one is willing to attribute to poor persons themselves. One side thinks that the needy can cope with life with less aid if only they are expected to; the other side denies it. Both sides project their interpretations onto the environment. Conservatives tend to see opportunity in the society because they think people who act rationally in their own interests can overcome any obstacle. Liberals deny opportunity is sufficient, whatever steps are taken to improve it, because to them those who are poor will always be victims. In short, conservatives still believe in the competence assumption, whereas most liberals have tacitly given it up. That difference dominates whatever the facts say about barriers.

Enforcement policies may seem to be hard line, but they actually take a moderate view of these questions. The paternalists are not as hostile to poor persons, or as optimistic about their self-reliance, as anti-government conservatives who want to abolish welfare. Nor are they as condescending and pessimistic about those who are needy as liberals who want only to build up anti-poverty spending. Paternalism divides the responsibility for overcoming poverty between the Government and those who are poor, giving both a role. The former will give benefits and support services provided the latter take steps to help themselves. Enforcement also assumes that benefit recipients have the capacity to satisfy the most basic public expectations, such as working, if not to live fully independent lives. To realise a regime in which the dependent reliably do that is the best that anti-poverty policy can achieve.

Above all else, a solution to the inner city requires a political class willing to commit itself to this moderate position. The views that poor people are totally undeserving or that they are victims of whom nothing can be expected must be exiled to the political fringes. Black politicians, who have a power to veto any anti-poverty strategy, must join with whites in raising expectations for poor members of their group, in the name of integration. Dependency cannot be abolished in the short run, but it can be made less passive Sufficiency can come to those who are poor the way it has already come to better-off Americans – through a combination of personal effort and government benefits. For that to happen, poor adults must above all work much more regularly than they do now.
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1 Much of the following is based on L.M. Mead (1992b), The New Politics of Poverty: The Nonworking Poor in America. Additional citations not given in this paper are given there.


2 Edin and Jencks (1992) found that most of welfare mothers' unreported income is not from employment, and Harris (1992) found that only a minority of mothers have earnings during more than half their time on the rolls. The underground or illegal economy is smaller than many analysts presume, and little of it involves the poor (see Mead 1992b:52-53).


3 The following is based on Mead (1992b), Chapters 4-6.


4 This study uses monthly Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) data. Studies using annual data find a lower proportion of spells ending through employment.


5 Unemployment as officially measured, however, is mostly because of the long-term cases. See Clark and Summers (1979).


6 Correlations may be found between economic change and inner-city joblessness, but this not establish which way the causation runs. For an example, see Johnson and Oliver (1992: Chapter 4).


7 For a study questioning the mismatch theory for Los Angeles, see Leonard (1986). For a recent review of the mismatch literature, see Holzer and Vroman (1992:Chapter 3).


8 The following summarizes Mead (1992b:195-166).


9 The cuts reduced the proportion of recipients with earnings but only because most of the working recipients were no longer eligible. Incentives may also reduce work levels among low-income workers not on welfare, because they can now more easily qualify for assistance (see Levy 1979).


10 To maximize its effect, remediation must be aimed at concrete skills needed for particular jobs rather than education for its own sake (see Burghardt et al. 1992). A variant is programmes that intervene in families intensively, to try to overcome health, education, and child abuse problems as well as promote employment. Such programmes also tend to show useful but limited impacts (see Schorr 1988). There is a limit on how much even the best programmes can do for children as long as their parents remain dysfunctional.


11 These conclusions rest on evaluations done by the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (for details, see Gueron and Pauly 1991; see also U.S. General Accounting Office 1987).


12 Participation was defined, however, less stringently than under FSA.


13 The National Commission on Children (1991:104-109) gave limited attention to the work problem.


14 According to a simulation reported in Garfinkel et al. (1990), the assured benefit would raise working hours among welfare recipients only slightly and might depress them among other workers. It would have little effect on dependency. In a recent experiment in New York, welfare mothers were offered a child support benefit, somewhat lower than AFDC, in return for much stronger work incentives. This meant they could raise their incomes substantially above AFDC but only if they worked. Only 10% of those eligible took up the offer (see Hamilton et al. 1993).


15 This is the most convincing interpretation of black history that I have read.





