
FOUR INTERVIEWS ON THE WELFARE SYSTEM

The Real Voices of Welfare: Interviews with Welfare Recipients. VOLUME 1 . for people receiving welfare benefits.4 I
asked the women to respond to the.

We should protect capital investment and give people the opportunity to start new businesses. When
underclass recipients worked, they mostly did things that were inherently illegal. If we try to prop it up, we
will fail. These families were seldom promising credit risks, and few had significant savings. In reality,
however, less than a quarter of all single mothers have spent any time in college, and a third have not even
finished high school. This was an easy case to make in the s, when most Americans saw working mothers as
child abusers. The benefits that an individual or family receives as part of a social welfare system will vary by
state, as will the eligibility requirements. But if we really made work pay for single mothers, the welfare rolls
would shrink dramatically. These funds may be used for cash assistance, allowing a household to spend the
funds as it deems necessary to meet its needs and obligations. But even when we restrict our attention to one
adult welfare households, 75 percent reported outside income. If she were, she would probably supplement her
welfare check rather than forcing her children to live in public housing. These mothers had all gone on welfare
when their marriages broke up or, in the case of immigrants, when they arrived in the United States. For very
young children, this argument is correct. This feeling is not confined to second-generation welfare recipients
in poor neighborhoods -- the so-called underclass. As the number of working mothers increases, the political
case for helping them will become ever more compelling. TANF effectively abolished most federal eligibility
and payment rules, giving states much greater flexibility to design their own programs. Allow all workers to
buy Medicaid coverage for themselves and their family for, say, 5 percent of their earnings. That is a lot of
money by current American standards. State-to-state comparisons suggest that this increase was largely due to
changes in administrative practice and in the way people felt about being on welfare rather than changes in
cash benefits, but it is hard to be sure. Furthermore, even if a recipient is caught, she cannot be cut off the rolls
or prosecuted for fraud unless the state can show that she intended to break the law, which it seldom can. We
have, in short, created a welfare system whose rules have no moral legitimacy in recipients' eyes. The new law
seeks to get single mothers off welfare through a combination of job training, work requirements, child care
subsidies, and child support enforcement. Welfare is America's least popular government program. This shift
in liberal opinion has reflected a change in public attitudes towards mothers who work. Edin and H. We will
call this the make em suffer strategy for cutting the rolls. Once we look at the 25 mothers' monthly budgets, it
is easy to see why they all supplemented their AFDC checks. The calculations in Table 1 also make it easy to
see why so many unskilled single mothers spend so much of their adult lives on welfare. It would make sense
therefore to shift our antipoverty efforts from government programs that simply provide money or goods and
services to those who are living in poverty, to efforts to create the conditions and incentives that will make it
easier for people to escape poverty. All but 4 of the 29 mothers she contacted in this way agreed to be
interviewed. Four of Edin's mothers supplemented their welfare checks this way. Only three had ever had a
regular job. Relatively few single mothers will be able to earn that much in the near future. Urban mothers
who do not supplement their AFDC checks may also be able to make ends meet if they can share their
apartment with another adult who helps with the rent. It is important to remember, however, that these
neighborhoods are not just run down, dirty, and short on amenities. Comparisons between states with high and
low benefits tell the same story: the generosity or stinginess of the welfare system has very little effect on a
state's illegitimacy or divorce rate. One in three did without a telephone, and one in three reported spending
nothing whatever on entertainment.


