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Institutional Paradoxes: Why VWelfare Workers Can’t Reform Welfare
Abstract

This paper considers the impiementation of welfare reform in California in the early 1990s
as a casc of bureaucratic reform. Using Richard Elmore’s model of “backwards mapping,” we
develop a model that contrasts the fustrumental transactions between welfare workers and their
clients that have dominated operations in local welfare offices for several years with the
rransformational transactions that we would expect after the successful implementation of welfare
reforms designed to increase clients’ work and self-sufficiency. Using this model to analyze in-
person interviews between welfare workers and their clients, we find little evidence that street-leve]
transactions were consistent with policy makers™ stated objectives to increase employment among
recipients. We then turn to information collected through semi-structured intervicws with welfare
workers and their supervisors to identify the organizational factors that inhibited successful
implementation. We conclude by suggesting that the gap between stated and enacted policy may be
traced to the fatlure of policy makers to align organizational mcentives with policy objectives, and/or
their fatture to clearly communicate their policy goals. Itis also possible, however, that what appears
to be an implementation fatlure is more accurately understood as a failurz by policy making
principals to forge agreement on contested policy 1ssues. Efforts to force burcaucratic compliunce
with ambiguous and contradictory policy goals may create the “institational paradox™ of asking local
implementing agents to deliver policies that are impossible given existing organizational cupacity
and authority.



INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

Current political rhetoric about welfare “reform™ would suggast that there 1s a nearly
frictioniess translation of policy intent (via legislation) into policy realization (via behavioral
responses by program recipients). The study of policy implementation in intergovernmental and
bureaucratic systems has demonstrated that this is unlikely. Enactment of any national or state
policy involves nurnerous political, bureaucratic and other implementing agents, On any
reasonably complex issue, policy irmplementation looks less like smooth translation and more
like @ long, complex. and often unpredictable transliteration. Because implementation is
complex and unpredictable, directing bureaucratic agents in the delivery of policy is an important
chalienge for policy makers. And the evaluation of this process is an equally important challenge
for policy and public administration researchers.

Detween 1991 and 1993, policy makers in California made substantial changes in the
primary welfare program for families with children (Atd to Families with Dependent Children).
These changes continued a several-year shift in the goals of the AFDC program, away from its
historical role as an open-ended entitiement and toward a program of transitional assistance and
proiotion of work and economic self-sufficiency for program clignts. In this, California
anticipated many of the policy changes that are likely to result if welfare proposals now before
Congress are adopted as federal Jaw.

This paper considers the implernentation of welfare reform in California during this
period as a case of bureaucratic reform. We begin by considering the problem of interest
converge, pohicy conflicts, and implementation fidelity 1n complex bureaucratic systems.
Because social pelicies are often deeply contested, policy goals are frequently ambiguous and
internally contradictory. Given the persistence of interest conflicts, we argue that one “vardstick™
against which se should measure the success of social policy delivery 1s the content and quality
of the transaction, between the citizen (as a client) and the street-level bureaucrat, during which
policy outcomes are jomntly produced.

Using Richard Elmore’s model of “backwards mapping,” we suggest such a yardstick for
the implementation of weifare reform in California. We develop a model that contrasts the
instrumental transactions between welfare workers and their clients that have dominated
operations in local welfare offices for several years with the rransformational transactions that
we would expect after the successful implementation of policies to shift the mission of the AFDC
program toward transitional assistance and client self-sufficiency.

We then use this model to analyze in-person interviews that were observed in 1993 and
1994 between welfare workers and their clients in four California counties. We find little
evidence that transactions were consistent with the stated objectives of welfare reform. In the
street-fevel delivery of welfare policies, workers rarely communicated the incentives,
expectations, or opportunitics for clicnts to reduce welfare reliance or to increase work and self-
sufficiency.



We then i to information collected through semi-structured interviews with front-line
welfare workers and their supervisors to identify the organizational factors that inhibited the
successful implementation of welfare reforms. We draw on economic and organizational
theories of bureaucratic control to examine the “institutional paradox™ of asking welfare workers
to reform welfare policies. We conclude that the structure of formal and informal incentives in
local welfare offices, and a narrow technical understanding of program mission, created
substanttal distncentives for workers to engage in the type of transformational transactions that
were consistent with policy makers’ stated goals.

We conclude by suggesting that the gap between legislated and enacted policy may be
traced to the failure of policy makers to align organtzational incentives with policy objectives,
and/or thetr failure to clearly communicate their policy goals. Tt is also possible, however, that
what appears to be an implementation fatlure 1s more accurately understood as political failure.

If policy making principals are unwilling or unable to forge agreement on contested policy issues,
efforts to force bureaucratic compliance may create the “institutional paradox” of asking local
implementing agents to deliver policies that are imposstble given existing organizational capactty
and authority.

Organization of the Paper

Section 1 of the paper situates this study in the literature on social policy implementation
and the control of complex erganizations and bureaucratic systeins. The sample used in this
study. and the data collection and coding methods, are detailed in Appendix 1. Sections I
through V address the following research questions:

Part IT: What were the stated goals of the welfare reforms adopted by California officials?

What did these policy goals suggest for the enactment of policy at the street Jevel,
i.e. for the transactions between street-level burenucrats {welfare workers) and
chents?

Part 111 How did actual outcomes (in terms of transactions between workers and clients)
compare to expected outcomes?

Part 1V How was the gap between anticipated and observed outcomes related to the
structural characteristics and understanding of program mission in the local
welfare bureaucracies?

Part V: What are the implications for welfare reform and as bureaucratic reform more
generally?



PART I BACKGROUKND

An 1mporiant consequence of the liberal federalist structure of the U.S. government is
that the federal government must rely on the cooperation of other authorities -- federal, state and
local, public and private -- to achizve policy objectives. State and local governments are hkewise
dependent on a variety of public and private entities to achieve public purposes.

To the extent that policy objectives are clear, desired outcomes are unambiguous, and the
interests of all relevant actors converge, multi actor policy implementation can be expected to
proceed smoothly toward anticipated policy outcomes (Palumbo and Calista, 1990; Ingram,
1990; Sabatier and Mazmanian, 1983). Policy implementation under these conditions appears to
be relatively rare, however. More often, policizs adopted at any level of government contain
some challenge to the perspectives, interests, or priorities of other organizational entities that are
key to implementation success (Ingram, 1990; Ferman, 1990). The challenge becomes one of
gaining the cooperation of what Stoker (1991) terms  reluctant parmers: “implementation
participants who enjoy substantial autonomy and whose cooperation 1s uncertain and may be
difficult to achieve” (p. 4).

Implemegntation as Policy Politics

Conflicts of Interest are anticipated in pohicy formulation. They are less often anticipated
in policy delivery. But conflicts of interests frequently persist throughout the implementation for
at least three related reasons.

First, legislated pohcics are enacted by implementing agents who have substantial
discretion over institutional and organizational arrangements that affect policy outcomes.
Implementing agents have discretion because they have both critical capacity to deliver and
enforce policy directives, and control over critical information about policy delivery and
outcomes (Kelman, 1987, Wilson, 1989). In policy areas that require the delivery of services or
enforcement of rules directly to citizens and clients, the discretion of implementing agents at the
front lines -- the street-level bureaucrats -- 1s especially ubiquitous and important in determining
policy outcomes (Lipsky, 1980; Hasenfeld, 1983).

Second, implementing agents -- whether considered as individuals or organizations --
bring their own interests to the implementation process (Farman, 1990; Brandl, 1989; Stoker,
1991). As organizational analysts huave Jong observed, the key challenge in directing the
activities of any complex organization is that of aligning the interests of organizational members
with that of the organization as a whole. Organizations, as collectivities, can also be seen to have
interests that diverge from those of policy makers; interests, for example, in continued survival,
operational efficiency, and employment security for organizational members. To the extent that
policies must be enacted by multiple organizations, each facing the challenges of survival and
internal coordination, policy makers can only achieve their policy goals by aligning the efforts of
many more or less reluctant partners.



Finally, cenflicts of interest among implementing agents may be exacerbated by conflict
and ambiguity in the policy objectives themselves. Some implementation scholars identify the
clear and unambiguous statement of policy objectives, in statue or regulation, as a precondition
for successful implementation (Sabatier and Mazmanian, 1986). Others suggest that to the extent
that policy formulation 1s political -- 1in the sense of mediating contested interests -- ambiguous
policy directives are not a failure but a predictable outcome of the policy making process. As
Ferman (1990) suggests, because American politics are coalition politics, elected officials build
convergence of interests by adopting vague, broad, even internally contradictory policies in an
effort to satisfy multiple interests, Implementing agents receive ambiguous policy directives and
multiple, often competing demands from various interests. Policy implementation, no less than
policy formulation, includes interzst competition and bargaining.

Contlicts of interest may be especially prominent in the case of social policics that have
redistributive conseguences {(Ingram, 1990). Brodkin (1990) argues that on social policies
interests are likely to be especially contested and institutional capacity for conflict resolution 1s
particularly weak. The most contested policy 1ssues, on which elected officials cannot forge
agreements, may be passed out of the polineal arena altogether in the form of ambiguous
staternents of principle, symbolic policies, and nondecisions. Elected officials “delegate to the
bureaucracy the hard task of giving specific meaning to vague or contradictory statements of
legislative pohicy intent™ (111) . Implementing agencies become alternative mechanisms for
formulating policy.

Locating and Defining the Outcomes of Socjal Policies

Because policy makers depend on implementing agents who have divergent and
sometimes conflicting interests and substantal discretion, the content of social policy is rarely
defined once and for all at any level of government. This model of implementation moves
considerably away from what are often called top-down or “command and control™ models of
inplementation and burcaucratic management, in which political officials direct neutral
burcaucracies (Elimore, 1978). And it ratses pariicularly vexing problems in defining policy
objectives {(Ingram, 1990; Ferman, 1990}, If policy makers do not always mean what they say (or
say what they mean), and implementing agents do not always do as they are told (nor are they
always told what to do), by what yardstick can we measure policy outcomes?

One option is to focus on policy as it is enacted or delivered to citizens; in other words, to
move the focus from the top of the implementation chain {policy directives) to the bottom or end
product (programs, services, and other direct transactions with citizens and clients.) In his
seminal study of street-level bureaucrats, Lipsky (1980) describes social policies as the product
of the actions of front-line workers in social agencies. As he suggests, "Although they are

normally regarded as low-level emplovees, the actions of mest public service workers actually
constitute the services delivered by government” (p. 3).



The actions of street-level burcaucrats can be considered enacted social policy because
they occur at the end of a chuin of nested principal-agent relationships between elected officials,
burcaucrats, managers. workers and clients.! As Lynn (1993} describes it:

Assume social legislation has as its goal a net collective benefit for members of enacting
coalition. The most concrete expression of such a social policy occurs at the point of
contact between service workers and the target group or clients. Interactions between
service works and clients are, however, the culmination of a sertes of formally
hierarchical relationships... Cooperation and coordination up and down the line can be
assumed to bz necessary in securing a full measure of the collective benefit anticipated by
the legislation,

Given the complexity of hierarchical implementing relationships, how can policy and
organizational analvsis operationalize the “concrete expression”™ of social policies that would
demonstrate the occurrence of this cooperation? In his classic paper on the study of program
implementation, Richard Elmore (1984) anticipates this questions by suggesting that
implementation rescarchars begin with “backwards mapping” the policy to be implemented. As
Elmore describes it, analysis begins, “not with a statement of intent, but with a staternent of the
specific behavior at the lowest level of the implementation process that generates the need for
policy.” When the behaviors desired at the end point of service delivery have been precisely
deseribed, the analysis *backs up’ through the implementing agency or agencies asking, what is
the ability of this unit to affect the behavior that 1s the target of policy? And what type of
transaction would be most congruent with this outcome?

Manaring Policy at the Street Tevel: Incentives or Inspiration?

This perspective on implementation -- as the joint product of the actions of numerous
individuals in their roles o5 street-level burcaucrats and clients -- suggests that social policy
implementation will be decistvely shaped by the management, coordination, and measurement of
periormance in the organizations that actually deliver social policies and programs.  For the
analyst, this suggests application of traditional public administration 1nsights about bureaucratic
behavior to questions about policy consequences (Ingram, 1990). And it emphasizes the
importance of evaluating policy outcomes under conditions of routine implementation by line
bureaucracies operating under real-world constraints. That s, policies as delivered by
establishad bureaucracies or what Peter Rossi calls “your ordinary American agency.”

The organizational challenge, whether it is formulated in terms of policy achicvement,
public administration or program evaluation, can be described in terms of aligning the actions of
individuals and organizations toward the achievement of policy goals and objectives. The tools
that government bureaucracies and other complex organizations possess for meeting this
challenge have been considered in two scholarly traditions as structures (rules and incentives)
and leadership (inspiration). Although often contrasted, incenttves and inspiration are probably
more usefully considered as contrasting but complementary frames of analysis.

L 1)



From carly work in the rational-legal burcaucratic and administrative management
traditions, organizational analysts have described ways in which organizations direct members
through the elaboration of explicit rules, rewards. and professional standards. One strand of
organizational analysis has focussed on exphicit structural dimensions: lines of authority, spans of
control, production and coordination mechanisms (e.g.. Thompson. 1967: Mintzberg, 1979).
Structural theories have been augmented in important respects by explication of ways tn which
orgamizational control 1s embedded in standard operating procedures, and in reward, training, and
communication structures that provide individuals with the specific and imited knowledge they
need to make decisions that further organizational objectives (March and Simon, 1938, March
and Olsen, 1989: Cvert and March, 1963: Perrow, 1986). Economists and others working in the
wadition of agency theory have framed the question of organizational control in terms of the
incentive structures in the hierarchical or market-like relationships that coordinate eftonts of selif-
interested, interdependent partics (Etsenstadt, 1989; Moe, 1984). Agency theory makes a
particular]y important contribution to understanding the problems of information asymmetries
that arise when managers (as princtpals) must depend on workers (as agents) but are limited in
their capacity to obscrve or evaluate the cfforts of those agents.

There i1s a second tradition in organizational scholarship that contends that leadership and
inspiration dominate formal structure 43 a mieans for aligning the work of individuals with the
goals of the organization. As J.Q. Wilson notes: "It is a commonplace that people do not live by
bread alone, but it is one often forgotten by scholars seeking to find the most parsimonious
explanation of human action and the most elegant prescription for how to induce that action™
(157). In his classic work on The Funcrions of the Executive, Chester Barnard (1938) helped
shift attention to the critical role of leadarship in securing the cooperation of mdividuals within
the orgamization. Selznick (1937; 1966) and others provided an important extension to the study
of leadership by emphasizing the role of organizational mission in unifyving, motivating and
directing individual effort. More recently, organizational analysts have characterized the
unifying role of mission in terms of orgunizational culture (Schein, 1992 and commitment
(Ouchi, 1981). Some contemporary waork on leadership also returns to questions of mdividual
characteristics in an effort to explain the success of some individuals whose transformational
leadership engages followers in the development of a shared organizational vision (Burns, 1978;
Tichy and Devanna, 1986). Although many observers have pointed out ways in which leadership
is constrained in public organizations, others convey a more optimistic view. Wilson (1989}
reminds us that, contrary to the predictions of formal economic theories, most government
managers do succeed in making things happen -- delivering services. enforcing rules, and so on --
even in the absence of compelling econormic incentives for their employees. Behn (1991)
provides examples of successful “lcadership metastrategy™ in the execution of policies and
reform of government bureaucracies. Golden (1990) emphasizes similar themes in her analysis
of successful grassroots innovations in social programs.




Social Policy Implementation as Burcaucratic Reform

Social policies. as considered here, are jointly produced through transactions between
street-level bureaucrats and their clients. Both workers and clients enter into this transaction
with some congruent and some divergent interests: their mdividual interests can also be expected
to converge only partially with the policy goals of political and bureaucratic principals.
Managers direct these transactions toward organizational and policy goals, at the local level,
using some combination of organizational structures and leadership to direct and engage
members in the achievement of organizational goals. The local agencies and thelr managers, in
turn, respond to rules. incentives, and inspiration from statc and local bureaucracies; state and
lacal burcaucrats respond in turn to political officials. Because the policies and programs they
deliver frequently incorporate conflicting interests and contradictory purposes, these bureaucrats,
managers, and front-line workers, in their roles as implementing agents, often mediate conflicting
interests.

This perspective on policy -- as the product of complex organizational processes in
numerous “ordinary American agencies” and bureaucracies that respond to multiple
stakeholders-- suggests that we should not be surprised by the frequently noted gap between
policy intent and policy outcomes. This perspzctive also directs our atiention back to an
examination of burcaucratic organizanonal factors in analyzing policy implementation. Because
policies are delivered in a complex intergovernmental and bureaucratic syster, policy reform is
often synonymous with bureaucratic refonm (Goodsell, 1985).

Welfare Reform in California as a Problem of Bureaucratic Reform

This study examines the implementation of welfare reform in California as an example of
the organizational challengss that artse in the implementation of new policies through
established, complex. and Intergovernmental burcaucratic systems. Although the chronology of
welfare reform nationally and in California 1s well documented, the results of the implementation
process and imphications for policy outcomes are less well understoed. The implementation of
state-level experiments has been studied in a number of demonstration sites {e.g. Riccio et al,,
19623, but most of these studies have concentrated on the delivery of services under the
specialized conditions of demoenstration They have not addressed the question of how complex
welfare changes are delivered in established welfare bureaucracies. A multi-state study of the
nmplementation of the Family Support Act (Luric & Hagen, 1995; Hagen & Lurie, 1994)
sugeests that as states go to scale implementing welfare reformes, the policy changes may be
received as one among many priorities competing for scarce organizational attention and
resources. The extent to which national and state policy directives transform local operations
may vary substantially between sites and over time at the same site, depending on organizational
experience, political leadership, local priorities, and other contextual factors.

If, as argued earlier, social policies are uliimately produced in transactions between
clients and street-level bureavcrats, it is imporiant to open the “black box™ of local welfare



bureaucracies to better understand what occurs 1n these transactions and how they are produced.
This study examines the implementanion of welfare reform in California from the “bottom up” by
considering the work of front-line workers in welfare offices. Using data from interviews and
observations conducted in local welfare offices in 1993 and 1994, we analyze the extent to which
transactions between welfare workers and their chents reflected the stated goals of legislative and
administrative directives. We then consider how organizational factors in local welfare offices --
particularly issues of job structure, incentives, and mission -- help explain the gap between these
transactions {or enacted policy) and the policy goals articulated by elected and burcaucratic
officals.

PART Il THE CASE OF CALIFORNIA WELFARE REFORM:
WHAT WOULD IT TAKE TO REFORM WELFARE FROM THE BOTTOM UP?

Between 1985 and 1693, Cahfornia lawmakers made significant changes in the major
welfare program for families with children (AFDC). These changes had implications for the
znefits and services available (o welfare clients. They also refiected a shift in the mission of the
program. In his 1992 State of the State Address, Governor Pete Wilson of California articulated
this shift when he pledged to "Make welfare what it should be: transitional aid to the needy, not a
permanent way of life.”

The Policy Changes

The Aid to FFamilies with Dependent Children (AFDC) program was established as part
of the 1933 Social Security Act to provide economic protection for dependent children who were
deprived of support by the death or desertion of the primary breadwinner -- assumed to be the
father - for the family. By the 1980z, state and federa) welfare policies were shiaped by a quite
different set of expectations about women's lubor force participation and conceins about long
terrn “dependency™ in welfare recipients.

Beginning with the 1988 Family Support Act (FSA), Congress moved to increasc the
stringency of work tests for welfare recipients and support their transition from welfare to work
with a combination of education services and transitional benefits. Despite the lure of federal
matching funds and the stick of participation requirciments, however, states were slow to fully
implement the job preparation services mandated under the JOBS program of the FSA in the
carly 1990s. By 1992, only 7 percent of all adult AFDC recipients were participating in JOBS
programs designed to move recipients from welfare to work (Bane & Ellwood, 1994). Although
slow to fully tmplement the FSA, many governors and state legislatures were enthusiastic about
conducting state-level experiments with the AFDC program. Most state-level experiments,
variously labeled “new paternalism™ and “tough love™ for welfare recipients, included some
combination of benefit reductions, work tests, educational requirements, and ughtening of
ehigibility rules to promote such “family values™ as marriage and contraception (Heclo, 1994).



Beginning with the creation of a state welfare-to-work training program in 1985 (the
Greater Avenues to Independence or GAIN program). Califernia was a leader in state-level
welfare experiments. Between 1991 and 1993, amid contentious public and political debate, the
state legislature approved several addivonal changes in the AFDC program. These changes
stgnaled two important shifts in the program (see Appendix 2 and Appendix 3 for detail):

First, they emphasized rransirional assistance. Although AFDC continued to be an
entitlernent program. policy makers expressed growing concern for reducing caseloads,
encouraging rapid transitions owt of the welfare system, and reducing dependency on aid.
Beginning with the federal Family Support Act, eligibility for most welfare benefits became
contingent on participation in work or emplovment preparation activities. California created
addiional disincentives for long term welfare receipt by reducing the value of AFDC payments.
Most prominently, AFDC benefits were reduced in nominal terms through elimination of
COLAs, and in real terms through a series of benefit reductions totaling nearly 13% between
1990 and 1993. ?

Second, policies explicitly promoted work and economic self-sufficiency for welfare
recipients. Whereas, AFDC was onginally provided as an alternative to paid employment,
welfare policies in the 1990% aimed to enhance and facilitate employment. As described by the
California Department of Soctal Services, the policies were designed to “substantially change the
focus of the AFDC program to promote work over welfare and self-sufficiency over welfare
dependence™ (California Department of Social Services, 1993). California policies affecting
cinployment of welfare recipients were changed in three important respects between 1990 and
1993, First, policies shifted to reduce emplovment disincentives. The marginal tax on carmnings
was reduced by extending the time during which recipients were eligible for a partial disregard of
earnings; benefit reductions were partially offsat by policies that allowed some recipients to keep
maore of their carninzs; and the cetling on emplovment hours for two-parent families was
removed. Second, policies were adopted that emphasized employment preparation.
Requirements for participation in the GAIN employment preparation program were strengthened,
along with incentives for adolescent recipients to remain in school, and incentives to save for
education. Third, program rules were modified to ease the financial difficulty of making a
transition from AFDC to economic self-sufficizncy by extending benefits, including child care
and Medicaid, for a pertod after cash aid was terminated.

State Level Implementation

The California Department of Social Services (DSS) was responsible for managing the
AFDC program on the state level, including oversight of the GAIN program and implementation
of the 1990s reforms. Between [99] and 1993, DSS officials issued a series of “All County
Letters” informing the 38 county welfare directors of changes in state AFDC benefits and rules.
These letters emphasized the information that the state (through county offices) were legally
required to provide cliznts abour benefit reductions and rule changes. Sample “Notices of
Action” for individual clients were provided, along with required deadlines for grant reductions



and suggestions for mass informing of entire caseloads. Because these reforms made several
separate changes in AFDC policy, and some changes were subsequently rescinded, DSS issued
multiple instructions to county welfare executives.

In 1993, the state DSS stepped up efforts to communicate policy changes to welfare
workers, recipients and the public. Dubbed the "Work Pays Campaign.” acuivities included the
design and distribution of brochures, buttons and posters, public service announcements, and
directives sent to county welfare workers. Brochures explaining AFDC work incentives, and
eye-catching “Work Pays” posters and buttons, were distributed to county welfare offices, public
health depantments, clinics, foods banks, and other programs serving low-income clients. A new
toll free number was estabhished (1-800-WRK-PAYS) that provided recorded information about
waork incentives and access 1o a state DSS staff person. Governor Wilson proclaimed Novemnber
1993 “Work Pays™ month, and both he and the director of the state DSS attended press
conferences and other media events. The DSS director also prepared letters to county welfare
workers, to be forwardad through the 58 county welfare offices, explaining the state welfare
reforms, encouraging them to participate in the new outreach campaign by wearing “Work Pays”™
buttons, and directing them to deliver the message to their clients that it always pays to work.”

Delivering Welfare Reform on the Street-Level

The welfare reforms adopted 1n California signaled important shifts in the goals of the
AFDC program. from provision of permanent assistance to keep mothers out of the labor market
to provision of transitional assistance to move them into patd employment. In legislation,
executive action. and public outreach, the state promoted the idea that “Work Pays™ for people on
welfare. As the Director of DSS described it, “the goal [was] to materially influence the work
behavior of AFDC recipients by establishing incentives to work and disincentives 1o remain on
AFDC” (Anderson, 1995, 44).7

These goals were ambitious in policy terms. They were also ambitious in erganizational
terms. described some of the resulting organizational chalienges when he constdered welface
reformt as a problem in operations management. Current welfare reforms follow an earhier wave
of reform, in the 1970's, that emphasized error reduction, automation, and efficient and
standardized chent processing. Eligibility norms were formalized and the administration of state
and local welfare programs was increasingly bureaucratized. Front line operations staff were
also deprofessionalized as trained social workers were replaced with eligibility technicians
{Simon, 1983}, Local welfare offices adopted the type of line operations besi suited for high
volume programs striving for productivity and consistency in cutput {Rosenthal in Sawhill,

1939).

The policies of California’s "Work Pays” reforms, that emphasized work, seif-sufficiency
and a shift from open-ended to transitional assistance, had quite different operational
implications. With the shift from processing claims to sceking jobs for chents, welfare offices
were challenged to replace standardized line operations with “job shop™ operations that could
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provide individualized services to clients (Rosenthal in Sawhill, 1989). Bane and Eliwood
{1994) describe the challenge of changing the dominant “eligibility compliance culture” of focal
welfare offices -- a culture that 15 consistent with efficient claims processing but fundamentally at
odds with communicating new expectations and providing support for transitions to seff-
sufficiency. Evidence from the implementation of the Family Support Act suggests that this
level of transformation in the organizational process and culture of welfare offices may be very
difficult (Lurie & Hagen. 1994; Hagen & Lurig. 1993).

In the following section we use “backwards mapping’ to consider the type of transactions
between front-tine workers and clients that would be consistent with the objectives and mission
of the AFDC program as articulated by California policy makers. We use the results of this
thought experiment to suggest a model that contrasts worker-client transactions (1) as they have
been observed under the “eligibility compliance culture”™ that has characterized welfare offices in
recent vears with (2) those we would expect to observe after the successful implementation of
policies designed to facilitate transitional use of welfare and promote work and economic self-
sufficiency and (3) those we would expect given partial or “reluctant” implementation of these
same policies.

Backwards Mapping

To “backwards map” the delivery of welfare reform, and generate expectations about
street-level implementation, we answer three questions posed by Richard Elmore.

First, what are the specific behaviors or conditions that the policies auddress? What are
the desired outcomes?

The stated goals and desired outcomes of welfare reform in Californta were reductions in
welfare dependency and increases in clients” work and self-sufficiency. The targets of the policy
were actual or potential welfare clients: the aim. as DSS Director Anderson described it, was to
materially influence their work behavior. These goals implied a shift in both the goals and
technologies employed by the AFDC program, moving from what Hasenfeld (1983) has called a
“people sustaining” program, designed to increase or maintain the weli-being of clients without
attenipting to change their personal attributes, to a “people changing” or transforming program
that aitns directly at altering the personal attributes, motivation, and behaviors of clients.

Second, what is the ability of this unit of the implementing process to affect this
behavior or condition?

Welfare workers are limited in their ability 1o change the self-sufficiency and work
behaviors of their clients, As with other transformational technologies, the ability of the state to
affect clients’ self-sufficiency and employment is contingent on the participation and the reaction
of the clients themselves. Welfare workers cannot make welfare clients go to work., They are
limited even in thetr ability to observe clients” work aptitudes and behaviors. They are even



more constrained m their ability to influence the opportunities for employment that their clients
encounter.

In their role as gatekecpers controlling access to information and resources of the welfare
system, welfare workers do have some opportunities for transforming clients. They control the
message and information received by clients. decistvely influencing chents’ knowledge about
work and welfare rules and access to various supportive resources. Workers also control the
extent of personalization or individualizarion in transaction between the client and the state, with
the potential to greatly influence clients’ motivation to achieve self-sufficiency outside the
welfare system. Workers’ success in informing and encouraging clients may be particularly
important because of their pivotal role at the interface between the welfare system and the (often
highly vulnerable) client. The inital application and annual redetermination interviews are often
clients’ only direct contact with the welfare bureaucracy; workers conducting these interviews are
often the only individual with whom a client has extended face-to-face contact.

Workers are thus clients” principal source of information about the welfare sysiem and
thelr interactions with clients the most concrete embodiment of the values and expectations of
the welfare system itself. They control two mechanisms that may affect clients” work-related
behaviors: the content (message) and form (personalization) of communication between clients
and the state.

Message/informarion Sueet-level welfare workers have control over critical mformation
resources that may be directly related to clients’ successiul transition from welfare, including a
sophisticated understanding of how the welfare system works, how to make the system "work”
for clients, what clicnis might reasonably expect from the state. and what the state expects from
the clients.

Information is a critical resource for chients because the system they face is complex,
fragmented, and often very difficult to negotiate. Low-income individuals in California, as in
other states, are potentially eligible for numerous transfer and in-kind benefit programs. Each
program operates with different eligibility and benzfit rules: depending on the locality, many
require separate applications through different offices. Rules in each program are complex for
the calculation of regular bentefits. In most programs, determining eligibility and benefits is even
more complicated when claimants combine income transfers with earnings.

The calculation of “fill the gap budgeting™ -- promoted as part of the California welfare
reforms -- provides an especially germane example. Afier the state "rolled back™ welfare
payments, program rules allowed most AFDC recipients to offset the benefit reduction by
increasing their eamings. In order to do so, however, they were required to document their
earning, child care, and work expense deductions each menth, Actually calculating continued
eligibility and benefit required a calculation “about as complicated as an income tax form” for
each month, according to the state Department of Social Services (Johnson, 1993). Even after



this calculation. the 1impact of eamnings on cligibility for and benefits through other programs
would still be unknown.

The size and complexity of the welfare system makes information about programs, rules,
and program interactions a critical resource for transforming clients” abilities to become self-
suffictent. Most narrowly. welfare workers can inform clients about income transfer programs,
program rules about carnings, and the treatment of eamnings 1n the calculations of various cash
and m-kind benefits. Workers are also well positioned to direct clients of the welfare systermn to
other resources -- such as child care and job training programs -- that provide supportive
assistance for the transition to employment. Because they understand program rules and
interactions in great detail, workers can also provide clients with information necessary to
understand incentives for emplovment and make strategic education and work choices. Thinking
more broadly, welfare workers can link chents to additional services directly, by accessing
information from thetr counterparts in other parts of the public welfare and education
buresucracies, by making direct referrals, and by advocating for thelr clients’ interests.

Personalization. Because they work directly with clhients, workers™ interpersonal
behaviors constitute another resource that might be used to transform the prospects for clients’
seif-sufficiency. In particular, workers have substantial discretion in the extent to which they use
their time, expertise. and attenuon to personalize their transactions with clients, in order to advise
and encourage clients' efforts toward self-sufficiency.

Discretion is endemic 1n social pelicy delivery because jomntly produced outcomes are
dependent on the interaction between client and worker (Lipsky, 1980; Hasenfeld 1991). Rules
goveriung the allocation of resources n cash transfer programs have been designed with an eye
to standardizing treatment of clrent claims and reducing opportunities for workers to deviate and
possibly discriminate in their treaument of different claimants, Nevertheless, even the most
rigidly prescribad eligibility determination process, if conducted in person, involves an
unpredictable and puartially uncontrollable interpersonal encounter between the worker and the
claimant.

In the shift from the “people sustaining” goals of AFDC as an income transfer program to
the “people changing™ goals of AFDC as a work transition program, the quality of this
mterparsonal interaction takes on new importance. Because the information needed to negotiate
the program incentives is complex, workers might need to tailor the information to reflect diverse
client circumstances. Welfare workers are also positioned to personalize and enhance the
implicit and explicit messages that clients receive about self-sufficiency, work, and welfare. This
15 especially important insofar as the desired outcomes are behavioral, and must be jointly
produced by the welfare office and the chients themselves. Welfare workers cannot compel
work; they are even less able to compel more subtle characteristics that contribute to ¢conomic
self-sufficiency, such as skills, motivation, and personal responsibility. Through the medium of
thetr direct, interpersonal relationships with clients, however, they can hope to influence clients
toward the development of these characieristics and behaviors by teaching, socializing, and/or
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