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Abstract 

Despite an historically unprecedented outpouring of advice and research, the 107th Congress did 
not managed to reauthorize Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.  Congress is now once 
again debating welfare reform, this time under much different international and fiscal 
circumstances.  The change in environment did not solve any welfare policy problems; most 
remain unaddressed and festering.  Perhaps the most significant challenge is the “vision thing”:  
While consensus was established in the last decade on the welfare the country wanted to end, 
few policymakers seemed capable of describing the welfare the country might want.  This paper 
reviews the debate over reauthorization.  We argue that even in the present fiscal environment 
the debate could be refreshed by more widespread understanding and appreciation of the U.K. 
Labour government’s welfare reform program, including both the “New Deal” welfare-to-work 
programs and related changes in benefits and coverage.  We consider the ideology, strategy, and 
implementation of British innovations both with regard to links to U.S. reforms and as a source 
of new perspectives and ideas for American policymakers.  
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Refreshing Reform:  Ideas from British Welfare Strategy 

Robert Walker and Michael Wiseman 

Welfare policy was not an issue in the 2000 presidential campaign in the United States.  

Both news and strategy seemed to account for this outcome.  On the news side, the caseload was 

down, and so was poverty.  Criticism of PRWORA by either candidate would have contradicted 

collective but competing policy paternity and invited identification with “welfare as we knew it,” 

the social assistance system the nation’s politicians so loved to campaign against. 

Most observers—ourselves included—expected reform to be resurrected during the term 

of the 107th Congress.  PRWORA funding was scheduled to end September 30, 2002; the nation 

needed to purchase another installment before that date.  Reauthorization, it was thought, would 

likely force the country to turn over the PRWORA rock and confront a variety of frightful bugs, 

big and small.  The prospect led to convening of many conferences and an astonishing 

outpouring of advice, both technical and political.  Briefing papers, research reports, and op-eds 

multiplied far beyond the capacity of policymakers to read, let alone absorb.  Not to worry:  

Most writers, especially the piscine inhabitants of the nation’s “think tanks,” graciously 

attempted to preserve the readers’ precious time in a generous pickling of “executive 

summaries.”  

But in the end, the expected bang of a reauthorization-motivated TANF review came to 

only the whimper of a continuation resolution.  The 108th Congress is now at it again, albeit 

somewhat lackadaisically.  Enthusiasm for the struggle seems to have waned within the 

administration, among its critics, and—to the distress of their retainers if not the poor—even 

among the foundations that have financed most of the recent debate.  The nation’s attention is 
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distracted by war, and as each day produces a new estimate of the cost of the war and the 

consequences of both recent and proposed tax cuts unfold, the resources available for new 

initiatives diminish.  Given the problems that persist in the nation’s social assistance system, this 

is hardly good news.   

We think the outlook, if not the treasury, might be refreshed by new perspectives.  

Fundamental work-oriented reform of social assistance has been under way in Britain since at 

least 1987; this makes the United Kingdom a place to look.  Since Labour achieved a 

parliamentary majority in May 1997, change has accelerated and continues apace.  Many of these 

innovations are drawn from American experience, but the British initiatives are in no respects 

PRWORA clones.  To date the flow of reform ideas has largely been from west to east.  The time 

may have come to begin to right the imbalance in this trade in ideas by finding lessons and ideas 

in British experience relevant to the future of welfare in the United States.  This paper is intended 

as both a market survey and a prospectus.  We provide a quick overview of the state of welfare in 

the US, then review the connections between reform in the United States and Britain.  We then 

consider possibilities for transferring some ideas back across the Atlantic.  We conclude by 

addressing the growing number of opportunities for concurrent program development and 

experimentation.  

The State of U.S. Welfare 

Before looking to Britain, we briefly review the state of welfare policy play in the US.  

More detail is provided in Walker and Wiseman (2003a).  We begin our story with the 

inauguration of the second Bush administration in January 2001.  Excellent reviews of the 

history of reform to that point are provided by Weaver (2000) and by contributors to Blank and 

Haskins (2001). 
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The Bush Administration’s Reauthorization Proposal1 

Even before his inauguration, President-elect George W. Bush signaled interest in 

reauthorization by the appointment of Wisconsin Governor Tommy Thompson, an 

acknowledged reformer, as Secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services.  

However, because of delays in obtaining Senate confirmation of Thompson’s and other DHHS 

appointments, the wide range of issues other than welfare to be addressed, and the terrorist attack 

on September 11, announcement of the administration’s reauthorization proposals was delayed 

until early 2002.  President Bush chose to announce his reauthorization plan in conjunction with 

the late January meeting of the National Governors’ Association (NGA).  Doing so allowed the 

president to assert fraternal camaraderie with the governors and to cloth the reauthorization 

proposal in language used by the NGA in an earlier policy statement on reauthorization. 

To the relief of the governors, the Bush proposal called for continuation without major 

change of both TANF and the Food Stamp Program (to be considered as part of the 2002 Farm 

Bill).  Despite the decline in caseloads, funding for TANF would stay constant, at least in 

nominal terms.  The five-year time limit on use of federal funds for TANF benefits for most 

families was retained.  But the reauthorization proposal included some components that the 

Governors found challenging:  Most notably, the administration called for a dramatic increase in 

the nominal and de facto standards for participation by adult recipients in work and employment-

related programs.   

The original TANF legislation had required that states achieve a 50 percent rate of 

participation by FY2002 for all families and a level of 90 percent for adults in two-parent 

                                                 
1 This section is based on Walker and Wiseman (2003b), chapter 2, which contains supporting references. 
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families, but for most states the requirement had been completely vitiated by a “caseload 

reduction credit” that reduced the required participation rate percent-for-percent by each state’s 

caseload decline since FY1995.  Moreover, states were given the option of establishing “Special 

State Programs” for some families—most commonly two-parent households—that counted 

toward PRWORA requirements for fiscal “maintenance of effort” but were not subject to the 

participation standard.  The Bush proposal eliminated the special requirement for two-parent 

families but called for gradual phasing out of the caseload reduction and tightening of the 

standards applied in assessing participation.  In principle, states had the resources needed to do 

this, since the caseload decline had produced an enormous fiscal bonus.  However, these funds 

had largely been absorbed in other uses, and the constituencies thus created meant any 

reorientation would be politically difficult for governors to accomplish. 

The push for performance measures amounted to an effort to expand federal control over 

TANF operations.  This effort was also manifest in a push for greater attention to performance.  

Before PRWORA, states were required to demonstrate conformance with federal AFDC law as a 

condition for receiving federal matching funds.  The conformance was established by gaining 

federal approval for a State Plan that set out details of program operation and choices made by 

the state among permissible alternatives.  Under TANF, the role of the plan was diminished:  The 

Federal Government was only allowed to certify whether or not plans were “complete” and the 

requirements for this certification were minimal.  The new proposal significantly expanded these 

requirements, calling for states to establish goals in their plans and to report annually on progress 

toward attaining them.  The resurrection of state plans was apparently intended to send a strong 

message – that what counts is engagement by the state agencies.   
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Beyond participation, the initiative provided funding for state efforts at promoting and 

strengthening marriages for the parents of dependent children and proposed allowing some states 

to experiment with more extensive integration of TANF, food stamp, and other programs under a 

so-called “super waiver.”  The super waiver idea continues to be attractive to governors because 

it would expand the latitude granted states in program design even further than available under 

TANF.  The welfare advocate community opposed the waivers, arguing that greater latitude 

would facilitate cutbacks and loss of entitlement, rather than innovation.  

In sum, the stage was set for a reauthorization debate that ranged from appropriate 

funding to issues of federalism and, indeed, the object of welfare reform. 

Legislative History 

The Bush proposal was readily passed by the House, but it encountered substantial 

resistance in the Democrat-controlled Senate.  Opponents targeted three things: the participation 

standards; the costs of increasing work activities among participants; and the super waiver 

proposal.  By mid-summer it appeared that conflict between House and Senate approaches to 

reauthorization could lead to a stalemate and possibly a vote by Congress to simply extend 

TANF funding for another year with a “continuing’ resolution.  For opponents, such a 

development initially appeared desirable:  A continuing resolution would leave the block grant 

untouched, forestall any increase in the participation requirements, preclude the super waiver, 

and hold out promise for a refreshed and broader approach to reauthorization in 2003.  However, 

as fall approached economic developments gave impetus to resolution.  Both the federal and 

especially the state fiscal situations were rapidly deteriorating, and there was prospect of a 

military invasion of Iraq.  The concern was that if the TANF appropriation was simply 

continued, the administration’s offer of a sustained block grant would be “off the table.”  These 
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developments strengthened the administration’s bargaining position.  At the same time, the press 

of other legislation and the struggle over Iraq left little opportunity for bargaining from any 

position.  Moreover, Republicans began to sense a significant opportunity for regaining control 

of both houses of the Congress in the November 2002 elections and little chance of that the 

election would lead to a weakened bargaining position.  The upshot was that reauthorization was 

foregone in favor of a continuing resolution that preserved the existing structure of TANF 

through to December; the post-election “lame-duck” session of Congress extended the 

authorization into the new year.   

In February 2003, the administration’s bill was reintroduced in the House of 

Representatives, and once again it passed by a comfortable margin.  The measure is again being 

debated in the the Senate Finance Committee.  While the Senate is now controlled by the 

Republicans, the Finance Committee is split 6-5 and some Republican committee members have 

questioned the appropriateness of requiring states to meet the new standards without substantial 

new funding.  At this writing stalemate is a strong possibility, with the consequence that the 

country will gain only another continuation. 

The Continuing Agenda 

A stalemate will leave many problems unaddressed and festering.  These include issues 

of: (1) funding, (2) rationalization, (3) performance, (4) learning, and (5) vision. 

Funding 

In a metaphor alien to the configuration of electric trains in Europe, reform of the social 

security system is commonly called the “third rail” of American politics:  Touching it is political 

suicide.  If there was a third rail in the 2002 welfare debate, it was the issue of funding.  Basing 
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the initial allocation of federal funding in 1993-95, as PRWORA did, made very little policy 

sense in 1996; it made none whatsoever in 2002.  

Of course, part of the variation in state grants reflects state choices about spending under 

AFDC.  For example, today South Carolina receives a small TANF grant and has a small 

maintenance of effort requirement because that state spent little on welfare in 1994.  The price to 

South Carolina’s taxpayers of increasing AFDC benefits was very low (less than 24 cents on the 

dollar), but the state simply chose not to do so.  Nevertheless, that grant decision was made long 

ago, and it concerned principally the level of cash benefits under AFDC.  TANF supposedly 

ended welfare as it was then known, and, as a far smaller share of TANF monies is now going 

for cash benefits.  Most TANF money is going for other uses – childcare, job placement, and the 

like.  There seems little justification for allowing the resources available for these purposes to be 

governed largely by the cash benefit choices states made in the distant pass and in a much 

different program environment.  Further, despite this variation in resources, all states are now 

subject to the same participation requirements, and if the Bush Administration has its way, these 

requirements will grow.  For a state like South Carolina, increasing participation may require 

reducing access to benefit, tighter time limits, and diversion of money from what are already low 

cash grants to job services.  

Rationalization 

In some ways the national system of social assistance has a surprising degree of 

coherence.  In principle TANF provides the safety net, the last resort for families with children.  

As a last resort, TANF is the most intrusive, and the most paternal.  Once families begin to work, 

the character of support changes, shifting from basic income to earnings supplementation, both 

through food stamps and the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC).  The food stamp benefit, with its 
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short budgeting period, provides relatively quick response to fluctuation in income, while the 

EITC provides a mode of modest asset accumulation and a longer time horizon.  

The reality has fallen short of the ideal.  TANF benefits continue to decline in real terms, 

lowering the bottom of the safety net.  And the actual level of work-related activity among 

recipients is much lower than popularly perceived or politically claimed.  TANF treatment of 

families moving from assistance to work seems to have been motivated more by program 

participation requirements than by either equitable treatment of families in like circumstances or 

by any thought-out strategy for promoting self-support.  Use of food stamps by working families 

has declined, and rules for food stamps appear not to mesh well with rules applied to TANF 

recipients, although changes made in 2002 do facilitate working family support.   

The TANF-FSP-EITC core is surrounded by a host of ancillary federal programs for 

poverty relief continues to grow—over 90 by Congressional Research Service count.  But such 

programs tend to be piecemeal and operated with little connection to other parts of antipoverty 

strategy, especially the agencies responsible for the conduct of TANF.  However defined, 

coherence is just one of many goals of reform, and the cost of reweaving to gather up all loose 

ends likely exceeds the benefits.  Nevertheless, the payoff to further integration of the system’s 

major components and finding some method of birth control for new add-ons is likely to be high. 

Performance 

PRWORA took a major step toward linking federal support for state programs to both the 

process of social assistance and to outcomes associated with such programs.  These efforts have 

fallen short, in three ways.  First, the incentives for state compliance were weak, and the data 

reported lacked credibility, both because of difficulties encountered in development of uniform 

standards for data collection and because for the most part what states report is not audited.  
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Second, the performance measures related to process have generally failed to produce the 

information needed to link state-to-state variation in outcomes to variation in the experience for 

recipients that different state policies produce.  While the accumulating evidence supports the 

notion that raising the level of activity of recipients in work-related activity does lead to higher 

rates of employment and case termination, effects of varying the combination of activities – an 

important issue in program management – are less clear.  The benefits of participation 

requirements would be enhanced if the process of measuring participation also produced data 

needed for assessing the consequences.  Third, the first TANF program in many ways rewarded 

states for outcomes without establishing connections between these outcomes and state effort or 

between outcomes measured and the objectives of national policy.    

As was true for perfect program rationalization, the ideal portfolio of performance 

measures may not be worth the effort required to devise or implement.  There is nonetheless 

ample room for improvement, and doing so seems technically feasible. 

Learning 

As of last year, the 51 states and the District of Columbia had produced 48 different 

procedures for calculation of TANF benefits for families with earnings.  Forty-eight variants 

might be worth the nation’s while if what is learned could even conceivably lead to some 

convergence of opinion about how best to calibrate incentives.  Deriving common benefit from 

the activities of the Laboratories of Democracy requires a mechanism for comparing outcomes 

across these regimes and sorting out the effects of the particular choices made for outcomes that 

are important.  Before PRWORA, states that wished to deviate from the national norm for 

earnings disregard were required, as a condition for deviating from federal requirements, to 

conduct an evaluation.  Virtually all the evidence on program effects that figured in the 
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reauthorisation discussion, including the highly touted Minnesota Family Investment Plan, was 

produced by waiver-based demonstrations.  Now such evaluations are not required, and few 

states are conducting them.  Waivers, once an opportunity for learning, are now a shelter from 

scrutiny. 

The reason is a mismatch between the distribution of gains from serious evaluation and 

the distribution of costs.  States and their operating agencies bear most of the operational costs of 

experimentation; when done well, the benefits spill-over nationally and in some cases, as British 

experience attests, internationally.  For the most part, waivers went out when PRWORA came in, 

and the motivation for states to participate in careful, let alone rigorous evaluation of alternatives 

in a way designed to contribute to national understanding of reform effects is diminished.  Those 

waivers that endure serve principally to exempt states from federal requirements. 

More is involved here than simply arranging more tests of broad program alternatives 

like those carried out in the National Evaluation of Welfare-to-Work Strategies (NEWWS) that 

was spawned by the Family Support Act (Hamilton, 2002).  These surely attract media attention, 

and the results are pertinent to state and national policy choice.  But for the yeoman work of 

managing social assistance, it is very important also to improve understanding of the 

consequences of the nuances – things like variations in approach to casework, the efficacy of 

alternative assessment tools, and the consequences of disregarding child support payments in 

calculating benefit payments.  To the credit of the Bush administration and the Congress, the 

reauthorisation legislation includes substantial funds for experimental innovation and evaluation.  

If this feature survives, the challenge will lie in building a consensus around a research agenda 

and in finding ways to motivate states and local agencies to participate. 
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Vision 

While general agreement existed concerning what was wrong with the old system, far 

less agreement exists, and far less attention has been paid, to “building welfare as we want it.”  

The collapse of the caseload removed welfare as an issue in the 2000 Presidential campaign, but 

structural problems with PRWORA remain.  There are many loose ends; what is needed to wrap 

them up is a new ideology that focuses not on the problems of the old system but ambitions for 

the new.  Neither the president nor any of the governors seems to have such a vision now, and 

none was produced by what was supposed to be the Great Reauthorisation Debate.  The prospect 

is that until a way can be found to focus on a system for the future, the national debate on 

welfare policy seems doomed to repeat the sad experience of 2002. 

This seems to us to be the state of welfare reform as of spring, 2003.  What might Britain 

have to offer?  To find out, it is useful first to consider the flow of reform ideas west to east, then 

look at the prospects for balancing the trade. 

How the United States Influenced the New Deal 

Welfare reform has been a cornerstone of the Labour government’s social policy since it 

assumed power (Bennett and Walker, 1998; Walker and Wiseman, 2003a).  It has borrowed 

ideas directly from the United States (and elsewhere) but has also built on initiatives introduced 

by preceding Conservative governments that were themselves influenced by U.S. thinking.  As 

might be expected given the broader coverage of the British social assistance system, the reforms 

have extended well beyond the domain—families with children—of TANF.  The new initiatives 

include a family of New Deal welfare-to-work policies aimed at young and long-term recipients 

of unemployment benefits and disabled people as well as single parents; tax credits and other 

policies intended to raise take-home pay; bridging schemes to facilitate the transition to work; 
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area-based antipoverty and economic regeneration initiatives; revised child support payments 

policies; and increased cash benefits to help defray the cost of children.  The American influence 

may be seen in the rhetoric and ideology of the reforms, in the strategies adopted, and in the 

details of implementation. 

Ideology 

At the level of ideology and rhetoric, three ideas from the U.S. debate surfaced early in 

British policy.  The first export was commitment to proactive welfare policy.  The task of social 

assistance in Britain has been recast to reduce emphasis on the essentially static requirements of 

income support and to increase attention to changing the situation of individuals receiving 

welfare benefits.  The second export was the idea of mutual obligation.  On the one hand, able 

social assistance beneficiaries are expected to seek work; on the other, society should ensure 

opportunity to find it.  Linking assistance to mutual personal and state responsibilities was hardly 

new to British thinking, but the revival of such ideology in discussions of welfare-to-work policy 

in the United States stimulated similar rhetorical emphasis first by Conservative politicians and 

subsequently in a more concerted way by Labour ones.  The third export was concern about the 

benefit dependency, and to a lesser extent, the underclass (Walker with Howard, 2000).  The 

change from passive to active policy is promoted in Britain as necessary for confronting 

problems of long-term and especially intergenerational dependency.  Proactive welfare policy, 

justified by reciprocity and aimed in part at the underclass, is hardly the whole of New Deal 

strategy, but these components were very much part of American welfare thinking by the end of 

the decade of the 1980s. 
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Strategy 

British borrowings from American welfare reform extended beyond ideology to specific 

strategies for promoting change.  Within the system, the beginning was promoting “welfare to 

work,” a phrase that nicely catches both the change from passive to active and the desired end 

result.  The fact that only a preposition lies between “welfare” and “work” also reflects British 

response to the growing U.S. emphasis on work first.  Work-first strategies stress the importance 

of getting recipients into jobs as the first step in a process that is intended to lead to a change in 

life prospects.  Project Work, a mandatory scheme for young people who had been unemployed 

for 2 years, was piloted by the Conservative government and its extension was included in the 

1997 Conservative Party manifesto.  As in the United States, work first in Britain does not 

preclude training.  For example, participants in Labour’s New Deal for Young People may use 

education programs to satisfy program activity requirements.  But work first does mean early 

job-related activity of one sort or another.  Like many U.S. welfare-to-work programs, New Deal 

practice is typically organized in a track overseen by a caseworker—called in Britain a “personal 

advisor.” 

Beyond what happens within welfare offices, Labour policy includes a major effort to 

supplement the push of obligation and casework with the pull of financial incentive (H.M. 

Treasury, 1999).  The centerpieces of this effort have been the introduction of Britain’s first 

national minimum wage and a national wage subsidy, first the Working Families Tax Credit 

(WFTC) and later the Working Tax Credit (WTC) and Child Tax Credits.  The WFTC replaced 

an earnings subsidy (“in-work benefit”) for working families introduced by Margaret Thatcher’s 

government in 1988.  Like the U.S. Earned Income Credit (EIC), the WFTC was intended to 

increase work incentives by paying working families a supplement based on household size and 
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composition.  (The Working Tax Credit generalized the wage subsidy to workers in all low-

income households; the Child Tax Credit is intended to meet the cost of dependent children.)  

Welfare-to-work and make-work-pay strategies operate countrywide.  Britain has also 

developed programs targeted to specific subgroups of the poor.  Fifteen employment zones have 

been established in areas of high unemployment; these appear to be similar to U.S. efforts in that 

funds for training, job placement, and means-tested benefits are pooled in a personal job account 

that can be used to fund whatever activities will contribute to getting the participant back to 

work.  Like the Clinton administration, the Blair government has worked to form alliances with 

business groups to promote hiring of welfare recipients and to raise business awareness of and 

sense of participation in the welfare-to-work effort. 

Implementation 

Since the mid-1990s, representatives of both the Labour government and the 

Conservative opposition have regularly visited welfare offices in the U.S.  In the beginning, the 

standard tour included sites in Wisconsin and California and congressional and administrative 

offices in Washington, DC.  Over time, the itinerary has branched to include welfare-to-work 

and community development operations in Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Florida, New York, and 

elsewhere.  These experiences have influenced the operation of New Deal programs at the 

ground/office level in at least four ways.  First, the obvious benefits of experimentation have 

contributed to a willingness to pilot new approaches with the intention of gaining experience 

pertinent to national roll-out.  Second, visits to “one-stop” centers in various states that provide 

benefit and employment services under a single roof led to piloting of similar centers in “ONE” 

demonstrations in 12 areas and, ultimately, to the JobCentre Plus national system.  Third, the 

extensive use of private organizations for providing various welfare-to-work program 
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components in the United States has been copied in the development of new public-private 

partnerships in local social service delivery in Britain.  Finally, Britain has adopted the U.S. 

practice of setting out the reciprocal obligations of agency and client in welfare-to-work 

contracts that are an integral part of the case management process. 

These and many other connections explain why the ideology, strategy, and 

implementation of the New Deal looks and feels like welfare reform as known in the United 

States.  Before turning to the opportunities for reciprocation, we make two points.  The first is 

that to date the Labour government may well have made better use of the American “laboratories 

of democracy” than has the United States itself.  The discretion permitted states by federalism, 

the policies of Presidents Reagan, Bush, and Clinton, the Social Security Act, and waivers have 

combined to provide a virtual cafeteria of reform strategies.  The Labour government has been 

able to pick and choose from the substantial body of evaluation data developed in the United 

States over 30 years of struggle with welfare reform and to incorporate this information in the 

formulation of general policy. 

The second point is that these gifts did not all bear Clinton administration labels.  Surely 

some—the WTC, the minimum wage, partnering with business in promoting recipient hiring—

do so.  But a very large trove of ideas was collected from Republicans, notably in California, 

Wisconsin, and the U.S. Congress.  Some of these transfers came by way of Conservative 

governments led by Margaret Thatcher and John Major.  Both Republicans and Democrats have 

a stake in reauthorization, and both parties may find ideas of interest by looking at what Britain 

has accomplished. 
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What’s in the New Deal for the United States? 

Return for a moment to the last of our propositions about the state of U.S. welfare 

policy—the “vision thing.”  Suppose an American politician were to accept our claim that what 

is missing is the 180-degree turn from ending the old welfare to getting a social assistance 

system that suits us.  What lessons might such an entrepreneur take away from study of New 

Deal ideology, strategy, and implementation?  By lessons we do not mean pedantic prescriptions, 

but rather useful insights gained from the experience of struggle with common problems. 

Ideology and Rhetoric 

If vision is the most important element missing in U.S. policy, it is probably in ideology 

that the most valuable New Deal lessons are to be found.  Here are some opportunities. 

Include security as a policy objective.  “Work for those who can, security for those who 

cannot” is one of the most memorable of Prime Minister Tony Blair’s characterizations of New 

Deal objectives (Command Paper, 1998).  The phrase usefully underscores the work orientation 

of social assistance while reminding listeners that government is responsible for the safety net. 

Security has both individual and aggregate components.  PRWORA arguably has reduced 

security at both levels.  At the individual level, security for those who cannot work has to do with 

reliability, adequacy, and access, all of which seem to have eroded with PRWORA.  In 

aggregate, the provisions of the law for maintaining the safety net in face of recession are wholly 

inadequate.  An ancillary security theme might address the national responsibility for reviewing 

how the system would respond in the face of an economic downturn. 

Link policies to social inclusion. Labour (and, in general, European) rhetoric refers 

primarily to efforts to reduce social exclusion—the failure of some people to gain access to the 

benefits of economic transformation and to enjoy a sense of equal participation in the political 
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and social order (Room, 1995).  We think “inclusion” would play better as a political theme on 

the U.S. side of the Atlantic.  Americans do have a sense of what it means to miss the train.  The 

sense of speed-up and change in today’s society is sometimes overwhelming, and relating 

assistance to making sure people are aboard links to both the work and the security themes.  

“Exclusion” sounds to the American ear like someone has pushed the poor off; reflecting its 

origins in social Catholicism, it focuses attention on institutions and not opportunities, 

victimization and not bad luck.  

Get serious—and specific—about targeting child poverty.  Tony Blair introduced the idea 

of child poverty as a measuring rod for social assistance achievement in his Beveridge Lecture at 

Oxford in March 1999 (Blair, 1999).  This theme was picked up in more general terms in 

President Clinton’s January 2000 State of the Union speech.  But while Clinton referred to 

ending child poverty as a “pledge to 21st century America,” Blair made the objective specific: 

End child poverty in 20 years.  Subsequent government publications have reiterated and refined 

this pledge to include intermediate objectives (Department of Social Security, 2000).  Ending 

child poverty is not a goal of PRWORA; indeed, poverty itself is hardly mentioned in the 

legislation.  However, the idea is politically attractive, and concern for child well-being surely 

extends across party lines.  New Labour strategy provides some clues about how better to 

connect reducing the number of children living in poverty with other reform goals. 

If there is a problem with ending child poverty as the object of reform, it is that in both 

Britain and the United States the well-being of children is first and foremost an outcome of the 

opportunities available to and choices made by parents. Virtually all children are indeed poor in 

the sense that when considered alone they lack income adequate to provide for necessities.  U.S. 

child labor and larceny laws make it generally illegal for children, when considered without 
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reference to family, not to be poor unless income is accomplished through inheritance or 

fortunate discovery.  Except in the case of orphans and children in foster care, ending child 

poverty therefore links to strategies that affect parents.  Child poverty rates in the United States 

are already coming down, largely as a result of the growing employment and earnings of 

mothers.  If this rate of decline is to be accelerated, it may be best to promote this objective in 

conjunction with a strategy of raising earnings or reaching out to those caretakers who have not 

yet made it into the labor force.  Here, too, Britain provides useful ideas.  One of the indicators 

selected for assessing progress toward eventual elimination of child poverty is the number of 

children living in homes where no one works.  In announcing publication of the Labour 

government’s second annual poverty audit, Alistair Darling, the then Social Security Secretary, 

drew the connection clearly: “Today, for the first time we can announce that the number of 

children living in homes where no one is in work has fallen by over a quarter of a million.  These 

children are already benefiting from the improvements in family living standards a job brings” 

(Darling, 2000). 

Link reform to modernization.  An important theme of New Labour welfare reform 

rhetoric is that no matter how appropriate British welfare policy was for the circumstances in 

which it was established, times have changed.  As circumstances change, so must institutions. 

Most of the rhetoric that surrounded ending welfare as we knew it focused on consequences, real 

or imagined, of the system for its beneficiaries.  But many of the changes really relate to the fact 

that a system established 60 years ago in the midst of a depression to provide residual benefits 

for widows and surviving children should not be expected to meet the needs of a dramatically 

different social and economic milieu.  The Labour government emphasized the need for bringing 

assistance strategy up to date, indeed to attuning assistance strategy with a sense of the direction 



Walker and Wiseman, Refreshing Reform, continued page 19 

Draft:  April 4, 2003 

of economy and society.  In so doing, the government turned ending welfare as they knew it 

from obsession with the shortcomings of the system now grown old to affirmation of change 

with the assurance of security. 

There is more to modernization than catching up.  Labour pushed welfare reform as one 

dimension of an effort to project an image of Britain as a hotbed of innovation.  Welfare reform 

was touted as an accomplishment by the Clinton and Bush administrations, but attention to the 

substance of accomplishment—that is, to how genuine and universal the changes are as 

accomplished on the ground—has been missing.  “Ending welfare as we know it” is not only 

backward looking, it is static; stopping something makes it stand still.  In contrast, in the context 

of contemporary British and American society, modernization is dynamic.  It draws attention 

both to substance and to the challenge of creating security in the context of government 

committed to change and renewal. 

Promote the program.  The last element in our list of rhetoric for import concerns another 

Labour government theme: the necessity of making welfare popular, that is, politically viable 

(Blair, 1999).  Returning to the first rhetorical opportunity, achieving political viability would 

seem to be fundamental to promoting security for those who must rely on social assistance.  The 

challenge should be to make enthusiasm for the system as it exists as great as polls reveal 

support is for efforts against poverty in the abstract.  There are two tasks here.  One is to close 

the gap between the system as it is and the system as it is characterized, and the other is to 

convince voters that government does a good job and can continue to do so.  To date there is 

remarkably little evidence on citizen perceptions or assessments of the accomplishments of 

welfare policy in the aftermath of PRWORA. 
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Strategy 

Strategy is the practical means of achieving rhetorical/ideological goals.  New Labour 

policy offers lessons here as well.  Here’s our list. 

Join-up government.  For reasons related in part to restrictions imposed by PRWORA, 

the fragmentation of social assistance in the United States has grown substantially since 1996.  

Five federal departments—Agriculture, Health and Human Services, Housing and Urban 

Development, Labor, and Treasury—are involved in significant ways, and several others 

participate in welfare-related initiatives.  These divisions are rooted in the past, and the programs 

to which they are attached are in many ways badly designed, ill-coordinated, and wasteful. New 

Labour has preached “joined-up” policy making to promote service integration and has 

attempted to use the combined power of Number 10, the Cabinet Office, and the Treasury to 

drive such initiatives (Performance and Innovation Unit, 2000a):  

Central Government initiatives which affect the same people in local areas are run 
separately and not linked together. This reduces their effectiveness, not least in 
the poorest neighborhoods, and imposes unnecessary management burdens on 
local organizations.  Regional networks of Government Departments are 
fragmented, with no part of central Government responsible for bringing its 
contribution together to assist local areas. . . . To improve the delivery of 
Government objectives . . . better mechanisms are needed to link different policies 
at regional and local level.  (Performance and Innovation Unit, 2000b, p. 1) 

Joining-up in the United States is complicated by tradition, distribution of program 

responsibility across different congressional committees, and other problems.  Nevertheless, the 

idea probably makes sense to citizens.  A president committed to joining up would emphasize the 

difficulties presented by existing structures for achieving modernization, work focus, and 

security.  He (or, in due time, she) would establish a highly visible interagency joining-up task 

force to develop proposals for program integration. 
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There is more to the joining-up story than interagency task forces.  In PRWORA, 

Congress substantially reduced the role of the federal government in structuring social assistance 

and expanded the authority of state governments.  The response of the Clinton administration 

was to acknowledge this state responsibility but to promote the role of federal agencies in 

developing and operating related programs.  In general the result is a hodgepodge, with little 

integration and little accountability.  New leadership might attempt to rectify this situation by 

establishing new procedures for linking federal and state policies.  Here the New Deal rhetoric of 

partnering (used in Britain to refer to cooperation between government and the nonprofit sector) 

might serve as an appropriate metaphor for reconstituting the federal-state relationship in welfare 

reform under reauthorization.  The president could consider extending the joining-up message 

from cross-departmental efforts to a new partnership with states.  This would provide context for 

developing with governors a scheme for mirroring what was accomplished in Washington with 

integration of policies at the local level.  That in principle is what the Super Waiver could be 

about; nevertheless, critics are justified in their concern that what is waived would not be 

constraint but responsibility. 

Our discussion of joining-up illustrates the ambiguity of the distinction between rhetoric 

and strategy, since in Britain joining-up is a matter of both.  Were we to add the details, we 

would also blur the boundary between strategy and implementation.  Merging of ideology, 

strategy, and implementation may itself be part of the lesson: “Ending welfare as we know it” 

seemed to get little further than ideology. 

Integrate tax and benefit systems around assistance to and in work.  Britain’s Working 

Families Tax Credit was devised in light of the design and apparent effects of the American EIC 

(Walker and Wiseman, 1997; H.M. Treasury, 1998).  However, the architecture of the WFTC 
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reflects much greater attention to the consequences of the new system for the combined effects 

of the various benefit programs for work incentives.  Moreover, the British pay-as-you-earn tax 

system makes the connection between work and the WTC payoff much more evident.  Most EIC 

recipients see the EIC contribution to earnings from work only in the following year, when they 

file their income tax returns.  In contrast, WTC recipients see the benefit in their wage packet or 

salary checks almost immediately after beginning employment.  The response of the American 

system to job-taking involves a very complex interaction between the Food Stamp, TANF, and 

EIC programs, among others.  For the most part, each component has been structured without 

consideration of the consequences of interactions with other programs for the welfare-to-work 

transition or access by the working poor to benefit support (Giannarelli and Wiseman, 2002).  

Here attention to British practice, and the consequences for household behavior, could be 

productive in planning both Food Stamp and TANF reforms. 

Enhance accountability.  In welfare as in other government programs, a distinction may 

be drawn between process and effect, inputs and outcomes.  Reform is generally intended to 

change process so as to affect outcomes.  Failure can occur in two ways.  One is that government 

may fail to produce the change in process.  The second is that the change, even if accomplished, 

does not have the anticipated effect.  It is common in literature on government “reinvention” to 

argue that accountability has been excessively oriented toward input, as opposed to outcome.  

However, without careful assessment of what is accomplished on the input side, reasons for both 

failure and success may be difficult to identify. 

The Labour government has promoted and practiced accountability, both for the 

operation of government programs and for their consequences.  The advantage of including 

process measures is that since process can usually be assessed earlier than outcomes, such 
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measures provide useful management feedback.  Knowing just what is achieved in day-to-day 

operations can discipline claims about effects.  For Britain's New Deal for Young People, nine 

indicators of program performance related both to process and output are posted on the Web.2  In 

the United States, assessment of the consequences of work-oriented welfare reform has been 

hampered by lack of information on the effects of state programs on access to social assistance 

and the experience of applicants and recipients.  One objective for a new federal-state 

partnership might be to develop tools for assessing process accomplishment.  British experience 

can contribute ideas about what to measure and how to turn willingness to undertake such 

assessment to political advantage. 

Identify models.  Leaders are supposed to set examples, but public management may be 

better served by finding them.  Several of the British New Deals were piloted in such a way that 

the contractors had to devise modes of implementation within the broad framework of policy 

objectives and financial incentives with the intention of identifying best practice.  Similarly, 

British local authorities since 1999 compete for “beacon status,” and 42 now work in partnership 

with the Improvement and Development Agency to disseminate information and best practice in 

aspects of policy ranging from education through housing to sustainable development 

(Department of the Environment, Transport, and the Regions, 1999).  Developing models or 

best-practice emphasis could be a useful tactic for promoting harmonization of state policies, 

especially if funding were provided to assure full information on procedures and case flows in 

such locations selected as beacons. 

Lead in learning; promote evidence-based policy making.  A strong case can be made 

that the federal government should play a major role in the development of the research agenda 
                                                 
2See <www.dfee.gov.uk/ndimprove>. 
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and its pursuit.  The fifth report to Congress by the U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services on the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act includes a 

chapter on research in progress (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2003), but the 

chapter does not provide a sense of direction in the research effort.  Here the Labour 

government’s promotion of evidence-based decision making, innovation pilo ting, and research 

planning as collaborative efforts with other stakeholders could provide a model.  It has 

established an Office of the Chief Social Researcher in the Cabinet Office with the task of 

promoting evidence-based policy and developing “knowledge pools” (some of which, no doubt, 

are shallow).  The New Deal offers examples of both success and failure.  For example, in the 

United Kingdom the exigencies of program roll-out have in some cases reduced information gain 

from piloting (Walker, 2000; 2003). Nevertheless, the strategy of promoting more active federal 

leadership in learning would seem to provide important benefits in the United States. 

Link education and training programs to lifelong learning. Opponents of means-tested 

and targeted benefits often argue that universal programs such as Britain’s Child Benefit and 

National Health Service offer a better way of preventing poverty than do the targeted programs 

in the United States.  In addition to assuring access, such programs eliminate stigma and promote 

a sense of community—solidarity.  It is unlikely that means testing will be eliminated from 

social assistance in either Britain or the United States in the foreseeable future.  However, 

Labour strategy offers ideas for connecting specific components of welfare-to-work programs to 

more general national goals.  A good example of this occurs in the Labour government’s package 

of programs to promote “lifelong learning.”  The idea is that globalization and the pace of 

technical change require that citizen-workers keep up, and therefore education cannot be said to 

end with the formal schooling of youth.  By emphasizing and celebrating nationwide 
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involvement in education, Labour links the training component of welfare-to-work to a common 

national activity.  Such links would seem to be promising components for any strategy intended 

to enhance the political legitimacy of welfare policy. 

Reach out to include needy adults without children.  Assistance for nonelderly childless 

individuals in the United States is the responsibility of the individual states and is provided, 

where available, through general assistance programs that for the most part focus on keeping 

derelicts off the streets.  With the exception of the New Hope project in Milwaukee (Bos et al., 

2000), work-oriented income support experiments in the United States have not addressed the 

needs of the general population of low-income childless individuals and couples.  The Workforce 

Investment Act (WIA) of 1998 includes provision for training low-income youths aged 14–21 

who are parents, runaways, school dropouts, or deficient in basic literacy skills.  For adults 18 

and older the WIA underwrites “core services” such as job search assistance, and “intensive 

services,” such as comprehensive assessments, as well as job training. Availability of these 

services is not conditional on family status, and the WIA requires that they be delivered through 

a one-stop delivery system.  Development of these one-stop centers raises the possibility of more 

ambitious strategies for helping single and childless adults to support themselves.  British reform 

strategy began by focusing resources on a New Deal for Young People that linked income 

support for youth 18–25 with work-related obligations.  New Deals, involving varying degrees of 

compulsion, are now being extended to all people of working age without paid work, including 

those, such as the disabled, who are receiving social insurance benefits.  The Young People and 

25 Plus New Deals in particular could provide models for experimentation with more ambitious 

help-to-work and support-in-work schemes for poor people without children. 
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Implementation 

At the level of implementation, there is a problem with finding U.K. lessons for the 

United States.  The particulars of implementation are principally relevant in context of strategy.  

Thus it could be argued that until the United States adopts more of Britain’s strategy, not much 

can be learned from details.  However, even without convergence of strategy, some immediate 

lessons for the United States can be found in looking at the ways in which systems borrowed 

from the United States have been refined and adapted to British circumstances.  Thus Jobcentre 

Plus, the new agency to  support of persons active in the labor force (combining elements of 

services formerly provided by the Employment Service and the Benefits Agency), will be 

usefully studied as another example of methods of integrating employment and welfare services.  

Studies are needed to compare public/private contracting for service delivery in the United 

Kingdom with similar procedures in the United States.  In some British agencies, personal 

advisors have access to a special intervention fund that may be used to address exceptional 

problems of clients; the use of such funds could provide information pertinent to structuring of 

the responsibilities of U.S. caseworkers. 

Identifying best practice is useful only to the extent that such identification is translated 

into widespread application.  Britain appears to have made more progress in developing 

strategies for best practice roll-outs than have federal and state government agencies in the 

United States.  A strategy for enhancing accountability requires measures of performance.  Both 

the national performance indicators used in Britain and those applied to local area agencies 

deserve careful evaluation and comparison to procedures in the United States. 
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Opportunities for Mutual Benefit 

Our discussion to this point is summarized in the three columns of Table 1.  We close our 

comments by speculating on what might belong in an “Opportunities for Mutual Benefit” 

column. 

Ideology 

At the rhetorical level, we suspect that in the near term the most important consequence 

of the recognition that the United States might have something to learn from Britain could be a 

common appreciation of the importance of maintaining momentum.  In some ways times were 

too good for welfare reform post PRWORA.  The problems—cost, caseload—that helped to 

motivate initial reform efforts lost importance, and as a result the opportunities presented by 

exceptional funding were lost.  But change is still possible.  Few would claim that the job of 

restructuring social assistance is complete on either side; it would be unfortunate indeed if 

ambition is lost when so much has been accomplished.  The narrowness of vision that sees 

welfare reform at an end is exposed as soon as it is recognized that traditional welfare is but one 

element in a broader program of social assistance.  Moreover, social assistance is, in turn, a 

potentially key component of more strategic policies to foster economic and social advance in a 

rapidly changing world. 

Beyond sustaining momentum, both governments need to develop a political strategy for 

justifying area targeting and community development strategies.  On both sides of the Atlantic, 

the contraction of poverty has been uneven, both socially and geographically.  The consequence 

is that as the overall incidence of poverty declines, continued progress may require increasing 

focus on particular areas and communities.  In both countries it is argued that such targeting is 

more effective than simply making individual circumstances—low income, joblessness, etc.—
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the basis for relief.  However, it is not clear that such targeting is efficient, and both countries 

would benefit from better information on the efficacy of place- and community-based strategies.  

Spatial targeting may also have political disadvantages, increasing the social distance between 

the beneficiaries of social assistance and the electorate.  Clear evidence of its social and cost 

effectiveness might be used to build political consensus for spatial targeting that extended 

beyond the notion that such efforts are a cheap way to be seen to be doing something. 

Strategy 

Implicit in our long list of possible strategic lessons for the United States in British 

experience is the notion that the United States has a good deal of catching up to do.  This limits 

the possibilities for mutual benefit in the development of strategy.  However there appear to be 

opportunities for some strategic refinement, including: 

• Developing job retention and career advancement support  

Policy makers in both countries express concern about progression beyond job placement 

and the types of support in work that are most productive in sustaining employment and raising 

wages.  The consortium to be announced to evaluate the U.K. Employment and Retention 

Demonstration is led by the U.S.-based MDRC, which is itself evaluating similar U.S. programs 

for Health and Human Services.  

• Assessing the trade-off between local discretion and equity.   

An important part of the American ideology and an increasingly significant aspect of 

New Labour rhetoric involves the importance of local discretion in welfare-to-work programs.  

This seems to offer an opportunity for collaborative study of just how local discretion is best 

designed into such programs.  We need to clarify the trade-off between administrative latitude 

and system equity. 
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• Disability and Incapacity Benefit 

 The U.S. like Britain has also witnessed a marked rise in the number of individuals 

claiming insurance benefits on the grounds of incapacity for work: the number of Disability 

Insurance beneficiaries increased by over 50 percent between 1990 and 1999 (Committee on 

Ways and Means, 2000, p. 79; includes spouses and children).  Whatever the root cause of the 

increase, both countries have until recently tended to focus more on incapacity than 

employability.  Under the New Deal rubric, Britain is engaged in policy experimentation to find 

some model of work-orientated casework that might help disabled people back into employment.  

It has to be said that the experience to date is no more encouraging than the one comparable 

experiment run in the U.S. (Kornfeld, 1999) but bi- lateral discussion is already in its early stages. 

• Integrating process and impact evaluation   

In our discussion of enhanced accountability, we stressed the distinction between 

assessment of process and of outcome.  It would be beneficial to both sides to focus renewed 

attention on the study of program process and the linking of process studies to both management 

and effect assessment. 

Implementation 

British politicians are fond of speaking of “getting it right” as the object of 

experimentation with welfare strategies.  As the ideology of new welfare and common strategies 

for attaining welfare goals emerge, the opportunities for mutual benefit are likely to appear 

increasingly in improving the building blocks of assistance programs.  Since assistance programs 

are multifaceted, the list of opportunities for mutual benefit in component development can 

become very long.  A few examples, drawn from management concerns already surfacing in 

TANF operation, can give a sense of the possibilities: 
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• Information systems development    

The change from passive delivery of benefit systems to active case management has 

generated much greater demand for information to support both management and evaluation.  

Computer-based case management systems now in use are almost universally judged inadequate, 

but the problems encountered in designing systems that support effective case and system 

management without inhibiting change are substantial.  Such problems are also common, and 

this suggests that management information systems offer an important opportunity for 

collaborative effort. 

• Performance standards   

Given convergence in operations procedures between British and American systems, 

comparisons of process should be helpful in establishing norms for agency and caseworker 

workloads and performance. 

• Case management   

Case management is central to activist policy on both sides.  There exist many variations 

in the character of such management.  Both sides need to learn more about the consequences of 

variation in the practice of case management as well as techniques for training case managers 

and communicating the lessons of experience from the skilled to novices. 

• Public housing   

Public housing poses special problems for welfare-to-work strategies.  Especially in the 

United States, such housing is often located in places remote from jobs, and public housing leads 

to geographic concentration of some of the most disadvantaged families.  In both the U.K. and 

U.S. systems, persons in pub lic housing lose some benefits—generally through rent increase—

when income grows, so the incentives for employment and earnings increase are reduced.  



Walker and Wiseman, Refreshing Reform, continued page 31 

Draft:  April 4, 2003 

Recently, both countries have begun experimenting with procedures for offsetting these effects.  

Strategies for addressing the exceptional needs of public housing residents and for counteracting 

housing benefit disincentive effects are a common interest. 

• Coping with scale   

In passive benefit systems, neither geographic concentration nor the absolute scale of 

operations poses much of an administrative problem.  If mail can reach families, so can checks; 

administrative costs per dollar or pound of benefits may actually decline with the number of 

beneficiaries.  Neither is true for more active interventions.  It is generally easier to operate small 

programs than big ones; it is particularly difficult to involve dispersed rural recipients in 

employment-development efforts.  Again, there appear to be mutual gains from finding ways to 

move from small-scale demonstrations to widespread implementation and for extending 

employment assistance access to the inconveniently situated. 

• Effective client targeting  

Tailoring services and approaches to individual needs is an important part of the rhetoric 

of most welfare-to-work programs. In practice, targeting services to clients for whom they are 

likely to have greatest benefit is quite difficult, and the evaluation work that is available is 

typically cast in terms of comparative effects on new applicants and long-term recipients, or on 

high school graduates versus those without such qualification.  Study of targeting methods and 

outcomes would seem also to offer the prospect of mutual benefit. 

This list could surely go on.  However, it is instructive to desist and consider the entire 

implementation row in Table 1.  There appear to be fewer immediate lessons for U.S. practice 

from New Deal implementation than there are useful ideas for ideology and strategy.  Should the 

new administration in the U.S. choose to resume reform and benefit from Britain’s innovations in 
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rhetoric and strategy, attention to the practical would grow.  There would be much to learn 

together. 
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Table 1 
The U.S. ??  U.K. Policy Loop 

 
Taken from the USA Possible Lessons for the USA Opportunities for Mutual Benefit 

Ideology/Rhetoric 

• Proactive policies 
• Personal responsibility 

and social obligation 
• Dependency/ 

underclass 

• Include security as policy objective 
• Link policies to social inclusion 
• Target child poverty 
• Link reform to modernization 
• Promote the program 

• Reinforcement of reform momentum 
• Legitimization of area targeting and 

community development strategies 

Strategy 

• Welfare to work 
• Work first 
• Casework/guidance 
• Tax-based earnings 

subsidy 
• Minimum wage 
• Geographic targeting 
• Business alliance 

• Join up government 
• Integrate tax and benefit systems around 

assistance to and in work 
• Enhance accountability 
• Identify models  
• Link education and training programs to 

lifelong learning 
• Lead in learning; promote evidence-based 

policy making 
• Reach out to include needy without children 

 

• Development of job retention and career 
advancement support  

• Exploration of tradeoff between local 
discretion and equity 

• Integration of process and impact 
evaluation  

Implementation 

• Piloting/prototyping/ 
demonstration projects 

• One-stop service 
delivery 

• Public -private 
partnerships in delivery 

• One-stop service 
delivery 

• Recipient-agency 
contracts  

• Welfare/employment agency merger 
• Best practice roll-out 
• Personal advisor resources  
• Targets and accountability 

• Information systems  
• Performance standards 
• Case management 
• Public housing 
• Coping with scale 
• Effective client targeting 
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