
bers from recent compilations of data on state welfare programs developed
under TANF (see U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2002;
Center for Law and Social Policy 1990–99). Table 9.1 sets forth the pairwise
correlations between the three parameters fixed by states—weekly hours
of work required, benefits levels offered per month to a standard size fam-
ily, and amount of earnings disregarded (based on a monthly income of
$800) in computing eligibility and benefits levels. Below each correlation is
its significance level.3

As shown, none of these correlations is significant. If anything, states
with low benefits levels tend to demand slightly more work.4 Nor do earn-
ings disregarded to qualify for aid show any consistent and systematic cor-
relation with hour-of-work requirements. States requiring more work do
not have more generous (that is, higher) earnings disregards. Finally, low
disregards are not linked to low levels of benefits, as might be expected if
saving money, rather than encouraging work, was the paramount goal.5 In
sum, although the contributions considered appropriate on both sides of
the welfare equation vary with locale, they obey no strict proportionality
rule. And though these measures do not control for all relevant variables,
they do suggest that states are not primarily concerned with reducing costs
to taxpayers. Rather, a sense of minimal obligation bearing on both sides
animates welfare program design.

The nature of conditional reciprocity may also contribute to state and
local governments’ tendency to shy away from guaranteed job or workfare
programs.6 At first blush, placing recipients in government jobs might be
seen as the most straightforward way to connect welfare benefits with work
effort, and some public opinion results suggest voter support for the idea.
Yet few localities have insisted on workfare. That may be because workfare
programs strain reciprocity in marginal cases. If benefits are conditioned
on performance, standards for workfare must have some bite and jobs can-
not really be guaranteed. The fact that workfare recipients are among the
least employable workers and face the prospect of destitution if ejected
from these programs may create reluctance to discipline participants and
pressure to gut even minimal requirements. The tendency of workfare pro-
grams to degenerate into toothless entitlements adds to worries about costs,
potential effects on private labor markets, and the belief that enough jobs
are available in the private sector, as factors that undermine political sup-
port for government jobs programs on a large scale (Diller 1998).

The Political Psychology of Redistribution 205

Table 9.1 Pairwise Correlations

Work Hours Disregard

Benefits −.084 (p = .57) −.066 (p = .66)
Work hours −.206 (p = .18)

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Table 9.2 State Parameters from 2002 Fifth Annual Report on 
TANF to Congress

Benefit Hours per Earnings
Level Week Required Disregarded

Alabama 164 32 to 35 160
Alaska 923 30 90
Arizona 347 35 213
Arkansas 204 30 160
California 626 32 90
Colorado 356 90
Connecticut 543 25 90
Delaware 338 0 90
District of Columbia 379 30 160
Florida 303 30 90
Georgia 280 30 90
Hawaii 570 32 160
Idaho 293 20 480
Illinois 377 30 90
Indiana 288 0 90
Iowa 426 0 320
Kansas 403 30 90
Kentucky 262 30 224.4
Louisiana 190 25 120
Maine 461 30 346
Maryland 417 0 160
Massachusetts 565 0 0
Michigan 459 30 120
Minnesota 789 30 144
Mississippi 170 30 90
Missouri 292 30 0
Montana 468 30 150
Nebraska 364 30 160
Nevada 348 0 160
New Hampshire 600 30 160
New Jersey 424 30
New Mexico 439 29 337.5
New York 577 90
North Carolina 272 35
North Dakota 457 30
Ohio 373 30 275
Oklahoma 292 30 340
Oregon 460 0 400
Pennsylvania 403 0 400
Rhode Island 554 20 315
South Carolina 201 30 0
South Dakota 430 30 142

(Table continues on p. 218.)



5. High disregards with low benefits, if observed, would not necessarily be
inconsistent with reciprocity either. The government’s commitment to ensur-
ing each family has available a minimum amount of resources might lead
states with low benefits to permit individuals to keep a greater portion of
their own earnings without losing qualification for a modest government
supplement.

6. The Center for Community Change has predicted that the pressure on states
to find jobs for welfare recipients and the lack of such jobs will lead to “a mas-
sive increase in ‘workfare’ in virtually every state” (1997, n.p.). This predic-
tion, however, has not been borne out yet. Although many states and locali-
ties have created small experimental programs, only Wisconsin and New
York City have established large-scale workfare. Rep. (and declared presi-
dential candidate) Dennis Kucinich recently attributed the paucity and lack
of success of government-sponsored jobs programs to their expense, the dif-
ficulty in hiring supervisors, and the potential inequities between workfare
and non-workfare government and private workers (Ways and Means 2002).

7. For a discussion of how and when public opinion changed to expect much the
same work of mothers as of men, see Steven M. Teles (1996, chap. 3).

8. The fact that tax breaks are available to so many people fuels the controversy
about whether economic self-sufficiency is a meaningful concept or merely an
empty conceit within our interdependent society and economy (see Wax 2003c).

9. Information on the range of state requirements is gleaned from the State Pol-
icy Documentation Project (Center for Law and Social Policy, note 14), which
provides a concise summary of details of state programs, including hourly
participation requirements, exemptions, the types of work and education that
satisfy requirements, and other aspects of TANF implementation.

10. Job readiness activities and job skills training, which can include coaching for
job applications, writing resumes, interviewing, and work-life skills, count
toward participation in forty-eight states. Vocational educational training is
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Tennessee 185 40 150
Texas 197 30 224.4
Utah 451 0 350
Vermont 622 30 (average of 2) 90
Virginia 291 30 90
Washington 546 400
West Virginia 328 30 480
Wisconsin 673 0
Wyoming 340 30 200

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2002).

Table 9.2 State Parameters from 2002 Fifth Annual Report on 
TANF to Congress (Continued)

Benefit Hours per Earnings
Level Week Required Disregarded
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