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Key Survey Findings: Assessing the Intersection of Race and Welfare Reform
for New York City Households

The passage of the Personal Responsi-
bility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act
of 1996 (PRA) which ended the federa pro-
gram, Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC), marked a mgjor turning point in how
our country views its responsibility in assisting
people living in economic poverty.

Since 1950, our nation maintained a
federal public benefits entitlement program for
needy children and adults, which provided cash
assistance to any family who quaified through a
standard means test. With the passage of PRA,
the public benefit entitlement system was com-
pletely eradicated; there are lifetime time limits,
stricter workfare requirements, and arbitrary ex-
clusions of specific populations from public as-
sistance programs. Additionally, states now re-
ceive a lump sum block grant (TANF) from the
federal government to fund state-initiated re-
forms. These changes made it very clear that
our federal government no longer considers it-
self obligated to provide resources for those in
economic need and desperate circumstances.

Nationwide, welfare casdoads have
dropped by 50%.
York City's workfare program in 1995 the wel-
fare caseload fell from 1.1 million to 560,00 in
July 2000. While the strong economy and other

Since the inception of New

programmatic changes have had much to do

with declining caseloads, new harsher and puni-
tive welfare rules have had an equaly strong im-
pact on benefit reduction. Many politicians, pol-
icy makers, and the genera public see the drops
in the welfare rolls as proof of welfare reform’s
“success.” In thislimited context, welfare reform
has been defined by caseload reduction not pov-
erty reduction. A closer look at the impacts of
welfare reform reveals that its only success has
been moving political agendas and denying many
needy people access to public benefits and social
services. The rhetoric of “success’ has redirected
atention away from the real causes of poverty
such as systemic disproportionate access to re-
sources, including educational opportunities, af-
fordable housing and living wage jobs.

Welfare reduction has moved at a far
greater rate than poverty reduction, particularly
for racia minorities and those economically vul-
nerable. This brief begins to unpack the differen-
tial impacts between people of color and whites
in the context of welfare reform. Too often dis-
crimination is masked by aggregate data espe-
cialy in New York City, where there is limited
information broken out by race. The data pre-
sented in this brief suggests that when broken
down by race, non-whites are facing discrimina-
tory treatment at welfare offices and that different
racial groups have particular social service neads.

Continued onpa. 7



Demographics
A tota of 335 individuals at 35 service organi-
zations completed the survey. The sample was non-
random and is not intended to make generalizations to
the New York City welfare population. The sampleis
71% female and 29% male. The mean ageis 37 with a
majority of the sample falling between 25-44 years old.
61% of the sample wasliving in a household with chil-
dren under the age of 18 at the time of the survey and
have been categorized as

Racial Breakdown of Sample

families. The survey cap- Other
7%

tured ethnicity but for the

White
1%

Black
42%

purpose of this analysis
respondents have been Lo
collapsed into black,

white, Latino and

“other” (see note). Due to small sample sizes “other” in-
cludes 7 Asian/Pacific Ilanders, 4 Native Americans,
and 13 self-identified “others.” Ethnicities within
“other” included Indian,

Russian, and West In-

Survey respondents by borough

Queens
6%

Brookiyn dian. 36% of the sample

27%

M anhatt

an had less than a high

40%
school diplomawith Lati-

nos being the least likely

Bronx Staten
2204 Island
5%

to have adiplomaand
whites the most likely. The survey was administered in

al five boroughs with some over-sampling in Manhat-

Welfare Office Experience

Under pressureto cut welfarerolls after the passage
of PRA, diversion policieswerewidely embraced by states.
A government funded George Washington University study
defines diversion as astrategy employed as part of the wel -
fare application process “intended to keep familiesfrom re-
ceiving welfarein thefirst place’ While some NY C diver-
sion policiesare withinthe lega authority of welfare reform
policies, such asjob search activities, many tactics are indi-
rect and discriminatory in nature. The NYC Human Re-
sources Administration (HRA) has been the focus of several
lawsuits concerning its policies and practices. Of the 71% of
the samplethat applied or reapplied for benefitsinthelast 2
years more than half applied more than once. Although 35%
of the sample had been on welfare morethan 5 years more
than 80% of the tota sample had to apply or reapply for
benefitsin 1999 and
2000. Thisrevolving
door of caseload activity
iskey to New York

Total Time on Welfare

Lessthanayear
18%

morethan5years

36%

1-2years
13%

City' s“declining”
caseloads. 41% of the

samplefaced adiversion

2-5years
33%

tactic when applying for benefits and as aresult had to apply
more than once. Particular diversion tactics used inlocal
wefare offices which are unlawful include- not receiving an
application on the first visit, telling applicantsthat benefits
don't exist or that they must get childcare before applying.
The survey documented that these diversion tactics are ap-
pliedin apatternthat is discriminatory. For example, Lati-
nos and Blacks were most likdly to face an unlawful diver-

siontactic.

tan.
% within each group Black Latino White Other
Mean Age 391 356 40 329
Citizen 865 66.7 771 583
High School 716 523 771 708
Diploma
Never Married 66.7 443 457 417

¢ 10% of Latinos and 8% of blacks were
told that benefits don’t exist compared
with zero whites.

* 4% of blacks and 5% of Latinos were told
to get childcare first compared with zero
whites.

Note: White non-Latino, black non-Latino, and Latino-all races- (referred to as white, black, Latino, respectively)



Public Assistance Benefits

The welfare application process has become increasingly im-
portant as the goa of welfare reform has been to reduce
casdloads. Asaresult, the process isonerous and includes
multiple appoi ntments with the welfare center. If an applicant
misses an appointment, for whatever reason, they arelikely to
be sanctioned and must begin the 35-50 day application proc-
essall over again. If an applicant misses an appointment for a

legitimate reason and is unfairly sanctioned they must request

“Up front diversion could be even stronger on Hispanics
and other groups with language difficulties.”

Source: DRAFT-Why New York’s Dominican Welfare Caseload is High, and How to
Help Recipients in this Group Make the Welfare-to-Work Transition by Richard
Hendra, The New School for Social Research

a"fair hearing" to get the situation resolved, which can take
severa months. Missing appointmentsis common for appli-
cants dueto lack of transportation, housing insecurity, child
care and conflicts with other welfare office appointments such
asjob search activities. Of those that applied more than once,
amost 20% said it was because they missed one or more ap-
pointments. Blacks were threetimes morelikely to missed
Reason applied more than once

Diversion tactic

Missed re-certification |

WEP sanction

Told ineligible

Don'tknow |
o : : )
% 0 10 20 30 40 50

re-certification as whites yet whites were more likdy to miss
an appointment during the application period. Although sanc-
tions related to the work experience program were only cited
by 23% of thetota population, this number was driven pri-
marily by blacks. Welfare officeslack of communication
with clientsis common and resultsin misinformation and pa-

perwork mistakes.

Thisis partly due to welfare offices lacking basic infra-
structure such as phones and workers juggling enormous
official and unofficia casedloads. Following an aready
outlined raciaized pattern, the 11% of the sample that “ did
not know why” they had to apply more than once was
comprised of al non-white applicants making this statistic
disturbing.

Benefits Cut or Reduced

Any benefis cut *

Cash benefits ]

Food Stamps ]
M edicaid

ssiissd []

% O 20 40 60 80 100

Despite policiesthat protect recipients from getting mistak-
enly removed from the Food Stamp Program and Medicaid
if their cash benefits are cut off, NY C has seen a huge de-
creasein al public benefits. More than 80% of the sample
had one or all of their benefits cut or reduced in the last
two years. Because people are not self-sufficient before
their benefits are cut, many eventudly return through the
revolving welfare door. At thetime of the survey, 72% of
the samplewas receiving public assistance and/or food
stamps and most were receiving Medicaid. 70% of the
sample had their cash benefits cut or reduced in the last
two years and 66% had food stamp reductions. Blacks and
Latinos, who make up amgjority of the welfare casel oad
are hit particularly hard with these sweeping cuts. A close
look at reasonswhy people had their benefits cut reveds
yet another pattern tied to race. Very few people, lessthan
19% had their benefits reduced or cut dueto more “job re-
|lated” income but of those that did, whites were twice as
likely as blacks to bein thissituation. This aggregate fig-
ureis much lower than the HRA reported number of 54%?2
and dightly lower than the 36% found by the Citizens

Committee of New York®.



The administration of a public welfare system as large
asNYC'sis no doubt a chalenging task but administra-
tive mistakes that lead to people losing their benefitsis
unacceptable. 44% of the sample cited welfare office
mistakes and/or pgperwork problems as the reason why
ther benefits were reduced or cut.  Thisnumber is

much higher than anationa figure of 10% found by a

Why benefits wer e reduced/cut

% withineachgroup Black Latino White Other
Job income 135 208 269 235
Moreincome 6.3 139 269 0
(non-job related)
WEP sanction 26.1 208 269 235
Missed gppointment  24.3 188 346 235
Sanction 441 366 462 353
Paperwork Problem 279 228 231 412
Welfare Office 342 327 346 706
Mistake

Don't Know 9 158 38 176

1999 Urban Ingtitute study®. Again, as indicated by the
difference in percentages for those that didn’t know
why their benefits were cut or reduced, thereis an indi-
cation that people of color have less communication

with the welfare office than whites.

Impact of Benefit Reduction
Proponents of welfare reform would like to be-
lieve that reducing or cutting safety net assistance leads

to self- I mpact of Benefit Reduction

sufficiency yet

theredity isfay ~ Donefitsed —
people are able Foundjob ,:l

to achievethis Food Problem

god. Only 10% Howsing problems :l |

of thesample 0 20 40 60 &

found ajob asareault of cutsor reductionsto ther
benefits. Within this group, 16% of whites found jobs
compared with 10% of blacks Despite a clear message
that the government is willing to providing supportsfor
the working poor, few people have access to these sup-

ports. These supports are available only to those who

Impact of benefit reduction/cut

% within group Black Latino White Other

Found ajob 95 10.2 16 59
Went to soup kitchen 533 265 440 B3
Couldn't pay bills 48 531 680 706
Became homeless 21 10.2 24 24

Child placed outside of 857 41 80 5.9
the home

Moved in with others 13.3 14.3 24.0 0

Other 162 204 240 235

leave the rolls because of employment. After their bene-
fits were cut or reduced, many people in our sample
went hungry and homeless. 55% of the sample utilized
food pantries and/or skipped meds. 1n 1999 43% of
those living below the poverty line had food difficulties
according to anationa survey®. An aarming 18% be-
came homeless and 7% of children were placed outside
of the home due to auts, 2% wereput in foster care and
5% were placed with rdatives. These indicators point
to some of the strategies people use to survive when
public benefits are no longer there to assist them.

Employ-

Mean Number of Months Employed

30
ment ®
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At atimewhen % 10 103
national employ- 0
ment was a an o & & ¢ &



dl time high only 15% of the sample was employed. Thisis consstent with data that found whites were much
1999 Nationa Survey of American Families data esti- more successful then peopleof color in findingajob asa
metes the nationa |ow-income ermployment rate was result of benefit reductions/cuts. Heelth problemswere
66% and 82% for adults of dl incomes.  Employment equally important barierstowork. 54% of the white sam-
rates varied dightly across race with blacks being the ple had amentd or physical barrier and 18% of Blacks
most likely to be employed & thetime of thesurvey. Al-  feared losing their Medicaid benefits. Not having childcare
though fewer whites were employed, of those that were was cited as abarrier by 22% of the totd sample.

working, their mean nunmber of months employed was Job Search

three times that of blacks and Job searchiis yet another type of

four timesthat of Latinos. Of — Barriersto Work -
%wi thi n each group Black Latino White Other

diverson It isamandatory pro-

those employed, 46%eamned | Nochild care 8 22 11 450 [gamfor people goplyingor re-
less than 10k ayear Language barriers 9 24 0 15 ) celving berefits at job centers.
(estimated). 5% worked full- | Ntenoughjobsidlis 20 198 111 300 oot people thet apply for bere-
time, 38% worked part ti Cant fircany job ero %9185 40 fits are in adesperate situation
M, Sovoworked part fime No job thet pays 20 279 185 247 _ '
and 17%worked temporary/ | eowh and meny quaify for ajob
) In DV situation 36 7.0 74 10 h . ift
seesond jobs 63%0f those | e or physical 01 e me 3 |TCneeon Iftheyare
; ; ; heglth problem not exempted they must partici-
working received no benefits. No working docu- 36 35 111 10 )
Only 13% damed that HRA | ments pate and can be sanctioned for
CantloseMedicid 182 138 74 15
: : non attendance. Job search ac-
wasresponsblefor getting | supoo) orjobtraining 1.8 7 74 5 | _
them their o tivities include meking cold calls

from the tel ephone book to pos-
Reasons for unemployment were widepread and muilti- sible enployers, writing resumes, going on interviews and
ple. Thereasonsranged from"no child care’ to "can't going to aresource lab, which often are managed by private
lose Medicaid,” but most often cited was “can’t find a companies. Very few people benfit fromjob search ac-
job.” Despite millions of dollars going into welfareto tivities. At thetime of the survey not al NYC

work strategies few people have therequired illsto

Barriers to Job Search Participation
enter the high-tech job market. The employment data
a0 captures a pattern of racid discrimination in the Coretaker '

Part timejob ]
workforce. More than 30% of blacks, Latinos, and oth- Inschool ]

In substance abuse program 1]

ersdted they could not find ajob compared with 19% _
Language barrier [

of whiteswith asmilar sill base. People of color were No transportation ]
. . Homeless 4‘—|
aso morelikdy than whites to report that they could not et Violeree
find ajob that paid enough. 20% of blacksand Lainos No child care ‘ ]
cited not having enough job ills as abarrier to em- Dz:zlrei:;: '
ployment compared with only 11% of whites. % o 1‘0 2‘0 2 0



welfare centers were job centers so not all respondents
were required to participate injob search. Inour sample
only 28% participated in job search activities and only 20%
of those people got a job as aresult of activities

Emergency Situation

Our survey findings show that those gpplying for public
benefits do s because they are often in emergency or
desperate Situations.  With few resources that the gen-
erd public takes for granted, such as credit, secure jobs,
and family with meansto provide, many welfare recipi-
ents tend to need emer-

) Emergency Situation
gency services more

often than the generd
public. 70 % of the
sample had no food or

NoMoney
Got E-Cash

No Food

no money thelast time

Got E-Food
Stamps

benefits. 38% were 0 25 0 60 80 100

they applied for public

facing eviction or be-

hind in rent and 35% were homeess. According to the
NSAF blacks (54%) and Latinos (56%) suffer food inse
curity a asgnificantly higher rate than whites (38%)
and were gtill more likdly to livein poverty despite in-
creasing employment rates. Of thosethat told awelfare
office worker about their emergency lessthan 45% re-

caved immediate assstance.

Well Being Indicators

Although welfarereform has been hailed asa
“success’ thereis strong evidence both in this survey
and nationdly that those cut fromthe rolls are not ex-
periencing ahigher qudity of life. Most have not

found permanent jobs and continue to live below

poverty levels. Inan efort to gauge the array of -
fects of wdfare reform, regpondents were asked about
thar Stuation since January 1, 1998. Thepictureis
grim and illugtrates the myriad of barriers that people
living in poverty have to struggle with daily to make
ends meet. Again the data suggests the volatility of
employment, only 18% actualy found ajob and out of
those 59 people, 39% of themdso logt ajob. Housing
problems were faced by 64% of the sampleincluding
16% who had been evicted and 15% who had to move
out because they could not pay rent. More than 54%
of the sample experienced food inconsistency which

Well Being Indicators Since January 98

Got&lostajob M

oS Ing PO Dl

Became Homeless I

Food problems
Health problems

Relied on community services

o
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o
N
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60 80

includes skipping medls and/or not buying food. 20%
of the sample suffered from menta hedlth problems
but therate for whites was much higher than blacks
and Latinos. Lessthan 7% of the samplefet finan-
cidly secure and 60% said paying bills was harde and
amost 50% could not pay rent or other bills. In addi-
tion, an darming 9% of white children were placed in
foster care. Although these numbers only capture just
asmdl proportion of those on welfare, these situations
pant ablesk picture of what welfarereform “success’
lookslikefor those that aredirectly effected by devo-

lution and changing socid policies.



Ova Vo d thesamplehad sometype of emer-
gency situation thelast time they applied far
benefits.

Continued from page 1

New York City has been found to practice par-
ticularly aggressive diversion tactics in order to dash its
casdoads and these diversions have specific implications
for minorities. It has been rdaively easy for the NYC
HRA to hide the grave redlity of wdfare reform because
they rdlease limited disaggregated data on the wefare
population and rardly document front line experiences.
This lack of data mekesit difficult for the advocacy and
service provider communities to hold the government ac-
counteble to its obligations of providing services and
monitoring discriminatory practices within city agencies.
It is primarily for this reason that the New York City
Wdfare Reform and Human Rights Documentetion Pro-
ject (WRHRDP) wes crested. The WRHRDP gathered
data with theintention of providing a red-life assessment
of how wefare reform was afecting NYC's most disad-
vantaged populations and to cgpture human rights viola:
tions within the welfare syssem.  Although aggregeate data
areimportant, theredl story, aswebegin to seehere, isin
the trends within subgroups. Our subssquent briefs will
look furthe at differences between gender, singles, and
families and culminate in a report focusing on the human
rights violations based on the Convention on the Bimina:
tion of Reacid Discrimination. This and subssquent briefs
are not intended to make generdizations about the New
York City welfare population as a whole but to point to
trends within our sample. In conmbination with nationd
welfare reform research this brief can be usad to guide

further studies on race and wdfarereform

Key Findlings: Total Sample

Benefits

819 Receiving cash benefits 9’\(9
«87% Receiving food stamps D
*71% Applied or reapplied for PAinlast

two years
*28% Participated in Job Search activities
*35% Paticipatedin WEPinlast two years
*68% Totd time onwedfare morethan 2 years
*70% Bendfitsreduced or cut
*54% Applied/reapplied two or moretimes
*40% Regpplied becausefaced adiversontactic

Why Benefits Reduced or Cut

*19% Incomefromjob
*27% WEP saction

*25% Missed gopointments
*46% Wdfare office mistake

Impact of benefit Reduction or Cut
*11% Foundajob
*56% Experienced food problems
*58% Could not pay the'r hills
*7% Child removed from parent’ scare
*28% Experienced housing problems
*2% Sayedin domestic violence situation

Employment

*16% Employed—~Mean # of months=10.3
*55% Working part time or seasond work
*32% Unemployed because cannot find job
*19% Not enoughjob skills

*22% No childcare

Situation Since January 1998

*19%% Got ajob--
of this group 39% lost ajob

*46% Could not pay rent

*16% Were evicted

*37% Had a physicd hedth problem

*28% Became homdess

*3% Hadto put their childreninfogter care
*44% Could not buy food

*40% Skipped meds

*45% Relied on community services
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Methodology Acknowledgments

From Spring to Summer of 2000, Human Rights monitors surveyed over 300
people a 35 different community organizations in the five boroughs of NYC.
Only clients who had goplied for cash assistance, received cash assistance, or
been cut off from cash assistance since January 1%, 1998 were eligible to par-
ticipate in the survey. Sampling methodologies weretailored to the individual
organizations due to programmeatic constraints. The type participating organi-
zaions ranged from legal services, homeless shdters, food pantries, multi-
service community organizations, and domestic violence Programs.

Special Data Considerations

For those gpplicants thet did not speak fluent English, an atempt was made to
provide a Spanish speeking monitor and Spanish survey but still the sample
over-represents English-spegkers. This survey was administered a service
organizations where we may have over-sampled homeless individuals and
singles, and people who access legal advocacy and community services.
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For questions about this brief or more information
on the Human Rights Project, please call:
646-602-5625 or write
Rortega@urbanjustice.org
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