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No matter our growing sophistication about the manifold ways in which social and political influences penetrate and shape what is seen as scientific inquiry, the view of the policy science establishment seems fixed in an earlier era of unbridled confidence that science is science, even social science is science, and politics is politics.  As for how science should be used in the formulation of social policy, the view is easy to summarize, based as it is on a simple model of rational decision-making.  Presumably the objective is to alter some condition deemed a social problem, whether poverty, or insecurity, or dependency, or social disorganization.  That objective is determined not by policy science, but by the political process.  Policy science rather has to do with identifying the key variables or chains of variables that bear on this politically determined objective, and with identifying and measuring the effects of manipulating those variables.  The effort is of course susceptible to great complication, as researchers try to cope with multiple intervening and interactive variables and with difficult problems of measurement.  But complexities aside, the social scientist uses multivariate analysis in the effort to identify and measure ostensible cause-and-effect relations which are then the basis for scientifically informed interventions by government to alleviate social problems.  

This dominant model in turn generated a dominant critique.  For several decades, thoughtful social thinkers agreed that this view of the use of social science rested on an impossibly simplified model of real world policy decision-making.  In brief, the core of this criticism was that the simplification demanded by empirical research into cause and effect relations was inevitably incommensurate with the complexity and fluidity of the factors that are taken into account in real world policy decisions.
   The point is perhaps especially apt in matters of social policy, where complexity is compounded by the importance of informal and discretionary processes of implementation.
  More recently other critiques have taken up the thread of the dominant critique and proposed that abstract models of cause and effect, particularly economic models, should be shelved in favor something called “local knowledge” that eschews generalization and quantification in favor of contingent and complex assessments tied to action in concrete settings.

I am sympathetic with this critique.  Still, the difficulty or even futility of the policy science effort as rational decision-making strategy is not to my mind the sole or even the main problem distorting the use of social science in social policy.  Indeed, this discussion is often beside the point because social science is far less important as a decision-making tool in the rational pursuit of politically agreed upon goals, than as a resource employed by different participants, but especially by powerful participants, in the politics of social policy.  I want to illustrate this by discussing the uses of policy science in the process of “welfare reform,” specifically the passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996.  The Act terminated open-ended federal funding for cash assistance, imposed time limits on the receipt of assistance, required work activity of those assisted and, by guaranteeing the states a lump sum for the program no matter how many families were aided, created a strong incentive for the states to administer the program in ways that would drive the numbers receiving welfare down. 

Research as Political Performance

Decisions about social policy are of great moment to many groups, not only because they involve the expenditure of billions of dollars with large implications for taxation and government borrowing, and not only because those expenditures have widespread reverberations on capital and labor markets, on communities, and on the multiple providers of social services, but also because the policy process has become a kind of political theater, played to wide audiences, and increasingly important to politicians trying to sway voting publics.
  

The dominant policy science model usually treats all of this as mainly external to policy science investigations.
  Politics happens when the goals of a policy are decided, when the desirability or undesirability of the consequences of different interventions are assessed.  To be sure, policy scientists are often advocates of one or another course of intervention.  But the basis for their advocacy is presumably their knowledge of cause and effect, which is what policy science is about.  

However, this sort of separation of means and goals, of policy science and politics, does not match real world policy politics where the goals of major contenders are typically unacknowledged, as well as conflictual and ambiguous, and in any case different from the proclamations which count as officially articulated goals.  Moreover, key actors may be less interested in the ultimate consequences of policy alternatives, than in the multiple consequences of actions undertaken in the process of promoting and implementing the policy.  In other words, in real world politics, means are also goals, and goals are always also means.

These rather obvious observations about the complex and often unacknowledged factors involved in policy-making are part of the reason for the usual skepticism about the uses of social science as a tool of rational decision-making.  But neither politicians nor social scientists are deterred.  Policy science is, if anything, more prominent than ever in the policy process.  The reason has less to do with social science research as a tool of rational decision making than as a tool of politics.  The variable relationships which are treated by the social scientist as causal sequences bearing on valued goals or outcomes are strategies in the play of power and performance that shapes policy.  The cause and effect relations between government interventions and desired outcomes which are framed as questions by the researcher become the stories told to promote a particular policy direction.   In other words, policy science, the investigation of cause and effect, is not mainly a strategy to aid rational decision-making in the manner the policy scientist imagines.  Rather, it comes to be used as political strategy, providing arguments or stories to elicit support from among those in a wider public whose participation can influence the outcome in a political contest.
   In the process, the cause and effect arguments provided by the policy analyst become political claims, used for some audiences under some conditions, and perhaps not for others, and concealing the intentions of particular power groups as much as they reveal intentions.    

The human endeavor to understand the social world, whether scientifically or otherwise, is always deeply and pervasively shaped by social influences.  That acknowledged, we can try to specify some of the distinctive ways that policy research is shaped to buttress the argument of a dominant regime.  The contemporary reliance on multivariate analysis to explore causal relations is important, not because multivariate analysis is more susceptible to political use and abuse than other forms of inquiry, but because it is susceptible in distinctive ways.  For one thing, while all social analysis is selective, multivariate analysis demands a sharply selective use of data.  A narrow range of variables is identified and investigated, treated as independent or intervening or dependent variables, and represented by selected empirical measures.  Meanwhile, most other “variables,” or other facets of social life, are ignored, including those that are difficult to observe and measure, but including also those that do not suit the dominant political argument of the regime.
  

Another part of the problem is that while everyone knows that correlations do not establish causality, policy scientists, and the politicians that call on the authority of policy science findings, tend to overlook this elementary truth. Indeed, the whole point of the policy science exercise seems to be to proclaim correlations as causes.  This is especially significant in the area of welfare policy because the paradigmatic case against social spending for the poor usually gains force in the wake of a rise in such spending, itself the result of a chain of events which includes economic dislocation and distress, and the social disorganization which often follows in the wake of profound dislocation.  With sufficient methodological sophistication, everything is available to correlate with everything.
  Of course, all efforts to understand the social world are inherently limited, and multivariate analysis is probably not worse.  My point is only to make explicit the ways that these limitations facilitate the bending of research to suit the dominant political argument of the era.

Finally, there is the data problem. Multivariate analysis relies on numbers that presumably count or measure some aspect of our reality.  Many of these numbers are provided by government. Indeed, contemporary governments produce cascades of numbers that tend to be treated as rock-hard and utterly reliable measurements of whatever it is they are said to measure.  The Census is, so to speak, truth.  And the more policy scientists rely on such numbers, the greater the investment in them, and so the truer they seem to become.  Just imagine the blow to the study of American politics were critical scrutiny to be made of historical voting statistics -- which have in fact always been susceptible to manifold strategies of manipulation by the political organizations that control elections -- as representations of the political preferences of the citizenry! 

Governments produce statistics for any number of reasons.  Statistics describing population and resources are indirect measures of state power; they also facilitate the apportionment of taxes and representation; and as statistical measures become more elaborate to include descriptions of the incidence of pathology, for example, they are the stuff used by government agencies of social control and welfare state administration.
  

But government statistics are not simply objective descriptors.  Rather they depend on often arbitrary measurement and enumeration decisions.  Since politics and policy often rests on statistics, the decisions made about the methods of producing them are also the stuff of political calculation.  Only recall recent disputes about the enumeration methods of the 2000 Census, disputes triggered because different methods were expected to produce different statistics, in this case regarding just how many inner-city minorities would be counted in the allocation of federal grants, and for purposes of representation (??)    

Political regimes change, and when they do, they give us an opportunity to scrutinize the relationship of policy science to politics.  As new power blocs assume control of the state, new arguments are launched about the relation between state, society and economy, and about the social policies that government should therefore promote.  The main role of social scientists who study social policy has been to legitimate these new policies and new arguments by spinning theories about the causes of social problems and appropriate remedies.  In the 19th century, for example, eminent English social thinkers developed the paradigmatic case to justify the elimination of outdoor poor relief, summoning learned arguments to show that giving bread to the poor does harm both to the larger society and to the poor themselves. CITE BLOCK AND SOMERS ARTICLES HERE. And in the late 20th century, policy scientists have been helping to develop the paradigmatic case against public welfare.

Of course, the social scientists who do “policy science” are, like other social scientists, a diverse lot, committed to quite different perspectives on social policy as on other matters.  But the rise of new political regimes alters the pattern of status and financial rewards, inevitably influencing the intellectual arguments that flourish.  New cohorts of policy scientists come of age under the influence of the new incentives, and older cohorts gradually bend.  In any case, those who do not bend, lose status and resources, and therefore also lose voice.

Think, for example, of the shift in the social policy research establishment from the 1960s to the 1980s. In the earlier period, under the influence of a liberal Democratic regime sharply shaken by the social movements of blacks, youth and women, the policy scientists located the causes of poverty in larger institutional arrangements.  They traced the consequences of agricultural displacement, structural unemployment and low wages, and an inadequate safety net, and produced arguments and findings that justified the expansion of social programs.  In the 1970s and 80s, under the influence of Republican administrations and a mobilized business community, poverty was ostensibly still the concern, but now policy scientists located the source of poverty in social welfare programs themselves.  The shifting arguments of policy scientists paralleled the shifting orientations of different political regimes.

Thus, in the 1960s, most social policy researchers followed the prevailing political drift in searching for systemic or institutional causes for problems associated with inequality, from poverty to ill health to educational deficits to social disorganization to crime to mental illness.  Research projects were launched, books and articles published, which singled out as independent variables labor market conditions, institutionalized discrimination, distortions in housing markets, and so, as causes of poverty and associated social problems.  When researchers did turn to social policies as causes or independent variables, it was to consider the ways in which the failure to provide services or income, or methods of service provision, might be contributing to the social problems associated with poverty.  Some researchers even began to examine the complex interplay between such government policies as military spending or highway construction, and patterns of industrial and urban growth, tracing out the implications of these developments for labor markets and housing patterns, and ultimately for poverty and social marginalization.  But in the 1970s, as the social movements which had given the 1960s their liberal cast subsided, a combination of white backlash and a business mobilization caused the political wheel to turn.  The liberalization of social policies came to a halt, and then, gradually, the cutbacks in social spending began.  As this happened, so did the liberal direction of the policy science establishment first come to a halt, and then shift into reverse.

To be sure, the policy science establishment in the universities and research institutes could not refashion itself on a dime:  arguments and findings had been published, reputations established, and big research projects were underway.  Nevertheless, the intellectual transition began, catalyzed in the early 1970s by the creation or rapid expansion of conservative think tanks funded by business.  The American Enterprise Institute, the Hoover Institution, the Cato Institute, the Heritage Foundation, the Manhattan Institute, all were established or expanded in the 1970s.  These think tanks then became the home base for new policy scientists like George Gilder or Charles Murray or Robert Rector or Marvin Olasky, who proclaimed that it was the liberalization of social policy in the 1960s that was to blame for social problems ranging from poverty to ill health to crime and so on. The underlying argument was, of course, the famous hypothesis of perverse effects [CITE HIRSCHMAN, BLOCK HERE].  Instead of reducing economic hardship and sustaining families, welfare policies and practices were themselves important causes of poverty and family breakdown, mainly because welfare ostensibly generates disincentives to labor market participation by poor women, or to stable two parent family formation.  In other words, a new political regime was providing resources for a new group of policy scientists, and a new or newly fashionable argument.  And soon the turn in the political wheel that allocates recognition and research funds would carry along the older liberal policy scientists as well, and younger liberal policy scientists coming of age.  The work they produced was qualified and their findings ambiguous, as I will soon explain;  nevertheless, and however indirectly, they contributed to the new consensus.  

Fame and funds were surely not the only reason for the turn in policy science.  Much of the research conducted by the liberal policy establishment as the politics of the 1960s faded was in a sense defensive, provoked by increasingly strident attacks on the more generous social policies the era had produced.   To answer those attacks, liberal researchers focused on the bearing of different aspects of social policy on the family-related decisions of poor women, on their employment behavior, on their income, on the well-being of their children, and so on.  These questions were investigated with the aid of the enormous data sets now maintained by government and research institutes which record empirical measures of family organization, income, employment, school achievement, crime, and so on.  These data, and especially the income data, were based on measurement decisions susceptible to politicization, as I will later show.  For now I want to emphasize the propositions that guided the research.  As any graduate student knows, empirical data are not self-revealing.  The theoretical framework that organizes the inquiry, that specifies variables and suggests their relationship, is what matters.  And the theoretical framework, the hypothesis of perverse effects, had in effect been conceded to the new political regime, and every study reiterated it.  In this way, the real debate about the difficult theoretical issues dealing with the causes of poverty and changes in family forms was simply elided.  

To be sure, a good many of the researchers involved in the literally hundreds and hundreds of studies that were undertaken, at least those located in universities or at the liberal research institutes, undertook this research with the expectation that their findings would prove the hypothesis substantially wrong, or at least overstated.
  Their research findings would therefore constitute a sort of answer to the rising chorus of critics of welfare.  In effect, the findings of policy science would be used to shore up the social programs in the political world, perhaps with minor reforms to remedy whatever disincentive effects were identified.  And a decade or so ago, Richard Cloward and I thought that the very existence of a research establishment tied to the welfare state would provide some reasoned defense for the social programs against the growing conservative assault.
  But these expectations did not take sufficient account of the limits of multivariate analysis framed by politically motivated questions.  

In any event, beginning with the guaranteed income experiments of the mid-1970s,
 a vast body of research was produced investigating the impact of existing welfare practices on family decisions, and particularly on the incidence of out-of-wedlock births and single parent family formation.  Presumably, the interest in such research was prompted by the broad coincidence between the expansion of welfare and the rise of out-of-wedlock births, although closer scrutiny showed no such straightforward relationship over time.
  In fact, although the number of children living in out-of-wedlock households had been rising steadily, from 5.3 to 28 percent of all births between 1970 and 1990,
 the value of welfare benefits which presumably were the incentive for this trend had been falling steadily, dropping nearly 40 percent in the two decades, 
 during which the fraction of those children living in AFDC households also fell.
  Moreover, comparisons between states with sharply varying benefit levels did not fare much better.  While there was some evidence that divorce and separation rates were modestly influenced by benefit levels, and even some evidence that out-of-wedlock births to white women were influenced by state benefit levels,
 overall out-of-wedlock birth rates did not appear to be influenced by welfare policy.
  No matter.  As these sorts of findings accumulated over a period of more than two decades, the failure to produce definitive correlations between AFDC receipt and family formation decisions only prompted more research, and more methodologically sophisticated analysis of the same hypothesis of perverse effects.  And so the main political story line, that welfare leads to out-of-wedlock births, lived on, in an ironic way perpetuated even by the research which purported to investigate it. 

The political fracas over the New Jersey “family cap” experiment illustrates how much more powerful is the force of the storyline implicit in selective variables than the mere empirical findings of multivariate analysis. Several years ago, the New Jersey legislature pioneered one of the first proposals to deny AFDC families a benefit increase after the birth of a child conceived while the mother was on welfare.  The Clinton Administration granted New Jersey the waiver that was required to implement this departure from the Social Security Act.  This occurred with a good deal of press attention.  Meanwhile, since waivers are supposed to be scientifically evaluated demonstrations, Rutgers University was given a contract to study the impact of the experiment on rates of out-of-wedlock births to AFDC recipients.  In the time since, the Rutgers researchers have released several reports on their findings, which show family benefit reductions have little or no impact on rates of conception by welfare recipients.
  No matter.  Negative findings had none of the force of the proposition that welfare benefits are an incentive for out-of-wedlock births and its logical corollary, that reducing benefits will discourage such births.  Subsequently, the family cap was introduced in numerous other state waiver plans, and then explicitly permitted in the PRWORA. There were no comparable efforts to evaluate the impact of the resulting benefit cuts on the well-being of recipient families who are subject to this experiment.

Research on the impact of welfare incentives on the work behavior and earnings of welfare recipient families followed much the same pattern.  The guaranteed income experiments of the 1970s had shown a modest work reduction effort, particularly among women in two parent households, when cash payments were guaranteed.  In a way, this was an almost commonsense finding:  if government cash benefits are increased and made secure while earnings from work are not, some people will work less, in this case women who were already working in the home.  Subsequent studies went beyond this purely economistic argument to explore what might be called the dependency thesis, that welfare receipt psychologically disables recipients and especially their children for labor market participation. Findings tended not to support the thesis that welfare caused “intergenerational” welfare dependency.
 A parallel line of research made use of large longitudinal data sets to study patterns of welfare utilization over time, with findings that showed most women were relatively short term users of welfare, although repeat spells were common.
   

Meanwhile, still another line of policy research focused on the consequences for labor market participation and earnings of manipulating welfare practices in a variety of reform schemes designed to move women from welfare to work. The package of interventions is familiar:  supervised job search or training or workfare assignments on the one hand, and sanctions in the form of benefit reductions or cutoffs for non-compliance on the other hand. Much of this research was conducted under the impetus of a series of “workfare” programs inaugurated in the 1980s and 90s as opposition to cash welfare escalated. Some  conducted by the Manpower Development and Training Corporation actually attempted an experimental design, comparing recipients exposed to the “experimental” reforms with control groups who were not.  A reasonable conclusion from this research was that the workfare programs had only trivial effects in public policy terms.  To be sure, a handful of the programs show statistically significant effects, but it is hard to see how statistically significant aggregate increases of, say, 6% in hours worked or earnings among the experimental subjects made much of a difference in policy terms.  Even the purportedly most successful workfare program of all, in Riverside California, only brought the average earnings of participants to $286 a month.
  Moreover, as in the case of reforms designed to reduce out-of-wedlock births, there were few studies of the consequences of the benefit reductions or welfare terminations experienced by the women who are sanctioned by the programs (some proportion of whom, it would seem reasonable to presume, failed to show up for job clubs or workfare for the simple reason that they were already working).
  Instead, the Governors of the states that introduced the harshest programs were left free to crow that declining state caseloads proved the programs were succeeding.

The 1996 reversals in welfare policy illustrate another deep flaw in the policy science model, which arises from misunderstanding of the role of lofty public goals in the policy process.  In politics, professed goals are not first principles guiding action, as they are in the policy science model.  Rather, the articulation of goals is itself a political strategy, a maneuver in the effort to win support and deflect opposition in a complex and conflict-ridden terrain.  The role of David Ellwood, eminent welfare expert and government policy advisor, illustrates this point.  

Ellwood had for many years done research on the impact of welfare practices on work and family behavior.  In the late 1980s, he undertook to draw on these findings, and his estimation of the widely-agreed-upon social policy goals of the American public (to reduce poverty while requiring wage work), in formulating a series of policy recommendations that would improve on the existing welfare system.

Ellwood’s 1988 book, Poor Support, went beyond the usual policy science model by outlining a series of policy reforms that would presumably eliminate the perverse disincentive effects of existing welfare policy, largely by making work pay.  The proposals included universal medical protection, an increased minimum wage, comprehensive child support payments backed up by government, and guaranteed minimum wage jobs.  He also advocated time limits on the receipt of cash benefits, presumably to eliminate the perverse incentive of welfare, and to make the policy package palatable to an American public that believed in work and self-reliance.  

In other words, this was a proposal based not only on policy science, but on a political science of a sort that policy scientists find compatible, perhaps because it matches their simplified model of the decision process.  Policy science justified Ellwood’s proposals for expanded health care, wage and other (non-welfare) income improvements, and so on, because these proposals were derived from presumed causal relations between policy and the behavior of the poor.  But it was a judgment about politics that justified wrapping these benign initiatives together with a proposal for time limits since the expectation was that tough time limits would generate public support for the entire package.

But the real political world in which social policy is fashioned works differently, and certainly it is not dominated by “the policy reformer” and “the public.”  For one thing, as social policies unfold, they have important economic consequences through their impact on labor markets and tax levels, and the anticipation of those economic consequences activate organized business interests.  And most importantly in this instance, policy initiatives are carried forward by politicians, not experts, and politicians bring to any reform effort a preeminent concern not with a particular social policy, but with the uses of a particular policy initiative in coping with the politician’s central preoccupations—with appeasing investors, garnering campaign contributions, and appealing to voters.  As for the voters themselves, their preferences are not firm and knowable and they do not drive policy.  Rather, voter preferences are in most policy matters ambiguous and shifting, and susceptible to political manipulation, especially on policy matters of which people have little direct knowledge.  But popular attitudes are not merely the reflection of manipulation.  There is a deep reservoir of antipathy for the poor and for welfare in American culture, which is not necessarily revealed by polls asking whether people think government should assist the poor.  And that antipathy can be activated when doing so serves a political purpose.  

This is why the foray of policy scientists into welfare reform turned out so badly, indeed calamitously.  Reform turned into its opposite, as politicians competed to trumpet the AFDC program as somehow a major and growing problem for American society, and proposed cutbacks in benefit levels, draconian sanctions for disapproved behaviors, the elimination of federal responsibility in favor of the states, and of course, time limits on the receipt of benefits.  Sophisticated research into policy effects aside, none of this seemed to have to do with even the most obvious features of AFDC, which was in fact a relatively small program, consumed only a tiny proportion of federal or state budgets.  When measured as a proportion of the poor, or as a proportion single parent households, the numbers on the rolls were in fact declining.  Nor did it have to do with the volumes of policy science research accumulated over three decades  regarded the consequences of welfare disincentives on the behavior of the poor.  

What it did have to do with was an escalating competition between Democrats and Republicans to claim the leadership in welfare reform.   Clinton, very likely influenced by Poor Support, fired the opening shot with his 1992 campaign promises to “end welfare as we know it” with “two years and off to work.”
  On taking office, the President recruited Ellwood, along with Mary Joe Bane, another welfare policy scientist from the Kennedy School [?], to his welfare reform team, and the talk was of new programs in job training and job creation, health care and day care, all of which would presumably smooth the path to work (and all of which would presumably be evaluated according to the most sophisticated canons of policy science).  But services and jobs cost money, much more money than AFDC.  This, no one who mattered, intended.  As the estimated costs mounted, the service and job provisions shrank.  In the end, the important feature of the Clinton plan was the two year lifetime limit on cash assistance.  

This outcome may have seemed fortuitous from the perspective of the policy scientists, but events suggest that it was inevitable given the power constellations in the contest over welfare that emerged.  Almost immediately after the 1994 congressional election, the victorious Republicans tried to take the welfare issue back, proposing to eliminate federal responsibility for cash assistance to poor families in favor of block grants, giving the states less federal money over time but more latitude in deciding how the money should be spent, or whether it should be spent.  This was coupled with strict time limits, rigid work requirements, and the outright denial of aid to young women who became pregnant before they were eighteen.  Similar cuts and restructuring was proposed for the medicaid program, and cuts were also proposed in food stamp and nutritional programs, low income housing, child protection services, as well as in the child care and job training funds that had been an important justification for the original Ellwood proposal for time limits.  

As the contest for front position on welfare escalated, the President maneuvered for position.  True, he responded to liberal advocacy groups by vetoing the draconian block grant proposal that emerged from the congress in the winter of 1995-96, claiming it did not do enough to ensure that recipients worked. But he exerted himself to regain the initiative.  He had learned from the 92 campaign, if he did not already know, that bashing politically powerless welfare recipients while celebrating family values struck a chord with the electorate.  And so, as the slogan “it’s the economy stupid” dissolved in the failure of a feeble economic stimulus package,  as profits rose but wages stagnated, as the scandals and missteps of his administration piled one on the other, Clinton approved one state waiver request after the other for programs which essentially mimicked the Republican welfare cutbacks, and mimicked the rhetorical argument, of Clinton and the Republicans alike, that a too lenient welfare system was leading to worsening poverty and social pathology.  

By mid-1996, Clinton had approved waiver programs in 37 states.  State initiatives included not only time limits, but benefit cuts and sharp sanctions for a variety of disapproved behaviors, quickly resulting in a ten percent drop in the welfare rolls.  As Douglas Besharov commented at an American Enterprise Institute meeting in April of 1996, “Based on what happened in the last year, President Clinton can justifiably claim he has ended welfare as we know it.  He had accomplished, Besharov said, “welfare reform on the cheap” without an increase in spending for child care or “a penny for job training.”  The “revolutionary” result was “an end to personal entitlement.”
  Not surprisingly, in mid-1996 as the presidential election approached, Clinton signed a Republican-designed welfare bill little different from the one he had earlier vetoed. 

The 1996 law expired in 2002.  As the Congress debated proposals to modify the program, the findings of the policy scientists again became news. Policy science was summoned to celebrate the success of the law: the rolls were down, and many more single mothers were working, and working more hours.  Reflecting on this development, President Bush proposed to toughen the work requirements, raising the percentage of those on the rolls required to be in work activity from 50% to 70% and from 30 hours a week to 40 hours a week, while eliminating the earlier practice of allowing the states to count those who left the rolls toward their required percentage of working recipients.  

In the intervening six years, research on the impact of the different elements in “welfare reform” has burgeoned, funded not only by the federal government, but by the foundations, including the liberal foundations. Indeed, a convening of policy scientists shortly after the PRWORA became law celebrated the new research opportunities since as a result of devolution 51 distinct welfare systems would now be available for comparison.  Most of the studies that were undertaken fastened on the causal arguments that had informed the earlier debate, and primarily on the impact of welfare reform on employment and income.  And no matter the questions that might be raised by careful scrutiny of the findings, as in the earlier period, the research was invoked to support the main story line.  Tough love worked!  “We have shattered the cycle of dependency and we are creating a cycle of opportunity for millions of American families, thanks to the welfare reform law of 1996” said Health and Human Services Secretary Tommy Thompson.  Robert Rector of the Heritage Foundation announced that the reform “had been an enormous success” and warned against any modifications that would restore “perverse incentives.”
 

In fact, the volumes of policy research now available reflected the main problems identified earlier.  On the one hand, by selecting for investigation the correlation between welfare reform, employment and earnings, the research ignored other variable relationships that might reasonably be considered relevant.  What other outcomes should be investigated, such as the material hardships experienced by families, or indicators of family stress, or the well-being of children?  And if employment and earnings had increased among former welfare recipients, could that be the result of other independent variables, such as the remarkably low unemployment rate of the late 1990s and the rising wages of unskilled workers that resulted, or the new availability of public work subsidies, mainly in the form of the Earned Income Tax whose costs now far outpaced welfare expenditures?  

And then there were the numerous data problems. The positing of welfare and work as mutually exclusive alternatives by the policy science establishment distorted the real behavior of recipients. Some research, particularly ethnographic research, showed that many women on welfare were in fact working, and indeed, that perhaps most of them were working, albeit so erratically and at such low wages that they survived only with the aid of welfare benefits.  At least 40% of adult recipients worked while they are on welfare, others cycled between welfare and work, and they worked on average as much as other women with children. [NEED CITES, Edin and Lein, Lein 2002.] 

At least as important in distorting impact findings was the focus of research on welfare leavers.  Women had in fact always left welfare, only to be replaced by new applicants, or returning applicants.  The larger part of the decline in the rolls resulted not from the numbers who left welfare, but from the various new practices of diversion which prevented women from getting on the rolls.  But no one was tracking the diverted or measuring their circumstances, a task which admittedly would have been difficult because of the absence of state records.

The data problems emerged starkly with the completion of Census 2000 which reported that poverty was down among mother-headed families, and employment was up.  Not surprisingly, these findings were treated by politicians and the press as the ultimate vindication of welfare reform.  There were many problems with Census 2000, as researchers knew.  But the bold claim, that poverty was down, was the most egregious, for it rested on a poverty measurement, contrived in the 1960s, that calculated the cost of a market basket of essential foodstuffs and then applied a multiplier of three to account for all other subsistence costs, including transportation, fuel, housing and medical care. Experts estimate that an accurate accounting of the inflation rate of these factors would in fact require that a multiplier of seven be employed to calculate a poverty line equivalent to the 1960s!  I cannot recall a single press report that pointed this out. 

I should pause to give credit where credit is due. Some policy researchers exerted themselves to broaden the inquiry, to shift political attention from the preoccupation with the impact of welfare utilization on labor market participation and income, to a focus on the impact of labor market conditions, especially conditions in the low wage labor market, on the utilization of welfare.
  In effect, they challenged the proposition underlying most impact studies, that welfare use led women to drop out of the labor market, by substituting the proposition that labor market conditions led to welfare use. The results of this modest but important shift of focus reveals the influence of the hypothesis of perverse effects.  The presumably perverse incentive effect attributed to welfare could as well be labeled the perverse incentive effect of a low wage labor market that pays too little, too irregularly, with few work-related benefits such as health care, for families to survive.  Some years earlier, Ellwood and Bane had interpreted multiple spells of welfare as evidence of a dependency syndrome.  But some researchers now interpreted the evidence that women move back and forth from work to welfare as evidence of the insecurity of much low wage work.  Or, as Kathryn Harris said, “Work among poor women should be viewed as the problem rather than the solution.”
  

In fact, the welter of policy science findings now available can be read to raise serious questions about the new policy directions: between one-quarter and half of who left welfare remained unemployed; many were only intermittently employed; and the earnings of those who worked were low; many who remained eligible were not receiving food stamps; the overwhelming majority were not being helped with childcare costs.
 Some studies reported on rising food insecurity and hunger, on stressed and depressed working mothers, on little time spent with children and troubled adolescents. [CITE YALE, COLUMBIA, STANFORD, U.CAL STUDY HERE.] Nevertheless, the story line that emerged from this research was that the “work first” thrust of the new regime was a success, most welfare leavers were working and earning paychecks. 

******

Did policy science actually matter?  Certainly, it did not provide empirical evidence of the consequences which could be expected from these new initiatives.  If anything, the weight of the evidence argued that slashing benefits would have negligible influence on out-of-wedlock pregnancy rates, for example. (It is only another irony that some of that evidence had been provided earlier in much cited work by Ellwood and Bane themselves.)  And the evidence that slashing or eliminating benefits would increase work effort and earnings was a statistical mirage.  What policy science provided was not evidence to justify the waiver proposals as serious policy experiments, but the cloak of evaluation research to justify the programs in the terms specified by Section 1115(a) of the Social Security Act, for an “experimental, pilot, or demonstration pilot project.”

As for the main administrative thrust of these reforms, ceding administrative and fiscal responsibility to state governments, almost nothing was known, at least nothing was known that followed the policy science model of basing decisions on empirical knowledge of cause and effect relations.
  It should be pointed out, however, that a good deal was known (albeit not in the policy science mode of multivariate analysis) about the history of state administration of relief.  Almost all of what was known was in fact alarming, including state and county administration of poor relief programs prior to the passage of the Social Security Act, and subsequent state and county administration of residual programs for those not covered by federal assistance, known as “general assistance” or “home relief” programs.  Scarcely any research had been done on the consequences of cutoffs that would result from time limits, or on the consequences of benefit reductions entailed by sanctions for non-compliance with new program requirements.  No one, but no one, policy scientist or politician, had any empirical basis for predicting what would happen to the women and children affected.  No matter, the reforms went forward.  As for the policy scientists, it is hard to see what role they played, except for lending an aura of scientific authority to initiatives  shaped by the partisan contest to claim leadership in the politics of scapegoating the benighted poor. 

A number of important points seem to me to emerge from this recent social policy research experience. First, most of the policy research focused on narrowly selective policy variables as “causes” of the family and work behavior which were presumably of concern.  But the justification for this preoccupation in the larger body of social science theory seems extraordinarily weak.  Why, given what we know about the historic persistence of family forms over time and throughout the world, would social scientists look mainly at a relatively small welfare program as the cause of the transformation of established family forms in a generation?  Moreover, how can this narrow focus be justified when we also know that family forms are changing among all classes, and in all western societies?  At the very least, the policy establishment should have complemented their preoccupation with welfare policy with a search for other deep and enduring influences on family formation decisions arising from changes in the larger culture, in social organization,  and in the economy.  

Second, why did an extraordinarily sophisticated policy science establishment allow correlations to be treated as causes?  True, there was a broad if crude correlation of welfare expansion and family change.  But that correlation paralleled multiple other changes which social theory would suggest were more significant.  And if correlations were to be treated as causes, then why assume, as in the case of the inquiry into the relationship between welfare availability and labor market behavior, that the direction of causation ran from social policy to the labor market and not the other way round?

Third, there is the question, in a sense the ultimate question, of whether research mattered, one way or the other.  This is a difficult query. Overall, the findings were ambiguous or insignificant.  The response to small or ambiguous findings was to call for more research, more complex multivariate analysis.  In the process, the story told by the research question, and by the selective variables the question demanded, became what was politically important.  Research was significant not because applied social science was a component of rational policy decision-making, but because the causes and consequences investigated by the policy scientists became in politics stories about who or what was to blame for family changes and poverty.  Even weak and ambiguous findings seemed to confirm the main political storyline about the perverse effects of welfare.

What if there had been theoretically broader and more complex research?  Would it have made a difference?  Well, no one can be sure.  Still, maybe it would have mattered if the policy establishment had directed public attention to the broad changes in the culture, community and economy which were leading to deepening hardship and disorganization.  As it was, advertently or inadvertently, the social researchers reinforced the argument that welfare actually harmed, perhaps a little, perhaps alot, the people it was designed to help.  

Finally, I am struck by the historical naivete of the entire research enterprise.  After all, the preoccupations of this generation of social policy scientists were, good intentions aside, closely similar to the 19th century social critics who a century ago justified the draconian cutbacks of poor relief demanded by a new class of industrial capitalists by worrying endlessly and publicly about the perverse effects of a too generous poor relief on the family and work behavior of the poor.  They did not worry about the cruel consequences of the elimination of relief.  

As for the question of why policy scientists go along, the answer is too obvious to bear telling.  Perhaps an anecdote that shows what happens when they don’t go along will make the point.  When the state of Wisconsin introduced one of the first “learnfare” programs some years ago, they required a federal waiver since it was a violation of the Social Security Act to reduce AFDC benefits, in this case as a penalty for teenage truancy.  To comply with federal requirements this was to be a social policy experiment to be tested in several counties, and the rather feisty Employment and Training Institute at the University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee got the contract to evaluate of the impact of family benefit cuts on the school absences of teenage children.  When early findings showed that truancy in fact increased instead of decreasing, the state government terminated the research contract, and continued the learnfare program and expanded it statewide.
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