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Comments
Jason Turner”

This chapter covers the topics of welfare management, homelessness, private housing,
and public housing. I first want to describe how New York City tries to influence and manage the
welfare system. First, not enough attention has been paid to big-city management in the research
field. If welfare outcomes are influenced by background cultural factors and assumptions,
program design, and program execution, [ would argue that the background cultural factors are
by far the most important. In Wisconsin, for example, as the mood and the communication
shifted quickly to obligations to work, the welfare population picked up on the message,
internalized it, and acted on it in short order. We see this response in New York City in other
ways, as well.

Program execution is a more salient factor in welfare outcomes than is program design.
Part of the reason is that big cities, in particular, have weak management systems, not only
because of their complexity but also because of low-functioning, low-educated site managers and
staff; top management tends to be weak and does not demand accountability from the system.

In Milwaukee, when designing Wisconsin Works, we literally walked away from
managing the program through the county, privatized it by geographic area, and provided
financial incentives to the vendors. In most places, we would not be able to do that.

In New York City, we are decentralizing management of the system down to the level of
the job-center office. We are shifting from welfare offices to job centers. We adapted
“Compstat,” the police department’s method of managing in precincts, into what we call
“Jobstat.” The managers come in weekly—on a rolling basis—and confront top management and
staff at 180 Water Street, central headquarters. We use data to determine the operational
problems that need to be overcome to get everyone engaged in work activity. Getting people
engaged in work activity is our central management objective.

In 1995, the welfare population—men, women, and children—peaked at 1.2 million. In
1999, that number was 630,000 people, a reduction of almost 50 percent. Every thirty days, we
lose around 1 percent of the remaining welfare population. The rate has not yet leveled off.

“Jason Turner is a visiting fellow at the Heritage Foundation and the executive director of the Center for
Self-sufficiency in Milwaukee. At the time of the conference, he was commissioner of the New York
City Human Resources Administration.
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A survey we did to find out where people were six months after their case closed for any
reason showed that 56 percent were working, two-thirds of whom were working full time; of the
others, 13 percent had come back to TANF, 17 percent had moved on to SSI, and 14 percent
were supporting themselves in other ways, including getting help from family and friends.* The
response rate was only 27 percent, because the survey was done by telephone and by going door
to door.

Who are the homeless? Defining them is difficult. Someone is homeless who:
» spends the night outside, with no roof;
» has a place to stay, but leaves because he or she is in physical danger;
* leaves his or her home because legal eviction is imminent;
* is living doubled up and is asked to leave by his or her host; or
+ is living doubled up but leaves to look for a better living alternative.

Most people who come into the shelter system in New York City fall into the last two
categories. Half of them say they are there because they are doubled up. Another 32 percent say
they were going to be evicted, but they were probably doubled up as well.

Has the number of homeless people in New York City increased since 1995, when the
welfare caseload was reduced by about half? No. In 1995, 11,900 people were in the shelter
system on any given night. In 1999, that number was down slightly, to 11,600. For families, it
declined from 5,600 to 4,800. Homelessness is declining slightly in spite of the decline in the
welfare caseload.

I recently interviewed sixteen people in depth at a homeless shelter—families and
mothers with children. Three-fourths of the group were doubled up, but they had a place to stay
before they went into the shelter system, although it was not always a good place to stay. Others
were subject to eviction. The level of homelessness has less to do with underlying circumstances
and the environment and more to do with the supply of homeless shelter slots and the rules under
which people are obligated to live there.

In the Dinkins administration, the way to get a subsidized housing slot was to declare
yourself homeless and jump to the front of the line, which caused a big increase in the homeless

?Andrew S. Bush, et al., “Leaving Welfare: Findings from a Survey of Former New York City Welfare
Recipient,” Human Resources Administration Working Paper 98-01, September 1998.
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population that had nothing or little to do with the underlying circumstances. We want to require
able-bodied homeless shelter residents to participate in work activity as a condition of remaining
in the shelter, among other things. We had a disappointing court decision in 1999 on that subject.

New York City has 2.6 million households and 270,000 welfare cases, yet 300,000
actions filed in housing court by tenants or landlords in the city. This statistic indicates a major
social breakdown in responsibilities on both sides.

The court system has been set up in such a way that it rewards people who resort to the
judicial system; one can “buy out” his or her problems that way in New York City. Housing court
judges want to prevent evictions, and the tenants know this. They come in with an eviction
notice. They can either go to the Human Resources Administration (HRA) to buy off their back
rent, or they can go to get a “JIGGITS” application, which is a court-ordered rent supplement. As
a practical matter, the landlords benefit from this arrangement financially. The tenants certainly
benefit from it. And no one at the table is pressing for responsibility on both parties’ sides.

Recently, HRA stopped this practice. People requesting assistance are now required to
negotiate with the landlord and HRA to pay their back rent over time; renegotiate their rents
downward; or, perhaps, even move to a lower cost housing arrangement. In the 1,200 cases
handled in this way, negotiations have worked at least 25 percent of the time, saving the agency
money and, more important, shifting the locus of responsibility back to the tenant and landlord to
work things out.

John Weicher said that the problem with public housing is that residents are stuck. They
cannot move because of the terms of their lease. What do we do about this?

Tenants are interested less in physical surroundings and more in social surroundings; that
is what people want out of a good housing arrangement. In the past, the problem has been federal
preferences for housing that were income-driven and not behavior-driven. People were moved
into public housing without regard to their personal level of responsibility (for example, being
employed, law abiding, or even married). With the elimination of the federal preferences, we can
now obligate landlords to give preference to people who meet certain requirements.

For instance, it would be a wise idea to permit segregation of public housing units by a
number of norms, such as having a job, not committing crimes or dealing drugs, or even being
married. Better housing units reserved for people who meet the standards. The long waiting list
means that it can be done.

Mayor Giuliani pressed earlier in the year for our public housing system to favor people
who are working over people who are not working. Because the system relies on income
categories to determine eligibility, even among those who are below 30 percent of the median
income in the metropolitan area who, by definition, almost never are working in the private
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sector), working families can be favored by taking into account whether they are fulfilling their
work obligations under welfare. So both categories—those working for cash income and those
working for welfare—should be favored over nonworking families, and people engaging in
criminal activities or drug use should be evicted.

References

Andrew S. Bush, ef al., “Leaving Welfare: Findings from a Survey of Former New York City
Welfare Recipient,” Human Resources Administration Working Paper 98-01, September 1998.
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Discussion
Housing and Child Well-Being

Kristin Moore: 1 am just not seeing the connection with child well-being. At Child Trends, we
have actually looked at the housing literature, and there is virtually nothing on how housing
relates to the development and well-being of children. Some studies on mold have taken place in
Great Britain, but little exists beyond that. Clearly, issues of human decency are important with
regard to housing, but we do not know how housing or neighborhoods relate to child well-being.
Through the research on marriage we now know that two biological parents in a low-conflict
family augments children’s development, and we know that teenage childbearing undermines
children’s development.

I thought John picked the best measures: Overcrowding and affordability are a good guess
in the absence of a body of research. Some work is now being done on neighborhoods—not
nearly enough—and it is turning out to be complicated. Anyway, we need to connect this
conversation with child well-being, and in the absence of a research literature, it is hard to do
that.

Peter H. Rossi: The research literature on the effects of housing quality and overcrowding on all
sorts of social characteristics of the family, including health, behavior, and the like, found no
discernible effects, so it has died.

Lorraine V. Klerman: Housing affects children’s health in three ways. First, obviously, is lead.
We still have houses with lead in them, so moving children out of lead-painted houses will have
a positive effect on the children.

Second is the much more recent research on asthma, which indicates that mites and mold
and all those things affect asthma, which is beginning to be our major way of looking at the
health of children. Again, moving children from houses that had mold or had cockroach
infestation would have a positive effect on their health.

Third, we have studies of homeless parents and we know, for example, that the outcomes
of pregnancy are worse in situations in which women are living in shelters or do not have

permanent homes. So at least three indicators of health relate to housing.

Robert Lerman: When we last ran the tapes, what was most interesting was that we took a look at
working-poor families with children, defining “working poor” as those with earnings equal to at
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least half-time, year-round, minimum-wage earnings. We found that among working-poor
families with children off the 1995 AHS, the same data source, 42 percent were paying more than
half of their income for rent. So that is a pretty substantial figure.

On the research side, an interesting body of research from the Gautreaux Project in
Chicago is looking at welfare reform or welfare female-headed families on welfare, mostly
minority families. One group moved within the city, and one group moved to the suburbs (they
matched the two groups well before the moves). The most striking result of the research was that
the children in the suburban families had much higher high school completion, college
attendance, college graduation rates, and so forth.

The Moving to Opportunity Project was started, in large part, because of the Gautreaux
findings. The project is in five cities and is replicating a Gautreaux-type experiment, providing
vouchers for people to move (largely) out to the suburbs. Research evaluating the project is
underway.

I recently read an interesting study by Larry Katz on the Boston Moving to Opportunity
Project. It is much too early for them to have data on earnings or employment or high school
graduation, but the study looked at the incidence of crime and violence that children in these
families encountered, and there was a dramatic reduction after the move.

The research in this area is important. It is also of particular policy interest, because
Congress just created a new welfare-to-work voucher program, and 50,000 new vouchers were
just ordered. For the first time, housing authorities must partner with welfare agencies to get the
vouchers.

Interestingly, the latest housing bill is moving toward taking the voucher program, which
is now balkanized among 3,400 public housing authorities, with different ones in the cities and
the suburbs, and putting operation of that program up for competition, not limited to public
housing authorities. The ultimate goal is metropolitanwide administration—maybe in some cases
a welfare agency, rather than a housing agency, would run it—along with better integration with
other programs and more emphasis on mobility.

I am fascinated by the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation’s study of the
Minnesota Family Independence Program. The study found higher rates of earnings and
employment gains among Section 8 voucher holders than among other welfare recipients in the
study. Now, is that a robust enough finding to mean anything? If it does stand up, to what is it
attributable? Did some of those families move to areas with better job locations? Did they have
more stability? Did they not have as many moves in and out of housing because they were not
doubled up?
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In all of these early stages of research, a glimmer of hope exists that some policies and
interventions in the housing voucher-related area may hold promise both for children and for
families.

John C. Weicher: With respect to Moving to Opportunity and Gautreaux and so on, we know that
most of the people who receive housing vouchers—whereas they certainly have the ability to
move and are a lot better off than public housing residents in this respect—most of them do not
move to neighborhoods that are very different from the neighborhoods in which they start. They
move to neighborhoods that may have a little bit higher income or a little bit less poverty, but
few move to neighborhoods that are the sort of neighborhoods that most of us in this room would
live in.

Affordability

Douglas J. Besharov: When we asked John Weicher and Jason Turner to speak on this topic, it
was to address this question of affordability. The discussion about Wendell Primus’ and Richard
Bavier’s charts was a debate on whether the numbers were $256 or $800 a year—to some of us,
that was a sign of serious social need. If you believe the affordability numbers, the pressure that
the increasing proportionate cost of housing that John reports on makes those other numbers pale
in significance.

So we are going to need a little balance here in what we are talking about. If we were
worried about Richard Bavier and Wendell Primus’ numbers, affordability becomes important.
If, like Robert Rector, you do not believe in them, it does not become important. But there is a
certain consistency here that we ought to be thinking about.

Robert Rector: The main problem that I find with the affordability numbers is exactly what we
talked about yesterday. The Consumer Expenditure Survey finds that low-income households
spend 60 percent of their income on rent, 40 percent on food, and 30 percent on clothing, and it
adds up to 130 percent It does not mean anything at all. The same problem pertains to the AHS.
It is in all of these surveys. They spend 130 percent of their income. You cannot just take out the
rent and say the rent is too high. There is something discordant between the consumption data
and the income data.

Second, to reaffirm what Mr. Rossi said, there never has been any indication of a
connection between most of these material-deprivation income measures and anything that is
happening with children. My favorite anecdote is that in 1950, about a third of all households did
not have indoor toilets. Even at the beginning of the war on poverty, something like 15 to 16
percent of households still did not have indoor toilets. What bearing did that have on child
outcomes? None at all. It has no bearing at all. It is all in the social variables.
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