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SUMMARY

In prior work, I have argued that popular attitudes towards social welfare programs and redistributive social policies, as revealed by extensive data gathered through voter surveys, can be explained by widespread adherence to a norm of conditional reciprocity.  See Wax, Rethinking Welfare Rights: Reciprocity Norms, Reactive Attitudes and the Political Economy of Welfare Reform, 63 Law & Contemporary Problems 257 (Winter/Spring 2000);  A Reciprocal Welfare Program, 8 Virginia Journal of  Social Policy and Law 477 (Spring 2001); Something for Nothing: Liberal Justice and Welfare Work Requirements, forthcoming Emory L J. (2002). Under the reciprocity paradigm, persons are deemed entitled to call upon public resources to maintain a decent standard of living in times of need, but only if they have first expended a reasonable effort to contribute to their own support.  The reasonableness of the effort depends on the person’s abilities and endowments as well as reigning social practices and conventions.

The reciprocity norm abhors free riding, which is defined as contributing less than one’s fair share to the common pool from which resources are drawn for emergencies.  It stigmatizes as freeloaders those able-bodied persons who fail to work or who work less hard than social expectations demand.  Although conditional reciprocity is rigid in requiring able-bodied persons to work towards their own support, it is elastic and contextually driven in calibrating the effort expected from differently situated persons and in setting the socially sanctioned return on contributions.

The norm helps explain the popularity of work-based old age-pension programs.  It fully accommodates the notion that those who have expended reasonable efforts towards self-support for some portion of  their adult life thereby “deserve”group support at a decent standard of living once their working life is deemed – either by convention and necessity – to be over.  The reciprocity norm also spells trouble for attempts to reform Social Security by cutting back on benefits.  Generous Social Security benefits are politically popular in part because the quid pro quo concept at the heart of the conditional reciprocity norm -- which determines who “deserves” to draw on collective resources and how much assistance will be offered -- is heedless of the actuarial realities of investment markets or the constraints inherent in taxing a dwindling population of workers to support a pay-as-you-go system.  Nor, despite the “insurance” rhetoric suggesting that Social Security participants are simply drawing on a portion of earnings set aside for later use, does it limit participants to the present market return from the contributions paid by and for them, either individually or as a group, under the Social Security program.  Rather, the logic of conditional reciprocity views Social Security as a collective commitment to secure a minimally decent standard of living for all “deserving”elderly.  Not only does this logic fail to restrict recipients to a fair market return on their pooled or individual savings, but it necessarily undermines efforts to reduce the burden on the shrinking group of younger workers, which is heavily taxed to finance current outlays to the elderly.  An old-age pension system that conforms to the dictates of a conditional reciprocity norm sits uneasily with the financial and demographic realities of the modern world.

The logic of conditional reciprocity also fully comports with the recent reform of poor relief  through the repeal of the federal Aid for Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program and its replacement by the work-based Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TAIF).  Just as Social Security has come to be viewed as a collective commitment to secure a minimally decent standard of living for all “deserving” elderly, so poor relief programs have come to be regarded as honoring a similar commitment to the “deserving” poor who meet minimum behavioral requirements.  Those behavioral requirements, of course, center on work.  Recipients of public assistance must expend reasonable efforts towards self-support, with reasonableness determined by reference to the work patterns and behavior of the non-welfare dependent working population.

Nonetheless, one would expect little enthusiasm for workfare programs that carry the promise of state-provided jobs.  At first blush, guaranteed job programs seem fully consistent with conditional reciprocity: in exchange for public financial assistance, recipients must do the work the state provides.  Although that “deal” does through in most cases, it falls apart at the extremes.  If an offer of benefits is conditioned on meeting socially prescribed requirements, benefits must be withdrawn where the requirements are not met.  Therefore, providing compensation or subsidies to workers whose performance is seriously deficient is arguably inconsistent with the reciprocity-based requirement that individuals expend reasonable efforts towards self-support in exchange for public assistance.  Because those who fall short must forfeit their entitlement to a job, an (unconditional) job guarantee cannot be squared with a system of conditional reciprocal obligation.

The paper will also discuss whether conditional reciprocity norms can help explain other observed features of existing redistributive programs.  For example, the logic of reciprocity would not lead states with more generous benefits to impose more demanding work tests, as the norm does not peg entitlement to greater effort but only to effort above a reasonable threshold.  Similarly, work requirements should be independent of family size, since the work effort conventionally expected from parents is not closely tied to number of offspring.  And state-mandated earnings disregards should not become less generous as state benefits levels rise, since the reciprocity paradigm is more concerned with creating incentives to work than with saving money.  The paper will discuss whether these and other observed features of AFDC and TANF comport with the conditional reciprocity idea.

