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(Re)producing Inequality: 

The Persistence of Poverty in Contemporary America

Using Opportunity NYC as a Case Study 
By Ariela Lovett ’11 

"Opportunity NYC borders on offensive -- the idea that a person can be bribed into doing better in school or being a better parent. It sort of suggests that poverty is a lifestyle choice, that somehow if we're just given a nudge, that we can choose not to be in this condition, or choose for our children to do better in school, or choose as parents to provide better child care. It comes out of the idea that poor people are almost sort of culturally and inherently dysfunctional. Not because of structural circumstances but because of their own personal failings."
-Mark Winston Griffith, Executive Director of the Drum Major Institute for Public Policy 
INTRODUCTION 


If offered the promise of $600, would a high school student from a low-income neighborhood be motivated to pass the state-mandated standardized exams? Does a reward of $25 encourage a single mother earning below the federal poverty line to attend a parent-teacher conference? With the implementation of Opportunity NYC
, the first conditional cash transfer program outside the developing world, poverty policy analysts were finally able to test whether cash rewards incentivize positive behavioral choices in the poor population of the United States
. Through experimenting with a system of providing cash incentives to the poor in reward for meeting pre-established benchmarks, the designers of Opportunity NYC strove to develop human capital and break the cycle of intergenerational poverty by encouraging program participants to invest in their families’ future. 
Adapted from similar conditional cash transfer (CCT) programs in the developing world that condition the receipt of welfare payments on meeting benchmarks in the areas of health/nutrition, education, and work
, Opportunity NYC was initiated in 2007 by New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg and the Center for Economic Opportunity, a city agency he created in 2006. The program, which ran as an experimental pilot study and concluded its three-year trial in August 2010, was funded by private sources, including Bloomberg’s own foundation, yet politically supported by Bloomberg’s municipal government. Over its three years, Opportunity NYC provided 2,400 poor families with cash rewards, ranging between $25 and $600 each, for completing such tasks as attending parent-teacher conferences and annual doctors visits. Concurrently, monitoring a control group of 2,400 families enabled the program’s designers to test the effectiveness of the program in meeting its goal of incentivizing positive behaviors with cash rewards. Positive results would demonstrate that cash rewards succeed in motivating better behavioral choices among the poor population, thus increasing the likelihood of them taking proactive steps toward moving out of poverty. 

This thesis does not attempt to evaluate whether or not Opportunity NYC was effective in using cash rewards to encourage positive behaviors and ultimately develop human capital in the poor population. That task has already been initiated through a study conducted by MDRC, a social policy research organization influential in the program’s design and contracted to analyze the program’s early results. Instead, this thesis is an attempt to theorize an anti-poverty initiative, to contextualize it within the history of U.S. public policy toward the poor, as well as the contemporary intellectual and political climate. I argue that Opportunity NYC is problematic insofar as it reinforces a cultural explanation for poverty in the U.S. and disguises structural factors that contribute to the generational poverty it seeks to combat. In doing so, it offers an individualist solution for what is actually a structural problem. Moreover, I contend that Opportunity NYC reflects the trend away from entitlement programs for the poor and toward a paternalistic model of addressing poverty in this country. 

In the first chapter I review U.S. poverty policy from the New Deal to the present, situating Opportunity NYC amid paternalistic social programs precipitated by the 1996 welfare reform bill. The second chapter provides a theoretical basis for my critique of Opportunity NYC, examining the relevant social theories that have informed both the design of the program as well as my own analysis. In the third chapter I explain in greater detail the program’s reward structure, applying my critique by arguing that both the program’s premise and implementation reproduce a cultural explanation for poverty in the United States. Finally, the fourth chapter evaluates the effectiveness of the program in meeting its stated goals, including my own assessment of the published results. Alternative methods of poverty alleviation that acknowledge structural obstacles are also proposed here.  

This thesis offers original scholarship on poverty in the U.S. in that it considers Opportunity NYC beyond the evaluation of its effectiveness in incentivizing positive behaviors in the poor. While other writing on this specific anti-poverty initiative provides an explanation of the program’s design and discusses the implication of its results, this thesis seeks to contribute to the field of poverty policy analysis by theorizing a policy in relation to the discursive history of poverty in the U.S. I maintain that it is not enough to measure success, but rather we must examine the ways in which a poverty policy or program reproduces the dominant discourse and contributes to the persistence of poverty in the U.S. 

CHAPTER 1: A BRIEF HISTORY OF POVERTY GOVERNANCE


A contemporary anti-poverty initiative, Opportunity NYC can be contextualized within the history of poverty policy in the United States. The experimentation with the conditional cash transfer model for the first time in the developed world is reflective of a general shift in U.S. poverty policy from entitlement to paternalism, spanning from Johnson’s War on Poverty to Clinton’s 1996 welfare reform bill. Positioning the program among similar efforts to supervise and regulate the behaviors of the poor demonstrates how Opportunity NYC is aligned with this particular trend in poverty policy.

1. 1
The New Deal Legacy 


With President Franklin Roosevelt’s creation of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) in 1933, the federal government became involved for the first time in the business of relief giving. The extent of unemployment during the Great Depression necessitated the creation of government programs as never before to address the widespread poverty. By generating unskilled jobs in local and state government, FERA was able to employ millions without having to give direct cash payments, the more expensive alternative. However, Roosevelt believed that relief should only be a temporary response to an emergency situation; he ultimately disbanded FERA in 1935, replacing it with the Works Progress Administration and the Social Security Administration. In The Undeserving Poor, historian Michael Katz describes the public stance on poverty and relief giving during the Great Depression, explaining, “poverty lost much of its moral censure as unemployment reached catastrophic levels, but the idea of relief remained pejorative and degrading… President Franklin Delano Roosevelt could hardly wait to move the federal government out of the business of relief, which it had reluctantly and temporarily entered in 1933” (15). This ambivalence regarding the government’s role in managing poverty would remain for the rest of Roosevelt’s presidency. 

Although Roosevelt’s Works Progress Administration continued creating public sector jobs, he was finally able to make a distinction between welfare or public assistance and his preferred social insurance. In chartering the Committee on Economic Security (CES) in 1934, followed by the passing of the Economic Security Act of 1935, “segregating universalistic, relatively more generous, non-stigmatized programs such as social insurance from means-tested, ungenerous, stigmatized ‘welfare’ programs for the poor (O’Connor 57),” Roosevelt’s discomfort with public assistance was confirmed. This division reflected immovable public opinion toward the poor, a stance that would influence the direction of poverty policy decades later during the postwar debates over welfare policy. Katz supports O’Connor’s claims about the separation of social welfare programs under Roosevelt, writing “the foundation of the social welfare edifice erected by his administration became a distinction between public assistance and social insurance (relief based solely on need versus universal programs such as Social Security) that assured public policy would continue to discriminate invidiously among categories of dependent people” (“Undeserving Poor” 15). Katz even suggests that such a distinction has prevented a comprehensive policy of economic security for all citizens to take root in the U.S, making the legacy of Roosevelt’s New Deal significant to the study of contemporary poverty alleviation efforts. 

1.2 
Johnson’s War on Poverty 

The Great Depression impacted the trajectory of U.S. poverty policy, as the establishment of Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal in response initiated the expansion of the federal government’s role in creating public relief programs. Nearly three decades later, President Lyndon Johnson declared the War on Poverty in 1964, leading to the establishment of a larger social welfare state and the reified role of government in the business of relief giving. Considered Johnson’s other war, after his involvement in Vietnam, the government’s approach to fighting poverty was inspired by the tradition of federal aid and job stimulus programs generated under the New Deal. Moreover, Johnson’s administration was confronted with a national poverty rate of upwards of 19%, a harsh fact illuminated by Michael Harrington’s The Other America in 1961. In this unprecedented work, the circumstances under which the American poor were living were brought to the attention of mainstream society for the first time. Soon after, in 1964, Johnson passed the Economic Opportunity Act, which established the Office of Economic Opportunity, a federal agency that targeted funds toward poverty alleviation, cementing the government’s role in addressing the salient problem of entrenched poverty. 


Rather than merely increase the welfare grant, Johnson envisioned his War on Poverty as undertaking a wholly new approach to poverty alleviation in the U.S. As Michael Katz explains in The Undeserving Poor, the Council of Economic Advisors, charged with designing and implementing Johnson’s vision for the War on Poverty, “stressed removing handicaps that denied the poor ‘fair access to the expanding incomes of a growing economy’ and introducing new federal programs ‘with special emphasis on prevention and rehabilitation’” (92). During this period, such federal programs as Head Start and VISTA were established, as well as the Community Action Program (CAP), the most controversial component of Johnson’s anti-poverty efforts.
 Despite the War on Poverty’s success in lifting half the poor above the poverty line, it still “reinforced the historic distinction between social insurance and public assistance” without challenging the inherent structure of the welfare system (“Undeserving Poor” 113-114). Social security payments still far exceeded welfare payments, reflecting the ever-present discomfort with providing direct cash aid to the nation’s poor. 

1. 3. 
Aid to Families with Dependent Children 

When President Bill Clinton pledged to “end welfare as we know it” when he passed a welfare reform bill in 1996, the welfare system had not seen substantial change for six decades.  Indeed, the Department of Health and Human Services administered Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) beginning in 1935 until Clinton’s welfare reform significantly altered the program’s composition. The original intent of the relief program was to provide aid for  “needy children who had been deprived of parental support or care because their father or mother was absent from the home, incapacitated, deceased, or unemployed” (Department of Health and Human Services). States set benefit levels but administered the program with federal grant money. Although it was the principal component of the social safety net for six decades, AFDC most closely reflected the ideologies of its earliest supporters who believed the nation’s poor were entitled to government support in the form of welfare benefits based on their income eligibility, without other conditions placed on its receipt. 

Only after the 1960s and the end of Johnson’s presidency did criticisms of AFDC and the War on Poverty foment. The strengthened welfare state, which had grown first under Roosevelt and then under Johnson, was attacked for offering incentives for women to have more children out of wedlock by offering higher welfare grants for additional children. Additionally, many conservatives saw AFDC as offering disincentives for seeking employment, as it contained no limit on the number of years aid could be received nor was its receipt conditioned on job search efforts. As the programs birthed by the War on Poverty found their popularity waning, an ideological shift began to take root, which critiqued unconditional aid to the poor and supported a retrenchment of federal programs addressing poverty. 

1.4 
Regulating the Poor 

An influential voice in the debates over the reach of government welfare programs during this time was the writing of Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward. In Regulating the Poor: The Functions of Public Welfare, published in 1971, Piven and Cloward argue that the main functions of the social welfare system are to maintain civil order or to prevent disorder and to enforce work norms. They understood government aid as reflecting changes in the political climate, thus necessitating either a more controlled or a more permissive response from the government. As explained in the introduction to Regulating the Poor, “relief policies are cyclical- liberal or restrictive depending on the problems of regulation in the larger society with which government must contend” (xiii). That is to say that government aid is granted as a means of controlling unruly subjects and regulating their demands, and is rolled back when activism is more muted. Piven and Cloward also describe the government’s role in regulating the attitudes and behaviors of poor people toward paid labor. Writing on welfare, the authors claim, “it also goes far toward defining and enforcing the terms on which different classes of men are made to do different kinds of work” (xvii). In this way, government establishes the conditions for involvement in the labor force through its role as overseer of the social welfare system. Although they wrote in the 60s and 70s, Piven and Cloward were prescient in suggesting that the government had come to take on an important regulatory role through its poverty alleviation efforts.  

1.5
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act

It was not until Bill Clinton’s landmark welfare reform bill, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, passed in 1996 that the changes to welfare policy long-desired by many Americans were implemented. PRWORA limited recipients from receiving more than five years’ worth of benefits over their lifetime and established a requirement that recipients be employed within two years of first receiving benefits. These conditions were intended to decrease dependency on welfare by preventing the poor from living off federal aid in perpetuity. The welfare reform bill established Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), a revamped AFDC, which emphasized the short-term nature of the program and encouraged family stability by requiring the paternity of children to be established before aid is distributed. The workforce development component of the welfare legislation was considered especially important in providing incentives for recipients to earn enough to ultimately lose their eligibility as well as to cultivate stronger work habits. 
Clinton’s welfare reform marked a turning point in the history of poverty policy in the United States, transforming welfare from what had been seen as an entitlement program under AFDC to one that held poor people accountable for making progress toward rising out of poverty. The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act was notable as a public policy affecting millions of poor people in the United States that raised the standard of eligibility to include behavioral modifications that needed to be made in order to receive federal funds. By placing stricter conditions on the receipt of government aid, welfare policymakers could regulate not only the grant amount received but also the behavioral choices of the beneficiaries. 

1.6 
Moving Beyond Entitlement to Paternalism 

From Lawrence Mead’s writing emerged one of the most resonant theoretical arguments in favor of welfare reform and a general shift toward placing restrictions on the receipt of federal aid. In Beyond Entitlement: The Social Obligations of Citizenship, Mead argues that poverty continues unabated because of a breakdown in public authority, not a lack of opportunities granted to the poor. For this reason, Mead rejects policies of entitlement that do not instill the poor with a sense of civic obligation in exchange for receiving government assistance. Instead, Mead believes the government should take a paternalistic approach, enforcing middle class values of discipline, order, and frugality, and regulating behaviors, keeping the best interest of the poor in mind. The theory behind a paternalistic model of poverty governance is close supervision of the welfare-dependent mother today so that she can be more self-reliant in the future. 

The passing of PROWRA and the implementation of TANF can then be seen as an extension of this philosophy, discouraging long-term dependency on government aid and nudging the poor toward valuing stable and consistent employment. Instead of focusing on structures of oppression that present obstacles to poor people’s leaving the welfare rolls, Mead and his ideological peers advocate focusing on individual responsibility. The goal of anti-poverty policy had been, under AFDC, to increase cash income of the poor. These new paternalistic policies, of which the welfare reform bill is the forerunner, reflect a move away from a purer policy of entitlement that recognizes the need for income supplements to one that attempts to meet a range of policy goals. A welfare system that conditions its payments on nurturing positive behaviors in the poor would be in line with this paternalistic model of addressing poverty. 
1.7 
Neoliberal Paternalist State


In “Governing the Poor: The Rise of the Neoliberal Paternalist State,” authors Joe Soss, Richard C. Fording, and Sanford F. Schram construct a theory of the United States as moving toward a neoliberal paternalistic model of poverty governance. They see this shift as “begin[ning] from the premise that the poor lack the competence needed to manage their own affairs” such that “government must step in as a directive, supervisory, and disciplinary authority” (5). This statement is supported by the changes wrought by the welfare reform bill, with the federal government taking on a regulatory role in the implementation of the welfare system with the new restrictions on receipt of government aid. 

The authors also understand neoliberal paternalism as re-imagining the nature of citizenship, as they write “civic incorporation is pursued today by positioning welfare recipients, not as bearers of rights or participants in their own governance, but as targets of directive and supervisory administrative arrangements that require compliance” (21-22). Moreover, the civic obligations of the poor are seen as different from those of mainstream society under a neoliberal paternalist state, which “emphasizes the obligations of citizenship as a justification for enforcing behavioral expectations” (6). However, these obligations of citizenship are only truly enforceable among the population receiving government aid in the form of welfare, for which such behavioral expectations are upheld as a pre-condition of receipt. This re-imagining of the obligations of citizenship suggests that to be a fully rational and participating citizen one must attend parent-teacher conferences and pass the Regents exams, in the case of Opportunity NYC, extending the notion of duty to include middle class normative behaviors. 


The rise of the neoliberal paternalist state as it relates to poverty governance can be observed through the lens of the government’s broad agenda for social control. As the authors explain, “for the poor’s sake as well as society’s, the state must employ directive social programs, strengthen policing and surveillance, and remove disruptive individuals through incarceration”(6). The prison industrial complex can then be seen as an extension of the neoliberal paternalist state’s growth. These statements support Piven and Cloward’s theory of government welfare systems as control mechanisms for social disorder, manipulating aid programs to serve a regulatory purpose in managing the poor’s affairs. Moreover, the paper’s authors contend that the individual poor become a scapegoat for the failings of the welfare system, which doesn’t support them in climbing the socioeconomic ladder. They write, “from one presidential administration to the next, the inefficacy of the state in the face of global postindustrialism is rationalized by theatrical displays of power directed at regulating the poor and stigmatizing them as responsible for their own failure to survive in the face of an inadequate welfare state” (178). In this way, the regulatory mechanisms of the neoliberal paternalist state are an attempt to mask the failures of the welfare system. 
1.8
Bloomberg and market-based approaches to fighting poverty 

New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s approach to addressing the poverty problem in his city can be seen as the culminating point in the transition from entitlement to a paternalistic model of poverty governance. In establishing the Center for Economic Opportunity, Bloomberg sought to “design and implement evidence-based initiatives aimed at poverty reduction, oversee[ing] a rigorous evaluation of each program to determine which are successful in demonstrating results towards reducing poverty and increasing self-sufficiency among New Yorkers” (Center for Economic Opportunity). The language used by Bloomberg and his team to describe their poverty alleviation efforts, including evaluating program performance and producing measurable outcomes, reflects a market-based approach to addressing social problems. Having made billions of dollars in finance before entering politics, Bloomberg is comfortable employing business jargon in designing social programs for the city’s least fortunate residents. Bloomberg’s approach suggests both a new model for mayoral control as well as poverty governance on a municipal level. 

In Inequality, Poverty, and Neoliberal Governance, Vincent Lyon-Callo contends that a “focus on individualized, market-based views of the social replaced the notion of governmentally supported social safety net” (12). Bloomberg’s positioning at the intersection of public and private anti-poverty initiatives then supports this contention, circumventing traditional forms of government aid in favor of a hybrid model of poverty policy and programming. The author further claims that “both neoliberal and conservative policy makers have focused on dismantling state-run social programs in favor of privatized, market-based efforts” (109), suggesting that Bloomberg is at the forefront in supporting conditional cash transfer programs. Thus, Opportunity NYC can be seen as both a product of the neoliberal paternalist state as well as an extension of Bloomberg’s personal philosophy of managing people’s behavior so as to produce measurable positive results.  
1.9
Conditional Cash Transfer Programs 

Conditional cash transfer (CCT) programs arose out of a theory of developing human capital and cultivating positive behaviors in the poor through the incentive system, while also increasing their cash income with monetary rewards. In making aid conditional upon the receivers’ actions, money is only transferred to those who meet certain pre-established benchmarks, generally in the areas of education, health/nutrition, and work. The idea of conditionality in U.S. poverty policies and programs is premised on the notion of mutual obligations, an understanding that government is obliged to provide income supports while the poor should make an effort to seek and maintain stable employment. However, CCT programs go beyond the conditionality of welfare restrictions by encouraging variations on the obligation theme in the form of education and health targets (in addition to work targets). Given the unpredictability of income sources for the lowest-earning members of society, CCT programs attempt to provide a more reliable means of earning cash, contingent upon benchmarks being met consistently. 

Where Opportunity NYC is distinct from conditional cash transfers in the developing world is the relationship it has with other social welfare programs. In Mexico, the Oportunidades CCT program is a main component of the country’s social safety net, enrolling a majority of low-income people and forming the basis of the social welfare policy. Instead, Opportunity NYC was never intended to supersede the TANF system, but rather to supplement already pre-existing social welfare programs. Indeed, supporters of conditionality in anti-poverty initiatives cite other efforts under the banner of conditional cash transfer programs. According to the MDRC, designers and evaluators of Opportunity NYC, the federal Earned Income Tax Credit, a rebate granted to low-income working adults, is a type of CCT program. Moreover, MDRC considers TANF, which conditions cash welfare on efforts to train for and seek employment, to be a variant of CCTs. This suggests that policymakers and analysts themselves are recognizing the trend away from more entitlement-based programs to conditional ones. In addition, testing the impact of incentives on human behavior is not unusual, as evidenced by the home mortgage interest deduction, among other tax codes meant to incentivize certain desired behaviors. 
Bloomberg’s involvement in the adaptation of the conditional cash transfer program to the Western context reflects his interest in developing self-sufficiency in poor New Yorkers. More precisely, the delivery mechanism of the human development goal is a market-friendly system of cash incentives, using rewards to measure poor people’s behavioral responses. By gathering data on the effectiveness of cash rewards as a motivator of positive behavioral choices in the poor population, Bloomberg and his team may uncover an unlikely solution for improving outcomes for the poor. Through his attempt to manage poor people’s behaviors in the form of the Opportunity NYC program, Bloomberg is representative of the shift toward paternalist anti-poverty initiatives that place behavioral conditions on the receipt of aid. 
CHAPTER 2: SOCIAL THEORY


The social theories that inform this project include the culture of poverty theory, the structural theory of poverty, and human capital and social capital theories. This chapter is an attempt to understand the theoretical guiding principles underlying the sense of obligation to the poor and how anti-poverty initiatives are informed by these ideas. This chapter will include a review of all relevant texts associated with the aforementioned theories so as to situate the critique of Opportunity NYC developed in chapters two, three, and four. 

2.1 Culture of Poverty Theory 

The modern iteration of the culture of poverty theory barely resembles its original intent. First espoused by anthropologist Oscar Lewis in his 1959 ethnography Five Families: Mexican Case Studies in the Culture of Poverty, the culture of poverty was a social theory derived to explain the persistence of poverty that spanned generations in isolated communities, particularly those in rural, impoverished Mexico. Lewis’ initial interpretation of the culture of poverty explained that the poor remain in poverty because of their unique adaptations to the condition of being poor, which are relatively uniform across impoverished groups and connote a culture of being poor. While decades after he coined the term the theory has come to represent the right’s attack of the poor’s dysfunctions, the original analysis was intended to be a liberal or structural one. What made Lewis’ analysis inherently structural was his belief that poverty itself was imposed on the poor by systems of oppression, and that the adaptations he called a culture were not inherent characteristics of inferior peoples but rather attitudes and behaviors they developed in response to their impoverishment. In turn, these attitudes and behaviors hindered their ascent out of poverty. Lewis identified such attitudes emerging from the culture of poverty as dependency, helplessness, marginality, and isolation. Despite his understanding of the causes associated with their poverty, his study subjects existed in a self-perpetuating cycle of hopelessness and despair, further reinforcing their maligned position in society. 

Although Lewis’ primary focus was poverty in the developing world, and Mexico in particular, his theory soon became adapted to a Western context. In the years following the release of his book, Lewis’ theory came to inform an important document in U.S. poverty policy, the Moynihan Report. Written by Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan and released in 1965, “The Negro Family: The Case for National Action,” examined the origins of black poverty in the U.S and concluded that the absence of nuclear families in the black community was the primary contributor to their being and remaining poor. This report was notable for referring to the black community as living in a tangle of pathology, with the most grating critique being of the matriarchal family structure, which emasculated black males and prevented them from asserting their role as the dominant authority figures in the black family. Moreover, the increase in the welfare rolls was seen as related to the pathology of the poor black community. As Moynihan wrote in his report, “The steady expansion of welfare programs can be taken as a measure of the steady disintegration of the Negro family structure over the past generation in the United States.” Despite later controversy over the language used by Moynihan in the report, as well as the nature of his critique, the report was highly influential in framing Johnson’s War on Poverty. Indeed, Moynihan’s characterization of black Americans as stereotypically dysfunctional was considered patronizing and racist, and led to many liberal scholars distancing themselves from the work later on. 


As Lewis’ culture of poverty theory became more and more unlike his original intent, the mantle of culture became the purview of the conservatives, who re-imagined the culture of poverty as a series of individual failings, rather than arising from structural inequalities. As Katz explains, “in the 1960s, writers who tried to interpret the growth and persistence of poverty formalized long-standing arguments about behavioral pathology into a theory of culture…” (“Improving” 69). This explanation for poverty in the United States blames the poor for their poverty, citing their defective psychology and dysfunctional behaviors, attitudes, and value systems. Lawrence Mead draws support from mainstream opinion when he writes that, “according to a recent study, most voters think of welfare recipients as ‘able-boded and indolent people who take advantage’ of government assistance, and do not share the national belief in ‘the importance of hard work’” (“New Politics” 139). Through employing these quotes from studies of impressions of welfare recipients nationwide, Mead is able to project his own understandings about the poor onto the general populace. Moreover, he references the “national belief in the importance of hard work,” further distancing the attitudes and values of the poor from those of mainstream society. In the same chapter, Mead criticizes the culture of the poor by claiming “they challenge conventional values without asserting others. They offend mainstream society while clinging to it, even seeking greater entry” (140). Implicit in these statements is the belief that the poor exist in a category unto themselves, wholly different from the rest of society. 


The cultural explanation for poverty in the U.S., as it is understood for the purposes of this thesis, refers to placing blame on the individual for their being impoverished. This explanation can be expanded to include faulting the poor individual for each isolated behavioral choice or attitude that is seen as contributing to their predicament, ranging from lack of value for education to laziness preventing someone from maintaining full employment. The cultural explanation holds that whatever structural barriers once existed preventing the poor from ascending to the middle class were long ago eliminated, leaving the remaining poor with no one to blame but themselves. 
2.2 Structural Theory of Poverty

The structural approach to understanding poverty takes the premise that larger socio-economic and political factors, rather than individual attitudes and behaviors, produce inequality and poverty in the U.S. As contrasted with the cultural explanation reviewed in the previous section, the structural theory of poverty considers why there is poverty rather than why individual people are poor. 

Published in 1962, Michael Harrington’s The Other America directly influenced Johnson’s War on Poverty and subsequent government policy decisions, influencing public thought on the poverty question for decades to come. The Other America ultimately shaped the development of federal aid programs such as Medicaid, food stamps, and expanded social security. In it, Harrington drew attention to the plight of the poor amidst widespread post-War prosperity, overturning the popular notion that America was a land of middle-class comforts, and lifting the veil on the invisible poor hidden in rural isolation and ghettoized slums. Harrington’s understanding of poverty at the time led him to recommend New Deal-type federal aid programs that could break the cycle of perpetual unemployment and provide supplementary assistance to those millions of Americans who were not benefiting from the prosperity that was so visible in mainstream America. 

David Shipler’s book The Working Poor, published in 2004, can be described as The Other America for a new generation. In it, Shipler, a journalist, traces the life trajectories of low-income people struggling to make ends meet, those for whom hard work and complying with the welfare regulations is not enough to rise out of the ranks of the poor. Shipler also draws attention to the invisibility of poverty in the U.S., this time in a book written during the prosperous years of the late 90’s economic boom. What is refreshing about Shipler’s account of poverty in this country is his willingness to consider structural barriers to the realization of the “American Dream.” Rather than rely on psychological defects and personal failings to explain the persistence of poverty, Shipler delves deeper into the loopholes in the capitalist economy and the unnavigable bureaucratic hurdles of the welfare system.  
Edin and Lein advance a structuralist understanding of poverty in Making Ends Meet, in which they argue that the barriers to making the transition from welfare to work for low-income women are largely structural (high cost of child care, poor quality public transportation etc.) and not cultural (loose morals) in nature. For single mothers previously on welfare, the path to full employment and middle class comforts is not as simplistic as the welfare reform bill and the public discourse surrounding welfare to work and cultural defects would have one believe, according to Edin and Lein’s argument. Rebecca Blank takes the structuralist argument a step further by linking it with government poverty alleviation strategies by demonstrating in It Takes a Nation that government spending on the poor has been more successful than public opinion admits and that trickle down economics and other theories of economic growth did not reduce poverty substantially. Through her data analysis of low-income communities, Blank critiques conservative conventional wisdom on poverty statistics and asserts that it would be detrimental to the life situations of America’s poor to abandon federal, state, and local assistance. Instead, such government programs must be coupled with community-based approaches and personal empowerment. More precisely, by Blank’s account, it is necessary to improve public assistance programs but also encourage low-income adults to find employment through building confidence.

William Julius Wilson demonstrates in More Than Just Race how an analysis of the causes of poverty in the United States can involve an intersection of both a structural and a cultural understanding of poverty. Wilson argues that it is precisely the marriage of the two, and not a firm rejection of one for the other, that best explains poverty in this country. However, Wilson gives more weight to the structural explanatory factors when determining the proper role of government in aiding the poor. In More Than Just Race, Wilson closely examines such structural and institutional factors that contribute to the creation of poverty as discriminatory housing and hiring policies, a job-spatial mismatch (low-skilled workers, high skilled-jobs), educational inequalities, and historic economic changes.
 Wilson incorporates the culture of poverty theory by explaining how a set of dysfunctional individual behaviors and community norms in impoverished ghettos is a natural outcome of the aforementioned structural and institutional factors. He claims that liberals are too afraid to mention the culture of poverty for fear of blaming the victim whereas conservatives do not give credence to structural inequalities. However, it is precisely a nuanced understanding of the intersection of both that will result in the most effective anti-poverty programs (both governmental and private in origin).

2.3 Human Capital Theory 

In the preliminary report of the early results of the Opportunity NYC experiment, “Toward Reduced Poverty Across Generations,” MDRC researchers describe the program as “helping [families] to develop their ‘human capital’- that is, the skills and capacities that will allow parents and their children to escape poverty over the longer term and break the cycle of intergenerational poverty” (v). The goal of encouraging human capital development by incentivizing positive behavioral choices is explicit throughout the program literature. In Words of Welfare, Sanford Schram quotes Thomas Sowell explaining the notion of human capital as “the set of personal practices and habits of mind that allow them to be valued in labor markets” (45). Thus, human capital is equated with producing economic value through labor, bolstered by the individual’s set of competencies and attributes that give that labor value. As it relates to the poor, human capital can be understood as those behavioral practices and attitudes that contribute to the person being more valuable to the labor force. By consciously developing human capital, the theory holds that a person can break the forces of entrenched poverty that threaten to reproduce themselves. 
Jo Ann Schneider considers the role of the individual as well as institutions in promoting human capital development in her book Social Capital and Welfare Reform. In introducing her project, Schneider asks “why do some families in a community succeed in meeting their education, work, and lifestyle goals while others fail? And what is the role of community institutions in this process?” (2). Schneider does argue that differences in human capital development account for differential outcomes in low-income communities, however, she places additional emphasis on what she calls social capital, stating that “in many cases, human capital alone does not lead to finding good jobs” (164). Social capital is related to human capital in that it constitutes social relationships and patterns of reciprocal, enforceable trust that enable people and institutions to gain access to such resources as social services, jobs, and government contracts (37). While Opportunity NYC references human capital development, Schneider is especially interested in the social capital that may make the difference for the poor person seeking employment, where human capital alone is not enough. Explaining the significance of social capital, Schneider writes, “developing social capital links to employers and practicing workplace-appropriate cultural capital are also important in finding and keeping jobs” (164). It is not the development of positive behavioral practices and attitudes alone that contributes to poverty alleviation, Schneider argues, but rather that they must be coupled with carefully nurtured social capital in the form of networking and knowledge of middle class expectations. 

The aforementioned theories informed both the initial design as well as the program analysis of Opportunity NYC, whether explicitly or implicitly. For that reason, it is useful to situate the program in a tradition of theorizing poverty in the United States. These theories will be referred to throughout the analysis of Opportunity NYC that follows, thus necessitating a working understanding of the abovementioned terms. 
CHAPTER 3: OPPORTUNITY NYC AND THE CULTURAL THEORY OF POVERTY

By offering cash rewards as inducements for meeting pre-established benchmarks, the results of the pilot study of the Opportunity would determine whether or not money is a significant motivator of human behavior. Thus, the program would be deemed effective if cash rewards sufficiently incentivize the poor population enrolled in the program to make positive behavioral decisions that help develop their human capital. This chapter will examine the incentive structure of Opportunity NYC in more depth and apply a critique of the cultural theory of poverty to the program. It is my contention that the approach to poverty reduction carried out through Opportunity NYC isolates behavioral choices as the main determinant of poverty and as a consequence reproduces cultural explanations for poverty in the United States. 

3.1 
Program Background

Opportunity NYC enrolled 2,400 families from the South Bronx, East and Central Harlem in Manhattan, and Brownsville and East New York in Brooklyn in a pilot study of the conditional cash transfer program between 2007 and 2010. These neighborhoods were selected for inclusion in the study because of their high concentration of low-income families, with 30-40 percent of residents living at or below the federal poverty level. According to program literature, the unemployment rate across the districts [chosen] was 19 percent, on average, compared with 5 percent for the City as a whole” (“Opportunity NYC Demonstrations). In addition, a higher percentage of the residents of these neighborhoods as compared with the rest of New York City are recipients of public benefits, including TANF, food stamps, and Medicaid. In order to be eligible for consideration for the program, parents had to have incomes at or below 130 percent of the federal poverty level and have at least one child in public school in either the fourth, seventh, or ninth grades. 

A $50 million program, Opportunity NYC began as a privately funded initiative with the hopes of expanding into a government program if results from the pilot study were positive. Three organizations, the Center for Economic Opportunity, MDRC, and Seedco, coordinated the implementation of the program, with assistance from six community-based partners: Groundwork Inc., Brownsville Multi-service Family Health Center, BronxWorks, Catholic Charities Community Services, Union Settlement Association, Urban Health Plan. These partner organizations administered the program on the local level, with the three principal organizations addressing bureaucratic hurdles. 
3.2 
Objectives 

Although the stated primary objective of Opportunity NYC is to  “lessen immediate income-related hardships for low-income families through cash transfers,” the implicit primary objective is to incentivize human capital development in the poor population (“About Opportunity NYC Family Rewards”). As a component of a larger anti-poverty strategy, the overarching goal of the program is to help families break the cycle of intergenerational poverty by encouraging positive behaviors initially with cash incentives, which can ultimately be removed after the behaviors become learned. In line with the theory behind conditional cash transfer programs and other forms of conditional aid, the principal intent of Opportunity NYC is not to increase the cash income of the poor as much as it is to motivate lasting behavioral changes. While an important component of the program is the receipt of aid in the form of cash rewards, the aid is the means by which the end result of behavioral changes is made. In this way, the program strengthens the cultural theory of poverty from the outset by focusing on shifts in attitudes and actions, and incentivizing individual poor people rather than making larger structural changes. 
3.1 Education 

In many middle class families, granting children a weekly or monthly allowance for completing their chores or performing well in school enables them to learn about the relationship between effort and reward. The incentive structure in the Education category of Opportunity NYC is similarly modeled, awarding students payments ranging from $25-$600 for school attendance and improved standardized test scores. As explained in the MDRC report, Opportunity NYC’s approach to improving educational outcomes is novel in that “it does not seek to alter the governance structure of the school system, and neither does it involve innovative pedagogies or new classroom teaching practices.” Instead, it is the monetary incentives themselves that are expected to yield higher test results and school attendance. The reward serves the role of motivator, as the cash payment encourages students to improve their school performance and miss fewer class days. 
The Education category includes the greatest number of possible activities that earn rewards, including the only activities where the reward can be split between the parent and the child. This category also includes many activities that were discontinued after the first or second year of the program’s implementation, due to unimpressive early results of their incentivizing potential.
 Those activities that were discontinued were primarily granted to elementary and middle school students, suggesting that cash rewards had an insignificant effect on the school attendance and performance of the youngest students. Elementary and middle school students could earn rewards by scoring at proficiency level or improving on annual math and English language arts tests ($300 per test for elementary school students and $350 per test for middle school students). High School students could earn $50 per month for attending 95% of scheduled school days, $600 for accumulating eleven course credits per year, $600 per Regents exam passed (up to five exams), $50 for taking the PSAT exam (up to two times), and $400 for graduating from high school. Parents could also earn $25 for attending up to two parent-teacher conferences per year.
A cultural explanation for poverty is implicit from an examination of what positive results of the pilot study would suggest about the reasoning for not meeting the benchmark unless the incentive is introduced. In the case of the parent-teacher conference, where a parent earns $25 for attending, if the pilot program is measuring whether monetary rewards or incentives motivate certain behaviors, then successfully attending the conference would suggest that money is the motivating factor or that the additional money facilitated that behavior by enabling the mother to take public transportation to the school, for example. If single mothers in low-income school districts are under-attending parent-teacher conferences and then attendance at parent-teacher conferences goes up after the pilot program is underway, then the conclusion drawn is that the mothers in question could only be sufficiently motivated to value their children’s education by attending parent-teacher conferences if they receive monetary compensation for their attendance. Individual choices become the explanation for negative outcomes.
Another discordant aspect of Opportunity NYC is offering the incentives at the output rather than the input, weeks or months following the successful completion of the task rather than as an aid in completing it. In accordance with the design of the program, the cash rewards are not targeted at the behavior that they intend to incentivize. By not directly facilitating the behavior that is supposed to be cultivated through the reward system, the implication is that there are no external barriers to choosing that positive behavior aside from personal motivation. With the example of the PSAT reward, if the program incentivizes taking the PSAT by offering a $50 reward at the output, that money can then be directed at any purpose. That is to say that low-income students need to be nudged with the promise of money in order to value their education enough to take the PSAT. A program that has a more explicit acknowledgement of structural obstacles to educational achievement, including taking standardized exams such as the PSAT and SAT would offer the cash at the input tied to the behavioral choice. In the first example, the motivating factor is cash itself, and the cash does not directly facilitate positive outcomes. In the second example, when the cash is tied to the behavior, the extra cash is used to increase the opportunity that the recipient has to meet the benchmark. In the PSAT example, that facilitative cash would be directed at paying for the exam and for a preparatory course. This is a variation on the conditional cash transfer theory that facilitates the overcoming of certain structural obstacles. 

It can also be argued that it doesn’t matter that the cash is given at the output because the cash is still accrued over time and can influence decision-making. The recipient can then weigh decisions with the knowledge that she will ultimately receive a cash payment in reward, which could make up for the losses that she might have incurred otherwise (by leaving work early to attend a parent-teacher conference, for example). This argument holds that receiving the cash at the output facilitates making longer-sighted decisions instead of having to always make shortsighted ones. However, this argument implies that the person in question has the flexibility to leave work to attend the parent-teacher conference, even if it means losing wages. It is more likely that the mother enrolled in the Opportunity NYC program is not able to make that trade-off because her job would be put in jeopardy. 
Some of the harshest critics of Opportunity NYC expressed concern over incentivizing academic achievement with monetary rewards without engendering a love for learning and valuing educational success. The concern is that if the rewards are removed, school proficiency levels will not remain stable or improve unless students are independently motivated to perform well in school by an intrinsic value for education. Implicit in these conservative arguments is the assumption that school achievement is solely motivated by either personal initiative on the part of the student or external incentive (in the case of Opportunity NYC, the monetary reward). Thus, students who do not meet grade-level requirements or continue to fail the state standardized examinations must find the motivating factor within them or continue to be moved to achieve by bribes disguised as Family Rewards. 

A $400 bonus upon graduation should not replace a comprehensive federal college loan program. A $50 reward for taking the PSAT exam should not disguise the disparities in test preparation opportunities between poor and middle class students. In this way, the income benefits of Opportunity NYC belie the unwillingness of the government to address larger structural inequities. By pointing to the increase in income of the pilot study participants and the safety net the program provides for single mothers struggling to make rent, the program’s creators can ignore the structural changes that are not being made to ensure greater access to health care and better schools. Moreover, an anti-poverty initiative that purports to encourage human capital development would do better to facilitate directly the meeting of the benchmarks. Opportunity NYC understands human capital development as the sole responsibility of the person in question, without considering the structural barriers that person might face in meeting the benchmarks.  
The education incentives of Opportunity NYC do not actually acknowledge structural obstacles to educational achievement in any meaningful way. By intimating that students can be paid for better scores without making any adjustments in the funding or governance or a school, or even the teacher’s pedagogies, a vision of education reform that places too much onus on individual effort emerges. In this manner, the education incentives might be the most explicit perpetuation of the cultural explanation for poverty for their suggestion that academic achievement in the low-income neighborhoods of the United States is mostly a question of individual motivation and accomplishment. 
3.2 
Health 

After the category of Education, the category of Health is an integral component of the Opportunity NYC program. The incentive structure, including those rewards that were discontinued after the first or second year of the program, is as follows: A reward for maintaining public or private health insurance ($20 per month for public insurance, $50 per month for private insurance, for each parent covered as well as an additional reward if all children are covered) was discontinued after the second year of the program. Annual medical checkups could yield $200 per family member, although a reward for doctor-recommended follow-up visits ($100 per family member) was also discontinued after the second year. Both a $200 reward for an early-intervention evaluation for each child under 30 months, as advised by the pediatrician, as well as a $100 award per family member for getting preventative dental care (one per year for children under age 5 and twice per year for family members ages 6 and older), were maintained throughout the length of the program. 

As the aim of the Health category of rewards was to encourage better preventative health care practices, the emphasis on avoiding emergency care and incentivizing regular doctors visits was essential to the success of the program. However, as noted in the MDRC report of the pilot study, a higher percentage of program enrollees were already practicing preventative health care, as well as receiving health care coverage, than was originally expected. For this reason, and as explained in greater detail in chapter 4, the incentives did not yield significant improvements in the measured areas. Despite the higher percentage of program enrollees already practicing preventative care, the culture of poverty assumptions are equally implicit in the design of this component of the program. Offering a $200 reward per annual doctors visit suggests that the reason program participants were not previously having regular checkups is a lack of understanding about preventative health practices and an over reliance on emergency medical care. Not apparent in the incentive structure is an acknowledgement of the structural barriers to procuring medical care, including the high cost of health insurance coverage, discomfort with Western medical practices, and inflexible work schedules that don’t permit daytime breaks for doctors visits. For these reasons, among others, the cultural explanations implicit in the incentive structure of the health rewards negate important structural considerations that hinder positive behavioral choices.  
3.3.  
Work

Perhaps the least publicized component of the Opportunity NYC program, the category of incentives related to work was also that with the fewest number of opportunities to earn rewards. A reward of $150 per month could be earned for sustained full time employment and up to a maximum of $3,000 could be earned over the three years of the program for education and training while employed at least ten hours per week.
 As the focus of the CCT program was the concept of Family Rewards, it emphasized the development of human capital as a family endeavor. In part for this reason, the only category of incentives that doesn’t involve children was given less attention, both in the original press coverage of the program as well as the follow up articles following the release of the results of the pilot study. 

The discourse surrounding Opportunity NYC clearly prioritizes the benchmarks in the Education and Health categories over those in the Work category; the results of the Education component were announced with much greater fanfare, suggesting that the theory behind incentivizing academic achievement and preventative health measures was much more innovative then making aid conditional on employment. As it is, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act of 1996 set more stringent eligibility rules for receipt of federal welfare benefits contingent on workplace involvement. What differentiates the CCT model from other forms of aid to the poor conditioned on employment is that employment is not a pre-condition for receiving aid in all cases, only in the category of work. This is one way by which the design of Opportunity NYC does not stigmatize all program participants for unemployment. With welfare reform, a federal program already exists that nudges the poor toward fulltime employment, thus the work rewards incorporated into the Opportunity NYC program are not as novel nor do they anticipate statistically significant positive results. 

Where the work component of Opportunity NYC advances the cultural theory of poverty is similar to the input-output disconnect referred to earlier in this chapter. The theory behind offering cash rewards at the output for maintaining full time employment suggests that the cash reward of $150 per month is the motivating factor for poor people to gain employment when they otherwise wouldn’t. This premise is slightly different from that of the welfare reforms in that the intention of the CCT program is to demonstrate the effectiveness of incentivizing positive behaviors like workforce participation by offering cash rewards whereas a comprehensive welfare program provides a supplemental income conditioned on maintaining employment. By offering a cash reward at the output for maintaining employment, the idea holds that the only factor influencing the behavior of the poor is the cash incentive; otherwise, the person is too lazy to find or keep a job. This type of analysis does not consider the structural barriers to obtaining or maintaining employment, including, but not limited to, racial discrimination, lack of jobs (especially near the communities where the poor live), and felony records that cannot be hidden from employers. 
3.4 Human and Social Capital Development 

Aside from its incentive structure, which attempts to motivate positive behavioral changes, Opportunity NYC is more directly in the business of promoting human and social capital development. Although the program ended in 2010, the Opportunity NYC website remains live, replete with supplemental information to facilitate meeting the benchmarks. The program acknowledges that it does not provide direct assistance in earning the rewards, neither employing case workers to meet with program participants nor running workshops on the value of education, preventative health care, or employment. Instead, Opportunity NYC limits its supplementary assistance to its website, with sections including “finding a doctor,” “leading a healthy lifestyle,” and “why get health insurance.” As much as the program advertises about developing human capital in the poor population, the useful information it provides is restricted to those who can access and use a computer. Again, the program caters to its best-prepared participants, offering the most valuable information in the not easily accessible location of the Internet. By assuming that the program participants can all access and process this information and utilize it to make better choices for their family, the program is more likely to be critical of failures to take advantage of the ample resources available on the website. Rather, it would be more effective to disseminate the most important information in another manner, whether through distributing pamphlets door-to-door or sending flyers home from school. 
3.5 Eliminating the Culture of Poverty

In this thesis, I contend that Opportunity NYC perpetuates the cultural explanation for poverty in the U.S. However, it is possible to argue that an aim of the program is to, in essence, end the culture of poverty. By encouraging positive behaviors in the poor, the long-term goal of Opportunity NYC and other conditional cash transfer programs is for the program participants to ultimately shed the culture of poverty that has trapped them in making the wrong choices for their families’ futures. Inculcating the values of education and preventative health care and the importance of work, the hope is that the program will leave a lasting impact on the psyche of the poor, thus rendering the culture of poverty obsolete. The question then arises of whether a critique of the cultural explanation for poverty is incompatible with a program that attempts to eliminate that “culture.” I maintain that there is no inconsistency given that the attempt to eliminate the culture of poverty is an explicit acknowledgement of the belief in the existence of that culture. Thus, the contention that a reproduction of the cultural explanation for poverty is problem is still supported by the program’s intention of ultimately ending the culture of poverty.  
CHAPTER 4: EFFECTIVENESS 


Although the purpose of this project is not to evaluate the effectiveness of Opportunity NYC is meeting its intended goals, an analysis of the program would be incomplete without an examination of the results of the pilot study. For this reason, a brief review and critique of MDRC’s report, “Toward Reduced Poverty Across Generations: Early Findings from New York City’s Conditional Cash Transfer Program” is warranted. In addition, this chapter will examine the implications of positive results and what they suggest about effective anti-poverty solutions. Lastly, variations on and alternatives to the conditional cash transfer model will be considered in light of the appraisal offered in this thesis. 

4.1 Research Findings 

As it was the first conditional cash transfer program outside the developing world, the early results of Opportunity NYC’s effectiveness were highly anticipated. Positive results would suggest that the model of CCT programs could be replicated in a Western and urban context, and that conditioning aid on behavioral efforts could impact the cycle of generational poverty. Thus, Opportunity NYC represented not only a transnational anti-poverty experiment but also the fix for a social welfare system that has not yet made enough inroads with poverty in the United States. 

The results of MDRC’s pilot study of Opportunity NYC demonstrate that conditional cash transfers have “early positive impacts on current poverty, small or modest impacts on some measures of human capital, and no effect on a number of other important outcomes of interest.” Most families, at 98%, earned at least some rewards during the three years the program operated, with total rewards averaging $6,000 over the course of the program. More rewards were earned in the categories of education and health than work
, which validates the argument that work rewards received the least amount of attention of the three reward categories. Moreover, the lesser percentage of rewards earned in the category of work suggests that obstacles to obtaining fulltime paid employment were prohibitive for the less prepared program participants and that incentivizing employment with cash rewards at the output does not have a statistically significant effect on the rate of employment for the population in question. 

In the general assessment of the effects of the pilot study of Opportunity NYC, the program was found to reduce “current poverty and economic hardship, including reductions in difficulties securing enough food for the family and some housing and health care hardships.” Specifically, the Family Rewards increased the average monthly income of the recipients by $338, or about 21% more than the control group. This increased income resulted in a reduction in the proportion of families with a total household income at or below the federal poverty by 11 percentage points, as well as a reduction in the percentage of participants living in severe poverty
. With the extra income, program participants were found to have avoided substantial material hardships, including a reduction by 33 percent of families suffering from “food insecurity
” and a increase in the likelihood of being able to afford or access medical care and medications. Overall, program participants were “more likely to report that they had enough money to ‘make ends meet’ and that their financial situation had improved over the prior year.” 

In the category of Education, Family Rewards did not improve school outcomes for elementary or middle school students but did substantially improve the educational achievement of high school students who were better prepared for high school at the time they entered the program. The statistical insignificance of differences in school attendance rates and on annual standardized test scores in math and English languages arts for elementary and middle school students in the participant group as compared with the control group were notable. These results can also be related to decisions to discontinue a number of reward types, as earlier assessments did not suggest that improvements were likely in those areas. 

While the overall effect of the reward program on high school students was similarly insignificant, statistically speaking, the most marked improvements were made by a subgroup of high school students who entered high school better prepared academically and thus may have been in a better position to take advantage of the incentives offered by the program. The better prepared students were those who had scored at or above the proficiency level on eighth-grade standardized tests prior to their assignment to the program or control group.
 As noted in the report, these positive results were observed among program participants who attended lower and higher performing schools, suggesting that the incentive structure was primarily responsible for the educational effects rather than any change in the quality of the schools themselves or the teachers’ instruction style. 

In the category of Health, the MDRC study found that “by small to modest amounts, Family Rewards increased families’ consistent maintenance of health insurance coverage, reduced their reliance on hospital emergency rooms for routine care, and increased their receipt of medical care. It produced substantial increases in their receipt of preventative dental care.” One reason noted in the report for the small increases in health insurance coverage and preventative health care practices among program participants was the legislative efforts made by New York State and New York City in recent years to extend access to health insurance. Moreover, a higher percentage of program participants were already covered by health insurance and practicing preventative care than had previously been expected, thus limiting statistically significant positive outcomes from the pilot study. More specifically, positive health-related impacts included a reduction by 3 percentage points in the likelihood that parents or their children would experience an interruption in health insurance coverage as well as an increase by 10 percentage points or more in the likelihood that parents and high school students received the two recommended dental checkups per year. Encouraging preventative health care practices rather than reliance on emergency medical attention saw a reduction by 2 percentage points among parents and 6 percentage points among high school students for the usage of emergency rooms for care of routine illnesses. 

In the category of Work, the MDRC study found that “Family Rewards’ early impacts on employment outcomes are mixed. The early findings point to gains in the likelihood of full-time employment and average earnings but not in jobs covered by the unemployment insurance (UI) system.
” According to the results of the survey of program participants and the control group, Opportunity NYC increased the likelihood of working by six percentage points, while also resulting in a small reduction by 1.4 percentage points in average quarterly employment rates in UI-covered jobs. The report’s authors suggest that the reasoning for the reduction in employment rates for non-UI jobs includes those jobs being more easily available during the economic recession as well as more conveniently located and offering more flexible schedules than the UI-covered jobs. 

Overall, the results of the pilot study of Opportunity NYC suggest that conditional cash transfer programs can meet their short-term objective of reducing immediate poverty and material hardship as well as increase human capital investment. Despite insignificant effects for the majority of participants in the category of education, the study’s designers are optimistic about the program’s potential for replication or adaptation. As expected, the early results of the pilot study cannot imply long-term positive impacts on human capital outcomes, “which require changes in how family members spend their time and energy, and in some cases, necessitate learning new skills,” according to the report’s authors. The authors go on to explain that the effects were mostly observed during the start-up phase of the program, when complications were still being resolved, and that more significant conclusions about the effect of the program on human capital development can only be made years after the program’s end. Although it may seem unfair to critique the program’s early results before longer-term results are released, my analysis is primarily concerned with the implications of the findings on reproducing a problematic discourse. 
4.2 Analysis of research findings   

Unlike the implications of the original design of Opportunity NYC, the research undertaken by MDRC suggests a careful acceptance of structural factors affecting the results of the program as well as its potential effectiveness. Despite unsatisfying results in a number of categories, the report’s authors are not unwilling to offer reasoning that in part supports a structural theory of poverty. While the analysis of the program that considered potential outcomes and their associated cultural explanations assumed that more positive impacts would result from the pilot study, it is significant to note the ways in which the actual negative impacts encourage a more structural explanation. 

In the category of Education, the MDRC report tacitly acknowledges that the incentive structure really had no meaningful impact on school outcomes for the majority of students. Yet instead of explaining away these unfavorable effects by placing blame on the program participants for not responding positively to cash rewards, the report’s authors largely proffer structural explanations for the program’s failures. As written, “the less proficient students may have faced too many barriers, both academic and otherwise, and were too distant from educational benchmarks for the incentives to make a difference.” It was also acknowledged that those already better-prepared high school students who did have positive responses to the reward system were better equipped to take advantage of the program’s incentives in general. The report’s authors note, “given that families were left largely on their own to find ways to earn the incentives in [Opportunity NYC], it is understandable that the achievement gains would be larger for the more proficient subgroup. These students were staying afloat academically and probably had the personal and other resources necessary to take advantage of the incentives that were offered.” In these cases, the incentives offered additional motivation needed to ensure that these students were succeeding academically. 

Upon review, Opportunity NYC is only measurably effective in a better-prepared subgroup of participants who still fit the criteria to be eligible for the program but are more resourced and already equipped with stronger human capital. If incentivizing positive behaviors with cash rewards only makes a true difference in the case of the better-equipped participants, then on what basis does Opportunity NYC claim to build human capital and interrupt the transmission of generational poverty? Due to these results, Opportunity NYC is in effect not addressing poverty in the population with the fewest resources and the least-developed human capital, the population that might benefit the most from the program’s lofty aims. The reward system might indicate for this better prepared population that the additional cash is a motivator, not so much as a bribe, but insofar as it makes a difference in their monthly or yearly income; the real problem is the poor not earning enough or not working enough hours to meet their expenses. Then, if they only earned more or were enabled to work full time, the behavioral changes would follow. 
MDRC’s analysis of the short-term results of the pilot study is altogether optimistic, despite less than stellar findings. By suggesting that we cannot expect to see change overnight when attempting to improve such entrenched behaviors, the assumption remains that the poor are mired in a culture that must be modified but not easily so. A more conservative analysis of the program’s results, particularly by someone like Mead, would argue that if the program had been successful, it would’ve confirmed that the poor respond rationally to opportunities. According to this understanding, we already know this hypothesis to be untrue, since if the poor responded rationally to opportunities they would no longer be poor. Thus, the ineffectiveness of the program reifies the conservative, cultural explanation for why people are poor, highlighting their inability to take advantage of incentives made easily available to them. 

4.3 Are we asking the right questions?  


As mentioned prior, the scope of this project is not to evaluate whether Opportunity NYC was effective in meeting its intended goals, since that charge was largely completed by the MDRC study and other subsequent evaluations of the program’s success. Instead, it is necessary to ask whether a quantitative assessment of the effectiveness of the program is indicative of its potential success as an anti-poverty solution in the United States. Is it possible for a conditional cash transfer program such as Opportunity NYC to have demonstrable results in certain categories of evaluation while also reinforcing a cultural explanation for poverty in the United States, which diminishes the role of structural solutions in addressing poverty? 

Many proponents of Opportunity NYC have argued that as long as the results of the study are positive and statistically significant, it should not matter why the participants had not met the benchmarks prior to receiving the cash incentive. If a $25 cash reward is demonstrated to increase the likelihood or the willingness of a low-income mother attending a parent-teacher conference, does it matter whether her absence prior to the introduction of the incentive structure is a result of lack of value for her child’s education or whether she was hindered by structural obstacles such as an inflexible work schedule? Shouldn’t the results of the study speak for themselves in suggesting that cash incentives make a positive difference in encouraging better behavioral choices among the poor? And shouldn’t this program then be replicated and even scaled-up? 


If the results of the pilot study evaluating Opportunity NYC demonstrate even a small increase in the desired behaviors, then the program looks favorable in light of other anti-poverty policy failures. However, as examined prior, taking early positive results as an argument for replication in the case of Opportunity NYC is troublesome. 

4. 4 
Envisioning an alternative 

Building on the idea of the input-output dislocation, a more targeted conditional cash transfer program would see cash assistance facilitate the meeting of benchmarks, rather than offered as rewards for their completion. As argued prior, instead of granting a $50 reward to high school students who take the PSAT, money should be offered initially to directly facilitate paying for the exam as well as preparatory courses. This is not to say that all forms of aid should be directed to specific uses, such as with food stamps, but rather that an anti-poverty initiative that aims to develop human capital should invest in the steps necessary to build that capital. This variation on the conditional cash transfer model stays true to the notion of encouraging positive behaviors in the poor population while also acknowledging the structural obstacles that same population faces. 

Anti-poverty initiatives that attempt to address structural inequality rather than cultural defects would look quite different from Opportunity NYC. For instance, policies that consider the obstacles poor people face in obtaining and retaining jobs would be more likely to increase employment rates among that population than simply offering monetary incentives at the output of obtaining a job. The notion of expanding anti-poverty programs to consider barriers to full participation in the economy is further explained by policy analyst Alexis Perrotta who states, “some examples of economy-based programs are incentives to attract and retain middle income jobs, small business subsidies, living wage laws, the Community Reinvestment Act, and progressive income tax policies to pay for these economic supports” (“From the Inside Out”). These examples all represent a departure from the cultural theory implications of the Opportunity NYC program, and a willingness to consider structural changes rather than focus solely on individualistic solutions. 

Moreover, an increase in the welfare grant, which hasn’t been raised since 1990, would bolster the cash income of the poor without the paternalism of the conditional cash transfer program. Opportunity NYC somewhat acknowledges the tradeoffs poor parents must make in deciding between “engaging” in their child’s education by attending a parent-teacher conference or working the extra hours to put food on the table. It is for this reason that the cash reward is supposed to provide an incentive, allowing the parent to calculate the longer-term gain from the cash reward that would offset the short-term loss of wages from attending the parent-teacher conference. One of the philosophies behind the program is that if the parent provides the additional cash needed to be able to make more longsighted than shortsighted decisions, then those positive behaviors will be learned over time. However, this logic belies the reality of the eventual elimination of the reward system, thus leaving the program participants with more appealing learned behaviors but not the additional cash to facilitate making those tradeoffs. Offering cash rewards should not replace increases in the welfare grant or the minimum wage. If the assumption holds that were the parent to earn enough to not have to make those tradeoffs, she would be exhibiting more “middle class” behavioral norms, then the solution should be obvious.  
CONCLUSION 

Although Opportunity NYC succeeds in increasing the cash income of participants who earn rewards, its incentive structure has the unfortunate consequence of furthering the cultural theory of poverty by offering individualist and behavioral explanations for negative outcomes without addressing structural factors in a sustained way. Moreover, adaptation of a conditional cash transfer program to the Western context is reflective of a trend toward using anti-poverty policies and programming as a means by which to increase regulation and governance of the poor. What is most problematic about the implementation of Opportunity NYC is the way in which the CCT program suggests that poverty alleviation is the primary responsibility of the individual poor person rather than a consequence of structural inequalities. Also, while it is not necessarily the intent of Opportunity NYC neither to form the entire basis for the government’s social welfare policy nor to attempt to be a panacea for poverty, the program cannot avoid its associations with the neoliberal paternalist state. 

Developing an anti-poverty model that correlates efforts with rewards without any complementary social services will not do enough to make lasting changes in the state of poverty in the United States. If high school students attending under-funded and low-performing schools are made to believe that their only obstacle to achieving at the levels of upper middle class students is their own personal initiative, then we have failed in our understanding of the current limitations of our public institutions, particularly our schools. Further, the more we promote a cultural explanation for poverty in the United States, focusing on individual effort, the less we will devote resources and attention to structural changes that could alleviate poverty on a macro level.

In closing, the prospect of alleviating poverty in the United States is surely daunting. However, when devising anti-poverty solutions that can be replicated or adapted across the country, it is essential that policymakers and program designers do not lose sight of their responsibility not just to the individual poor person but also to the population as a whole. Too often solutions that support the human capital development of an individual, such as in cultivating academic potential in a select few underprivileged youth, ignore the larger systems (educational institutions, the job market) that, if reformed, could alleviate poverty on a wider scale.  A conditional cash transfer program such as Opportunity NYC can only be successful in interrupting the generational transmission of poverty if it recognizes where it puts too much faith in the ability of individuals to overcome oppressive structures. 
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� Opportunity NYC included three separate demonstration projects: Family Rewards, Work Rewards, and Spark. While this thesis only considers the Family Rewards component of the program, it will be referred to throughout as Opportunity NYC. 





� In 2007, the year the program began, the Department of Health and Human Services set the federal poverty level at a yearly income of $10,210 for an individual, $13,690 for a family of two, $17,170 for a family of three, and $20,650 for a family of four. 


� Opportunity NYC was most closely modeled after the Oportunidades (formerly Progresa) conditional cash transfer program in Mexico. Launched in 2002, Oportunidades enrolls as much as one quarter of the Mexican population and has been credited with decreasing poverty and improving health and education outcomes for the country’s poor. 


� Although initially heralded as an innovative anti-poverty tool, CAP ended up the most problematic program in Johnson’s arsenal for reasons of ineffective management and clashes between the programs and local governments. 





� Wilson also explains the processes of white (and black middle class) flight to the suburbs and highway construction that bisects poor neighborhoods as contributing factors. 


� For elementary and middle school students: a reward of $25 per month for attending 95% of scheduled school days was discontinued after the second year, a reward of $25 for parents to download, print, and review results of low-stakes interim tests (up to five times per year) was discontinued after the first year, and a reward of $25 for discussions between parents and teachers concerning their children’s annual math and ELA test results (up to two tests per year) was discontinued after the second year. For high school students: none of the rewards were discontinued. For all grades: a reward of $50 for obtaining a library card was discontinued after the second year. 


� The reward earned for completing education and training courses varied by the course, with a maximum of $3,000 in earning potential over the length of the program. The employment requirement attached to the education and training course reward was discontinued after the second year of the program. 


� In terms of overall reward earnings, 44 percent were earned for meeting education conditions, 38 percent for meeting health-related conditions, and 18 percent for meting work-related conditions. 


� “Severe poverty,” which is defined as having income at less than 50 percent of the federal poverty line, was reduced by nearly half, from 30% of the control group to 17% of the reward recipients. 


� “Food insecurity” is measured by participants responding to a survey indicating that their families ‘sometimes’ or ‘oftentimes’ did not have enough to eat.


 


� Among this group of better prepared high school students, there was a 6 percent reduction in the proportion of students who repeated the ninth grade, a 15 percentage point increase in the likelihood of earning at least 22 course credits, and an increase of 6 percentage points in the likelihood of passing at least two Regents exams. 


� Jobs that are not covered by the UI system include self-employment, federal government employment, and domestic work, as well as informal jobs that are not reported to state agencies. 
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