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REPORT FROM THE PRESIDENT:

No change in public policy has been more important in
Wisconsin than the ending of the old welfare system.
The new Wisconsin Works (W-2) program has become
a showpiece across the country. The idea of ending en-
titlements has been almost universally received. Few
liberals defend the old system. Today, poor people who
need help are expected to show individual responsibili-
ty. However, what has not been publicized is that a sim-
ilar change has taken place within the bureaucracy that
has controlled the state’s welfare system for the last
generation. 

We asked David Dodenhoff, Ph.D., a visiting fellow at
the Institute, to examine the management changes that
have taken place as part of the implementation of W-2.
Dodenhoff has a doctorate from the University of
Michigan, with a specialty in welfare reform. His re-
search is based on a combination of data-gathering and
personal interviews with the people who restructured
the administrative system in Wisconsin. His research is
very important to understanding the profound changes
that have occurred in the state’s welfare system. 

Wisconsin has moved in a parallel direction not only to
change the culture of the recipients of welfare, but also
of those who administer it. The state introduced the
concept of performance contracting into the public as-
sistance system first by requiring counties to earn the
right to administer W-2, and then by linking W-2 agen-
cy compensation to job-placement performance. Under
W-2, it also allowed private companies — both for-
profit and not-for-profit — to become involved in the
management of these new programs. It can’t be empha-
sized too strongly how important these decisions were. 

If you expect poor people after generations of entitle-
ments to change their behavior, you must also make the
administrators accountable to standards in the same
way as the recipients. If there are no entitlements for
the recipients, there should be no entitlements for the
bureaucrats. If recipients who don’t show individual re-
sponsibility can be dropped from the rolls, so should
bureaucrats who do not perform at a high standard.

Another important result from Dr. Dodenhoff ’s re-
search is that it shows cost savings from and no public
employee layoffs because of privatization. It is certain-
ly a positive sign that by restructuring Wisconsin’s wel-
fare system, we have been able to produce better man-
agement at a lower cost to taxpayers in the state.

James H. Miller
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SUMMARY

The Wisconsin Works (W-2) program has garnered substantial attention for revolutionizing expectations about the
obligations of public assistance recipients. Less noted, however, has been the radical overhaul of the administrative
structure of public assistance under W-2. If W-2 has begun to ask more of poor families than public assistance pro-
grams ever have before, it also asks far more of the entities that administer programs for the poor.

Under W-2’s predecessor program, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), private entities were prohib-
ited from determining eligibility or performing case management functions. In practice, county workers had a
monopoly on the delivery of program benefits. Furthermore, state contracts with the counties for administering
AFDC were organized on a cost-reimbursement basis. That is, as long as the counties were spending money on al-
lowable activities — benefit payments, case management services, administrative costs — the state was required by
law to reimburse county expenditures. The payment structure was the same under AFDC’s work and training pro-
gram, Job Opportunities and Basic Skills (JOBS). For most of the history of the JOBS program, providers were paid
for offering services, whether or not those services moved a single individual from welfare to work.

This system began to change in 1994, when the state instituted performance contracting for JOBS providers in Mil-
waukee, and in 1995, when performance contracting was expanded to the rest of the state. Under the new regime,
the state placed ever-increasing shares of each JOBS contractor’s payments in a “performance pool” that could only
be earned by placing AFDC clients in a job. Through maximum job-placement performance, JOBS contractors
could earn substantially more than their normal compensation. Poor performance, however, resulted in a significant
pay cut. In 1994, this system contributed to a 30% increase in job placements among AFDC recipients in Milwau-
kee, and helped drive down caseloads statewide in subsequent years.

The success of this experiment proved a major influence on the “99 Group,” the planning group responsible for
drafting the W-2 program. Drawing on the state’s experience with JOBS performance contracting, the 99 Group
proposed paying W-2 vendors a flat fee for administering the program. Vendors then would be allowed to keep the
first seven percent of any cost savings they could achieve on that fee, and 10% of any savings beyond the initial
seven percent. For the first time in the state’s history, this system gave public assistance administrators a financial
stake in the outcomes they were producing. The more quickly they moved W-2 participants into unsubsidized, pri-
vate-sector jobs, the more money vendors would earn. This sort of arrangement, 99 Group members believed,
would focus vendors on outcomes — namely, employment for program participants — rather than mandated inputs
and procedures, as under the old system.

The 99 Group also proposed breaking the counties’ monopoly on program administration by opening the system to
competitive bidding and, therefore, potential privatization. An important inspiration for this idea was the success of
the state’s JOBS program, which had been operated in large part by private vendors. 99 Group members wanted to
achieve some of the benefits of privatization under W-2 that the JOBS program had enjoyed. They also wanted to
let the counties out of public assistance administration that wanted out, and to replace them with capable, motivated
vendors. Finally, the 99 Group hoped to spur performance by putting contractors on notice that if they did not per-
form to expectations, they could be replaced. None of this had been possible under the old system, which granted
the counties an administrative monopoly.

An outcry from public employees over potential job loss ultimately resulted in less than complete competitive bid-
ding. Counties were given the chance to earn the “right of first selection” — that is, to become the W-2 agent with-
out facing competition — if they met caseload reduction, job placement, and AFDC expenditure targets between
September of 1995 and August of 1996. Of the state’s 72 counties, 67 ultimately earned the right of first selection,
though a handful chose not to exercise it. This left 11 of the state’s counties open for competitive bidding. Private
vendors ended up winning the bidding process in nine of the 11 counties, and at the start of W-2 were handling
about 70% of the W-2 caseload.

Milwaukee County was one of only five counties that did not earn the right of first selection. Milwaukee, however,
also failed to bid to become a W-2 agent. Though there was some sentiment among county officials, especially the
County Executive, that the county ought to be a W-2 agent, the state appears to have discouraged the county from
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bidding. The state apparently did not want the county to be an agent both because of its poor record in administering
AFDC and because of a potential conflict of interest; the county would be overseeing W-2 through the Private In-
dustry Council and could not also, therefore, be an administrative agent. Milwaukee County nonetheless has re-
tained an important if indirect role in W-2. County workers continue to determine eligibility and perform case man-
agement for child care, Food Stamps, and Medicaid. The county also helps oversee W-2 through the Private Indus-
try Council and is responsible for producing 2,000 community service jobs for W-2 participants.

Despite concerns from critics, not a single public employee has lost a job as a result of W-2’s partial privatization.
Though some counties in which W-2 is privately administered have eliminated positions, those workers have trans-
ferred to other county jobs, have gone to work for a private vendor, or simply have retired. In keeping with the argu-
ments of competition advocates, the state is saving at least $10.25 million over the first two years of W-2 as a result
of the participation of private vendors. This amount is the difference between what the state is paying private W-2
vendors and what it would have had to pay the counties had they earned and exercised the right of first selection.
The private agencies also appear to have advantages over the counties in providing services under W-2. Not having
to deal with union contracts and civil-service rules, private vendors can provide incentive pay, hire and fire as they
see fit, define and redefine staff duties as necessary, and ask employees to work off-hours, “in the field,” and so on.
Lacking a multi-layer bureaucracy and government regulations, private vendors can move quickly to make purchas-
es, start new programs, hire additional staff, and change policy. Speed and flexibility of this sort are critical in a pro-
gram that relies on provider innovation rather than a fixed set of inputs, and that involves constant learning. At the
same time, the private providers seem to have a genuine commitment to client service, demonstrated by a long his-
tory of involvement in welfare-to-work programs and by services they are not required to offer but do, though they
cut directly into profits.



In the spring of 1997, Leticia Green’s life took a turn for the worse. Though she had a job and her own apartment,
she found her work as a cashier tedious, and she dreaded tending to one customer after another all day long. By her
own admission, Leticia’s mind often would wander at work, and she deliberately would defy company rules so that
her supervisor would have no choice but to send her home. When she was sent home on April 30, 1997, she was
asked not to come back.

She received a final paycheck after being fired, and so was able to pay her rent for May. Through begging, pleading,
and promises, she managed to keep her apartment for a couple of
months after that. But by the end of July, she had not yet found another
job, nor had her Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC)
checks begun arriving, though she had applied to receive aid. Under-
standably, her landlord asked her and her 18-month-old daughter to
move on.

She moved out of her apartment and moved in with her sister in early
August, but that arrangement lasted only two-and-a-half weeks. She
and her sister had a fight over “a boy,” a fight so violent that the police
had to intervene. After that, she was no longer welcome in her sister’s home.

In mid-August, Leticia and her daughter moved into the apartment of some family friends — “the crazy people,”
she called them. She was grateful for a place to stay, but she was unhappy about the open drug use, the hordes of
children that violated her and her daughter’s privacy, and the sexual advances of one of the older men living in the
apartment. In early November, within the span of just a few days, the older man was arrested, several of the children
broke into Leticia’s room and ransacked it, and one of the younger men who frequented the apartment threatened
Leticia with violence. She knew it was time to move again.

When she moved this time, the only place she could find was a homeless shelter near downtown Milwaukee. Be-
cause she needed public assistance but had changed addresses, she was required to establish a relationship with a
new Wisconsin Works, or W-2, agency. The agency for her region was located at 1304 South 70th Street. Hoping to
get her life back on track, she set up an appointment to speak with a Financial and Employment Planner there. But
when she arrived, something happened that had not happened in the more than 60 years that the State of Wisconsin
had administered programs for poor mothers and their children. She sat down and spoke with an employee of a pri-
vate, for-profit company serving as the W-2 agent in her area.

Though she may not have known it, Leticia Green was part of a revolution in the administration of public assis-
tance.

That revolution consists in large part of competitive bidding — open to public and private entities, governmental,
for-profit, and not-for-profit — for the right to administer W-2 in each county and in the six administrative units
that comprise Milwaukee County. Until the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program (TANF) replaced
AFDC last year, that sort of arrangement had been prohibited by federal law. Only governmental entities could ad-
minister AFDC. But under the language of the 1996 federal legislation that created TANF, which in turn provided
Wisconsin with much of the money needed to run W-2, states were allowed to contract with “charitable, religious,
or private organizations” for the administration of their individual TANF programs.

Wisconsin took advantage of this option, and now roughly 70% of the state’s W-2 caseload is being handled by pri-
vate entities, both for-profit and not-for-profit.1 Though this is a radical departure from past practice, it has gotten
very little attention in the press coverage of W-2. One likely reason for this is that the rest of the changes brought
about by W-2 — the work requirements and time limits — are easily communicated in human terms that make good
copy. The same is generally not true of changes in administrative structure, though they are no less important.

Another reason the privatization story may have been underplayed is that in most counties, administration continues
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under W-2 in a form largely unchanged from the days of AFDC. That is, in 63 of the state’s 72 counties, the county
social services department acts as the W-2 agent, just as it was the AFDC administrator under the old system.

But things are hardly the same even in these 63 counties. Another important administrative change the state has
made is a shift from contracting on a cost-reimbursement basis to contracting on a performance basis. Under the old
system, counties were reimbursed dollar-for-dollar for benefits paid out under the AFDC program and services ren-
dered under AFDC’s employment program, known as Job Opportunities and Basic Skills, or JOBS. The counties
accrued expenses by paying benefits to their AFDC clients and offering them JOBS services, and then submitted the
bill to the state. The state was committed by law to reimbursing those expenses, no matter what kind of results the
county was producing in terms of reducing dependency and moving recipients into employment.

Things don’t work that way any more. The state now pays the counties and the private W-2 agencies a flat fee for
administering W-2. If they end up spending more than that amount, they have to come up with the difference them-
selves. If they end up spending less, they are entitled to keep a fixed percentage of the surplus. Thus, the contract is
now structured to reward maximum performance. This is another key element in the administrative revolution

brought about by Wisconsin Works.

This report considers that revolution in more detail. It begins with a de-
scription of  the administrative structure of the old AFDC/JOBS sys-
tem, and some changes in that structure the state introduced several
years ago in an effort to make it more performance-oriented. It then ex-
plores the intellectual origins of the new administrative structure under

W-2, drawing on interviews with members of the “99 Group,” the planning group that designed W-2. Here, group
members discuss the thinking behind the shift to competitive bidding and performance contracting, and what they
hoped these changes would accomplish. The report turns next to the “right of first selection” that allowed some
counties to become W-2 agents not through competition, but by meeting stringent performance criteria instead. It al-
so explains the surprising decision by Milwaukee County not to bid to be a W-2 agent, and offers a brief description
of the private entities that bid and were successful in Milwaukee and in eight other counties. Finally, the report con-
siders the issue of whether or not privatization and performance contracting matter, that is, whether they are produc-
ing desirable or undesirable outcomes, or both. Here, it addresses the issues of public employee job loss, quality of
service, cost savings, and administrative flexibility and efficiency.

The Aid to Dependent Children program, later renamed Aid to Families with Dependent Children, was created as
part of the Social Security Act in 1935. Until 1997, it was the primary federal program providing cash assistance to
single parents (typically, mothers) and their dependent children. Many AFDC recipients were required to participate
in a companion program known as JOBS, for Job Opportunities and Basic Skills. The JOBS program was created as
part of the 1988 Family Support Act. JOBS was designed to help move welfare recipients into work through a com-
bination of education, training, and job-search and -placement services.

Both AFDC and JOBS were jointly administered by the federal and state governments. AFDC was funded in part
with federal funds and in part with state funds. The federal government paid for at least half of each state’s spending
on AFDC benefits, and paid exactly half of all states’ administrative expenses.

Though states were not required to participate in the AFDC program, all of them did. As a condition of receiving
federal funds for AFDC, states had to have their AFDC programs approved by the federal government and had to
adhere to certain federal requirements. States, for example, had to operate their AFDC programs statewide, had to
apply eligibility standards uniformly across the state, and had to apply federally mandated income and resource lim-
its in determining eligibility. Also, states were required to administer their programs through governmental entities.
Non-public employees simply were not allowed to determine eligibility and handle case management for AFDC ap-
plicants and recipients.

Although states had to adhere to these and myriad other federal requirements, they also were given some leeway in
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designing their AFDC programs. The states, for example, defined their own income eligibility thresholds (within
federal limits), set their own benefit levels, determined the manner and time of benefit payment, and so on. State
employees did not, however, run the program on a day-to-day basis — at least not in Wisconsin. That was left to
employees in the various county social service departments, which contracted with the state to run AFDC. County
employees handled intake for new AFDC applicants, determined eligibility, enrolled eligible applicants in AFDC,
referred them to the JOBS program when required, applied sanctions when program participants failed to participate
in required JOBS activities, and closed cases when a client’s eligibility ended. And again, county governments did
not handle these tasks merely because they had the staff and administrative infrastructure to do so. They did so be-
cause federal law required that public employees, not employees of private-sector entities, administer AFDC.

Administration of the JOBS program was similar to AFDC in a number of respects. The federal government paid
most of the cost for state JOBS programs, based on a fairly complex formula involving each state’s spending on em-
ployment and training activities for welfare recipients, the size of its AFDC population, and the amount of money
the state received from the federal government for Medicaid. As with AFDC, state JOBS plans had to be approved
by the federal government and had to meet a number of federal requirements. The federal government, for example,
required states to include certain education and work-related activities in their JOBS programs, required states to
achieve minimum participation standards among AFDC clients each year, specified which categories of AFDC re-
cipients were required to enroll in JOBS and which could be exempted, and so on.

The states, in turn, could decide what types of activities they wished to emphasize in their JOBS programs — im-
mediate job placement versus training, for example. They also could run their JOBS programs differently in differ-
ent jurisdictions, rather than pursuing statewide administrative uniformity as they were required to do under AFDC.
States also could require JOBS participants to sign an agreement specifying their obligations under the JOBS pro-
gram, could transfer a participant’s AFDC grant to an employer who then would put the JOBS participant to work,
and could require participants to “work off” their AFDC grant through community work experience. The options
were nearly endless.

As with AFDC, though the State of Wisconsin set the guidelines for the state’s JOBS program, state employees did
not run the program on a day-to-day basis. The counties did not have a monopoly on JOBS administration either,
however. Rather, unlike AFDC, day-to-day administration of the JOBS program was open to virtually any qualified
public or private entity the state wished to contract with.

The state had a significant number of contracts for JOBS administration with purely public entities — usually the
county social services department or the state Job Service. In fact, public entities such as these ran the JOBS pro-
gram in 35 of 72 counties in the last full year of the program’s operation. Even in these counties, however, the pub-
lic agencies often subcontracted important JOBS functions to private, sometimes for-profit, companies. This was
the case in Milwaukee County, where, although the state became the JOBS program administrator after the county
declined the role, on a day-to-day basis JOBS was run primarily by private local agencies with which the state had
contracted. In 22 counties, the administration of JOBS was handled by a coalition of public and private groups. In
Shawano County, for example, the JOBS program was jointly run by the state Job Service and Forward Service
Corporation, a non-profit company. Finally, in 15 counties, the JOBS program was administered by private entities
such as the Waukesha/Ozaukee/Washington PIC in those counties, and by the Forward Service Corporation in For-
est, Oneida, Vilas, and a number of other counties.3

Prior to 1994, state officials involved in welfare reform had devoted most of their energy to securing federal
waivers for programs like Learnfare, Children First, and two-tier welfare, and ensuring that those programs operated
effectively. In general, they had left the counties and private vendors involved in the JOBS program to run their pro-
grams as they saw fit. This had led to a variety of approaches to JOBS by different vendors around the state.4

The JOBS program in Milwaukee was one of the least effective, producing essentially no caseload reduction since
its inception. Milwaukee County had opted out of administering JOBS when the program first started. The state,
therefore, had taken over as program administrator, but had subcontracted day-to-day administration of JOBS to
several public and private vendors, all loosely coordinated by the state Job Service.
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The Job Service did intake for new program participants, and the various JOBS vendors would make their pitch to
those participants, offering education, or work experience, or job-placement services, depending on the individual
agency’s service philosophy. There was no coordination between the agencies, however, and each tried to offer a
full complement of services rather than focusing on one or two it might do especially well. No agency could per-
form every service well, however, so service quality suffered. Furthermore, because there was no coordination be-
tween agencies, there were often substantial delays in getting AFDC recipients into a JOBS track as they bounced
from one agency to the next. Finally, no one vendor could be held accountable for program failures because each
vendor was handling only a fraction of the JOBS population.

Faced with these problems, in 1993, Jason Turner — who was then the Manager of Employment and Training with
the Division of Economic Support in the state Department of Health and Social Services — took on the task of “fix-
ing” JOBS in Milwaukee. Turner focused on the contract structure for JOBS agencies. Under the existing contract,
agencies were paid on the basis of services provided, not results. The state fronted the JOBS agencies some contract
money based on estimates of how many program participants they would serve in the coming year. The state then
followed up to ensure that the vendors were in fact serving the participants they were supposed to be serving. As
long as they were doing so, they could continue receiving state funds for their services, even if those services failed
to produce much in the way of results. Too often, they did just that.

For 1994, Turner resolved to restructure the contracts with Milwaukee JOBS agencies so as to make them more re-
sults-oriented. He split the agencies into two teams of providers and, in effect, set up a competition between them.
Each team got a fixed budget to begin with, proportional to the size of the caseload it was expected to handle. Then

a performance pool of money was set aside that could be earned only
by placing JOBS participants in work activities. Each team received a
certain number of points for each recipient they placed in a full-time
job, a part-time job, an on-the-job training position, or a work supple-
mentation position. When the points were tallied at the end of the com-
petition period, the dollars in the performance pool were distributed in
proportion to each team’s total points. Thus, for the first time, the
state’s payment to JOBS vendors depended in part on their success in
putting welfare recipients to work.

As a result of this performance-based change in the JOBS payment structure, three things happened immediately.
First, the JOBS vendors shifted to a labor-force-attachment approach in administering their programs. That is, they
began devoting most of their energy to finding employment for JOBS participants immediately rather than putting
them in education and training slots.5 Second, they began making extra efforts to recruit JOBS-eligible AFDC re-
cipients to their programs. The more JOBS participants they saw, the more they could place in jobs, and the more
money they could collect at the end of the competition. Finally, they began putting more pressure on the county to
sanction AFDC clients who refused to show up for scheduled JOBS program orientations and enrollments.6

As a partial result of these changes, job placements increased by over 30% in the first six months of 1994 in Mil-
waukee County when compared with the first six months of 1993.7 Sensing that it was on to a good thing, the state
expanded JOBS performance contracting to the rest of the state in 1995. JOBS providers outside of Milwaukee re-
ceived only 80% of their normal budgetary allocations for JOBS in that year. The rest of the money was deposited
in a performance pool, just as it had been in Milwaukee. The state then set minimal performance levels that JOBS
providers had to reach just to earn their 80% base payment. Once they reached those levels, they were paid a fixed
amount of money for additional job placements — $800 for each full-time placement, $400 for part-time place-
ments, and $200 for each placement in another work-related activity (on-the-job training, for example, or communi-
ty work experience).8

Through this system, JOBS providers could earn more than 100% of their normal allocation if their performance
was good enough. The initial 80% base payment was reduced to a lower percentage in subsequent years, however,
such that counties had to earn more and more of their JOBS contract through performance. And JOBS agents that
failed to earn any funds from the performance pool had their base percentage reduced even further. This philosophy
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was carried to its logical end in Milwaukee, where by 1997 the JOBS providers, no longer organized into two com-
peting teams, had to earn virtually all of their contract payments on a performance basis.9

Without a formal evaluation, it is impossible to determine exactly what effect this shift to performance contracting
had on AFDC caseloads and on job placements. But caseloads went into a sharp decline after the implementation of
JOBS performance standards, and state officials clearly believed that performance contracting resulted in higher
rates of job placement. State documents note that following implementation of performance standards, “enrollment
in work experience jumped, up-front job search became standard and welfare exits due to work went up sharply.”10

These conclusions would have an important influence on the design of the Wisconsin Works program.

Shortly after Governor Thompson signed legislation in December of 1993 ending Wisconsin’s participation in
AFDC by January 1, 1999, Gerald Whitburn, Secretary of the Department of Health and Social Services, assembled
a study group whose job it was to design a welfare replacement program. The group was known as the 99 Group,
signifying the year by which AFDC was to be phased out. The group’s ideas ultimately became the basis for W-2.

The members of the 99 Group were Andy Bush, a policy analyst with the Hudson Institute; Shannon Christian,
planning director for the Department of Health and Social Services; Laura Kaye, another Hudson analyst; Jean
Rogers, administrator of the Division of Economic Support in the Department of Health and Social Services; Jason
Turner, Manager of Employment and Training in the Division of Economic Support; and John Wagner, an aide to
Secretary Whitburn and a former research fellow at the Wisconsin Policy Research Institute.

Competition

The author interviewed all of the 99 Group members in an effort to reconstruct the thinking that produced W-2’s ad-
ministrative structure. One of the more momentous decisions the group made was to end the counties’ monopoly on
public assistance administration and award contracts for W-2 on a competitive basis. Inevitably, this would open the
entire system to potential private administration. What was the source of these ideas?

Several of the 99 Group members indicated that the state had been dissatisfied with the uneven administrative per-
formance of the counties under AFDC. In some counties, caseloads had fallen sharply — but in others, most notice-
ably Milwaukee, they had barely budged. Noted John Wagner:

One feature of the old system was that with the counties as administrators, there had been varying degrees of
success in running AFDC. Our operating premise was that that system had been blown up, and now we real-
ly could put anything in its place that we wanted. So that created a vacuum for ideas on a new administrative
structure.

Based on the state’s own experience, competition and privatization were among the ideas that rushed into that vacu-
um. As noted above, the state’s JOBS program had been operated to a great extent by private vendors, many of
which had played an important role in the state’s caseload decreases. Furthermore, the experiment with competition
in the Milwaukee JOBS program appeared to have improved job-placement performance sharply. Naturally, the 99
Group’s discussions were shaped by these local models of privatization and competition. According to Andy Bush,
“The most important influence on the decision to allow competition under W-2 was the state’s experience with the
JOBS program.”

The group’s members looked outside the state for ideas as well. As part of their thinking about a new public assis-
tance system in Wisconsin, group members read extensively about innovative, effective practices being undertaken
elsewhere. The group studied the performance of private, for-profit welfare-to-work companies like America
Works, employment agencies like Manpower, health maintenance organizations, privately financed education
voucher programs, privatized child-collection services, and welfare-reform programs that had relied extensively on
private vendors. Said Shannon Christian:
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What we found was that a lot of the more innovative programs were being run outside of government. A lot
of the privatization efforts we looked at were showing very good results, and a lot of the government-run
programs were bogged down by union contracts and state regulations. 

Some of the 99 Group members also claimed that over the years, many counties — Milwaukee was the most con-
spicuous example — had told state officials that they wanted to be freed from the responsibility for administering
state-mandated programs. Relations with the state over such programs could be trying, and the counties often com-
plained about inadequate state funding. Many apparently would have been happy to get out of the business of public
assistance altogether.11 Under these circumstances, it made little sense to continue the counties’ monopoly on pro-
gram administration under W-2. According to Jean Rogers:

Over the years we’d heard from some counties, including Milwaukee, that they wanted to stop running these
programs. We didn’t want people doing W-2 who didn’t want to do it. We wanted agencies that wanted to be
agencies. We wanted the best and most motivated providers. And a system that gave a monopoly to govern-
mental entities was not going to accomplish that for us.

Competition for W-2 agency spots, however, did not necessarily mean privatization. It was possible that the coun-
ties, facing job loss if they were to relinquish control of public assistance programs, and having years of administra-
tive experience with such programs, might bid and win administrative control of W-2 in most of the state. Would
that outcome have been acceptable to state officials? Asked differently, was the real objective of competitive bid-
ding to transfer control of the new program from the counties to private entities?

No, was the nearly uniform response from 99 Group members. Again, Jean Rogers:

If there’s no other game in town, there’s not that much incentive to change. So we wanted providers to know
that they could be replaced through competition. And if public entities couldn’t do the job or didn’t want to,
then it’s a given that private agencies would take over. But I’d say we got privatization because we were in-
terested in competition, not because we were interested in privatization per se. We never intended to go com-
pletely in the direction of privatization.

John Wagner:

Competitive bidding was less about wanting to privatize the system than about trying to improve it through
private-sector competition. We always thought the counties could be involved in W-2. If they could do it bet-
ter than private entities, that was fine. But we thought that if we had open competition, people would have to
produce. They would have to perform.

Shannon Christian:

We didn’t set up a competitive structure with the intent of achieving as much privatization as possible. If the
counties could be as effective as private agencies, fine. We just wanted to be sure that only the motivated
counties would be involved. We wanted what was best for program participants.

Andy Bush:

We were somewhat worried about the culture of existing welfare offices, and we wanted to put some of W-2
in the hands of private agencies so as to shake up that culture. But eventually we realized that achieving the
outcomes we wanted had more to do with how we set up the contracts and the regulatory structure than with
who was running the program. If the counties could do it, fine. If they could compete, fine. We didn’t neces-
sarily want them out, though we had some worries about them. What we really wanted was a shock to the
system through competition.

Despite these comments, there clearly was a desire to have at least someof the administration of W-2 in private
hands. As quoted above, Jean Rogers noted that when the counties wanted out of W-2, privatization was the natural
alternative, and a desirable one at that. She also added, “We wanted to have a mix of for-profits, non-profits, and
public entities running W-2. We wanted to have a variety of different approaches, so you could see what was best
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practices, what worked.” But the emphasis seems to have been at least as much on competition as privatization.
Again, Andy Bush, echoing Jean Rogers:

To achieve the kinds of changes we were trying to achieve, you had to encourage innovation. You had to let
the counties know that other people could come in and take the thing over if they didn’t perform. You need-
ed the prospect of that as a means of pushing counties to perform. You couldn’t just say, “Here’s what we’d
like you to do.” You had to say, “And if you don’t do that, someone who can will come in and take it over.”

Driven, then, by a desire to identify the best possible vendors, to allow the counties that wanted out of public assis-
tance to get out, to create incentives for maximum performance among vendors through the prospect of displace-
ment by another vendor, and to reap some of the benefits of private administration, the 99 Group decided that W-2
should be open for competitive bidding in the state’s 72 counties.

Performance contracting

Another major innovation the 99 Group decided to make part of W-2’s
administrative structure was performance contracting. As noted above,
the counties involved in administering AFDC and the public and pri-
vate vendors responsible for the JOBS program had, for much of both
programs’ history, been paid on a cost-reimbursement basis. As long
as they were spending their money on activities that were eligible for
reimbursement — payment of benefits to clients, education, training,
and administration — they were reimbursed by the state. Whether the
county administered its AFDC program poorly or in exemplary fash-
ion, whether its caseloads rose or fell, whether it was successful or not
in diverting AFDC applicants to other programs or to private-sector re-
sources, none of this mattered. The state was always there with a
check.

The same had been true for JOBS providers until 1994 in Milwaukee, and 1995 in the rest of the state. The JOBS
administrative agencies had been paid for providing services, not for producing results. Thus, if a JOBS agency in
Milwaukee County arranged to put 1,000 AFDC clients through a GED program, it was paid for doing so. It did not
matter if none of the 1,000 ended up with a job, or even if many of the 1000 dropped out of the program halfway
through. As long as the agency was following procedures, enrolling clients in eligible activities, and adhering to the
terms of its contract, it received contract payments from the state.

All of this changed with the introduction of performance standards to the JOBS program in 1994 and 1995. The
substantial performance improvements that followed these changes caught the attention of the 99 Group’s members,
several of whom cited the JOBS experience as partial inspiration for the idea to include performance contracting in
W-2.12

But there was more at work than this. The 99 Group members also saw performance contracting as part and parcel
of what they were trying to accomplish with W-2. Andy Bush explained this point:

We knew we wanted the new program to be very different from the old one on a programmatic level. We
couldn’t have a one-size-fits-all approach. We needed to encourage diversity, creativity, and innovation. So
we didn’t want to have a regulated system that specified what contractors had to do. We wanted to focus on
the outcomes we were looking for and give the contractors the power to achieve them. Performance contract-
ing fit with that idea of generating creativity, not a uniform approach. The contract is very simple. We give
W-2 agents a fixed amount of money, tell them what outcomes we want them to achieve, and let them go to
it. The better they do, the more money they make. There’s a lot of power in that idea.

Jason Turner explained a complementary, though somewhat different, motivation behind the 99 Group’s decision to
implement performance contracting for W-2:
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If W-2 was going to be a success, we needed to have our program administrators totally rethink their ideas
about public assistance. We needed to make them understand that this program was going to be about work
from day one, that the best way to help people was to help them find a job. And we needed to get that mes-
sage across from the person at the top of the organization all the way down to the line worker who deals with
program participants on a day-to-day basis. We had found in the past that performance contracting was one
way you could change thinking and behavior within the organization. Once the organization’s compensation
is tied to its performance, messages about desired outcomes and the actions necessary to achieve them are re-
inforced constantly, by every level of management, all the way down to the line worker. Everyone begins
thinking and acting in terms of the performance standards, not simply whatever process they had followed in
the past. This sort of change was critical if W-2 was going to work.

Performance contracting, then, was seen as a tool for ensuring the success of W-2. 99 Group members wanted W-2
agents to be driven by a concern with outcomes, not process. And they wanted W-2 agents to pursue whatever pro-
grammatic approaches they thought would lead them to the desired outcomes. Thus, a contract that pegged vendor
rewards to the outcomes the state wanted to achieve, yet specified very little about required inputs or procedures,
seemed a logical choice. Plus, structuring the contract in this way seemed likely, based on the state’s past experi-
ence, to help program administrators shape thinking, and therefore behavior, from the top of administrative agencies
to the bottom.

Centralization 

One other important administrative change the 99 Group decided on deserves brief mention here, though a more de-
tailed discussion is outside the scope of this paper. That change was to centralize the intake/eligibility and employ-
ment functions under W-2 not just in one location, but in large part within one person, the Financial and Employ-
ment Planner.

Under the pre-W-2 regime, the AFDC and JOBS programs were administered separately — in different physical lo-
cations, and very often by different agencies — in more than half of the state’s counties.13 This arrangement pro-
duced a number of undesirable results. With separate agencies administering separate parts of public assistance, it
was very difficult to maintain a consistent, unified message about the responsibilities of program participants.14Par-
ticipants also had to go from one office to the next to take care of all of their needs, often having to meet with sever-
al different case managers. There could be poor communication between the AFDC side of public assistance and the
JOBS side, resulting in clients not being referred to JOBS when they should be, sanctions not being applied when
they should be, and cases not being closed when eligibility had expired. Finally, with the division of responsibilities
also came a difficulty in rewarding success or punishing failure, because it was difficult to know where the credit or
blame should rest.15

The 99 Group determined to remedy these problems through a centralization of program administration. First, they
decided that in every geographic region, there would be only one administrative entity ultimately responsible to the
state for program performance. That is the W-2 agency. Though the agency in each county can sub-contract func-
tions (and all do), accountability for the success or failure of the program ultimately rests on the agent’s shoulders
alone. Second, they pushed to have all W-2 program resources located in the same physical location, known as a
Job Center. This simplifies life for program participants and facilitates communication between workers who share
responsibility for different aspects of the same participant’s case. Finally, the 99 Group effectively combined the in-
take and the job placement functions of the old system in one person, the Financial and Employment Planner. Thus,
there can be no more conflict or miscommunication between these two parts of the system, because they are now
the responsibility of only one worker.

The 99 Group had the luxury of undertaking its deliberations more or less in secret, which allowed the discussions
to flow from the premise, “if we could do anything we wanted ....” As noted above, one of the things the group
wanted to do was open the administration of W-2 to competitive bidding. Though that may have seemed a sound
idea behind close doors, it would not necessarily be a politically popular one. After all, competitive bidding meant
that the counties would lose their monopoly on program administration, and that could mean substantial job loss.
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That point was not lost on county workers when the 99 Group’s draft proposal leaked in the spring of 1995. The
draft was substantially more pro-privatization than one might imagine from the interview excerpts presented above.
According to the draft document:

We should abandon our assumptions about government’s traditional role in managing programs and look to
private alternatives using market and performance mechanisms to best achieve our objectives [p.2].

[F]or too long government has been the assumed operator of the programs it devises. A more effective model
is almost always for the government to set the ground rules and then let non-government entities actually op-
erate programs under public oversight [p.6].

Where appropriate, the system should take advantage of the superior capabilities of the private for-profit sec-
tor to achieve W-2 objectives, as well as to assume risk [p.59].16

There were county workers living in virtually every Assembly and Senate district, and they naturally were disturbed
by such language. Their union immediately began putting pressure on their representatives in the legislature to do
something.17

Jason Turner told the author in an interview that the county workers had over-reacted to the prospect of competitive
bidding:

Outside of Milwaukee and Dane County, some of the county people were hotshots. You wouldn’t want any-
body but them running the program. Some of these people had been waiting for a program like W-2 for
years. So we never envisioned that we’d have something like 55 counties privatized anyway.

But because the 99 Group’s draft document had leaked, rather than being introduced and explained fully by the
Thompson administration, subtleties like this were lost on county workers, and they and their representatives in the
legislature were demanding some sort of assurances.

As this was happening, something else occurred to members of the 99 Group: county workers who thought they
might be out of a job under the state’s new public assistance program might feel that they had less of a stake in the
state’s currentprograms, AFDC and JOBS. According to Andy Bush:

In early 1995, there was still a lot of time before the new
program was supposed to start, and we were afraid that the
counties just might stop working and not get their
caseloads down to a manageable level. We needed to get
caseloads down or W-2 would cost too much. We needed
to give the counties an incentive to keep working.

Facing both an outcry from public employees and the possibility of
counties giving less than their all in the remaining years of
AFDC/JOBS, the 99 Group’s members were forced to compromise on
the question of competitive bidding. That compromise began with the
state establishing caseload reduction, job-placement, and AFDC ex-
penditure targets for the counties to meet between September 1 of 1995
and August 30 of 1996. If they met those targets, they would earn the
“right of first selection” with respect to W-2. That is, the county would
qualify automatically to be the W-2 vendor if it wished to be, without any competition from other interested parties.

The first criterion most counties had to achieve was a 25% reduction in AFDC caseloads between September 1 of
1995 and August 30 of 1996. That percentage could be adjusted depending on each county’s record of caseload re-
ductions since 1987, and on its percentage of long-term cases and its refugee population. Any county that failed to
meet the caseload-reduction goal also failed to earn the right of first selection. But counties that met the caseload
goal then had to achieve specific job-placement, work-activity, and AFDC expenditure targets in three time periods,
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one running from September 1, 1995, to March 1, 1996, the next ending June 1, 1996, and the next ending Septem-
ber 1, 1996. The targets for the first of these periods were pegged to what the top 25% of the state’s counties had
achieved in the most recent measurement period. The targets for the next two time periods were ratcheted upward,
based on state officials’ perception of what would be demanding but “meetable” performance criteria.18

The right-of-first-selection criteria were designed to weed out counties that could not perform at the level needed to
make W-2 work, and to “weed in” those that could. According to Mark Hoover, former director of the Bureau of
Management and Operations in the Department of Workforce Development:

The right-of-first-selection criteria were really set up to answer this question: are you willing and able to run
a work-based program? If you could meet the criteria, then you were. If you couldn’t, you probably weren’t.

Jason Turner added:

By meeting the performance criteria, the counties were setting themselves up for falling into place when W-2
started. You were getting the caseload down to a manageable size and getting everyone else in a pre-W-2
track. If you met all the performance criteria, you’d be running a high-octane program.

So how did the counties do? According to Turner, the impact of the right-of-first-selection criteria was immediate
and impressive:

The counties were totally motivated by having specific criteria to meet. It worked even better than we
thought. The county people were looking at their data, asking “how are we going to do this?,” reorganizing
their intake, beginning to totally rethink their programs. It was phenomenal.

By the end of the performance period in August of 1996, 67 of the state’s 72 counties had earned the right of first
selection, meaning that they could be the W-2 administrative agent without facing competition from other potential
vendors. The counties that did not meet the performance criteria necessary to earn the right of first selection were:
Douglas, Green Lake, Walworth, Milwaukee, and Menominee. There would be competitive bidding for the role of
W-2 agent in these counties. A number of other counties earned the right of first selection, but opted not to exercise
it (consistent with claims by 99 Group members that some counties simply wanted out of public assistance adminis-
tration). Those counties were Juneau, Oneida, Kewaunee, Shawano, Forest, Vilas, and Waukesha. Thus, there were
potentially 12 counties, including the state’s largest, open to competitive bidding for the right to administer W-2.
That number was reduced to 11, however, when the state exercised its discretion to grant the contract for Menomi-
nee County to the county without open bidding.

In August of 1996, the state issued its Request for Proposals (RFP) soliciting bids from any entity interested in be-
ing a W-2 agent. The proposal had to describe what county or counties the bidder was interested in, how it would
administer the program, and for how much money. The state, however, set a ceiling on the amount of money a po-
tential provider could charge for each geographic region. Providers could offer to run W-2 for less money than the
state had specified for a particular geographic region, but not for more.

Open bidding was limited to the 11 counties identified above, although counties that had earned and exercised the
right of first selection also had to submit plans for administering W-2. Of the 11 counties open for bidding, one of
them, Milwaukee County,was divided into six separate geographic regions. Providers interested in running W-2 in
Milwaukee could bid on one of these regions, all of them, or any number in between. Thus, there were a total of 16
discrete geographic areas open for bidding — 10 counties and six regions within Milwaukee County. At the time
bids on the RFP were due, about 65% of the state’s AFDC caseload resided within those 16 areas.19 Thus, a healthy
majority of the state’s caseload would operate under a W-2 program that had been competitively bid.

Of the five counties that had not earned the right of first selection — Douglas, Green Lake, Walworth, Milwaukee,
and Menominee — Douglas and Green Lake ultimately bid for the right to run W-2 and were successful. Menomi-
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nee County, as noted above, was awarded the W-2 contract by the state
even though it had not earned the right of first selection. And Wal-
worth and Milwaukee Counties chose not to bid to run W-2.

Because Milwaukee County had about 60% of the state’s AFDC
caseload when bidding was open in 1996, and nearly 70% of the
caseload by the time W-2 started, the county’s decision not to enter a
bid to run W-2 in Milwaukee was a momentous one. Why did the
county opt out of administering W-2? The answer to that question is an
elusive one.

Shortly after W-2 became law, another piece of legislation, the Gov-
ernment Operations Act, amended the initial W-2 statute with some cu-
rious language about the administration of W-2 in Milwaukee County:

In a county having a population of 500,000 or more the de-
partment [of Workforce Development] shall, prior to
awarding a contract to administer Wisconsin works  in that county, work with the county for a period not to
exceed 6 months to establish a plan for the first 2 years of administration of Wisconsin works in that county.
The plan shall establish the methodology for conducting a competitive bidding process to award a contract to
administer Wisconsin works in that county. The plan shall identify an administrator to oversee the adminis-
trative structure of Wisconsin works in that county and to oversee the Wisconsin works agencies in that
county.20

This language was specific to Milwaukee County. All other counties were governed by a selection process covered
in the W-2 authorizing legislation. For Milwaukee, however, the statute authorized discussions between the county
and the state “to establish a plan” for how W-2 was to be administered. That plan at least would include a methodol-
ogy for selecting W-2 agents if the county failed to earn and exercise the right of first selection, and also would in-
clude discussions of program oversight in Milwaukee County.

But why was it necessary to hold negotiations at all? After all, there were no negotiations between the state and the
rest of the counties, and there was a clear process in place for those counties. If the county did not earn and exercise
the right of first selection, the state would set up a competitive bidding process and pick the winner. The winner
then would administer W-2. So why not just follow the same procedure in Milwaukee County? Why invite the
county into negotiations over how W-2 would be administered?

In an interview with the author, Jason Turner said that at the time the W-2 program was being shaped into a legisla-
tive document, Milwaukee County Executive F. Thomas Ament had expressed to Governor Thompson his desire to
have the Milwaukee Private Industry Council (PIC) play a very large role in the administration of the new program.
According to Turner, Ament wanted the PIC to play the role the state would be playing elsewhere — setting up the
competitive bidding process, selecting the winning bidders, paying them their contract money, and overseeing their
administration of W-2. The state, however, was not willing to relinquish to the county so much authority over the
new program. The statutory language, therefore, recognized this disagreement and said, in effect, “we haven’t been
able to agree on a role for the Milwaukee County PIC in W-2, so for now we’ll agree to sit down and talk about it
later.”

Mark Hoover, former head of the Bureau of Management and Operations in the Department of Workforce Develop-
ment, and a participant in the negotiations that ultimately took place between the state, Milwaukee County, and the
Milwaukee Private Industry Council, had a somewhat different take on the statutory language. According to
Hoover, County Executive Ament and Milwaukee legislators had worked to get the language put in the bill so that
they would have some say in the development of W-2 in Milwaukee. Hoover said this was something the state
wanted, too:

The basic idea was that the county should have some ownership when it came to W-2. It would have been
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