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Devolution (n.), a passng down through successve stages, a delegating of authority or
duties to a subordinate or subgtitute. (The American Heritage Dictionary)

[.INTRODUCTION: A DEVOLUTION REVOLUTION?

Has a devolution revolution occurred in the United States? Nathan (1996) suggests
“mgor changes’ in devolution that may rival the Grest Society are occurring while Kincad
(1998) observes that the centrdization “hare’ greatly outruns the decentrdization “tortoise”
Ignoring for the moment whether actud changes judify ether of these interpretations, both the
Nathan and Kincaid anadyses address what is usudly referenced as fird-order devolution, namey
the shifting of authority and discretion from the Nationd government to the States By way of
contrast, this paper centers attention on second-order devolution, the delegation of authority from
a state government to its respective county governments.

Fird-order devolution hit the front pages following the Republican takeover of the
Congress in 1994. A centerpiece of congressond devolution was the welfare reform legidation
passed and dgned by Presdent Clinton in August 1996. The Persond Responshility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (P.L. 104-193) created block grants in support of the
TANF program (Temporary Assistance to Needy Families).

For about forty American dates firs-order devolution, such as it was, marked the end of
the devolution “line” In these dates full and tota responghility for adminisering TANF rested
with the date-level welfare agency. But for ten American sates, including North Caroling, loca
governments  (primarily counties) play Sgnificant roles in adminisering wefare and other
human service programs. In these dates fird-order devolution resulted in the following query:

How much state-to-local second-order devolution should be permitted or promoted?



In 1997, the North Caolina Generd Assembly grgppled with this question. The
legidative process was long, arduous, and contentious. One result, among many, was the
presumptive granting of authority to exercise greater discretion in the implementation of TANF,
which hes been termed Work First in North Carolina

The datute (Senate Bill 352) creating second-order devolution contained two means or
methods of anticipated devolution. One was the authorization of "block grant” funds to al 100
counties implementing the TANF (Work First) program. The second and politicaly polarized
form of devolution was a pilot program that crested two categories of counties. One st of
counties was caled “decting” and another set was termed “standard.”

The detals by which this legidation passed and the methods by which a smal number of
counties (21) became “decting” counties are far too complex and convoluted to describe here
(Wright, Cartron, and Webb, 1999). Suffice to say that eecting counties were authorized, for al
practicd purposes, to create their own independent welfare (TANF/Work Firs) programs,
induding the determination of digibility, benefit levds time limits ec. Virtudly the only
officid condraints on decting counties were that they could not modify or violate nationd legd
or adminidrative regulations. Thus, the background was st for a Saewide “experiment” in
second-order devolution.

Given the forma disposition of the North Carolina Genera Assembly to dlow or foder a
greater degree of authority in the hands of county officids, what has been response of North

Carolina counties?

I1. RESPONDENTS, METHODS, AND DATA
This paper is part of a projected long-term research agenda to trace one state' s

implementation of welfare reform over severd years. The Tracking County Responses to



Welfare Reform project’ s research and information gathering for this undertaking took placein
two phases. Thefirst phase was a questionnaire survey completed in al 100 NC Countiesin
June, duly, and August of 2000. Four county actors have been contacted for their views and
opinions. Theseinclude: Members of the County Board of Commissioners, County Manager's,
Chairs of the County Socia Services Board, and the County Socia Services Directors (DSS
Directors). A smilar questionnaire will be used to contact County Work First Managers later
thisfal. These survey results provide criticad and previoudy unexplored information concerning
how county-gtate relationships have changed as aresult of welfare reform and the intended
devolution of authority to North Carolina counties.

The second phase involved 23 in-depth county reports conducted by Faculty Associates
from 11 UNC indtitutions across North Carolina. These studies complement the survey datawith
arich, contextua look at the dynamics of “devolving” power to counties. The reports discussa
number of topics rdated to wefare reform, including the “decting” versus “standard” choice, the
differing gods of county officids, the changing county- state relationships, and the shifting
respons bilities and workload of county DSS. The in-depth reports were completed in June, duly,
and August of 2000.

This paper draws primarily on our survey results from the four types of North Carolina
county officids. Appendix A provides acopy of the survey indrument. Thisisaninitid
overview of the survey data, and therefore we will rely chiefly on descriptive statistics to show
patterns in county responses. However, these preliminary results should not be used to infer
datisticad sgnificance of the variables. The mgority of the survey items were evauated on a0
to 7 point sce with O indicated “none’, 1 indicating “low”, and 7 as“high.” Therewasdso a

“Don’'t Know” option. Two techniques were employed to conduct the surveys. First, we



contacted County Commissioners, County Managers, and County Socia Services Board Chairs
by mail. We performed &t least two mail follow-ups and received response rates of 26% for
Commissioners, 59% for Managers, and 65% for Socid Service Board Chairs. We contacted the
DSS Directed through aweb-based verson of our questionnaire. Here our response rate was
56%. Thisinformation gathering phase is largely completed, but we are il finishing mail and

web- based follow-ups of County Managers and DSS Directors. We have county coverage of at

least one actor in 99 of the 100 NC counties.

1. WELFARE REFROM: IMPORTANCE, INNOVATION, AND INFLUENCE

The 1997 North Carolina welfare reform legidation was a “devolution experiment” of
mgor proportions. The authority for wefare policy-making was ogtengbly shifted from the date
to the 100 North Carolina counties. Elected county officids and administrators were faced with
the criticd chdlenges of both innovation and implementation.  As a result, one might argue that
the 1997 reforms have had an enormous and irreversble impact on the provison of socid
sarvicesin the gate of North Carolina. Only time will confirm or contradiict this contention.

Quedtions related to this cam were directly explored in the Tracking Welfare Reform
project. How much attention was wefare reform given in each of the 100 counties in North
Caralina? Who was involved in the cregation of innovations and the fogtering of new idess for
welfare policy and programs? Which county actors were mog influentia in deciding whether
the county would opt for standard or eecting county status? Which actors were generdly most
influentid during the entire welfare reform process? Our results demondrate that not only was
welfare reform a pressng issue on the local county agendas in 1997, but that it continues to be an

important foca point today. Each set of officids surveyed (Commissoners, Managers, DSS



Directors, and DSS Board Chairs) has had and will continue to have important roles to play in
the implementation of North Cardlina wefare reform. This section uses the county-level survey
daa to explore empiricdly and descriptivdly the importance, innovations, and influences of
welfare reform in North Carolina.

I mportance of Welfare Reform

As previoudy dated, 1997 was a year of paramount importance for welfare in the state of
North Carolina.  However, even prior to 1997, welfare-related issues were on the minds of many
governmentd officids.  According to aggregate survey responses (see Table 1), prior to 1997,
the County Board of Commissioners assigned a moderate leve of importance to wefare reform
— 4.4 on a 7-point scale. During 1997, when the North Carolina General Assembly passed its
major package of reforms, wefare clearly became a more prominent issue on county agendas,
risng to a 5.7 levd of importance. It is both interesting and sgnificant to note that since 1997,
welfare reform has remaned an important issue in North Carolina The assessed leve of
importance of wefare reform from 1998-2000 was 5.5, only a dight decrease from the
heightened awareness during the 1997 pesk period.

(Insert Table 1 about here)

An interesting corollary to these findings can be explored by parsing the results by county
actor. These figures dso are provided in Table 1. Prior to 1997, DSS Directors believed, quite
understandably, that welfare reform was more important (at 5.6) than was the case with any other
st of county officas. During the 1997 reforms, dl groups noted an incressed leve of
importance for wefare reform. DSS Directors again accorded the highest level of importance,
but the greatest increase in importance occurred among DSS Board Chairs (from 4.4 to 6.3). All

respondents have accorded a continued high levd of importance for welfare reform.  The



average levd of dgnificance given wdfare reform in 1997 and before produced two clusters
among the four sets of county officids. Commissoners and Managers condituted one pair; DSS
Directors and Board Chairs were ancther pair.

The higher scores of the DSS Directors and Board Chairs can undoubtedly be attributed
to their forma pogtions. Wefare is both a congtant and relevant concern for them. We would
therefore expect them to be aware of date governmentd activities that influence policy
formation and implementation. On a more generd note, the results reved that al four sets of
actors believe that the County Board of Commissoners, by and large, has taken wefare reform
quite serioudy. During 1997, however, wefare reform importance was a its pesk among al
actors. It is interesting to note that this trend did not drop sgnificantly following its 1997
prominence. Even after the events of 1997, the assessed importance of welfare reform remained
high and substantialy above the pre-1997 period.

Innovations and Welfare Reform

To wha extent did devolution (North Carolina style) provide opportunities for
innovetion? In the previous section, our results confirm that welfare reform has been established
in North Carolina among mgor county actors as an important issue.  An ensuing logica question
is Have county officids demondrated the significance of welfare reform by developing new and
innovative policies?

A second battery of questions on the Tracking Welfare Reform survey engbles us to
gauge how different county actors judged the dtate welfare legidation as a springboard for
launching innovetions. Did devolution lead to innovetion, and by whom? Table 2 organizes our
survey results. It reports the mean scores in evaluating the extent to which other actors were the

source of innovations.



(Insert Table 2 about here)

The generd consensus among dl respondents is that innovations in wefare reform policy
mainly originaed from DSS Directors (5.5), DSS Board Chairs (5.4), and Work First Managers
(55). This is not surprisng. These persons are the primary officids directly responsble for
implementing wefare policies on a day-to-day bass The innovation contributions of
Commissoners and Managers were smdler at 4.1 and 4.2, respectively. It might be noted,
however, that these mean scores are well above the midpoint on the rating scae (0-7). Thus,
Commissioners and Managers were not on the fringes or outsde “the loop” s0 far as new ideas
and innovation are concerned. Apparently, these two key sets of actors were quite clearly “on
gage’ in the county welfare reform “play.”

Survey responses by each individud actor confirm these findings. For example, both
County Commissoners and County Managers credited the DSS Directors, DSS Board Chairs,
and Work Firsd Managers as being greater sources of innovation in welfare reform. They rated
their own gatus in the innovation process to be sgnificantly lower. DSS Board Chairs and DSS
Directors, in assessing their own innovation levels, responded that they both were more
sgnificant sources of new ideas and innovations than Commissioners or Managers in the ream
of policy formation and implementation.

Table 3 creates a matrix showing these rdationships. If one sat of officids (on average)
reports another set of officids as being a grester source of innovation than themsdves, it is
denoted in the chart with a “+” dgn. For example, County Commissioners reported that County
Managers, DSS Directors, DSS Board Chairs, and Work First Managers were greater sources of
innovation than they (Commissoners) were. DSS Directors indicated (on average) that no one

ese initiated innovations to an extent greater than themsdves. County Managers believed three



other actors provided more innovation than they did (DSS Directors, Board Chairs, and Work
Firs Managers), while DSS Board Chairs bdieved DSS Directors and Work First Managers
were the most important source of innovations.
(Insert Table 3 about here)

These reaults have implications for any discusson of devolution. Devolution, it seems,
reaches well beyond the more generaized governmenta actors such as County Commissioners
and County Managers. Not unexpectedly, it penetrates to and impacts on speciaized agencies
and officias (such as DSS Directors and DSS Board Chairs) within locd jurisdictions. These
policy specidigts are evidently leeders in generating new ideas and innovations for welfare
reform. Elected and generadist adminisirators tend to defer to or expect that the officials who are
mogt familiar with the programs will be the primary sources of new ideas. Thisis confirmed by
the evident consensus on the locus of the origin of new ideas among the policy specidists—
namely, DSS Directors, Board Chairs, and Work First Managers.

Influence on aWdfare Reform Decison: Electing v. Standard

The decison to be a standard or electing county was at the core of the debate associated
with wefare reform implementation in North Carolina We posed a set of questions about the
extent to which various actors played influentid roles in this important 1997 decison. Recdl
that only a limited number of counties could choose the eecting option, and the choice had to be
made within the span of 3-4 months. These results are provided in Table 4, where the mean
scores indicating levels of influence are reported. The first column indicates that DSS Directors
were the most influential actors in the decison process (6.0), followed closdy by DSS Board
Chairs (5.7), and then by the County Commissioners (5.6).

(Insert Table 4 about here)
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When we separate the responses for the four different actors, it is clear that while the
aggregate results suggest that DSS Directors had the grestest leve of influence, the sdf-
evduaion by DSS Directors was somewhat different. They did not see themsdves as the
dominant force in the standard versus eecting county decison, but insead as more of a peer
player in the choice process. They viewed the Commissoners as exercisng the grestest
influence (5.9). The DSS Board Chars, County Commissoners, and County Managers,
however, dl rated DSS Directors as the most important force in the standard versus eecting
county decison.

Our results suggest that the standard versus eecting county decison was not easy. Each
actor had digtinct perceptions about who had the greater influence on the decison-making
process. Commissioners, Managers, and DSS Board Chairs al responded that DSS Directors
had the grestest influence. DSS Directors, however, dightly disagreed, evauating themsdves as
dightly lower forces of influence. The relationship between actors might be consdered as an
interactive, multi-actor exchange where influenceis broadly distributed and varioudy perceived.

Continuing Wedfare Reform Influences

The “pesk” moment of wefare reform importance came in 1997 following the Generd
Assembly legidation and the consequent county decisons on standard versus eecting status. An
assessment of the ongoing influences by various actors on wdfare reform snce that time offers a
unique opportunity to explore further dynamics of policy implementation. We asked county
officids to judge the norma influence that various actors have had on wdfare reform during te
past two years. Table 5 reports our descriptive findings in the form of mean influence scores.

(Insert Table 5 about here)
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Clearly, the DSS Directors were perceived by dl, as well as each set of respondents, to
have had the grestest continuing influence on welfare reform. The mean scores for DSS Director
influence ranged from 5.8 (by County Commissioners) to 6.7 (by DSS Board Chairs). The DSS
Board Chairs had the second grestest influence over welfare reform in the past two years.
County Commissoners and County Managers were viewed as having rddively low leves of
generd influence on welfare reform a 4.4. These results provide further evidence for the
argument that devolution is often carried out by the policy specidists (as opposed to policy
generdists) who are directly responsible for the day-to-day implementation.

When we separate our respondents by postion, some interesting patterns emerge.
County Commissoners and County Managers again seem less directly connected to the on-going
process of wdfae reform. In a paten dSmilar to innovation scores, Managers and
Commissoners uniformly rated themsdves as the least influentid actors in the ongoing wefare
reform process. DSS Directors and Board Chairs both acknowledged that their own levels of
influence were subgtantidly higher and accord lesser influence to Commissoners and Managers.
Indeed, the DSS Directors and Board Chairs assgned average levels of influence to Managers
and Commissioners that were a leest as high (if not higher) than the Managers and
Commissioners dlocated to themsdves. In brief, the “specididts’ in wdfare perceive the two
sts of “genardigs’ as having as much or more influence than the generdigts confer upon
themsdlves.

Further Observations about | mportance, Innovation, and Influence

The survey quedions probing levels of innovation and influence also asked respondents

to assess the impact of various other externd governmenta and non-governmental actors such as
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the public-at-large, the business community, nortprofit organizations and associations, and

members of the Generd Assembly. The responses are outlined in the following table.

1997 Standard v. 1998-2000
Electing Decison | Continuing Influence
Public at-large 3.3 3.3
Business Community 3.3 3.6
Generd Assambly 4.2 3.9
NonProfit Organizations / Associations 3.3 3.6

Note: Vaues represent means. Responses were scored from 0 to 7, with O = no influence, 1 =
low influence, and 7 = high influence.

It is interesting to note that dmogt uniformly, wherever such actors were mentioned, the assessed
levd of influence for each was dgnificatly lower than the influence levels for the previoudy
discussed governmentd actors. It is dso surprisng to see how uniformly unimportant the impact
of the generd public seems to be as a source of innovation and influence to the implementation
of welfare reform. Thisresult is one avenue for further exploration and more detailed research.

The Tracking Welfare Reform survey identified importance, innovation, and influence as
three specific areas for detalled andyss. Across the board, the results indicate that DSS
Directors and DSS Board Chairs were the leaders in implementing the “devolution revolution”
as it occurred in North Carolina counties. First, DSS Directors and Board Chairs believed more
than anyone dse that the County Boards of Commissoners gave wdfare reform a high levd of
importance before, during, and after the 1997 reforms. Second, DSS Directors, DSS Board
Chairs, and Work First Managers were generdly credited with being the greatest sources of new

ideas and innovations for welfare reform. Third, survey respondents clamed that DSS Directors,
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DSS Board Chairs, and County Commissioners were the most influentia actors in the standard
vs. electing county decison.

Findly, the results from the generd assessment of influence during the past two years on
welfare reform reved the centra roles of both DSS Directors and DSS Board Chairs. Clearly,
these two actors, in cooperation with many others, gave operationd meaning to welfare reform in
North Carolina counties. As perceived leaders in innovation and influence on wefare reform,
they were key actors in giving second-order devolution the focus, shape, and content that it took

in North Carolina. 1t isto that devolution topic and county- state relations that we now turn.

V. COUNTY-STATE AUTHORITY RELATIONSHIPS

The 1997 wdfare reform legidation in North Carolina provided a unique opportunity to
view changing county-date reationships  In particular, we are interested in whether date
legidative changes resulted in any red decentrdization of policymeking authority to the
counties.  We firgd examine the pad, present, and future desired level of county policymaking
authority. Next, we discuss the level of dtate wdfare reform mandates.  Finally, we assess, from
the perspective of county-leve dites, whether their county did or did not gain greater authority
to make welfare policy decisons.

Past, Present, and Future Authority

Before North Carolinas Work First program began (in 1995-96) the average leve of
welfare-related county policy-making authority was judged a the midpoint — 3.4 on a 07 scale.
As depicted in Figure 1, this generd perception of county officids rose about a pint to 4.6 by
the summer of 2000. Thus, county dites, in the aggregate, viewed the 1997 date legidation as

providing more decison-making authority in the hands of county officids.
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Equaly or more intereting are the results from a question that asked county officids
whether they dedre additiona wefare-rdated policy-making authority in the future. Here, the
mean for dl actors surveyed increased to a preferred levd of 54. This moderatdy high mean
score suggests that county officids desre more wdfare-rdaed policy autonomy in the future
and that officids fed the pagt shifts in policy-making authority have not gone far enough. Figure
1 puts these questions together and presents the stair-step pattern from past to present to future in
terms of actud and desired authority. From an overal standpoint, then, county officids across
the date express progressvely expansonis views about the exercise of authority involving
welfare,

(Insert Figure 1 about here)

Dividing aggregate resporses by type of county officid reveds somewhat different
perspectives on county welfare-rdated authority. Figure 2 charts the mean responses of the
County Commissioners, County Managers, DSS Directors, and Socid Services Board Chairs for
past, present, and future authority. All seek additiona welfare-rdated policymaking power in
the future and rank this desre higher than their past degree of policy meking authority. DSS
Directors, however, show an exceptiond pattern. On average, the DSS Directors are less
desrous of additional authority than other county actors. They ae the only st of actors we
surveyed who, on average, do not opt for expanded authority from the Sate.

This cautionary stance by DSS Directors, which is aso apparent in the 23 @se studies,
poses severd interesting questions concerning  preferences for  additional  policy making
authority.  For example — how much authority is too much for policy specidigts a the county
level? How do current levels of county resources (both personne and monetary) play into a

policy specidid’s dedre for additiond policy making authority? Fgure 2 dso highlights a
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divergence of DSS Directors and Socid Services Board Chairs concerning future authority. As
suggested  earlier, DSS Directors and Boad Chars were consdered leaders in  the
implementation of welfare devolution; however, these results suggest that the groups diverge
concerning the degree to which they seek additiond county policy-making power. More
generdly, the average responses of DSS Directors highlight the mixed and possbly ambivaent
viewpoints that different actors bring to bear on questions surrounding second-order devolution.

(Insert Figure 2 about here)

We previoudy indicated that County Commissoners and Managers, as policy generdids,
hold amilar views on many welfare rdaed issues. This concluson holds true in queries about
past, present, and future desred level county policymaking authority. Both of these county
officids perceved their past policy-making authority as moderate, but well below that of DSS
Board Chairs and DSS Directors. Figure 2 displays the sharp upward and precisely pardle
pattern in the averages for Commissioners and Managers responses over the present and future
time periods.

Do county officids want more policy-making authority for programs other than Work
Firg¢? The mean for dl respondents is moderatdy high — at 5.7. County Commissioners showed
the strongest support — at 5.9 — for additiond policy-making authority followed by the County
Managers (5.6), County Sociad Services Board Chairs (5.6), and then DSS Directors (5.2). From
these results we conclude that county officas would like to expand ther policy-making
capabilities and would seek additiond “devolution” of policy authority from the state.  The
moderately high support for more authority indicates that county officids have not been
dissuaded by their county’s experience with welfare reform.  This suggedsts that the “cods’

associated with additiona county authority are worth the  benefits’ to county officias.
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Interegtingly, the breskdown of the eecting and standard counties on these same
questions provides few differences.  One would expect to find ggnificant differences in the
decriptive datistics of the eecting and standard counties, epecialy concerning the present and
future levels of policy-making authority in ther counties.  After dl, eecting counties were
dlowed the most authority to change, innovate, and use new county authority in the experiment
devised by NC's date legidature. However, on average, the differences in the present level were
quite smal with decting counties a 4.6 and standard counties a 4.5.

These responses are surprising and support the notion that electing and standard counties
perceive ther present level of policy-making authority as essentidly the same.  For future leves,
electing counties scored a 55 and standard counties a 5.4. In addition, eecting and standard
counties scored smilarly, on average, concerning their desire for more policy-meking authority
on other issues. The project’s 23 in-depth reports throw some light on this conundrum.  These
reports indicate that the wdfae plans and implementation of wdfare reform in many decting
counties ended up quite smilar to the sandard counties. As a result, we would expect smilar
scores on perceived policy-meking authority.

State Mandates

State mandates generally and unfunded mandates in particular have often been cdled the
bane of locd government officas existence. Like border or range wars in the old Wild Wes,
the battle over the “boundary” between state and loca authority has generated many “wars,” of
which date mandating is one that has gained recent prominence. At the nationd leve the
Unfunded Mandates Reform Act of 1995 (P.L. 104-4) was intended to congrain what might be
termed “fird-order” mandating. No such condraint exidts, of course, to restrict second-order or

state-to-loca mandating.
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We now turn to the topic of state mandates, or requirements, attached to welfare reform.
The tie between increased policy-making authority and state mandates is an intriguing one that
raises severd questions. Does the dtate (or Sate officials) fear diversity among county policies
when authority is devolved? If this question can be answered by looking at the level of mandates
accompanying new county policy-making authority, then it seems the answer to this question is
“Yes’. Two-thirds of al respondents (67%) claimed that over the past five years there has been
an increase in Sate mandates on Work Firg programsin their county. This indicates that the
date devolved new authority to counties but it came with mandates attached. During a mesting
of the executive board of the North Carolina Association of County Commissionersin March
2000, several Commissioners commented about the restrictions placed on county policies and
policy makers by mandates.

We probed the mandate issue one step further and asked the individuas who felt there
was an increase in mandates, the degree to which these mandates were unfunded by the State.
The aggregate mean was 4.8 and there were no notable differences in the means for each set of
offidas. These prdiminary results indicate that a high percentage of county officids perceive
that the mandates are largely unfunded by the state. If these results hold, they indicate that a
fiscd burden gppears to accompany increased county authority in policy making. The same
March (2000) meeting of the Commissoners Association Board of Directors highlighted
concerns about the date shifting (“devolving”) financid obligations onto county budgets.  This
points to an important avenue for future reseerch. We plan to investigate the didribution of
monetary costs that accompanies new wedfare-rdated policy-making autonomy a the county

levd.
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We further questioned the county officidsto exploreif there was alink between
increased mandates and increased county flexibility to adjust to the mandates. We found
moderate support (4.1), on average, for the notion that county-leve flexibility has helped the
counties adjust to state mandates. Thus, as Table 6 displays, these new mandates are, to a certain
degree, easier to accommodate due to increased county-leve flexibility.

(Insert Table 6 about here)

Table 6 dso reveds that the results concerning county flexibility differ consderably by
actor. DSS Directors are a full two points higher, on average, than County Commissoners and
Managers in ther assessment of county flexibility. As policy specidists, DSS Directors may be
the best judge of changes in welfare and it is possble that Commissioners and Managers are less
aware of the impact of new county authority in the day-to-day busness of making wefare
decisons. We conclude, in generd, that county officds view ther flexibility & a levd higher
than would be expected. County actors generdly fed ther options are sgnificantly congrained
by state mandates, but concede that greater flexibility has dlowed more adjustments to mandates
than would be typicaly anticipated.

Assessment and Attribution of Authority Shifts

Did the Generd Assembly devolve any meaningful policy-making power to the counties?
Our anayss shows mixed results. We asked the county actors if, in ther judgment, their county
had gained greaster authority in making wefare policy decisons during the past three years
(1997-2000). We found a totd of 165 (51%) of the respondents claimed more authority, while a
aurprisingly high 118 (36%) respondents answered that there has been no red gain in policy-
meking authority snce the wdfare reform legidatiion of 1997. These results rase severd

questions. Did the legidature not go far enough in its devolution efforts? Were county wdfare
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plans too dgmilar to the dae DSS's implementation guiddines so that no devolution was
experienced? Is there a reationship between perceived devolution (greater county authority) and
electing county datus? Is there a rdationship between perceived devolution and innovation(s),
epecidly the locus or source of innovations? We plan to further explore this topic in future
research.

Authority is not automaticaly, autonomoudy, or anonymoudy devolved. Someone or
some set(s) of officids must act to change the power and authority configurations between the
gtate and counties. We therefore furthered questioned the 51% of all respondents who reported
devolved authority to identify the actors who contributed to the county’ s increased authority.
The raw frequencies are shown in Figure 3. The highest number of respondents pointed to the
NC Generad Assembly, followed by their County DSS Director, and then State DSS. Ranking
lower were the County Commissioners, Work First Managers, and County Managers. Table 7
divides responses by county officid and provides further leverage in understanding and assessing
who pushed for more county autonomy on welfareissues.  These results highlight the paired
gmilarities in responses between the Commissioners and Managers and between the DSS
Directors and Board Chairs. DSS Director and Board Chairs gave higher marksto the Genera
Assembly, County DSS, and State DSS. Commissioners and Managers were scored uniformly
low in securing grester autonomy.

(Insert Figure 3 and Table 7 about here)

The predominance of the Genera Assembly in these questions was expected because the
most voca proponents for the eecting and standard county experiment were, a least initidly,
severd key date legidators. However, the rdatively low placement of the County

Commissioners does not match our expectations or the analyses provided by our project’s
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severd case sudies. These reports pointed to the importance of Commissioners in pushing for
more welfare autonomy, especiadly among the eecting counties. This issue merits careful
further andyss

V. CONCLUSIONS and FURTHER RESEARCH IDEAS

Devolution (n.), a passng down through successve stages, a delegating of authority or
duties to a subordinate or substitute. (The American Heritage Dictionary)

Has a devolution revolution occurred in North Carolina with respect to county-state
relations? The 1997 decentrdization of wefare policy-making authority has provided an
gopropricte venue for an empirical assessment of the degree that devolution, as defined above,
has occurred in North Carolina. The Tracking Welfare Reform Project collected opinion data
from county officias to track not only the perceived success of devolution, but aso the desire for
additiond policy-making authority as well as more generd effects of the 1997 legidation on
wefae implementation.  While the findings in this pgper ae only prdiminay, they have
chdlenged us to explore further the many implications of devolution. The concept of devolution
is not as Smply understood as the above definition might lead one to believe. We plan to turn
our immediage dtention to an andyss of the complexities of this definition, induding such
topics as the effects of organizationd change, policy formation and implementation, and the
connection between county officids and policy outputs.

In this paper, various other themes surfaced that merit additiona attention and research.
Fird, a definitive diginction emerged between policy “specidists’ (DSS Directors and DSS
Board Chairs) and policy “generdists’ (County Commissoners and County Managers). The
policy specidists seemed to be mogt sdient to and involved with wefare reform, while the

policy generdists seemed somewhat more removed from the process. A further dissection and
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explanation for these trends would be quite interesting, especidly since little work has focused
on the roles of Socia Service Board Chairs and Directorsin North Carolina

Second, since wdfare reform exploded onto the political agenda in 1997, its importance
in the counties of NC has remained quite high. Currently, welfare reform is dmogt a the same
level of importance as it was when the reforms were being pushed through the Generd
Assembly. What has enabled it to remain such a dient topic for county officias? Providing an
answer to tha question has extremey important implications for dl areas of public policy
implementation. Perhaps it is the continued importance of wefare reform that has been a driving
force behind its observed successes.

A third area of future research involves a more detailed examination of the differences
between sandard and decting counties.  While one would probably assume that sharp
differences exig between these counties, our fird glances a the data have reveded less
ggnificant didinctions than origindly hypotheszed. With sharper andyticd foc, however, it
may be possble to better examine the influence of dtandard versus eecting counties with
response to authority relationships and policy outcomes.

A more generd question that needs to be explored in great detall involves an assessment
of whether or not devolution redly did occur in North Carolina with respect to wefare reform.
From our basc descriptive datistics and in-depth case studies, it appears that devolution did
occur. However, much more of a systematic agpproach must be taken in order to examine not only
devolution, but perceptions and proposals regarding county-level authority.

Various other broad research questions can aso be raised with respect to our andyss,
including issues related to public opinion, the state of the economy’s impact on welfare casdoad

reduction, poverty, and the trangtion from welfare to work. Clearly, many avenues have yet to
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be explored. In the coming months, we plan to investigate these and other topics of interest as we

struggle to understand the complexities of devolution in North Carolina.

V. APPENDIX A —THE SURVEY INSTRUMENT
VI. REFERENCES

(Surveys available at panel and refer ences available upon request)



