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To Pee or Not to Pee: That is the Question 

 The only people who receive welfare are lazy women and drug addicts. 

 Why should I have to pay for someone else to milk the system? 

 I have to pee for a job, why shouldn’t they have to pee for welfare? 

 Such statements portray welfare recipients as lazy, problematic, addicted, and unwilling 

to simply get a job. These candid comments minimize social problems that are pervasive and 

often have been built throughout generations. Several states are introducing legislation amending 

the 1996 Welfare Reform Act requiring mandatory drug testing for welfare applicants and 

recipients. Among these states is Oregon. Representative Bruce Starr from Hillsboro has 

proposed a bill mandating urine testing for all Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, or 

TANF, applicants and recipients. If this bill passes there will be a continuation of the 

stigmatization of welfare recipients furthering the cycle of poverty. Instead of requiring 

mandatory drug testing Oregon needs to move towards a system consisting of trained employees 

able to recognize and identify the signs of use, abuse, and dependence. This legislation, if 

enacted, will have unintended consequences changing an overburdened system. These changes 

will increase costs of administration and penalize low income families.   

Welfare recipients have been stigmatized by both the general population and lawmakers. 

The Republican document Contract with America released during the 1994 congressional 

campaign states: 

States are given the option to drop families from receiving AFDC benefits after 

they have received welfare for two years if at least one year has been spent in a 

work program. (United States Republican Party bullet 3). 
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The perception Congress has of welfare recipients is that they are unwilling to retain 

gainful employment. In other words, if recipients or applicants of welfare have looked for work 

or been involved in a work program than they won’t need welfare anymore: the message is that 

complex, and sometimes generational, barriers disappear in just 2 short years. Among these 

barriers is alcohol/chemical dependency, or substance abuse.  The State of Florida recently 

passed legislation mandating that welfare applicants receive drug testing in order to receive 

benefits. When asked about his decision to enact this law, Governor Rick Scott said, “Studies 

show that people on welfare are using drugs much higher than other people in the population…” 

(1:52). Similarly, Oregon’s Senate Bill 538 sets a standard that the Department of Human 

Services (DHS) requires adult applicants and recipients of public assistance to undergo testing 

for substances of abuse (State Senator Starr section 1). If there is a positive result the applicant 

receives no welfare. 

 The stigma that the public puts on welfare recipients can create real barriers to becoming 

self-sufficient. As a teen mom at age 16 and again at 19, I was very much aware of this stigma. I 

have been a welfare recipient for many years throughout my life. I first needed the assistance 

when I was 16. I continued using the assistance when I was 18-21 then again from age 27-30 by 

which time I became completely self-sufficient. Each time that I was able to make strides to 

becoming self-sufficient it took me multiple years. Definitely not the prescribed two years 

detailed in the Contract with America (United States Republican Party bullet 3). Welfare is a 

platform, among other things. One of the benefits of welfare is to give single parents 

opportunities to change any cycle they may have been in. Changing the cycle of poverty, gaining 

new job skills or education, erasing criminal background records, and finding employment 

markets can take upwards of 2 years.  
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I spent many years struggling to make it as a teen parent. During these struggles I 

attended community college and then entered into the workforce. The workforce brought about a 

different set of barriers and struggles that I hadn’t ever encountered before. I worked in hi tech 

and held a professional position making more than minimum wage and still I was unable to make 

ends meet. I wasn’t ever sure how I would pay for daycare, food, rent, and other bills that 

families accumulate. For instance, two children in full time daycare can range in cost from 

$1900- $10,400 (National Accreditation of Child Care Resource & Referral Agencies 1). I had 

the support of my family and relied on this heavily. Unfortunately, I was never very good at 

coping and I always turned to substances to help me cope with the stress I had at home.  

By the time winter of 2004 came around, my son was living with his dad and I was 

homeless. During this time I received a very harrowing phone call. My mom called me to tell me 

that I had been reported to DHS Child Welfare division because of the neglect that I had been 

subjecting my daughter to. This neglect was brought about by my progression into substance 

abuse dependency and I was making choices to use my income on methamphetamines. Because 

of these choices I had nowhere to live, no food, and no resources available to me. I hadn’t ever 

been without my daughter, except for a short period when she lived with her Dad in Idaho. This 

ill- fated trip to Idaho ended with my daughter and me both testifying against her Dad in a trial 

for child abuse. I was this stereotypical welfare mother. I was substance dependent. I lacked a 

solid work history and I had a criminal background. I had solid skills and experience but with my 

background and barriers my skills and experience didn’t mean much. After receiving the phone 

call from my mother my focus shifted to reuniting my family and getting fit in the eyes of DHS 

Child Welfare.  
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The State of Oregon has stop gap measures in place to catch substance abuse in program 

participants. Upon application for services participants meet with a screener who determines 

eligibility. If the applicant is eligible this screener then determines what levels of services are 

needed. In order to receive services the applicant is required to participate. This process is 

generally referred to as Pre-TANF. Usually this means job skills training, receiving treatment or 

mental health services, or assessing for domestic violence. Job skills training varies based on the 

area of service. In the Portland metropolitan area services are aimed towards training and work 

experience internships. There is the availability of food handlers training and certification, 18 

month certificate based education opportunities and in the rare case longer term education 

opportunities. During the workforce training participants are required to attend Monday-Friday 

during typical work hours. During this time, the participant will build a resume, practice 

interviews, and develop relationships with the staff to build reputability.  

Inherent in this process is the ability to determine whose basic work skills are lacking or 

who may be struggling with a substance abuse disorder. Basic training of these front line 

employees to recognize signs and symptoms of substance abuse and substance dependency 

disorders are a better (instead of funding mandatory urine testing) allocation of resources (Centre 

for Addiction and Mental Health 3). Chronic tardiness or lateness or absenteeism: red flag. 

Inability to maintain focus on one thing for very long: red flag. Smelling like alcohol: red flag. 

Slurred words, disinterest and general defiance: red flag. Literature shows that as the number of 

barriers increases, the probability of making successful transitions from welfare to work 

substantially declines (Morgenstern, Riordan and McCrady 36).  

Once a participant is immersed in the job training then he/she is assigned a caseworker. 

This caseworker at one time remained the same for a length of time. At the same time, the DHS 
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budget has experienced severe slashing during this last legislative session. Budget and staff cuts 

are being made at the rate of 5.5%. Satellite offices are experiencing less staff availability to 

monitor caseloads (Department of Human Services 1). As a result, more participants are being 

assigned to fewer caseworkers and there is a shuffling of resources. Furlough days, days that 

state employees must take off and are not paid for, happen on a regular basis.  

Drug testing is expensive. There are significant costs associated with drug testing, with 

little result. There is the equipment to perform the test, staff costs that will administer and 

monitor the urine analysis, postage for sending the samples into the lab (should the lab be 

offsite), lab costs for the reading of the urine, and verification of any legally prescribed drugs. It 

has been reported that the cost of catching a positive result is $20,000 (Cornell/Smithers Report 

16). For the purposes of this paper we will use the cost per person according to the American 

Civil Liberties Union which is $42 1(ACLU: Drug Testing of Public Assistance Recipients as a 

Condition of Eligibility). In July 2011 the caseload was approximately 30,000 (Department of 

Human Services 3). Let’s assume that this is a standard number per month: that is approximately 

360,000 people per year. Using the ACLU report numbers, as of 2008, then we would be looking 

at additional spending of $15,120,000 per year. Alternative and less invasive screening methods 

are available if a TANF participant is suspected of using, abusing or being dependent. One of 

these alternative methods of screening is called the Substance Abuse Subtle Screening Inventory 

or SASSI. This tool is reported to have an accuracy rating of between 89-97% and is able to 

discern between users, abusers and those whom are dependent (Lewis and Kenefick 2). Tests 

such as the SASSI are best used by a trained professional specializing either in mental health or 

in addictions.  

                                                             
1 Citation is used with the title instead of the author. The author is a corporate author and reads as ACLU: American 
Civil Liberties Union. So as not to cause confusion I have used the title. 
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In 1999 Michigan began implementing mandatory drug testing for welfare recipients. 

Later that year the ACLU of Michigan and the national ACLU Drug Policy Litigation Project 

filed a class action suit based on the violation of the Fourth Amendment 2(ACLU: Drug Testing 

of Public Assistance Recipients as a Condition of Eligibility). The Fourth Amendment protects 

individuals against illegal search and seizure. U.S. District Judge Victoria Roberts granted an 

injunction ruling that testing individuals without suspicion of their using drugs must be based on 

public safety concerns 3(ACLU: Drug Testing of Public Assistance Recipients as a Condition of 

Eligibility). The case, Marchwinski v. Howard, ended when the US Appeals Court upheld the 

Sixth Circuit Court’s ruling: 

…could be used for testing the parents of all children who received Medicaid, 

State Emergency Relief, educational grants or loans, public education or any other 

benefit from that State. 4(ACLU: Drug Testing of Public Assistance Recipients as 

a Condition of Eligibility) 

The author of this report is employed by Recovery Association Project (RAP). We 

facilitate the technical assistance and outreach for a model of housing that is democratically self-

run, financially self-supporting, and clean and sober. This model of housing is known as Oxford 

Houses. RAP Housing also serves 7 independent houses focusing on the chronically homeless, 

Medication Assisted Treatment housing, and Domestic Violence Survivors Housing. We are the 

only organization in the state that provides this service and while we are small we serve a large 

                                                             
2 Citation is used with the title instead of the author. The author is a corporate author and reads as ACLU: American 
Civil Liberties Union. So as not to cause confusion I have used the title. 
 
3 Citation is used with the title instead of the author. The author is a corporate author and reads as ACLU: American 
Civil Liberties Union. So as not to cause confusion I have used the title of the source. 
 
4 Citation is used with the title instead of the author. The author is a corporate author and reads as ACLU: American 
Civil Liberties Union. So as not to cause confusion I have used the title. 
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population. Our population consists of over 1300 people in various forms of recovery throughout 

Oregon.  

People in recovery from substance abuse dependency have many similar barriers to 

welfare applicants and recipients. In fact, some of the people in recovery are welfare recipients 

and are already giving urine samples to parole and probation officers and child welfare. RAP 

conducts one of the most extensive surveys of those in drug and alcohol recovery in the state of 

Oregon. The surveys are distributed through the Oxford Houses of Oregon population totaling 

approximately 1300+ individuals in recovery. The following represents information from the 

results of the 2010 survey. This population is high in TANF recipients, drug court participants; 

post prison population and DHS involved men and women. The survey has 65 questions ranging 

from education, basic demographics, recovery programs, life experiences and agency 

involvement. For the purpose of this paper I will focus on the questions pertaining to TANF, 

DHS involvement, and other systemic barriers to completing the federal TANF Work First 

mandate.       

The survey participants were composed of 199 men responding and 167 women 

responding with one response indicating no gender. Overall 53.5% of respondents report having 

at least one child under the age of 18. DHS involvement is reported at 28.8% with children under 

18 with one or more of these children. Women’s surveys reported DHS involvement at a rate of 

35.7% and men at a rate of 20.4% indicating that DHS involvement is slightly dependent on 

gender. When asked about regaining custody after the loss of custody 20.0% reported trying to 

regain custody. Another indication of heavy system involvement is the participation in parenting 

classes. Most of these participants are mandated to attend classes either through treatment, DHS 
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or drug court. Overall 63.9% of parents living in Oxford Houses of Oregon report having had 

parenting classes.  

Low education is often a barrier to self-sufficiency and is particularly important during 

the Pre-TANF exercises. Identifying educational opportunities immediately will further the 

success of those needing treatment services. The average education level is 12th grade with 

49.3% indicating a diploma and 36.0% indicate having a GED.  

Many TANF applicants and participants have experienced homelessness. While not all 

applicants have had to sleep in boxes or under bridges an overwhelming amount have previously 

couch surfed, lived in hotels/motels, stayed with family or friends and some coming out of 

incarceration. Homelessness is pervasive in those overcoming addiction disorders. The recovery 

population of Oxford reports that 265 of the 367 indicating that they had been homeless. An 

interesting note is that 68.8% of men report being homeless and over 75% of women reported 

being homeless. The median time of homelessness overall is 2 times and the median length of 

time is 8 months. 84% of men report prior incarceration and 74% of women were formerly 

incarcerated. Drug court is an intensively monitored program offering treatment services over 

incarceration. Sometimes it is used for first time offenders, parents and even families. Overall 64 

survey respondents replied they have been in drug court with 14% of men and 21.6% of women.  

Many TANF participants have experienced domestic violence and are abuse survivors. 

This issue emphasizes the need for TANF to build skills and esteem while participants work a 

clinical program to overcome unhealthy relationships. In Multnomah County this population is 

one of the few that still receives consistent caseworkers throughout their TANF journey. Overall 

54.2% of Oxford House members report being abuse survivors. 80% of the women reported 

abuse whereas only 32.2% of the men reported abuse.  
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This type of housing does have its place in the community. While many members were 

formerly incarcerated, and coming out of treatment, DHS involvement, or drug court, Oxford 

House members report moving into this housing voluntarily at a rate of 80% usually receiving a 

recommendation from a friend. Over 130 of the 367 (35%) reported that other safe housing was 

available prior to Oxford from which we can conclude that for the other 64% safe housing was 

NOT available.  

The only income requirement in Oxford is the ability to pay rent. Rent can range from 

$350-$475 per month and includes all utilities as well as basic house supplies. The median 

income prior to Oxford is reported as zero. While some participants may not have checked the 

income section they may have had income from TANF. The income for men was reported at 

$1,000 and for women $824. While most members are working (45%) many receive 

unemployment, SSI/SSD and TANF. Interestingly, overall 10% of members receive TANF. 

Breaking that down into gender specific percentages then 0.0% of men receive TANF and 22.2% 

of women receive TANF. Over 47% of women report the highest barrier to employment as being 

a criminal background, secondly at 29% is a lack of education and third is no professional 

references. (Recovery Association Project) 

While we cannot conclude that all Oxford members are or have been TANF recipients we 

can conclude that this population presents as similar to those TANF recipients and applicants 

whom would be affected by mandatory urine testing.  

Unsuspected and mandatory drug testing is invasive and unconstitutional. This policy 

opens the door to further degradation and stigmatization from government agencies that both 

serve and target low-income families. In order for TANF participants to move forward from 

addiction to self-sufficiency the system needs to have trained employees who are better able to 
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identify the signs and symptoms of substance use, abuse, and dependence. This requires a 

movement from work first TANF programs to treatment first TANF programs.  
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