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Goldberg v. Kelly is a landmark case in the field of administrative law that significantly shaped the
due process rights of individuals receiving government welfare benefits. The case arose in the context
of New York's public assistance programs and addressed the legal question of whether individuals are
entitled to a hearing before their welfare benefits are terminated. The Supreme Court's decision in
this case underscored the importance of procedural due process in administrative proceedings and
affirmed that individuals have the right to contest the termination of their benefits in a fair and just
manner. This article will explore the background, legal issues, court decision, and implications of
Goldberg v. Kelly.

Background of the Case

In the early 1970s, New York City implemented a welfare program to provide financial assistance to
low-income residents. This program was crucial for many families who relied on these benefits to
meet their basic needs. However, the state’s procedure for terminating benefits raised concerns
about fairness and the protection of individuals' rights.

The Plaintiffs

The plaintiffs in Goldberg v. Kelly were several welfare recipients who had their benefits terminated
without a prior hearing. They argued that the process by which benefits were cut off was inadequate
and violated their rights under the Fourteenth Amendment. The plaintiffs included:

1. Daniel Goldberg - A single father struggling to support his children.
2. Mildred Kelly - An elderly woman reliant on welfare for her medical and daily living expenses.
3. Other welfare recipients - Individuals from various backgrounds who faced similar threats to their
financial stability.

The New York City Welfare Regulations

Under New York City's regulations, welfare benefits could be terminated for various reasons, including
failure to comply with reporting requirements or changes in eligibility. Importantly, the existing
procedures allowed for the termination of benefits without a prior hearing. Instead, recipients would
receive a notice of termination, after which they could appeal the decision. This process effectively
left many individuals without the means to challenge the termination before it occurred.

Legal Issues

The central legal issue in Goldberg v. Kelly was whether the lack of a pre-termination hearing for
welfare benefits violated the recipients' rights to due process under the Fourteenth Amendment. The



plaintiffs contended that their property interest in the welfare benefits entitled them to a hearing
before the government could terminate those benefits.

Constitutional Basis for Due Process

The Fourteenth Amendment guarantees that no state shall "deprive any person of life, liberty, or
property, without due process of law." The Supreme Court had previously recognized that welfare
benefits constitute a form of property interest, as recipients rely upon them for survival. Thus, the
case raised important questions about what constitutes adequate due process in administrative
proceedings.

Precedents and Related Cases

Several precedents informed the Court’s deliberation in Goldberg v. Kelly:

- Mathews v. Eldridge (1976): This case established a three-part balancing test to determine whether
due process requirements were satisfied in administrative hearings.
- Board of Regents v. Roth (1972): The Court held that a property interest is not created by the
Constitution but may be established by state law.

These cases contributed to the legal framework for understanding due process in the context of
government benefits.

The Supreme Court Decision

On July 2, 1970, the Supreme Court issued a landmark decision in Goldberg v. Kelly. The Court ruled
in favor of the plaintiffs, holding that welfare recipients are entitled to a pre-termination hearing
before their benefits can be cut off.

The Majority Opinion

Justice William J. Brennan, Jr. authored the majority opinion, which emphasized several key points:

1. Property Interest: The Court recognized welfare benefits as a form of property, thus warranting
protection under the Fourteenth Amendment.
2. Need for Procedural Safeguards: The Court argued that the government must provide procedural
safeguards to ensure that individuals are not deprived of their benefits without a fair hearing.
3. Impact on Recipients: The Court noted that the consequences of terminating benefits had a
profound effect on the lives of recipients, potentially leading to loss of housing, food insecurity, and
other hardships.

The Court concluded that a pre-termination hearing was essential to protect the due process rights of
welfare recipients.



Dissenting Opinions

The decision was not without dissent. Justices Harry Blackmun and Lewis F. Powell, Jr. raised concerns
about the implications of requiring pre-termination hearings. Their dissenting opinions highlighted:

- Administrative Burden: The potential for increased administrative burdens on welfare agencies.
- Efficiency of Government Programs: Concerns that the decision would complicate the process of
administering welfare programs, potentially leading to delays and inefficiencies.

Implications of the Decision

The ruling in Goldberg v. Kelly had significant implications for welfare recipients and administrative
law as a whole.

Impact on Welfare Programs

1. Reform of Procedures: Following the decision, welfare agencies across the country had to
implement new procedures to ensure that recipients were granted a hearing before benefits were
terminated.
2. Increased Legal Protections: The case set a precedent that reinforced the legal protections afforded
to individuals receiving government benefits, ensuring that their rights were safeguarded.

Wider Administrative Law Context

The principles established in Goldberg v. Kelly extended beyond welfare programs:

- Due Process in Administrative Hearings: The case helped to solidify the requirement for fair hearings
in various administrative contexts, impacting other areas such as unemployment benefits, social
security, and licensing.

- Balancing Tests: The decision also reinforced the importance of balancing individual rights against
governmental interests, as established in earlier cases such as Mathews v. Eldridge.

Conclusion

Goldberg v. Kelly remains a pivotal case in the evolution of due process rights within administrative
law. By affirming the necessity of a pre-termination hearing for welfare benefits, the Supreme Court
underscored the principle that individuals should not be deprived of essential resources without a fair
opportunity to contest such actions. This landmark decision not only transformed the landscape of
welfare programs but also established a broader framework for due process in administrative
proceedings, ensuring that the rights of vulnerable populations are protected under the law. The
enduring legacy of Goldberg v. Kelly continues to influence legal standards and administrative



practices today, reflecting a commitment to justice and fairness in the provision of government
benefits.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary legal issue in the Goldberg v. Kelly
case?
The primary legal issue in Goldberg v. Kelly was whether the due process clause of the Fourteenth
Amendment requires a hearing before public assistance benefits are terminated.

What was the outcome of the Goldberg v. Kelly case?
The Supreme Court ruled in favor of Kelly, determining that welfare recipients have a right to a fair
hearing before their benefits can be cut off, thereby reinforcing the importance of due process.

How did Goldberg v. Kelly impact public welfare policies?
Goldberg v. Kelly established that public assistance recipients are entitled to due process protections,
leading to reforms in welfare policy that require states to provide notice and a hearing before
terminating benefits.

What constitutional amendment was central to the arguments
in Goldberg v. Kelly?
The Fourteenth Amendment, particularly the due process clause, was central to the arguments in
Goldberg v. Kelly, as it addresses the rights of individuals against state actions.

In what year was the Goldberg v. Kelly decision made?
The decision in Goldberg v. Kelly was made in 1970 by the United States Supreme Court.
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