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IS WELFARE BAD FOR CHILDREN?

I. Introduction

"There are more than 7 million children currently on
AFDC rolls. . . .

"These children are the victims of the present system,
and through them the system will be perpetuated.’l

A major fear of many who are concerned with the welfare system is
that the system itself tends to create pathology among recipients,
and in the case of children, to cause malsocialization. Welfare is
said to sap the capacity of recipients for independent action, to damage
self-esteem, and to reinforce feelings of personal inadequacy, failure,
and worthlessness. Since traits of autonomy, independence, ambition,
and coping are supposedly not reinforced during a childhood on welfare,
the welfare child seems destined to grow up to become a welfare recipient.
There are a number of problems with these assertions. The chief
probiem is that there is not much good evidence, one way or another,
concerning the effects of the weilfare system--as a system--on children
in this country. Such assertions do ﬁot recognize the limits of
existing data and the questionable validity of existing interpretatiomns.
Because the consequences of this blindness include the perpetuation
of degrading ﬁyths concerning people in poverty and the consequent-
shaping.of policy possibly detrimental to their interests, this paper
will concern not only the question of adverse effects of the welfare

system on children, but also the poverty of relevant research.




There is no problem in finding evidence that beliefs concerning
the effects of the welfare system on adults and, through them, on
children, are likely to shape policy. I will cite a few examples.
Rainwater, in a paper for a congressional study committee, claims that
"Having to stay on welfare brings home forcefully the fact that one
does not have much chance of significantly improving one's condition
in life. . . ."2 The Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry made
its formal recommendations to policy-makers on the basis of '"our.
belief that the current welfare system has an adverse effect on the

n3 that "the welfare system damages

mental health of its recipients
self-esteem, creates a sense of hopelessness and powerlessness, and
promotes unhealthy dependancy",4 and that '"the welfare system itself
predisposes to unhealthy personal and family development."5 The legis-
lation establishing the Work Incentive Program, which is designed to
get welfare recipients into the labor force, claims that "[T]lhe example
of a working adult in these families will have a beneficial effect on
the children in these families."6

The evidence for such assertions consists of a surprisingly
small number of inconclusive, ill-conceived, or misinterpreted studies
of the welfare poor, often buttressed with the mythology that the
middle classes in western society hold concerning the '"lower classes."
This mythology is not flattering to the poor.7 It is also tenacious,
*perthaps as much among social scientists as in the population at
large—-even after two years of critically reading the literature on

poverty I find it hard to disabuse myself of some of my middle-class

beliefs. For example, it takes an effort of will to drop the view that



aggressiveness of all kinds is much more characteristic of the lower
than of the middle class~~but it probably isn't,8 The matter of the
quality of relevant research and its interpretation will be described
in gome detail in the course of this review. By way of an introduction,

however, I will describe the general problems that are often seen in

this area.9

A. Research Problems in Determining Effects of the Welfare System

Ideally, the study of the cumulative effects of any social system
calls for longitudinal studies of people as they do or do not pass
through the system. But longitudinal studies are expensive and time-
consuming and thus are as rare in the poverty literature as they are
in other areas. I found only one longitudinal study relevant for the
present paper.10 What is éffered in the place of longitudinal studies
are retrospective or cross-sectional studies that lack the matched
'nonrecipient control groups necessary for dréwing valid and reliable
conclusions. If one takes a group of individuals with a particular
characteristic, such as long-term welfare status, and finds factors
common to a large proportion of the group, one than has only an
hypothesis concerning the cause of this characteristic. If one finds
on furthe; analysis that long-term welfare recipients are more flawed
in some way than short~term recipients or the population at large, the
hypothesis may séem stronger but is not in any sense proved. Long-term
recipients represent a small minority of all recipients and may well
have been distinctive from other recipients when they first went on
welfare. What must-be done is to follow a representative sample of

all new recipients over time to see if the factors believed to be




fostered by the welfare system actually come to differentiate long-term
from short-term recipients. In other words, a prospective research
design is needed in order to produce the best evidence for an hypothesis
concerning system effects.

Cross—-sectional research may, at times, be a satisfactory sub~-
stitute for prospective research, but one needs to attend carefully in
such research to the logic of making valid comparisons and of drawing
inferences about causation and outcomes. The record of poverty
researchers and reviewers in this respect is not good. One of the most
often cited studies, by Langner et al., will serve as #n example of the
kinds of research problems encountered in the literature. Furthermore,
since this study supposedly provides some of the strongest evidence of
the destructiveness of the welfare system, it seems worthwhile describing
it in detail.11

Hoshino, for example, cites this study as having found "that 12
percent of AFDC children had psychiatric disorders, a rate that was
three times as high as nonwelfare poor children (4 percent), who had
a rate similar to children of higher income families (5 percent). Mis-
trustful and anxious personalities were heavily represented among the
AFDC children'". These findings are held to be, in Hoshino's words,
among the "consequences--opportunity costs, so to speak--of AFDC
policies."12 Langner et al. explicitly ruled out poverty per se as a
cause. They concluded, for various reasoms, that "attempts to over-
come dependency on welfare should not be concentrated solely on pro-
viding income to families in need." In other words, the welfare system,

as presently structured, causes welfare children to have "greater
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impairment and less healthy persohalities." The problems involved

- in coming to this conclusion are as follows:

Sample limitations. The original sample for Langner's study was,

one assumed, well drawn. It included 1034 households in the Manhattan
area of New York City. But the group for which results are reported
in this 1969 article is a subsample of 400 cases only said to be
"roughly representative." However it was drawn (no details are given),
the AFDC portion of this subsample is not very representative of the
AFDC population in at least one respect--there are far too many
two-parent families in the sample. TIts representativeness in other
respects is not known. Furthermore, the welfare cases (all AFDC) in
this subsample number only 25, a very small group on which to make
sweeping generalizations.

The effects of the welfare system are inferred from comparisons
of welfare and nonwelfare low-incéme'groups in this subsample. These
two groups differ in ethnic background, income distribution, and
proportion of one-parent families. The first two characteristics are
not produced by the welfare system-~presumably welfare families have
lower-than-welfare incomes when they go on welfare. As‘to the-possi-
bility>that the welfare system induces high rates of one-parent
families among low-income groups, the evidence is not strong. Although
the issue must still be considered an open one, family instability
is probably not increased by the availability of generous welfare
stipends.l4 At any rate, the very large proportion of one-parent families
in Langner's AFDC sample represents mainly eligibility rules for AFDC,
not the production of single-parent families by tﬁe system even if.

this happens.




Nonsignificance and misreporting of observed differences. The

rates of "psychiatric disorders" cited by Hoshino and others15 actually
are rates for psychotic disorders, one of eight categories of disorders
that Langner et al. investigated. The three-fold difference reported
represents 12 percent or three cases in the AFDC sample (m = 25), 4
percent or four cases in the nonwelfare low-income sample (n = 101),
and 5 percent or 13 cases in the higher-income sample (n = 254). The
AFDC difference here ciearly could be a chance result. (Statistical
significance is not assessed.) There is no difference for personality
disorders, another one of the eight categories, but the observed

distribution of types of personality disorders within this category

varies across groups. The quotation above from Hoshino concerning
"mistrustful and anxious" personalities grossly misrepresents this
finding-~even if it were meaningful. However, only 13 AFDC cases fall
into this category, and the distribution of these few cases across 16
subtypes of personality disorders cannot be taken as a reliable guide

to the distribution in the population as a whole.

Failure to attend to no-difference results. Of the eight types

of disorders for which data were collected, the largest difference

is the small one described above for psychotic disorders. The next
largest difference is a reversal and the other group comparisons show
minute differences or reversals of expectation. The researchers dwell
on differences of five and two percent in the expected direction but
explain away one reversal and ignore the other results. S8imilarly,

in a separate analysis of "impairment ratings in various functional

1"

areas,' the researchers find meaning in a very small "average



impairment risk" difference but no meaning in the lack of differences
in results for global impairment ratings and assessment of need for

immediate psychiatric intervention.

Construction of summary statistics with artifactual elements.

Langner et al.‘found that "impairment of relationship with natural
father" was much greater for AFDC children than for other children,
kwhich could not be otherwise since fathér's absence is an important
factor in AFDC eligibility. Since this factor yields by far the great-
est welfare—nonwelfare difference, it undoubtedly is responsible for ‘
the small "average impairment risk' difference found in the combined

scores for the various types of impairment.

Failure to consider other relevant factors. . Suppose more

psychotic children were reliably found among welfare groups than among
nonwelfare groups. Rather than concluding that welfare causes
psychosis (as well as the various related psychological problems
usually attributed to.the children's mothers), it is equally if not
-more reasonable to see this finding as reflecting the fact that
babysitters or daycare for problem children are hard to find, thus
foréing a poor single mother to seek welfare support rather than
employment. More generally, Langner et al. and those who have cited
this. research ignore such realities, as well as the structure of the
labor market that lead many poor single mothers to seek welfare
support when other support is unavailable. They know nothing of such
things as the reason these people sought welfare support to start.

with or even how long they were on welfare. And since the average




stay is less than two years it is highly unlikely that the system

itself could wreak such damage as they thought they saw.

Biased evaluations. Whatever seems to differentiate AFDC children

from other children is bad, according to these researchers, unless
it's a reversal of expectations (such as '"reactive disorders"), in
which case the characteristic is held to be unimportant or proves
that nonwelfare chlldren are healthier. The implied characterization
of welfare children and their mothers as psychiatrically impaired
and in great need of a father in the home (as Langner et al., explicitly
state), is grossly unfair to these families, In the absence of any
good evidence to the contrary, it is just as plausible to view AFDC
families as superior to others, given the great problems faced by
poor husbandless mothers struggling for self-support and dignity in a
world characterized by sexism, racism, and lack of opportunity for
those who have not been given the educational and economic benefits
afforded the rest of society. Available evidence suggests that
this would be a fairer stereotype than that proposed by Langner et al.17
Before turning to a review of what little we actually know about
the effects of the welfare system, I can offer at least one model
of what good research might look like. O. D. Duncan, in an article
that attacks the 'vicious cycle of poverty" theory, undertook to
compare the relative effects of "inheritance of race" versus
"inheritance of poverty' as explanations for low occupational attain-
ment among those who grew up in poverty. Using a flexible model
(one which can be reworked extensively until it adequately reflects

the data), placing relatively little reliance on unquestioned assumptions,



and paying strict attention to the logic of drawing inferences,
Duncan came to the conclusion that it is much more,iﬁbortant for a
child to have parents of the "right" skin colo; than to have middle—
class parents if one wants to avoid a high risk of the child ending

up as an adult with low economic status.18

II. The Empirical Findings

A, Multigeneration Poverty Families: How Numerous Are They?

One of the chief errors in the Workfare assertion quoted at the
beginning of this paper is that study after study turns up only a
minority of welfare recipients whose parents were long-time recipients.
The largest estimates are around 40 percent, but these figures are
for recipient families in which either the father or the mother came
from families that ever had received welfare.19 Note the underlined
qualifications. A brief stint or two on welfare is not likely to have
the strong effects that welfare is alleged to have on children. The
Greenleigh study is reported to have found that only slightly more
than 30 percent of their Washington state sample came from families
which had been on welfare for more than a brief time. Other figures
are lower. Handler and Hollingsworth found that about one-third of

their sample of AFDC mothers said their parents had received some type

- of welfare aid. Among white recipients, those who had had previous

periods on welfare were twice as likely to have had parents who had
been on welfare. However they also state (without giving proportions)

‘that recipients' parents had usually only spent "a brief time on
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welfare." Podell reported that only about 15 percent of his New

York City sample of welfare mothers came from families who had been omn

Welfare.20
There are several problems in the interpretation of these

studies—-to say nothing of thevproblem of the reliability of these

findings. Kriesberg points out that the parents of present welfare

recipients grew up in the depression.21 During those years 27 percent

of the nation were below the poverty line and 20 percent were on

welfare at some time or another—-in some states this figure was 40

percent. On the basis of history alone, then, one would expect that

many who were and will be poor in the second half of the century will have

been raised in families that were on welfare in the depression. Further-

more, as Durbin points out, the fact of changes in eligibility standards

and various other structural modifications in the welfare system

which have led to increases in the size of welfare rolls means that

intergenerational dependency automatically increases from one generation

until the next.22 In other words, a control group of nonrecipients
might show similarly high rates of a family welfare history.

Baumheier, Iin a study with the appropriate control group, reports
findings that support this model. About one-quarter of his New York
City welfare sample had been raised in families that had received public
assistance as coﬁpared to one-~seventh of those in a nonwelfare
sample from the same area. The difference is in the expected direction
but Baumheier concluded that it was too small to "suggest a significant

association between adult and childhood dependency.'" Furthermore, in

his 400 family sample he found no third generation welfare recipients

(e.g., recipients whose parents and grandparents had received Welfare).23
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Baumheier also‘found no differences in.the characteristics of
first and second generafion welfare recipients and conclﬁded that,
generally, family history should not be comnsidered to ﬁe an explanatory
factor in welfare status. Kriesberg came to a similar conclusion.

He found that the economic fortunes of the welfare mothers in his
sample seemed to be largely determined by contemporary circumstances
rather than by background factors. The validity of these conclusions
is strongly supported by the one prospective study available for this
review. Dickinson found that participants in the Michigan panel study
of income dynamics were only 5 percent more likely to go on welfare

if their parents had been on welfare than participants who had not
come from welfare families. According to Dickinson, this difference
is too small to be reliable. She also concluded that parents'

welfare status is not predictive of children's welfare status when

they reach adulthood.25

B. Childrearing Practices and Parenting Among Welfare Mothers

Life on welfare. Many of the discussions of the deleterious

-effects of welfare on children rest on assumptions about the quality

of life on welfare--e.g., degrading contacts with welfare mothers, loss
of privacy as a result of welfare eligibility investigations, denial

of normal sexual activity to unmarried mothers because of puritannical
welfare rules, decay of the capacity for independent action and of

the ability to cope, reinforcement of feelings of personal inadequacy,
failure and worthlessness, and so on. The assumptioﬁ is that any woman

trapped in such a dreadful situation is unlikely to be a good mother;
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The relevant evidence indicates, however, that life on welfare is
not as dreadful for most families as the popular view holds. Handler
and Hollingsworth found that the way the welfare system worked in.
Wisconsin was reasonably acceptable to their sample of women who had

been on AFDC for six months or m.ore.27

The bureaucracy of welfare
had touched their lives by and large only financially. They had mnot
been bothered much by system requirements at intake nor by intrusive
caseworkers in their day-to-day lives, nor were they helped much more
than financially. Similar findings are reported in a number of other
studies.28 These studies involve widely varying welfare systems and
welfare populations. Some of them find somewhat more complaints about
the system than others, and some states may pfovide more nonfinancial
services than others--mainly such things as medical help--however,
they suggest that the majority of welfare recipients probably have

no more than a single contact with the welfare system a month at the
very most (in addition to receiving their check).

There is no evidence that these recipients are uncomplaining
because of a resigned acceptance of the system. The great majority
report feeling somewhat stigmatized or at least being bothered by
being on welfare. But there is also no evidence that feelings of stigma
become pathological; Cole and Lejeune purport to find that some welfare
mothers exhibit "legitimation oﬁ failure" through illness, but even
if their inference is justified, actually only a small proportion of
their sample is so affected.29 In summary, I have not been able to

find any reports of systematically gathered and analyzed data which

indicate that welfare touches recipients' lives in consistently



13

destructive and demoralizing ways except insofar as it provides too
little for recipients to live on. If the welfare system is not in-
trusive, it seems unreasonable, then, to assume that the system turns
its clients into poor mothers. This doesn't mean that the system is
all that good, only that it may have seriously negative consequences

for a small minority but not the majority.

Comparisons of long-term and short-term welfare mothers. A number

of studies have drawn comparisons of long-term and short-term welfare
mothers, testing the hypothesis that welfare has produced pathology
of one sort or amother among the former. These studies, whether they
show support for this hypothesis or not, share a common defect. They
are all static comparisons of groups that unquestionably differ in
more ways than time on welfare. Long-term recipients constitute a
minority of those on welfare at any one time and they are more likely
than shorg-term recipients to have some disability. or problem which
makes it improbable that they will be able to leave welfare in the
near future. They may well have been distinctive in other ways

when they first went on welfarg-—ways fhat might be predictive of
length of stay on welfare. In other words, finding that long-term
welfare recipients are especially flawed in some way doesn't necessarily
indicate that welfare caused the flaw.

In light of the low probability that long-term recipients will
ever get off welfare, it is perhaps surprising that most personality
studies don't show them to be significantly different from short-term
recipients. I found onlj two such studies. Phillips found that
long-term recipients have higher "anomie" scores and Kramm found

that "rehabilitation" (e.g., training which is supposed to correct
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work-related pathology and low skill levels) is less successful with
long—-term than with short-term recipients.30 As argued above, these
findings don't necessarily indicate that the welfare system causes
women to become alienated and normless, etc., or that recipients
become less "rehabilitable" over time on welfare. 1In contrast, a
number of findings of no differences (or even reverse-of-expectation
differences) in various psychological and behavioral characteristics
might be taken as positive evidence that welfare actually has almost
no negative effects on its clients' personalities.31 These studies
show that long—term clients are not more fatalistic in their view of
life than short-term clients, not more likely to be nonparticipants in
soclety, not less supportive of the work ethic, not less self-
accepting or responsible, and so on. Findings of no difference
between groups are hard to get published in social science journals.
We might guess, then, that there are more negative findings than those
listed above. In summary, it is unlikely that welfare mothers suffer
from any particular pathology that will make them worse mothers than

others.

Welfare mothers as parents.32 A number of researchers—-particularly

those with a Freudian orientation--have seen great pathology among

poor families, particularly mother-headed families.33 It is, apparently,
very difficult for middle-class observers to see most poor families

as generally healthy when the observers are working with problem
families who are poor. For example, Polansky et al. found that "only

a handful of the [poor Appalachian women they] got to know in depth

might be identified as neglectful mothers," but go on to ask "What
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causes marginal child caring and child neglect? [It] is doubtless

n34 Looff also provides an exaﬁple of the

a phenomenon of poverty.
tendency to assume that the nondistinguishing characteristic of
poverty among the poor families they worked with caused the pathologiéal
conditions they saw..35 There seems to be a natural tendency to take
the most highly visible, wivid, poignant or arresting cases as
general models. But the use of vignettes and snapshots, however
accurately and insightfully described, lies in exemplification, not
proof. The evidence is that marginal child caring and child neglect
is probably not a phenomenon of poverty--Polansky et al. might well
have been able to write a very similar book if they had used a sample
of neglectful middle-class mothers.36

Generally, studies using representative samples of the welfare
and nonwelfare population do not find welfare mothers to be relatively
bad at parenting-—-they may even be relatively good mothers by middle-
class standards. With one exception, studies which examine AF¥DC
mothers as parents in comparison with nonwelfare mothers either show
. no significant differences37 or suggest that AFDC may attract women
who are likely to be better mothers than other poor W’OInen.38 AFDC
mothers have as high or higher aspirations for their children than do
other low-income mothers.39 Studies comparing samples of.poof single
mothers (with a large proportion on welfare) versus poor married mothers
support these conclusions. The evidence suggests, in fact, that women
on AFDC try to do what's best for their children rather than suggesting

that AFDC status is an index of noncaring motherhood.40
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Other studies concerning‘the quality of AFDC parenting also come
to the general conclusion that AFDC statué does not bode ill for
children. Burgess and Price found low rates of child abuse and neglect
and -alsc.noted that the AFDC grant was used primarily for the benefit
of the child in 96 percent of the cases. Burnside found that
children in.AFDC families got more medical care and had better health
and fewer emotional problems than children in families that applied
for aid but were turned down. Kriesberg found evidence that the
husbandless mothers in his sample (half of whom were on welfare) exerted
more pressure for good school performance~-with likelihood of getting
results—-than married low-income mothers. Berger and Simon found that
children from one-parent homes are more likely to perceive their
parents as wanting them to go to college than children from two-parent
homes. Hill cites nine studies by five different research groups that
concern children's psychological health in black female-headed
households—-many of which were undoubtedly welfare households. Hill's
conclusion was that while welfare and single parenthood are indices
of a difficult life for children, these households are seldom found
to be destructive of children's psychological health.41
The one exception in this trend of no-difference results in com-
parisons of welfare and nonwelfare mothers is a study by Hess and
Shipman.42 This study used four samples: college-educated mothers,
high school graduate mothers, and nonhigh school graduate mothers
on welfare, and nonhigh school graduate mothers not on welfare.
These women were all black. The study concentrated first on the
recorded verbal interview behavior of the mothers. The majority of

measures showed the college~educated women to be rather different from
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the others, with mainly minor differences among the working class
samples. Some reversals of expectation showed the welfare mothers

to be more like the high school graduates in verbal style than were

the non~high school graduates not on welfare. The only measures

showing welfare mothers to be possibly significantly different from
nonwelfare lower-class mothers involved abstract and person-oriented
versus status—-oriented responses to a hypothetical child's school problem.
(Although person-orientation is held to be a negative characteristic

of the poor by some writers, here it is positive and most characteristic
of the nonpoor.) No estimation is made of the statistical significance
of the findings, so estimation of their significance can only be

based on the relativé size of observed average differences--those of
most interest for this paper are not outstandingly large.

The second focus of the study was on the four year old children's
performance. Welfare children did relatively poorly on two sorting
tasks, but better than lower-class children on a design reproduction
task. Welfare mothers were the most persistent and rewarding coaches,

a finding which the authors resist recognizing, although the differences
here are no smaller than differences seen as highly significant with
other measures.

Hess, in a 1964 article, indicated that the findings as a whole
reflected something seriocusly wrong with the welfare system. But an
interpretation much closer to the data is simply that black mothers of
various statuses vary in verbal behavior and in task interactions with
their children. If the observed differences are reliable, the

significant gaps would seem to occur mainly between the college-educated
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and noncollege-educated samples, and not all trends show the former
to be clearly superior. The authors' own conclusions are much more
alarming but they are not well buttressed by the reported data--several
points made in reference to the Langner article apply here.44 The
apparently significant differences in the expected direction between
welfare mothers or children and the others are balanced--perhaps even
outweighted--by reversals of expectation. Most importantly, perhaps,
the welfare-nonwelfare differences are not very great; whatever the
interpretation, this study does not show any great deficiencies among
welfare mothers relative to other poor mothers. Furthermore, the
general trend in other studies comparing welfare and nonwelfare
mothers casts some doubt on the valdity of Hess's fear that he is
seeing the pernicious results of the welfare system.

This is not to deny that families on welfare are apt to be families
with a lot of troubles. Burgess and Price describe at length what
these kinds of problems were for families in 1960. (Little may have
changed since then for this kind of family.) But these were not
problems caused by tﬁe welfare system—-many of them caused the need
for welfare in the first place. TFurthermore, Burgess and Price admit
that they cannot even estimate problem incidence in their sample. They
just think "it is likely" that "a large number" of these families need
extensive social services if they are to realize "a stable family life.”45
Given the lack of differences found between families receiving AFDC and
other families, perhaps the same conclusion applies to nonwelfare and

middle-class families.
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C. Pathology Among Poor Children

According to Zurcher and Greene:

"Chronic official dependency upon welfare institutions
can provide physcial sustenance but perhaps at a
psychological price that further bankrupts self-esteem.
A legacy of hopelessness and anger may be passed from
parent to child along with a rigid and inadequate set
of skills with which to 'make out in this lousZ world,'
and the cycle of poverty is thus perpetuated." 6

We have seen that an intergenerational cycle of welfare dependency may

not exist, and that welfare mothers may be rather good mothers, but
just how normal and mentally or morally healthy do children in welfare
families seem to be? Are they indeed destined, if not for perpetual
welfare dependency, at least for poverty by reason of personal in-
adequacy?

After a comprehensive and critical review of the literature on
social class and the socialization process, Zigler found that while
there are perhaps some reliable class-related trends in childrearing
practices, "the mean difference between populations was so small,
compared with the great overlap in the distributions and the large
spread of each distribution, that the discovered differences were often
relatively trivial in predictive and explanatory power."47 Furthermore,
Zigler points out, "All too rare are studies in which class was related
to child~rearing practices which in turn were related to later behavior
of the individuals who had actually been subjected to these practices."48
But this is just the kind of study which is necessary to prove or
disprove the hypothesis that welfare dependency is transmitted from
one generation to the next. None of the studies I found fit Zigler's
prescriptibn for definitive studies. The study by Langne# et al.

described above is one of the most often cited studies in'support of
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this hypothesis;.49 The findings, however, do not reliably show
any significant difference between welfare and nonwelfare low-income
children, nor even much difference between children from low-income and
higher-income families; it is mnot, in short, a study which supports
the intergenerational pathology hypothesis.so

The most striking evidence relevant here is also the most con—
vincing in terms of suggesting that the class-related intergenerational
pathology hypothesis be abandomed. This evidence comes from two large
scale surveys replicated over a ten year period. In a 1950 study of
a nationwide sample of closed AFDC cases, Blackwell and Gould found
slight evidence of antisocial behavior.51 To the contrary, what they
saw was evidence of real accomplishment in the face of great handicaps,
with the great majority of AFDC families functioning relatively well
under hardship. This study was repeated by Burgess and Price in 1960
with substantially the same results.52 They found that the incidence
of juvenile delinquency and criminal behavicr among AFDC children
remained far below the national average in 1960 even though it
increased in the ten year period, as the national average had. While
they acknowledge some problems in the reliability of their data, they
contend that the absolute observed level was so low as to constitute
in itself evidence for their conclusion. Another study by Greemleigh
Associates in Chicago in 1960 came up with similar findings which
support Burgess and Price's conclusion..s3 Palmore reports that welfare
status was related to child delinquency rates in a sampie of low~income
families but on examination he found the difference to be the spurious

result of sample differences. In addition he found that the number
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of delinquent acts and delinquency rates were not related to the number

of years on welfare.54

In contrast to these studies there is one study that yields strong
results going counter to the trend seen in this review. This study,
by Levinson, involved a search of public records for official histories
of family welfare status over a twenty-seven year period (1939-1966)

and of behavior problems over a two year period (1964-1966) of all

53 The behavior

adolescents in a médiumesize urban city in the South.
problems for which data were gathered are school dropout, delinquency,
school discipline, premarital pregnancy, teen-age marriage and low
school aptitude and achievemént. Levinson found for black and white
groups, both sexes, across four levels of income, and for both two-
parent and one-parent families, that AFDC children had substantially
more problems than non-AFDC children. Children from families which had
received assistance for more than five years had the most problems.
Children from families who had applied for assistance but had not
received it also had relatively high problem rates, but there is
enough difference between these children and AFDC children to keep
alive the question of AFDC as an index of pathology. Some of the data
could suffer from class biases in reporting or other attiﬁacts, but
the findings are too consistent across problems and groups for an
explanation in terms of error. |

There are a number of characteristics of this study which
differentiate it from other studies cited in this review. The chief
one is that the unidentified southeastern community studied is in
a state with very low AFDC support levels, which means it is probably -

one of the poorer Southern states. Levinson's findings cannot be
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dismissed but when weighed against findings from the national surveys

cited above it is apparent that they are not likely to be generalizable.
Burgess and Price, while finding a low level of antisocial

behavior, did find what they considered to be an alarmingly high

school dropout rate.56 Although Levinson found that the dropout rate

of AFDC children was higher than the dropout rate of nonwelfare

children, Palmore found that it was only marginally higher (47 percent

of the AFDC sample versus 38 percent of the nonwelfare sample).57

Berger and Simon found that children from single-parent homes (many

of which were probably welfare homes) were doing better in school than

children from low-income, two-parent homes, and perceived their

parents as wanting and expecting them to do well and to go to college.58
Another type of study of AFDC children concerns their personality

traits and life aspirations. Fox found that neither welfare status

nor years on welfare were significantly related to a composite measure

of "socialization, maturity, responsibility, and interpersonal

structuring of value,"

nor to the components of this measure. Some
of the observed correlations are quite high, although not statistically
significant, but some of them are the reverse of what stereotype might
predict., Generally, Fox found that welfare status was simply not a
predictor of what he viewed as maturity among his sample of young male
adolescents.59

Goodwin studied black adolescents who came from welfare and
nonwelfare families. He reports that those who had spent nearly all
their lives on welfare did not differ in work orientation from other

black youths. When asked if they would work if they had money from

elsewhere, poor and nonpoor alike tended to say yes. No differences
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were found in life aspirations, acceptance of quasi-illegal activities
(such as hustling, gambling and running numbers) as a way to make a
living, the value placed on a good education, desire to work beyond

a need for money, and desire for training to improve earning ability.
Young men from long-term welfare families endorséd the work ethic as
strongly as young black men from fémilies that had escaped the ghetto
and more strongly than young men coming from ghetto families that were
recent entrants onto welfare.

There are a number of findings in Goodwin's study which are
subject to differing interpretations. The young men who came from
welfare families tended to rate welfare as a more acceptable means of
support than those from nonwelfare families. It might be supposed that -
this reflects the expected acceptance of dependency but the pattern
of results on the whole also suggests that rated acceptability may
simply reflect closeness to need for welfare support. Black families
who had moved from the ghetto rated welfare support as more acceptable
than did white families with similar incomes who had probably had much
less experience with the need for welfare, either for themselves or
. for acquaintances. A number of other details in the findings suggest
that the rated acceptability of welfare reflects a rational acceptance
of something necessary for survival rather than resignation to
dependency. Welfare acceptability is negatively related to the
acceptability of quasi;illegal activities as a means of support by young
ﬁen from long-term welfare families. That is, welfare does not
appear to be regarded as a form of hustling by these young men. Those

from welfare familiés place a higher value on things like a nice place
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to live and a well paid job than young men from nonwelfare families.
Given the economic situation of the former, this finding could be
taken as a reflection of a greater desire to better themselves economically.
In fact more of those from welfare families were employed than those
from nonwelfare families.

Young men from welfare families also more strongly endorsed
items concerning the importance of the financial rewards from work and
of luck and good connections as a means of getting ahead in the world.
These items were grouped in a single scale on the basis of a factor
analysis that Goodwin had done for a subset of his data. Goodwin
reasoned that the emphasis on money in four of the items indicated
"lack of confidence about ability to earn sufficient money through
work . . ." and that the items on luck and good connections as a means
of getting ahead reflected 'uncertainty about the effectiveness of
effort."61 However, there is mno evidence in the data that the
interpretations here are valid, and since the cluster consists of two
distinct themes, neither of which directly concerns confidence, the
safest interpfetation is that the observed clustering is an artifact
and would not appear in analyses of other sets of data. Thus Goodwin's
conclusion that young men from welfare families "are much less confident
about their efforts leading to job success and much more willing to
accept welfare if unable to earn enough money" is clearly not
warranted-—-and, I might add, oddly illogical in this otherwise excellent
study.62 In fact, endorsement of this work-for-money, luck-counts cluster
is positively correlated with endorsement of the work ethic, life aspi-

rations, and acceptability of welfare, and more so for young men from welfare

families than those from nonwelfare families. Rather than reflecting
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lack of confidence, on the part of the former, these results may
reflect instead a greater desire to better themselves gconomically.
Schiller points out that AFDC children suffer from ‘'grossly
"inferior occupational mobility" but that what accounts for it is not
their parents' status or low aspirations for them while they were
growing up but}the immediate situation the youths themselves faée.63
This was the conclusion that 0. D. Duncan reached in fhe model analysis
cited above: The burden faced by black youths is the burden of racism
more than the burden of inadequate socialization.64 Furthermore, it
has been argued by radical economists and others65 that the finding
that poor children suffer from a variety of educational deficits does
not adequately explain their poor performance in the job market when
they come of working age. In short, personal inadequancy of any sort
is not likely to provide a satisfactory explanation of failure to
prosper among offspring of welfare families.
This is not to say that poverty and the attendant disadvantages
of poverty such as poor schools, dangerous neighborhoods, poor health,
etc., do not adversely affect children as well as adults. I assume
they do, but this discussion is directed to a particular kind of efféct:
that of economic deperidency on welfare support, as a characteristic
of family of origin, on the psychological health of children and young
adults. Some psychological investigations tend to support the con—
clusions that poverty has some serious effects on the psychological
health of those who live in it or grow up in it. Tt is beyond the
scope of this paper to review the relationship aof boverty to

psychological variables. Various careful reviews lead one to conclude
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that the relationship is not sim.ple.66 Among the effects of sinking
into poverty may be apathy, despair and antisocial behavior--for some
but not all.67 However, ﬁhat is not found in the literature is evidence
that sinking into poverty or growing up in poverty resﬁlts in

irreversible psychological damage. The balance of the evidence

points. to the conclusion that poverty and welfare dependency as family
characteristics are not predictive of the ruination of children. Even
for_those children who appear to be harmed by their environment of
hardship and, perhaps, despair, psychological status in childhéod is
unlikely to be a good predictor of psychological status in adulthood.
Skolnick, in a commentary on the longitudinal Berkeley study of a
panel followed from childhood into adulthood noted that the predictions
made about adult functioning were wrong in two-thirds of the cases.
She wondered, naturally, "How could a group of competent psychologists
have been so mistaken?"68 Her answer is relevant for the prediction
of their functioning of children reared in poverty:
"Foremost, the researchers had tended to overestimate the
damaging effects of early troubles of various kinds. . . .
Data on the experience of [normal subjects who may have
experienced childhood difficulties] demonsfrated the error
of assuming that similar childhood conditions affect every
child the same way. Indeed, many instances of what looked like
severe pathology to the researchers were put to comstructive
use by the subjects. . . ."69
A parallel commentary on "the deficit hypothesis" view of ethnic and

social class differences can be found in Cole and Bruner.70 This

hypothesis "rests on the assumption that a community under conditions
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of poverty . . . is a disorganized community, and this disorganization
expresses itéelf in various forms of deficit."71 These two researchers
emphasize not only the unproven nature of the hypothesis itself but
also the great.need to incorporate an analysis of situations and

their effects into the social and psychological model of the condition
of being poor or disadvantaged. Looking at a wide range of available
data, they find that "cultural differences reside more in differences
in the situaﬁion to which different cultural groups apply their

skills than to differences in the skills possessed by the groups in

question."7?

III. Conclusion

The evidence does not support the contention that the welfare
system makes children into permanently dependeﬁt and pathologyhridden
people. It probably doesn't weaken their moral fiber any more than any
other social institution to which people are required to adjust or any
more than poverty itself. The present welfare system does little to
help the poor beyond supporting them financially with the possible
exception of training opportunities which have affected only a small
proportion of poor people.73 Many among the poor appear to the secure
middle~class observer to be irresponsible, apathetic, without motivation,
and so on. Perhaps this reflects adaptation to the environment in
which they are observed, an environment which is chgotic and depriving.
and which leaves them powerless to better their lives. It may also

reflect some inability among middle-class observers to Understand what

‘ théy see. Behavior develops in specific environments and tends to
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change as the environment changes. This line of reasoning is relevant
to the assumption that welfare is damaging. If we assume that people
generally are in a continuing process of adaptation to a changing
environment, there is no reason to assume that new adaptations become
impossible once people sink as low as they can go on the economic
scale. Vance and Wilson, after considering the disabling effects of
poverty from distinct vantage points, concluded that such effects may
be reversible by a change for the better in the situation.74 Most of
the problems peculiar to poor people stem f£rom their present economic
status. Welfare status should be regarded as, at the worst, only one

of the unwelcome aspects of poverty, not as a cause of disability.

s - R T
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