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Do income maintenance programs break up marriages?
A reevaluation of SIME-DIME
by Glen G. Cain and Douglas A. Wissoker

The authors' have reanalyzed the data from the SeattleDenver Income Maintenance Experiment (SIME-DIME)
and their new results, reported here, cast serious doubt on
the accepted interpretation of the SIME-DIME data-that a
negative income tax (NIT) "dramatically increases" marital
breakups.
In the original study there were three experimental treatments: a subsidized training, education, and job counseling
program; an NIT; and a combination NIT and training. Cain
and Wissoker, in seeking to determine the effects of the NIT,
examine the pure NIT program, separate from the effects of
the other two programs. They find that an NIT program has
no effect on marital stability that is of any practical or statistical significance.

The impact of the Seattle-Denver experiment
on welfare policy
A persistent question about welfare programs that provide
cash payments and other forms of assistanceto poor families
is how these programs influence the formation and stability
of families. The issue has grown in importance in recent
years because of the rising trends in divorce and separation
and in the proportion of female-headed families among the
poor. Most attention has been given to Aid to Families with
Dependent Children (AFDC), the welfare program that has
long been accused of increasing the number of femaleheaded families because it provides income to poor singleparent families with dependent children, but not to poor twoparent families.'
In 1978 government officials in President Carter's administration added their voices to this criticism of AFDC when

they proposed a program of cash assistance and employment
opportunities to poor two-parent families as a way of reducing the assumed destabilizing effect of AFDC on marriages.3
Joseph Califano, then Secretary of the Department of
Health, Education, and Welfare, testified to a widely shared
belief in these words:

. . . what we consider to be the most serious familysplitting incentive was the fact that, in many States, a
family is eligible for cash payments only if it is a singleparent family, and in those States a man who loves his
wife and children and is trying to feed them may find that
the most effective way he has of feeding them is to leave
them4
Opponents to this Carter administration proposal for an
income maintenance program that covered intact families
and the working poor cited the experimental findings of a
study carried out between 1970 and 1977-the SeattleDenver Income Maintenance Experiment (SIME-DIME).
At one point, the chairman of the hearings, Senator Daniel
P. Moynihan, said to Secretary Califano: "The SeattleDenver experiment, as you know, casts for the first time
some real doubt on the proposition that the program you are
proposing will have the effects [of promoting family stability] you say."' Senator Russell B. Long also challenged
Califano with the research findings from the Seattle-Denver
study and submitted the research findings to the record of the
hearings.6 Gilbert Steiner, reviewing the evidence and the
testimony in the hearings four years later, concluded that
"The Seattle-Denver evidence has persuaded key politicians
that a guaranteed-income plan at levels the leaders of the
country think it can afford is incompatible with maximizing
family stability in the affected pop~lation."~
The Seattle-Denver Income Maintenance Experiment, the
results of which figured so prominently in the hearings, was
the fourth and largest of a series of experimental tests of the
"negative income tax." The experiments were funded by the
U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare.s
SIME-DIME was carried out by the states of Colorado and
Washington, which subcontracted to SRI International the
design, operation, and evaluation of the experiment. The
negative income tax (NIT) tested in Seattle and Denver
provided cash transfer payments to intact families and to the
members of those families who formed separate households.
A control group of families had access only to the AFDC
program then in effect in each state. The research concluded
that the NIT program increased marital instability relative to
the AFDC program available to the control families.
Recently, Martin Anderson, George Gilder, and Charles
Murray have become prominent critics of the welfare system, particularly AFDC, for contributing to the rising trends
in illegitimate births, marital dissolutions, and femaleheaded household^.^ They advocate drastic reductions in the
AFDC system and, in contrast to the Carter-Califano proposal, oppose expanding the welfare system to include poor

husband-wife families, claiming that such expansions would
increase family instability.
Anderson, Gilder, and Murray also cite the SIME-DIME
findings in opposing welfare reforms that extend support to
intact families. Anderson remarked that the experiments had
"unanticipated social effects," noting in particular "a sharp
increase in the number of broken marriages," and he added:
This unexpected phenomenon is ironic, as one important
virtue often claimed for a guaranteed income is the
strengthening of the family. Unfortunately, the measured
results of the Seattle-Denver guaranteed income experiment revealed that the incidence of marriage breakup for
whites, who had been given an income guarantee of
$3,800 a year, increased 430 percent during the first six
months of the experiment. Over the entire two-year
period studied, family breakup-relative to the control
group-increased 244 percent for whites, 169 percent for
blacks, and 194 percent for Chicanos.lo
Gilder gave the following testimony at congressional hearings in 1980:

. . . the guaranteed income plans tested in Denver and
Seattle . . . showed some sixty percent increases in family breakdowns . . . . What the HEW experiments
showed . . . was that many of the yet unreached [intact]
families are vulnerable . . . [and] millions of jobs and
marriages would be in jeopardy if placed in the midst of a
welfare culture where the dole bears little stigma."
Murray writes:
Does welfare undermine the family? As far as we know
from the NIT experiment, it does, and the effect is large
. . . . The results were exhaustively analyzed, as
researchers checked out the alternative explanations.
None worked. The only salient difference that seemed to
explain the substantially higher rates of marital instability
in the two groups was the "treatment" itself, the NIT. l 2
As Anderson noted, the initial expectation about the experimental research was that the NIT would alleviate rather than
aggravate the destabilizing effects of AFDC on families.
Robert Spiegelman, the director of SIME-DIME, stated in
the final report that
the experimental design only considered the labor supply
response [but] data were collected and analyzed on many
other behavioral responses. . . . It was not until the first
findings regarding the NIT impact were observed and the
unexpected conclusion reached that SIME-DIME was
apparently having a negative impact on family structure
(i.e., the dissolution of two-parent families was greater in
the experimental group than in the control group) that we
turned serious attention to [the issue]. l 3

The first published results of the SIME-DIME research on
marital breakups appeared in 1977.14 Although these results
referred to just the first two years of the experiment, which
was to last three, five, and seven years for declining numbers
of experimental participants, the apparent destabilizing effect
was extraordinary-a virtual doubling of the number of dissolutions in the experimental group relative to the controls.
Subsequently, additional research publications by the authors,
Lyle P. Groeneveld, Michael T. Hannan, and Nancy B.
Tuma, reaffirmed their initial findings. In the final report of
the experiment, published in 1983, the authors stated that "the
NIT plans tested in SIME-DIME dramatically increased the
rate at which marriages dissolved among white and black
couples" and reported increases of "40 to 60 percent."I5
These research results, though unexpected and controversial
when first published, have received little challenging criticism, and the conclusion that an NIT would destabilize marriages has become part of conventional wisdom.

Our reanalysis: An overview of our challenge
to the conventional interpretation
We have reanalyzed the SIME-DIME data, and our reanalysis leads us to disagree with the accepted conclusions and
interpretations. We argue that several features of the design
and operation of the experiment bias the results toward overstating the NIT program's effect on destabilizing marriages
and understate the NIT'S effect on stabilizing marriages.
Without making any adjustments for these biases but merely
by using all the years of the experiment and separating the
NIT program from the confounding effects of an experimental training program, we find that about 14 percent more
marital breakups occurred among couples who were
assigned to the NIT experimental plan. This percentage difference is not statistically significant. Its practical significance depends on whether the difference is transitory or
permanent, and our estimate of a permanent difference
attributable to the NIT plan is 5 percent or less. After adjusting for the biases, the percentage difference in marital breakups between the NIT group and the control group is less than
5 percent. Before presenting our results in detail and with the
necessary qualifications, however, it is necessary to review
the institutional background and theoretical underpinnings
of the study.

Comparing AFDC to a negative income tax
To understand why the results from the SIME-DIME
research were so influential, we need to clarify the comparisons between AFDC and the NIT programs and to explain
how the research from SIME-DIME was used in the comparison. At the outset we should point out that there is no
strong evidence that AFDC breaks up marriages, although
there is evidence that it increases the number of single mothers in the following three ways: (1) AFDC payments to
unwed mothers provide an incentive to female headship
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because the mother would probably lose the AFDC benefits
if she married the father; (2) payments may induce femaleheaded family units to move out of an extended-family
household and into a separate residence; (3) AFDC payments to a household headed by a formerly married mother
may discourage her from remarrying, because this would
generally cause her to lose AFDC benefits . I 6
Furthermore, marital dissolutions do not necessarily lead to
female headship; separations may be followed by reconciliations and divorces by remarriage. Nevertheless, the belief
that AFDC breaks up families persists, perhaps because
observers find the nonexperimental research on the topic
unconvincing. In contrast, the evidence from the controlled
experiment in Seattle and Denver that the NIT destabilizes
marriages has seemed thoroughly convincing. What makes
the finding even more remarkable is the clash with the previously held belief that an NIT, by providing benefits to intact
couples, would reduce marital breakups in comparison to
AFDC. This argument is explained below, and we will see
that it properly applies to some types of NIT plans but not to
others.

Which program provides more cash benefits?
Under simplifying but reasonable assumptions, the stabilizing or destabilizing effect of an NIT relative to AFDC
depends only on the generosity of the cash benefits of the
two plans. The cash benefits of an income maintenance plan
depend on (1) the income guarantee, which is the amount of
payments the family receives if it has no other income; (2)
the amount of payments the family retains if it has other
income; and (3) the amount of payments received if the
family size is increased or reduced. The retention amount,
item (2), is determined by the benefit-reduction or offset
rate, which is effectively a tax on the earnings (or other
sources of income) of the family. (We will refer to the
benefit-reduction rate as the tax rate, in keeping with conventional usage by economists.) Family size, item (3), will
not be discussed, except to consider the change from a twoparent family to a one-parent family. Our example will
assume the two-parent family has four persons and that the
generosity of different AFDC and NIT plans are fully comparable in terms of their guarantee levels and tax rates.
How the guarantee and tax rate determine the generosity of
an income maintenance plan may be illustrated with the
AFDC and NIT plans in effect in 1971 when the NIT experiments in Seattle and Denver began. In these cities the AFDC
programs provided a guaranteed income of approximately
$3,200 for a mother and two children in 1971, which in
today's prices would be equivalent to about $9,000. The
guarantee payments were subject to a reduction of 67 cents
for each dollar of earnings obtained by the mother. (In actual
practice the formula was more complicated, but the simplification is suitable for our purposes.) The plan's tax rate of .67
operates to reduce the mother's payments from AFDC to
zero when her earnings or income from other sources equal
$4,776. This "breakeven" amount of $4,776 is derived in
this simplified plan by dividing the guarantee ($3,200) by
the tax rate (.67).
Intact families in Seattle and Denver were essentially ineligible to receive cash transfer payments, but SIME-DIME
changed that condition for the husband-wife families
selected to participate in the experiment. How the experimental NIT plans varied in their guarantees and tax rates
will be described below. To explain how an NIT changes the
incentives to maintain or dissolve a marriage, however, we
need examine only two levels of generosity. In both cases we
assume that the NIT plans coexist with AFDC, as was true
in SIME-DIME.
Consider first a "less generous" NIT plan that offers cash
payments to a husband-wife family at a level such that the
husband's departure would entitle the mother and her children to the same cash payments as those provided by the
existing AFDC plan-or less. In SIME-DIME there were
four low-level plans that met this description. These plans
offered a guarantee of $3,800 to a husband-wife family with
two children and $3,200 to the wife and two children if she
separated from her husband. (We will assume throughout

this discussion that the wife maintains custody of the children.) Thus, the mother who separated received no more
from the less or equally generous NIT plans than she would
have received from the existing AFDC plan."
The "less generous" NIT plan does not offer the wife or her
husband an incentive to break up their marriage, but it does
provide them with benefits if they remain married, benefits
that they did not have before. Based on the cash payments
they receive, it follows that an NIT plan that offers the same
(or smaller) payments to a separated wife as the existing
AFDC plan will promote marital stability. In economic
terms the "less generous" NIT plan increases the benefits of
marriage and thereby raises the relative cost of a breakup.
Now consider a second, "more generous" NIT plan, which
provides both larger cash benefits to intact families than the
"less generous" NIT and larger cash benefits to the separated wife than the existing AFDC plan. As examples, the
most generous NIT plans in SIME-DIME offered an income
guarantee of $5,600 to an intact family of four and $4,600 to
a family with one parent and two children. Clearly, this plan
has distinctive incentives affecting marital status. In the
"more generous" NIT, the increased benefits to an intact
family promote marital stability, but the higher payments
available to the wife if she separates ($4,600 compared to
$3,200) are an incentive to dissolve the marriage. The
"more generous" plan has, therefore, an ambiguous effect
on marital stability relative to an existing AFDC system.
If the wife works after the marital separation, the tax rates of
the plans will affect the incentives, but the expected effects
on marital stability are not much changed. Tax rates are
discussed in more detail in a longer version of this article,
and we state here only our main c o n ~ l u s i o n s .For
~ ~ the
amount of earnings likely to be earned by the separated wife,
the "less generous" NIT plan remains stabilizing relative to
AFDC. The "more generous" NIT remains ambiguous,
although its destabilizing influence is increased because this
NIT plan enables the wife to keep a larger proportion of her
earnings than she would under AFDC.
In our longer version we also discuss more plans and more
detail about them, but our basic conclusions remain as follows: Given our simplifying assumptions about behavior
and the structure of the income maintenance plans, NIT
plans that are less generous than or equally generous as
AFDC ought to promote marital stability relative to the
current state in which AFDC exists and the NIT does not
exist. NITplans that are more generous than AFDC have
both stabilizing and destabilizing influences relative to
AFDC, and such plans, therefore, may encourage marital
dissolutions.

Nonmonetary aspects of the plans
The most important assumption about behavior being made
here, of course, is that married couples do respond to the
subsidies of AFDC and NIT in ways that affect the stability

of their marriages. Recall that we have no clear evidence that
intact marriages dissolve in response to the AFDC subsidies
to the wife and children who form a separate family. If the
subsidies of AFDC have no effect, then there may be skepticism that the subsidies of an NIT will affect marital stability,
even when, as in the "more generous" NIT plan, the subsidies are increased.
Finally, an implicit assumption in our discussion is that there
are no important administrative differences between AFDC
and NIT and no differences in benefits other than those
involving cash payments. In discussing the result that the
least generous NIT plan destabilized marriages relative to an
AFDC plan that provided the same or more benefits,
Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma suggested three reasons that
involved nonmonetary considerations. One is that "knowledge of the financial benefits available to persons who end
their marriages is likely to be greater for those with NIT
treatments than for those in the control group." A second
reason is the time-consuming and possibly vexatious task of
applying for AFDC compared to the ease of obtaining payments from an NIT. A third is that "receiving aid is
stigmatizing for current welfare programs, but not for the
NIT treatments."'g
The first two reasons seem more likely to affect the timing of
a marital separation rather than its incidence. It is hard to
believe that a mother in a poor family would remain unaware
of or ignorant about AFDC or would refuse to take the time
to apply for AFDC if she were intent on ending the marriage
and had no source of income other than her husband's earnings. She might delay for several weeks or months her decision to separate, compared to a mother who is part of an NIT
program, but this implies that only the early timing of the
breakup, not the incidence of the breakup itself, could be
attributed to the NIT.
The alleged stigma of AFDC relative to an NIT is in a
different category from the other two reasons, because the
stigma may not be eroded by time. However, we do not have
any concrete evidence for the stigma of receiving payments
from the experimental NIT plans compared to AFDC, and if
we did, we would then have to determine whether a legislated NIT would be administered in a more or less stigmatizing way than the experimental plans. Apparently, many of
the experimental families who were already receiving
AFDC in Seattle and Denver were unwilling to shift to the
NIT plans even when the latter paid larger cash transfers.
These AFDC recipients did not want to jeopardize their
Medicaid benefits or, in some cases, housing subsidies.20
Persons already on AFDC may be inured to stigma, but their
reluctance to shift to higher-paying NIT plans casts doubt on
the strength of the stigma effect.
The points raised by Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma about
the nonmonetary differences between AFDC and NIT are
interesting, but there does not appear to be a way of obtaining direct evidence about them. Our suggestion that they

will generally affect only the timing of marital breakups, if
they have any effect at all, is indirectly tested by the attention
we give later to the issue of timing.

The Seattle-Denver Income Maintenance
Experiment
Design and administration
Although we have spoken of SIME-DIME as if there was
just a single experimental treatment, there were actually
three. One group of families was offered a training, education, and job counseling program, subsidized at three different levels. We will not deal with the variation in subsidies
and will refer to this treatment simply as the training program. A second group was offered an NIT, with varying
levels of guarantees and tax rates. A third group, containing
the largest number of families, was offered a program that
combined the training program and NIT plans. These three
groups were compared with each other and with a fourth
group of control families that received none of the treatments.
The training program was intended to raise the earnings of
the participating husbands and wives, and about the same
number of wives took part in the program as husbands.2'
The theoretical framework used to analyze the NIT'S
expected effects on marriage suggests that the training program should have both stabilizing and destabilizing influences. Just as a generous NIT could raise the income of the
intact family or the income of the separated wife, so can a
training program. By improving the earnings of the husband,
for example, the training program could enhance the stability of the marriage. Alternatively, the marriage might be
made less stable if the training program improved the earnings capacity of the wife and made her less economically
dependent on her husband. These stabilizing and destabilizing influences of the training program also apply to the
combined NIT-and-training program. Therefore, the combined NIT-and-training program should have different
effects on marital stability from those (discussed above) of
the "pure" NIT program. In fact, the proportion of husbands and wives participating in a training program was
somewhat higher in the experimental group eligible to
receive NIT payments than in the experimental group eligible to receive only the training program.22
The experimental design adopted in SIME-DIME permits
tests of all three programs: the training program (TR), the
NIT, and the combined NIT and training (sometimes abbreviated as NITXTR). Strictly speaking, the NIT effect on
marital stability is revealed in the "pure" NIT program. It
turns out that the distinction between the two treatments,
NIT and NIT XTR, is one important source of the difference
in the results and conclusions we reach compared to those of
the original researchers, Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma.
Their reported "NIT effect" on marital stability was actually an effect of the combination of the two treatments,

because they used only one NIT variable in their models,
although they controlled for a separate (or "additive") effect

dren) who separates from her husband. Column 5 is the
amount she would receive if she had no other income. The

of training.

plans are listed in order of their generosity to the separated

The NIT plans tested in SIME-DIME are shown in 'IBble 1.
The guarantee amounts are listed in column 2 and apply to a
husband-wife family with two children. The three levels,
$3,800, $4,800, and $5,600, in today's prices would be
equivalent to approximately $10,600, $13,400, and $15,700.
The median income of all families in the United States in
1971 was $10,300,23 which in today's prices amounts to
$30,000.

wife, assuming her-earnings were $4,000 or less (in 1971
dollars). Column 6 shows what her income would be from
each plan if she earned $2,000. The amount in parentheses
is the NIT payment she receives. Column 7 shows the two
amounts, total income and the NIT payment, if her earnings
were $4,000. The least generous plans, 1 and 2, providing
the $3,800 guarantee and tax rates of -7 and .8, were roughly
equivalent to the AFDC plans in existence in the two states,
Washington and Colorado, during the experiment.

The tax rates for the plans, in column 3, are .5, .7, and .8,
but five of the .7 and .8 rates declined as the recipient's
earnings increased. Column 4 gives the breakeven level of
income for each plan for the husband-wife family. In current
prices the lowest breakeven ($5,429) equals $15,300, and
the highest breakeven ($12,000) equals $33,700. Because
the breakeven level of income is the maximum income that
the family may have from its own earnings and still receive
cash transfer payments from the NIT, it is apparent that
many of the experimental NIT plans were more generous
than existing or proposed welfare plans. Columns 5, 6, and
7 show the income available to the wife (and her two chil-

Columns 8 and 9 show the numbers of husband-wife families assigned to each of the NIT plans for each of the two
treatments, with and without the training program. We see
that one unfortunate consequence of the experimental design
with four experimental groups, including the control group,
is that the sample size for each group is diminished. The
problem of small sample sizes is more serious when the
outcome of interest is a relatively rare event, such as a
divorce or separation. Clearly, the problem is even more
acute in testing for differences among the eleven NIT plans
shown in Table 1.

Table 1
Experimental NIT Plans in SIME-DIME for a Husband-Wife Family of Four
and a Separated Wife with Two Children

Samnle Size

Separated Wife: Income (Paymentsp

Husband-Wife Family

NIT
Plan

Guarantee

Tax

Breakeven

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

$0
Earnings
(5)

$2,000
Earnings
(6)

$4,m
Earnings
(7)

With
Training
Program

No
Training
Program

(NIT X TR)

(NIT)

(8)

(9)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

TOTAL

Notes: Sample sizes refer to husband-wife families at the beginning of the experiment. The plans are listed in order of increasing generosity, using the payments to
the separated wife as the criterion. The number of control husband-wife families is 606. In addition there were 593 treatment families who were assigned to a
training program without NIT payments.
a"1ncome" refers to the wife's annual income from the combined sources of the NIT payments and her earnings (if any). "Payments" refers to the NIT payments
she would receive, depending on her earnings. The payment amounts are shown in parentheses.
bA declining tax rate, which increases the generosity of the plan by increasing payments if the recipient has earnings and by increasing the breakeven level of
income for the recipient. (Compare plans 2 and 3 and plans 6 and 7.)

Other design and administrative features of SIME-DIME,
while valuable in their own terms, further aggravate the
problem of sample size and introduce other complications.
Four of these features are briefly discussed below.
1. Three durations of the experiment and the problem of
attrition. The sample was divided into at first two and, later,
three groups according to duration of assignments: three
years, five years, and twenty years. The 20-year group was
selected after the experiment was under way from among
families already in the experiment. Only 6 percent of the
sample was transferred into the 20-year plan, and their
records were maintained through seven years of the experiment. Among the original couples enrolled in NIT plans, 69
percent were assigned to the 3-year group and 31 percent to
the 5-year group. The 3-year and 5-year assignments of
families to the three experimental groups, TR, NIT, and
NIT xTR, were random and made before the experiment
began.
The control families were not randomly assigned to the 3year and 5-year groups, however, because assignment to the
5-year group was delayed until after the experiment was
several months under way. As a consequence all the 5-year
control families had stayed with the experiment, responding
to questionnaires and so on, for some months before their
assignment. Clearly, these 5-year controls had not dropped
out during the beginning stage of the experiment, when
attrition was at its peak. Only the 3-year controls were at the
risk of dropping out during the early stage. The excess of
attrition of the 3-year controls relative to the 5-year controls
is so large that the proportion of attriting families in the 3year control group is larger during their three years of the
experiment than is the proportion of attriting families in the
5-year control group during their five years of the experiment. As explained below, attrition is a source of bias in
analyzing marital dissolutions in the experiment, and the 3year and 5-year control groups are systematically different
regarding attrition. Our solution to the nonrandom assignment of the 3-year and 5-year control groups is to combine
them. Together they constitute a randomly assigned group.
Attrition will cause biases in the estimation of treatment
effects on marital dissolution if the following two conditions
hold. First, the proportion of dropouts differs between treatment and control groups, which was true in SIME-DIME:
among married couples 20 percent of the control group but
only 12 percent of the NIT groups dropped out. This was
expected because families receiving NIT payments have an
obvious incentive to stay with the experiment, and the more
generous the NIT plan, the greater is the incentive.Z4
The second condition requires that couples who drop out are
different in their subsequent experience of marital stability.
We lack direct information about this experience, but there
are persuasive reasons to expect that the higher attrition
proportion of control families leads to an understatement of
the number of marital breakups by control couples relative to

treatment couples. One reason is that wives participating in
the NIT plans have a financial incentive to stay with the
experiment if they separate from their husbands because the
NIT provides them with immediate income support. If the
husband had been working and the wife had not been working, the usual situation among poor families, the wife would
receive a substantial increase in NIT payments if her husband left. Thus, the NIT families who break up stay in the
experiment, and those who drop out are likely to have fewer
breakups. But this presumed stability of the families who
drop out will not be observed.
The attrition bias is further aggravated because we expect the
opposite tendency, more marital breakups, among control
families who drop out. Attrition among controls has been
found to be associated with stressful situations, such as
going on welfare, mental or physical health problems, movWives
ing from the community, and marital dissol~tions.~5
in the control group who separate may receive benefits from
AFDC, but participating in AFDC does not give them any
incentive to stay in the experiment during this stressful
period.
2. Further stratifications and their implications for sample
size. The sample was stratified into three ethnic groups:
non-Hispanic white (47 percent), black (34 percent), and
Hispanic (19 percent). The Hispanics were MexicanAmericans who lived in Denver. The sample sizes of the
"pure" NIT groups for each ethnicity are relatively small:
237 white, 175 black, and 106 Hispanic families.
Comparisons of the NIT program with AFDC require that
the sample be restricted to couples with children, because
only these families are eligible to receive AFDC benefits if
they separate. This restriction also has the advantage of
effectively avoiding the problems raised by temporary
unions or nonlegal marriages. The sample size is reduced by
about 10 percent when childless couples are excluded.
The sample design involved assigning families to the different NIT plans according to their estimated normal incomes.
(The family 'S reported income in the year prior to the experiment was used in this estimate, but other factors were taken
into account as well.) Relatively fewer families with the
lowest incomes were assigned to the generous NIT plans,
and more of these families were assigned to the least generous plans. This procedure permitted the limited budget for
the experiment to cover more families; that is, to increase
the total sample size of families assigned to the NIT plans
given the fixed budget allowable from the sponsoring
agency, the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare.
In summary, all analyses should control for ethnicity, site
(Seattle or Denver), and for the couple's estimated income
classification. The duration of the experiment is another
stratification, and this raises special problems that will be
discussed next.

3. R e short and varying durations of the experiment. The
experiment lasted from three to five years for almost all the

of marital separations among control couples relative to
experimental couples seems likely.

participants, and they knew of these time limits. The purpose
of the experiment is, of course, to infer responses to the sorts
of programs being tested if the programs were "permanent,"
or at least as permanent as enactment into law would imply to
those affected. Is the experiment too brief a time period to
make valid inferences about a legislated plan? One issue is
whether the outcome itself involves short-term or long-term
choices and arrangements. Many labor supply decisions are
short term, although some, like changing one's occupation,
are not. Many demographic decisions, like having children,
moving to another city, and changes in marital status, are long
term. There are two major potential biases attributable to
experiments of a short duration. One bias that understates the
effect of an NIT on marital stability is that the total payments
from a short-duration program are less than those from a
permanent program. Whether the effect of these payments is
to stabilize or destabilize the marriage, either effect might be
understated. In the one case the wife, for example, might
regard the short duration of the payments to the intact family
as an insufficient source of support to preserve the marriage.
In the other case the wife might regard the short duration of
the payments as an insufficient source of support to permit her
and her children to live separately from her husband. (We
assume here that the NIT payments are larger than the AFDC
payments available to her.)
A second bias of the short duration of the experiment serves
to overstate the effect, whether the effect is to stabilize or
destabilize the marriage. For example, if the wife views the
extra payments from the NIT as a subsidy to her divorce, she
may make this choice sooner, rather than later, because the
subsidy will last only for the duration of the experiment. The
timing of the divorce or separation is therefore biased,
occurring sooner in a temporary experiment than it would
under a permanent program.
4 . DifSerences between NIT and control families in reporting
marital status. Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma relied on the
interviews administered every four months to families in the
experiment for information on a marital separation. In principle, a marital separation that lasted less than four months
could go unreported. However, the NIT couples also
reported their marital status every month as part of the
information system for determining the amount of NIT payments they were to receive. Changes in marital status that
were reported in the monthly reports of the NIT families
were brought to the attention of the interviewers, who were
instructed to verify the changes.26 Thus, the NIT couples
had more opportunities to report marital breakups, and they
had a strong incentive to report even short-term separations
because their NIT payments would generally increase if the
wife and children were separated from the husband. The
wife or husband was required to sign a statement testifying
that the separation was permanent, but in practice the separation could be as short as one month .z7Although we do not
know if the differences in reporting between NIT and control
families affected the interview data, a slight understatement

A few NIT families made fraudulent claims about their
family composition to obtain more payments.28Groeneveld,
Hannan, and Tuma discuss this issue and conclude that fraud
was not an important source of bias in reports of marital
breakup~.~9
We make no adjustment for biases from reporting or fraud, but we are able to adjust for the effects of
attrition and the short duration of the experiment.

Analysis of marital dissolutions
The statistical analysis of Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma
focuses on the rate of a first marital breakup as the outcome
of interest. For a group of couples the rate is defined as the
proportion of the group reporting a marital breakup per unit
of time. The time-unit may be a year or as brief as a day,
because the calendar date of the breakup is recorded.
One advantage of the rate measure is that it self-adjusts for
the period of time the couple is observed. Breakups during
the 3-year and 5-year experimental programs, for example,
can be measured in the common unit of the rate (of breakups) per year. Similarly, if the only effect of attrition was to
produce observational periods of different lengths, the rate
measure would self-adjust for the varying lengths. Unfortunately, the attrition biases suggested above remain a problem.
A disadvantage of the rate measure is that it may exaggerate
one of the biases associated with short-duration experiments. As discussed earlier, the short-duration experiment
encourages earlier divorces among families covered by NIT
plans. One bias is toward showing a higher incidence of
breakups in a 3-year experimental period than the incidence
for the same three years under a permanent plan. In a permanent plan our main interest is in the "long-run" rate (and
incidence) of breakups for any given period. An experiment
with temporary subsidies encourages the subsidized outcome within the time limits of the experiment. Another bias
is that, whatever the number of breakups in the 3-year
period, the short duration of the experiment will encourage
their occurrence toward the beginning of the experimental
period, whereas the control group will be more likely to
experience breakups more or less uniformly throughout the
duration of the experimental period. This alteration of the
timing of breakups among the treatment couples increases
their rate of breakup in comparison with the control group's
rate, even though the incidence of breakups is the same for
the two groups. In one of our statistical models we estimate
trends over time to see if any bunching of breakups during
the first six to twelve months of the experiment is compensated for by lower rates during the next 30 to 54 months of
the experiment.
Two sets of findings reported by Groeneveld, Hannan, and
Tuma in the Final Report of SIME-DIME summarize their
most influential results. First, they report that the NIT treat-

ments had a destabilizing effect on maniages that was large
and statistically significant for white and black couples,
although not for Hispanic couples. Table 2 shows the results
that they emphasized, which are for the first three years of the
experiment. The statistical model producing these results
included a number of control variables, listed in the notes to
the table, in addition to the treatment variables. The numbers
in the table express ratios: the NIT group's rate of marital
breakups divided by the control group's rate. For example, if
one group consisted of 100 couples and 6 were divorced or
separated during a specified time period, the rate would be 6
percent. A 6 percent rate for one group divided by a 5 percent
rate for another group yields a ratio of 1.20.
The ratios 1.53 and 1.57 are the basis for the claim by
Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma that the NIT plans "dramatically increased the rate at which marriages dissolved among
white and black couples." From Table 2 it is apparent that
this claim refers (a) to the first 36 months of the experiment;
(b)to the 5-year plan but not to the 3-year plan, and it should
be noted that the 20-year duration group was excluded from
their analysis; (c) to the "pure" NIT group and the NIT-andtraining (NIT XTR) group combined into a single variable.30

Results of Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma:
Estimated NIT Effects on Marital Dissolution Rates during the
First Three Years, for Original Marriages, by Ethnic Group

Ratio of the Rate of Dissolutions among
Treatment Couples to the Rate of Dissolutions
among Control Couples
NIT Plan

Whites

Blacks

Hispanics

5-Year NIT Plan

1.53**

1.57**

1.O1

3-Year NIT Plan

1.10

1.16

1.01

Source: Tables 5.4 and 5.A.1 in Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma, Final
Report, pp. 291 and 367.
Notes: Original marriages include couples who were married or living
together at the beginning of the experiment. The estimated treatment effects
are derived from a statistical model that included variables measuring
socioeconomic characteristics of the couples and four variables measuring
participation in the experimental training programs. The socioeconomic
control variables used in the statistical model are the following: a constructed preexperimental family income, site (Denver or Seattle), years
married at the beginning of the experiment, age of wife, age of husband,
years of schooling completed by wife, years of schooling completed by
husband, the number of children present, the presence of a child under six
years of age, and whether the wife had received AFDC benefits in the year
preceding the experiment. The NIT Plan combines the "pure" NIT and
NITXTR treatment groups. The 20-year duration group was not included.
**Statistically significant at the 5 percent level (two-tail test).
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Their model includes training variables, but it does not
estimate the treatment effects as they were set out in the
experimental design, which specified an interaction between
an NIT and training as well as separate (or additive) NIT and
training treatments.
The increase in marital breakups of NIT families relative to
controls cannot be attributed to a low proportion of breakups
by the control group. The proportions of white, black, and
Hispanic couples in the control group who divorced or separated during the first three years were 16, 24, and 20 percent. These percentages, which apply to the originally
enrolled couples who did not drop out and reflect the full
three years of exposure to risk, are considerably higher than
those reported by Sawhill et al. for poor couples in the Panel
Study of Income Dynamics for a similar time period3) or for
comparable controls in the New Jersey NIT e~perirnent.~~
The large destabilizing impact of the NIT was astonishing in
two respects. First, previous research on the impact of
AFDC on marital breakups had not prepared us to see a
large effect of an NIT. As mentioned earlier, no firm evidence exists for a destabilizing effect of AFDC on marriages
despite the fact that the system essentially provides "permanent" benefits to a wife if her marriage dissolves and no
benefits to a married couple. SIME-DIME showed a large
destabilizing effect from a program that did provide benefits
to a couple who stayed together.
Since the average NIT plan in SIME-DIME was more generous than AFDC in providing cash payments to a separated
mother, was the destabilizing effect attributable to the relative generosity of the NIT plans? The answer is no, and this
reveals the second astonishing result of these findings: the
least generous NIT plans, which offered the same cash payments as AFDC (or less), induced the largest destabilizing
effect, while the most generous plan had essentially no
destabilizing effect.

These findings are shown in Table 3, which is again taken
from the Final Report (p. 297). Looking at the 5-year plans,
which Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma emphasize, we see
that the low-guarantee plans, $3,800 for a family of four,
were associated with increases in marital dissolution of 30
percent for Hispanics, 60 percent for blacks, and 82 percent
for whites. In contrast, the most generous plans ($5,600)
decreased the rate of marital dissolutions among Hispanics
by 34 percent and increased the rates for whites and blacks
by 14 and 20 percent. Indeed, the 3-year $5,600 plans were
estimated to decrease marital dissolutions by 15 to 31 percent, and the 3-year plans contained 69 percent of the families. These results, like those in Table 2, refer to the first
three years of the experiment and combine the "pure" NIT
and NIT x TR groups.

Table 3
Results of Groenweld, Hannan, and Tuma: Estimated Effects of the
Guarantee Levels of the NIT Plans on Dissolution Rates of Original
Marriages, First Three Years of the Experiment

Ratio of the Rate of Dissolutions among
Treatment Couples to the Rate of Dissolutions
among Control Couples
NIT Plan

Whites

Blacks

Hispanics

5-Year NIT Plan
$3,800 guarantee
$4,800 guarantee
$5,600 guarantee
3-Year NIT Plana
$3,800 guarantee
$4,800 guarantee
$5,600 guarantee

Source: Table 5.7 in Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma, Final Report, p. 297.
Notes: Original marriages include couples who were married or living
together at the beginning of the experiment. The estimated treatment effects
are derived from a statistical model that included variables measuring
socioeconomic characteristics of the couples and four variables measuring
participation in the experimental training programs. The socioeconomic
control variables used in the statistical model are the following: a constructed preexperimental family income, site (Denver or Seattle), years
married at the beginning of the experiment, age of wife, age of husband,
years of schooling completed by wife, years of schooling completed by
husband, the number of children present, the presence of a child under six
years of age, and whether the wife had received AFDC benefits in the year
preceding the experiment. The NIT Plan combines the "pure" NIT and
NITXTR treatment groups. The 20-year duration group was not included.
aGroeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma report the 3-year NIT treatment as a
constant adjustment factor to the 5-year plans but do not display separate
results for the 3-year NIT plans by guarantee levels.
*Statistically significant at the 10 percent level (two-tail test).
**Statistically significant at the 5 percent level (two-tail test).

Recall that the one unambiguous prediction from our economic analysis is that the least generous NIT plan would
promote marital stability relative to AFDC . Groeneveld,
Hannan, and Tuma refuted this prediction. It was disappointing for advocates of an NIT to see that marital stability
was not promoted by NIT plans that were more generous
than AFDC, but this result was theoretically plausible. But it
was stunning to see the largest destabilizing impact by an
NIT plan that was less generous than or equal in generosity
to AFDC, and this result has no straightforward theoretical
explanation.

A reanalysis of the impact of an NIT on
marital breakups
In the controversy and discussion that followed the publication of the research of Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma,
much attention was given to the unexpected result that the
least generous NIT plan appeared to break up marriages.
Little attention was given to the mix of the training treatment
with the NIT variable used by Groeneveld, Hannan, and
Tuma or to their near-exclusive emphasis on the results for
the 5-year plans during the first three years of the experiment.
In our reanalysis, which leads us to reject the conclusion that
an NIT breaks up marriages, we
use data from the full five (or seven) years of the
experiment;
separate the "pure" NIT from the NIT x TR treatment;
apply an adjustment for attrition bias that we and
Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma agree is appropriate;
examine trends in the breakups over time to help correct for the short-duration bias that encourages early
dissolutions by NIT couples.
When we adopt these procedures, the case for the NIT
brealung up marriages virtually disappears. We summarize
in this article only a small part of our statistical results and
emphasize, for brevity, the results for the entire sample.

Assuming a constant rate of marital breakups (the
model of Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma)
In Table 4 we show the results for the estimated constant rate
of marital breakups for the control group and each of the
three treatment groups in the experiment. The table presents
our results for two statistical models: (1) a discrete-time
model, which adopts a period of six months to mark the
timing of a marital breakup, and (2) a continuous-time
model, which measures the number of days after the experiment begins until a breakup occurs. Both models assume
that the rate of marital breakups is constant for each period;
that is, constant "over time." We relax this assumption later.
Table 4 is based on the records of couples for their full tenure
in the experiment: up to three and five years for the 3-year

Table 4
A Reanalysis of SIME-DIME: Estimated Effects on Marital Dissolution Rates for Original Marriages, with Child Present: "Discrete-Time" and
"Continuous-Time" Models, with and without an Adjustment for Attrition

Ratio of the Estimated Proportion of Dissolutions among Treatment Couples
to the Proportion among Control Couples
Treatment
Variables

Total
Discreteb

NIT
NIT adjusted
for attrition

1.14

NIT X TR
NIT X TR adjusted
for attrition

1.38*

TR (training)
TR adjusted
for attrition

1.12

Number of
observations in
discrete model
Sample size,
continuous model

Continuousc

White
Discreteb

Black

Continuousc

Discreteb

Continuousc

Hispanic
Discreteb

Continuousc

1.05

1.27

1.06

14,822

Notes: The duration of the experiment is up to three or five years for the 3-year and 5-year experimental groups and up to seven years for the 20-year group.
Original marriages with children present include couples who were married or living together and with one or more dependent children at the beginning of the
experiment. The estimated treatment effects are derived from statistical models that included the following variables measuring socioeconomic characteristics of
the couples: a constructed preexperimental family income, site (Denver or Seattle), years married at the beginning of the experiment, age of wife, the educational
attainment of the wife, the presence of a child under six years of age, and whether the wife had received AFDC benefits in the year preceding the experiment.
aThe treatment group is measured as a qualitative variable in the statistical model. Each couple is assigned the value I if they are in a treatment group at a point in
time; 0 if they are not in the group. The adjustment for attrition assumes (I) the rate of marital dissolutions for dropouts in the control group is 25 percent larger
than the rate of marital dissolutions among controls who did not drop out; (2) the rate of marital dissolutions among dropouts in the NIT and NIT X TR groups is 50
percent smaller than the rate among those who did not drop out; (3) the rate of marital dissolutions among dropouts in the training group (TR) is the same as the rate
among those who did not drop out.
bThe "discrete-time" model divides the experiment into 14 six-month periods, and the marital dissolution rate is calculated as the number of first-time marital
dissolutions divided by the number of periods at risk. The number of observations is equal to the number of periods at risk by all thc couples.
cThe "continuous-time" model uses the day of the marital dissolution (or of attrition) to measure the length of time from the beginning of the experiment. The
sample size is equal to the number of couples at the beginning of the experiment.
*Statistically significant at the 10 percent level (two-tail test).
**Statistically significant at the 5 percent level (two-tail test).

and 5-year groups and up to seven years for the 20-year
group. (The records for the relatively small number of couples in the 20-year plans end after seven years.) Our sample
consists of all couples who were married (or together) at the
biginning of the experiment and who had at least one dependent child present. We exclude couples with no children
(about 10 percent of the original sample), cases in which a
spouse died during the experiment, and a small number of
cases in which attrition occurred on the first day. (Tables 2
and 3, which are from Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma,
include childless couples, cases in which a husband died,
and all cases of attrition.)
There are two principal differencesbetween our reporting of
results in Table 4 and those reported in Tables 2 and 3 . We

show separate impacts on marital breakups for each of the
three treatment groups, but we do not show separate treatment effects by duration of plan or by different levels of
generosity. Although we have calculated separate results for
the 3-year, 5-year, and 20-year plans and for the different
levels of generosity of the NIT plans, these results are not
shown in Table 4 in the interest of brevity and to avoid
dealing with small sample sizes. We comment on these
subgroups below.
The most succinct summary of our main conclusion in Table
4 is found in the four ratios, ranging from 1.04 to 1.14 for
"NIT, Total." These are the ratios of the rates of marital
breakups for the "pure" NIT couples to control couples,
with and without an adjustment for attrition. Effects of the

NIT plan on marital breakups of these magnitudes are not
statistically significant. (The unadjusted ratios for the black
subgroup, 1.31 and 1.29, are just shy of being statistically
significantly different from unity at a 20 percent level. A
ratio of unity indicates an estimated treatment effect of zero,
and a statistically insignificant ratio corresponds with an
estimated treatment effect that is statistically insignificant.)

ments to a separated wife would generally increase substantially so she would be unlikely to drop out of the experiment.
Finally, we assume that the rates of marital breakups for the
"pure" training group are the same for dropouts as for those
who stay. Those eligible to receive only training have less
incentive to stay in the experiment than those receiving cash
benefits.

A ratio of 1.14 indicates that, on average, the rates of marital
breakups for any unit of time are 14 percent higher for the
couples in the "pure" NIT plans than for the control group.
What is the practical significance of a 14 percent difference
in the breakup rate? This difference reflects the following
approximate rates of marital breakups per year: .05 for
controls and .057 for NIT couples (.057/.05 = 1.14). If these
rates were constant over time, as is assumed in the model
used, then for each 1,000 control couples 50 would be
expected to divorce or separate in the first year, 47 or 48 (out
of 950) in the second year, and so on. For each 1,000 NIT
couples, 57 would be expected to divorce or separate in the
first year, 54 (out of 943) in the second year, and so on. The
additional number of marital dissolutions in the NIT group
is rather small each year, but the accumulated differences
would eventually become sizable. After ten years, for example, 401 marital breakups from among 1,000 control couples
are projected, compared with 444 marital breakups from
among 1,000 NIT couples.

The results of these adjustments for attrition are shown in
Table 4. The adjusted breakup rate for the "pure" NIT
treatment is now close to being the same as for the control
group. The NIT-to-control ratios of these adjusted rates are
1.05 and 1.04. The treatment (NITXTR) that combines NIT
payments and training continues to show rather large destabilizing effects on marriages: a 27 to 36 percent increase for
all ethnic groups combined, which includes the large 64 to
74 percent increases for black couples.

When adjustments are made for attrition and for changes in
rates of marital breakup over time, however, the estimated
difference in the breakups between the "pure" NIT group
and control group becomes small enough to be considered of
no practical significance.

Adjustments for attrition bias
Our adjustment for attrition bias is similar in several
respects to the adjustment used by Groeneveld, Hannan, and
Tuma, in that we assume different rates of marital breakup
for the couples who drop out of the experiment and then
recalculate a full-sample estimate of breakups for the NIT
and control groups.33 Like Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma,
we assume that the couples in the control group who
dropped out are more likely to become divorced or separated
than those who remain in the experiment and continue to be
interviewed. We assume that the rate of marital breakups
among control dropouts is 25 percent higher than among
controls who did not drop out. Groeneveld, Hannan, and
Tuma tested the sensitivity of their results to attrition by
assuming that the rates of marital breakups among dropouts
were from two to ten times as large as the rate for those who
remained in the sample. Our procedure also differs from
Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma in that we assume that the
breakup rates for the NIT groups who drop out are lowerspecifically, we assume they are half as large as for those
who remain in the sample. To illustrate, an estimated rate of
breakup of 6 percent per year among those who remain
yields an assumed rate of 3 percent per year among the
dropouts. The reason, discussed above, is that the NIT pay-

Allowing the rate of marital breakups to vary over time
In Table 5 we show the results of a statistical model in which
"time" and "time interacted with treatments" are added
variables to the same data and model as that used in Table 4.
We no longer impose the assumption that rates of marital
breakups are constant over time, and we can test the hypothesis that more frequent "early" breakups by treatment couples are offset by fewer breakups later. Groeneveld, Hannan,
and Tuma tested several models that allowed for a timevarying response and concluded that there was "no significant variation over time in the effects [on marital breakups]
of NIT treatment^."^^ We reach a different conclusion, as our
discussion that follows makes clear.
Panel A of Table 5 shows ratios of estimated proportions of
breakups among treatment couples to proportions among
controls after periods of five and seven years elapse. These
ratios imply no practical impact of the experimental treatments on marital stability. An allowance for attrition bias
would further reduce the estimated destabilizing effect (or
increase the estimated stabilizing effect) of the treatments.
The ratios range from .97 to 1.16, and reflect the accumulated numbers of marital breakups after five (or seven) years.
Comparing these ratios to those in Table 4, we see a pronounced tendency for the early breakups among treatment
groups to be offset by fewer breakups later on. The 5- and 7year time periods chosen for display in Table 5 are no
lengthier than the actual duration of the experiment. However, only 30 percent of the couples in the experiment were
in it for five years and only 6 percent were in it for seven
years. Extrapolating the outcomes beyond seven years,
which would soon produce all ratios that are less than one,
does not seem warranted.
Panel B reports the coefficients (or effects) of time and
duration-of-plan, along with the estimated standard errors of
the coefficients. The coefficients of the time variables are
the basis for the calculated proportions of marital breakups
shown in Panel A. The largest reduction in the estimated
treatment effects on marital breakups in Table 5 compared to

means that their true values might be much smaller or much
larger than our estimates.
A Reanalysis of SIME-DIME: Estimated Effects of Treatment on
Marital Dissolutions for Sirnuluted Five- and Seven-Year Periods,
Allowing for the Effect of Time

Panel A
Ratio of the Estimated
Proportion of Dissolutions among
Treatment Couples to Proportion
among Control Couples
Treatment Variable

After 5 Years

After 7 Years

NIT
NIT X TR
TR (training)

Panel B

Time Variable

Coefficients (Effects) on Marital
Dissolutions of Time (as a Yearly
Period), Time X Treatment Group, and
the 5-Year and 20-Year Duration Plans
(Standard errors in parentheses)

Time (=effect of time for control group)
Time+time interacted with NIT
Time +time interacted with NIT X TR
Time + time interacted with TR
5-year duration plan for the treatments
20-year duration plan for the NIT treatment

- .026a

- .143b
-.207b
-.069b
-.051c
-,076~

(.072)
(. 157)
(.115)
(.101)
(.loo)
(. 149)

Notes: The predicted values of the rate of marital dissolution are based on
the same statistical model as in Table 4 except that (1) time is entered as a
variable, and (2) the effect of time on marital dissolutions is permitted to
depend on the specific treatment. The effect of a particular treatment on
marital dissolutions is determined by two components in the statistical
model: (1) the qualitative variable designating the specific treatment, and
(2) the time period, varying from day 1 to day 2,556 ( = 7 years X 365 +I),
allowing the effect of time to vary by treatment.
aThe effect of time ( - ,026) is not statistically significant by itself, but the
collection of all four time variables is statistically significant.
bThe collection of the three variables representing the interactions of time
and treatments are statistically significant at the 13 percent level, holding
constant all other variables in the model (including the additive effects of
time and the treatment groups).
neither duration variable has a statistically significant effect. The interpretation of the 5- and 20-year effects is that of an effect on marital dissolutions
relative to being in a 3-year treatment group.

Table 4 is for the NIT x TR group, for which the estimated
per-year decline (-.207) in the breakup rate is eight times as
rapid as the control group's decline (-.026). The decline
over time for the "pure" NIT group (-.143) is also much
faster than that of the control group. It should be pointed out
that our estimates of the interaction between the time trend
and the treatment groups have large standard errors, which

One reason why the NIT groups are expected to have earlier
breakups is that the increased NIT payments will last only
for the duration of the experiment, so delaying one's separation will generally result in less money received. There are
other reasons why the breakup rates might decline over time,
which apply to the control group as well as to the treatment
groups. One that applies to controls in particular is the
likelihood that control families who remain in the experiment are more stable in a variety of ways than families who
drop out. Accordingly, the longer the experiment continues
the more selective is the remaining control group of "stable"
families. As stated above, however, the treatment couples
who are experiencing a marital breakup have a financial
incentive not to drop out.
The last two rows of Panel B of Table 5 report the effects
(coefficients) on marital breakups of being in a 5-year plan
for the three treatment groups and of being in a 20-year plan
for the NIT group. (No 20-year plans were designed for the
training treatments.) There are too few observations in the
20-year plan to estimate reliably its differences with the 3year and 5-year plans. So we will discuss only the impact on
marital dissolutions of being in the 5-year plan.
The coefficient -.051 should be interpreted as the effect on
marital breakups of being in a 5-year plan relative to being in
a 3-year plan. Although negative, indicating that the 5-year
plan is relatively stabilizing, the coefficient is small and is
not significantly different from zero. Thus, contrary to the
results from Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma, the 5-year
plans do not show larger destabilizing effects on marriage
than the 3-year plans. Note that being in a 5-year plan does
not reflect merely being in the experiment during the fourth
and fifth years, because such "year effects" are controlled
for by the time variables in the model.

Summary and conclusion
The impact of the SIME-DIME research
When the results of the income maintenance experiment in
Seattle and Denver were reported during the period from
1977 to 1983, great attention was given to the findings of
Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma. Their research had a
resounding impact on policy, theory, and methodology.
The implications for policy were immediate, because the
advocates of welfare reform then being debated in Congress
were claiming that NIT-type programs would enhance family stability relative to the existing AFDC program. The
contrary conclusion drawn from SIME-DIME undercut the
advocates' claims, and that conclusion continues to prevail.
The implications of the research for the theoretical arguments about how an NIT would affect marital stability were

also influential. The conventional economic argument was
that NIT plans that were equal to or less generous than
AFDC would stabilize marriages among poor families, but
that NIT plans that were more generous than AFDC might
well destabilize marriages. Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma
found opposite results. In a sense, the economic model was
routed.
The research of Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma was important, finally, because it was innovative in its methods and of
high quality. The issue of the effect of income maintenance
plans on marital stability had challenged social scientists for
years, and SIME-DIME, despite being a controlled experiment, presented many difficulties for analysis. How should
information from a sample of families on spell lengths of
marriages and on the timing of divorces, separations, reconciliations, attrition, and so on be used to estimate the effect of
the experimental programs on marital stability? How should
information about marriages that were still intact at the end of
the experiment (or at the time when the couples dropped out
of the experiment) be used to estimate the expected duration
of the marriage? The statistical techniques used by
Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma to deal with these and other
questions were pioneering in the social sciences. The thoroughness with which they responded to criticisms and suggestions during the years of their research was also meritorious.
Nevertheless, we disagree with their conclusions.

Our dissenting conclusions
In our reanalysis we do not find that the data from SIMEDIME justify the conclusion that an NIT program would
lead to an increase in marital breakups among already married couples with children. The "pure" NIT program had
only a small and statistically insignificant positive relation to
marital breakups, and when allowance is made for the
upward bias stemming from differential attrition and from
the timing of the marital breakups, the relation between the
NIT plans and marital breakups essentially disappears. Even
the experimental program that combined the "pure" NIT
and the training program (NITxTR), which does show a
destabilizing effect on marriages in the statistical model that
assumes a constant rate of marital breakups over time, shows
no practical difference in the rates when a model is used that
allows for nonconstant rates. (See Table 5.)
Aside from our attention to the timing of the breakups and to
attrition, the most important source for the difference between
our results and those of Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma is our
use of the full sample and all the years of the experiment for
which data are available. With these data we find no evidence
for a difference between the 3-year and 5-year treatment
groups. Therefore, we see no justification for the emphasis by
Groeneveld, Hannan, and Tuma on the large destabilizing
effect of the 5-year program during the first three years of the
experiment, nor for their conviction "that a short-term experiment understates the effect of a [permanent] national program."35 Our findings of "no difference" for the two duration
groups and of a decline in marital breakups over time for the

treatment groups relative to the control group reopen the issue
of whether short-duration experiments over- or understate
experimental outcomes.

Income maintenance and single-parent families
Marital breakups by already married couples are not as
likely to be affected by income maintenance plans as are
other behaviors that increase the number of single parents,
namely births to unwed mothers who remain unmarried;
previously married women who choose to remain unmarried; and single parents who live separately from an
extended family. How reforms in income maintenance programs affect these outcomes and their implications for the
presence of two parents in a family with dependent children
have not been studied in the NIT experiments. This is not a
criticism of the investigators, because the experiments were
not designed to study these types of demographic behavior
but rather to study labor supply.36
In research that we report in IRP Discussion Paper no. 85087, we pursue the finding by Groeneveld, Hannan, and
Tuma that reconciliations occurred more frequently among
NIT couples whose marriages dissolved than among control
couples. Reconciliations probably lessen the adverse effects
of marital breakups on the economic well-being of the family and the general well-being of the children. We have not
adjusted the rates of marital breakups to take account of
reconciliations in this article, but our findings further diminish the impact of the experimental NIT plans on marital
separations. 37
We conclude that the data from SIME-DIME on marital
stability provide no justification for opposing income maintenance to intact couples with children, as has been claimed
by some interpreters (but not by the original investigators) of
SIME-DIME. Our research clearly rejects the estimates of
40 to 60 percent increases in marital breakups caused by the
NIT program. We find the phrase "dramatically
increased"38 far off the mark in describing the effect of the
NIT on marital breakups. Our best judgment is that SIMEDIME shows an effect of the "pure" NIT program on marital stability of no practical or statistical significance. The
larger questions of the relation between income maintenance
plans on the one hand and family stability and the well-being
of children on the other hand remain unanswered by social
science research.

'Glen Cain is a professor of economics at the University of WisconsinMadison and an affiliate of the Institute. Douglas Wissoker is completing
his doctorate in economics at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. The
research reported here was funded in part by the Office of the Assistant
Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services. The authors are grateful for the use of the facilities of
the Center for Demography and Ecology at the University of WisconsinMadison, supported by a grant from the National Institute for Child
Health and Human Development (HD-5876) and by a grant from the
William and Flora Hewlett Foundation. The opinions expressed are those
of the authors.
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New work under way
The Welfare Consequences of Amnesty: Work
and Welfare Effects of Legal Status
Principal Investigator: Marta Tienda, University of Chicago
The Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 provides
an amnesty program and a five-year legalization process for
foreigners who have come to the United States without legal
papers but who have resided here continuously since 1982.
In a study supported by the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, Marta Tienda will make use of information being acquired by the Immigration and Naturalization
Service (INS) in implementing the new law. She will explore
a number of questions about illegal aliens in seeking to
understand their work behavior and use of welfare:
How do the demographic, social and economic characteristics of amnesty applicants compare to those of
legal immigrants?
What have been the past experiences of illegal aliens?
Have employers paid them less and promoted them less
frequently than those with legal status?
Do they have stable employment histories?
Have illegal aliens participated in income transfer
programs?
Tienda, with the help of George Borjas (University of
California-Santa Barbara) will analyze two data sets: the
form filled out by all applicants for legal status, and results
from a cross-sectional survey of a subset of applicants, to be
conducted by the INS.
The project includes the design of a panel survey to study the
effects of changes in legal status on use of welfare programs.
This longitudinal study will attempt to determine what proportion of those who become permanent residents under the
new law will apply for and receive welfare at the end of the
five-year transitional period (during which time they are
eligible for only limited assistance). In other words, does
eligibility for welfare reduce the work incentives of
migrants?

Of particular interest is the relationship between the death of
a husband and the subsequent impoverishment of the widow.
Earlier studies are thought to have underestimated the
incomes of women in the year that they became widows
because the data sources did not contain information on the
income of the husband up to the time he died. Use of the
SIPP data will enable Holden to determine how serious this
underestimation of income is and whether adjustment methods proposed to account for the discrepancy are accurate.
She will also describe the income changes by source that
precipitate poverty at the time of a husband's death and
analyze the changes in assets or household composition that
take place upon widowhood and may exacerbate or ameliorate the straitened circumstances of the widow.

Assessment of the Management of the Work
Experience and Job Training Program in
Kenosha County, Wisconsin
Principal Investigators: Tom Corbett, IRP; Lawrence Mead,
New York University; and Michael Wiseman, University of
California-Berkeley
Under a contract with the Wisconsin Department of Health
and Social Services, the Institute for Research on Poverty has
undertaken to cooperate with the Kenosha County Department of Social Services to assess the management of the
Kenosha pilot of the Work Experience and Job Training Program (WEJT), passed by the Wisconsin legislature in 1986.
WEJT is the state of Wisconsin's effort to develop a successful work-welfare or "workfare" program that links employment with the receipt of income maintenance. Such programs have become increasingly popular in recent years as
policymakers have become sensitive to the deleterious
effects of long-term welfare dependency. It is being piloted
in five counties and is expected to replace the Wisconsin
Employment Opportunities Program (WEOP), which was
instituted in 29 counties in 1983.

Principal Investigator: Karen Holden, IRP

The purpose of the new pilot, WEJT, is "to provide recipients of Aid to Families with Dependent Children with more
comprehensive and intensive employment services than are
currently available" and "to determine the features of an
effective and efficient statewide program which can be
implemented when fiscal resources become available." It is
seen by many as a decentralized version of WEOP, since the
individual county welfare agencies are in charge and may
use whatever agencies they wish to provide training and job
placement.

Building on previous work she and others have done on the
economic circumstances of elderly women, Karen Holden
will use the Survey of Income and Program Participation
(SIPP) to examine the income transitions experienced by
married women. Her research is being supported by the
American Association of Retired Persons.

In addition to evaluating the Kenosha pilot, the IRP research
team, consisting of Corbett, Mead, Wiseman, and Bernard
Stumbras is also expected to suggest organizational and
administrative improvements for the operation of the program and to recommend a system for monitoring program
operations for management and evaluation purposes.

Understanding Income Changes Associated
with the Shock of Widowhood

The question is, will WEJT be an improvement over
WEOP? Will it raise participation in the work programs?
Will it provide more training to increase the human capital of
welfare recipients to enable them to find and hold jobs? And
will it provide some work alternative for those who cannot
find employment? By evaluating the implementation of a
single pilot work-welfare program in detail, the research
team hopes to identify solutions to some of the generic
design and implementation problems that historically have
plagued such programs. H

Luxembourg Income Study Summer Workshop
The Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) has made comparable several large microdata sets which contain
comprehensive measures of income and economic
well-being for ten modern industrialized welfare
states. The LIS databank currently covers Australia,
Canada, Germany, Israel, Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom, and the United
States, with others soon to be added.
The LIS Summer Workshop is a two-week pre- and
post-doctoral workshop designed to introduce young
scholars in the social sciences (economics, sociology,
other) to comparative research in income distribution
and social policy using the LIS database. The first
workshop will be held July 17-29, 1988, in Luxembourg. The cost will be $800 (30,000 Belgian francs),
which will include tuition, local travel, and partial
board (all but five evening meals). International transportation is not included. Students are expected to be
subsidized by home countries, national and international research foundations, universities, and other
sources, including two special scholarships from the
Ford Foundation LIS Development Initiatives Fund.
The language of instruction will be English. The
course of study will include one week of lectures followed by one week of assistance and direction using
the LIS database to explore a research issue chosen by
the participant. Faculty are expected to include
Anthony Atkinson (London School of Economics),
Aldi J. M. Hagenaars (Netherlands), Richard Hauser
(Frankfurt), Frank Cowell (London School of Economics), Michael O'Higgins (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development), and the entire
LIS staff.
Additional information, including application forms,
is available from Timothy Smeeding, LIS Project
Director, Vanderbilt Institute for Public Policy
Studies, 1208 18th Avenue South, Nashville, TN
37212, USA; Lee Rainwater, LIS Research Director,
Department of Sociology, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA 02138, USA; or Gunther Schmaus, LIS,

B. P. #65, L-7201 Walferdange, Luxembourg. Applications are due by April 1, 1988.

The Distributional Impacts
of Public Policy
Editors: Sheldon H. Danziger, University of
Wisconsin-Madison
Kent E. Portney, Tufts University
Available February 1988 from St. Martin's Press, 175 Fifth
Avenue, New York, NY 10010 ($35.00). Customer Service:
(212) 674-5151, ext. 321.
1. "Introduction: The Distributional Impacts of Public
Policies"
Sheldon H. Danziger and Kent E. Portney
2. "Priorities, Programs, and Presidents: Assessing Patterns of Growth in U.S. Social Welfare Programs, 19501985"
Robert X. Browning

3. "Recent Trends in Poverty and the Antipoverty Effectiveness of Income Transfers"
Sheldon H. Danziger
4. "Reagan, the Recession, and Poverty: What the Official
Estimates Fail to Show"
Timothy M. Smeeding
5. "Alternative Child Support Regimes: Distributional
Impacts and a Crude Benefit-Cost Analysis"
Donald T. Oellerich and Irwin Garfinkel
6. "Cost-of-Living Adjustments for Social Security Benefits: Their Impact on the Incomes of the Elderly"
Sandra R. Baum and Jane Sjogren
7. "Distributional Analyses of Three Deficit Reduction
Options Affecting Social Security Cash Benefits"
Frank J. Sammartino and Richard A. Kasten
8. "The Effects of Taxing Unemployment Insurance Benefits Accounting for Induced Labor Supply Responses"
David M. Betson, Jennifer L. Warlick, and
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9. "The Growth and Distribution of Tax Expenditures"
John F. Witte
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William H. H. Cranmer
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SIPP and SIPP ACCESS:
Initial findings from a new data base

The Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) is
beginning to yield research results, facilitated by a storage
and retrieval center, SIPP ACCESS, an innovation in the use
and dissemination of complex survey data.
SIPP is the single new data collection effort conducted by the
Census Bureau in the 1980s. It had its origins in the recognition during the 1970s of the need for more detailed information on individuals-income sources, eligibility for and use
of social programs, demographic characteristics-as well as
changes in individual experiences over time. In the SIPP
pilot, the Income Survey and Development Program
(ISDP), 8,000 families were interviewed in 1979-80 at
three-month intervals over eighteen months. SIPP began in
October 1983 with its first panel of about 20,000 nationally
representative households, interviewed at four-month intervals for 32 months. Panels 2 and 3 began in February of 1985
and 1986, with interviews of about 12,000 households every
four months, over a total of 32 months.
Panel 1, known as the 1984 SIPP, is now complete. It contains information on employment, income from various
sources-including cash, employer-provided fringe benefits,
and financial assets-and such demographic characteristics
as family size, the education of various members, health,
and fertility.
Without the existence of SIPP ACCESS, the complexity of
these data and the intricacies of their computerization would
pose obstacles and cause delays to analysts who wish to gain
new insights into such classic research issues as the effects of
taxation on work effort, the validity of the official poverty
measure in gauging true hardship, and the factors underlying welfare dependency. The new studies now becoming
available (see box) touch on these and other topics.

SIPP ACCESS:
A research network and data center
Sponsored by the National Science Foundation, Division of
Technology Information, and the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation and located at the Institute for Research on Poverty,
SIPP ACCESS was established in 1985 for the purpose
implicit in its name: to make data from the ISDP and SIPP
easily and widely available to the social science community.

It does so through a technology that enhances information
retrieval and user interaction.
The technology has three components: a national dial-in
system, optical archival data storage, and a relational data
base management system. Dial-in permits interactive access
to data and documentation, promoting a network among
users, who can communicate with each other, exchanging
information and discoveries. Optical archival storage is a
compact and efficient means of storing very large data sets
so that they are immediately accessible to the user. The
relational data base management system is a powerful tool
for reaching the data, creating new units of analysis, and
studying the dynamics of change over time. This system
avoids the need to restructure the data base as each wave (set
of interviews) is entered.
The management strategy has extended the analysis and
concept of SIPP ACCESS to microcomputers. Supplementary funding recently provided by the Sloan Foundation will
be used to develop this concept to provide access to the data
by means of personal computers.
The center also offers workshops at periodic intervals to
train users and familiarize them with the data and the relational data base technology.

First results
The accompanying box lists four papers produced in 1987
from the ISDP and SIPP, demonstrating the variety of subjects that can be investigated. Among their highlights are the
following.
Martin David, a founder and codirector (with Alice Robbin)
of SIPP ACCESS, and his coauthor John Fitzgerald used
information on different sources of income recorded in the
1984 SIPP panel to construct an alternative to the official
measure of poverty. The official measure is calculated on an
annual basis and excludes noncash income. The measure
developed by David and Fitzgemld adds the estimated value of
liquid assets, distinguishing between individuals whose
income shortfalls can potentially be made up by selling assets
and those who face true hardship-a crisis, in the authors'
terminology-and must curtail consumption. The authors

Studies Using SIPP and ISDP Data
Martin H. David and John Fitzgerald, "Measuring Poverty and
Crises: A Comparison of Annual and Subannual Accounting
Periods Using the Survey of Income and Program Participation." IRF' Discussion paper no. 843-87.
John Fitzgerald, "The Effects of the Marriage Market and AFDC
Benefits on Recipient Duration on AFDC." Paper prepared
under the IRF' Small Grants program, April 1987.
Alberto Martini, "The Discouraged Worker Effect: A Reappraisal
Using Spell Duration Data." Paper presented at the meeting of
the Eastern Economic Association, Washington, D.C., March
5-7, 1987.
Robert K. Triest, "The Effect of Income Taxation on Labor Supply
When Deductions Are Endogenous." Johns Hopkins University, Working Papers in Economics, no. 195, July 1987.

find that the official measure overstates both the incidence of
poverty at any one time and transitions into and out of poverty,
because it overlooks the ability to liquidate forms of wealth to
meet immediate demands. Among the demographic groups
that hold few assets, however, such as nonwhites and single
parents, the measures do not differ by much.
David and Fitzgerald also experimented with accounting
periods, shortening them from one year to four months and
then to one month. The shorter the accounting period, the
greater the number of persons classified as poor by the
official measure: on a one-month basis, 14 percent of the
population was officially poor, a figure 24 percent larger
than the annual poverty rate, because yearly calculations
exclude persons who experience hardship for only part of
the year.
In a separate study Fitzgerald used the 1984 SIPP panel to
pursue a line of research originated by Mary Jo Bane and
David Ellwood with the Michigan Panel Study of Income
Dynamics: the study of welfare "spells," or lengths of time
that single mothers receive Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC). Fitzgerald created monthly welfare
spells, then analyzed the relationship between continued use
of AFDC and the availability of marriage partners. He found
some corroboration for the hypothesis that lack of marriageable men is a factor in the continued reliance of black women
on welfare, reducing differences that might otherwise be
ascribed to ethnicity or race.

Alberto Martini explored factors underlying the transition
from becoming unemployed to dropping out of the labor
force altogether-becoming, in the labor economist's term, a
"discouraged worker." From SIPP one can obtain weekly
information on employment status. Martini exploited that
capability to construct continuous work histories of 35,000
people aged 16-64. Almost half were employed throughout
the 32-month period of the 1984 panel, one-quarter were
wholly out of the labor force, meaning that they were neither
working nor looking for work, and the remainder changed
work status at least once. From this last group, unemployment "spells" of varying durations were identified for 4,500
women and 4,000 men, and the probabilities that those who
experienced unemployment would withdraw from the labor
force were calculated. The results provided strong evidence
that poor local labor market conditions have much to do with
abandonment of the world of work by persons who would,
under better market conditions, persist in job search. Other
findings: blacks were about 25 percent more likely to leave
the labor force than were nonblacks, other things being
equal; the more education a woman achieved, the less likely
she was to withdraw from work after unemployment; receipt
of unemployment insurance reduced the probability of withdrawal by over 40 percent for men and 50 percent for
women.
Robert Triest used information from the pilot study for SIPP,
the 1979 ISDP, to examine the effects of income taxes on
work effort. By looking in detail at taxation, especially the
interrelationships of work, consumption, and itemization of
deductions, he concluded that negative effects of marginal
income taxation on work effort may be offset by the indirect
effect of consumption subsidies gained through itemizing.
This indicates that well-publicized work1 on reduction of
work effort in response to marginal taxation is not properly
specified and may lead to erroneous estimates of tax disincentives to work effort.

.

These capsule accounts of research to date clearly indicate
the value of SIPP and of SIPP ACCESS in permitting tests of
the validity of previous studies as well as breaking ground
for new ones.

'See Jerry Hausman, "Labor Supply," in Henry J. Aaron and Joseph A.
Pechman, eds., How Taxes Affect Economic Behavior (Washington, D.C. :
Brookings Institution, 1981).
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Tracking the homeless
Home is the place where, when you have to go there,
7hey have to take you in.
Robert Frost. "The Death of the Hired Man"

The homeless are the poorest of the poor. Not only do they
lack material resources, but they lack human resources as
well-friends or family who will take them in. Yet poverty
research has largely neglected the problems of this group, in
part because its members do not readily lend themselves to
scientific investigation. By definition they are hard to locate.
As a result, most of the studies of the homeless use samples
that are not representative (such as individuals at a particular
shelter or on a particular street at a given time) and generate
only descriptive information. (For published estimates of the
size of the homeless population, see box, p. 22.)
A longitudinal study of the homeless poses much greater
problems. People difficult to locate are even more difficult
to locate more than once. And yet a study of individuals over
time is crucial to address the most salient questions about
homelessness: Not just who are likely to be homeless, but
what happened to cause their present circumstances, how
long they remain homeless, and how-if ever-they escape.
A study over time can also address the dynamics of homelessness: How do people manage to survive life on the
street? Where do they get help? How do they spend their
time? What impact has homelessness on their physical and
mental health? What social service agencies succeed in aiding them? It is to answer just such questions that two affiliates of the Institute, Irving Piliavin and Michael Sosin, have
undertaken a longitudinal analysis of homelessness in Minneapolis, Minnesota, supported chiefly by the Office of the
Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation in the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services.'

An initial sample of 339 men and women representing a cross
section of the homeless population of Minneapolis and an
additional 113 men and women who had recently become
homeless (in the previous two weeks) were interviewed
between November 1985 and March 1986. A second round of
interviews with the 271 members of the original sample who
could be found was carried out between April and June 1986.
And a final round of interviews (of 170 members of the
original group) was conducted in December 1986.
To ease the problems of access and cooperation, interviewers were recruited among individuals who had worked previously with the homeless. They received special training to
enable them to assess in general the emotional and physical
well-being of sample members.
The initial sample was located through contact with cornmunity agencies that serve the homeless: daytime drop-in centers, agencies furnishing free meals, and temporary shelters.
Individuals were classified as homeless if they fell into one of
the following categories: (1) they were staying for at least one
day but for less than seven days with a friend or relative, not
paying rent, and were aware that the situation was only temporary; (2) they were living in selected boardinghouses for less
than seven days, with the rent paid by a welfare agency on a
short-term basis; (3) they were sleeping in some temporary,
free shelter; or (4) they spent their nights in such places as
abandoned buildings, automobiles, alleys, or doorways.
Four methods were employed to keep track of the respondents for subsequent interviews. Individuals familiar with the
homeless were hired to contact them. Posters were put up in
agencies that served the homeless, informing them about
follow-up interviews. Whenever possible first-wave
respondents provided interviewers with the names and
addresses of friends, relatives, and agencies who would be
likely to know of their whereabouts, and the respondents
were sought for subsequent interviews through these contacts. Finally, all first-wave participants were given postcards to mail to the project staff in four months, saying how
they could be contacted. As an incentive to respond, participants were paid for their time. Nevertheless, the attrition
rate was very high (40 percent between waves one and two),
requiring some adjustments in the statistical analysis.
Though the survey is complete, the analysis of the data is
only now producing results.

Description of the homeless

The Minneapolis study
Minneapolis was selected for the study because of its size,
location (not too far from Madison), and because the
researchers had established a working relationship with the
Hennepin County Community Services Department
(HCCS).Z Among its other contributions, the HCCS supplied a project coordinator who was known both to the
homeless and to those who serve them.

The initial questionnaire was designed to gain as full a
description as possible of the characteristics of the respondents. Table 1 presents a breakdown of the characteristics of
the cross-section sample, and compares the Minneapolis
sample with two other samples of the homeless, one drawn
from a Chicago study and one in urban Ohio.3 The three
studies concur in revealing that the homeless are predominantly male, single, living alone, disproportionately nonwhite, and have little attachment to the labor force. They

Minneapolis
(N=339)

Table 1
Comparisons of the Homeless of
Minneapolis, Urban Ohio, and Chicago

Minneapolis
(N=339)

Sex
Male
Female
Race
White
Black
Native American
Hispanic
Other

43.2
26.2
22.9
6.8
.9

Age
18-24
25-34
35-44
45 +
Mean age
Highest grade completed
Less than 9
9-11
High school graduate
Some college
Mean grade completed

14.5
38.0
32.2
15.3
10.9

Ever been married

47.5

Current marital status
Never married
Now married
Divorced or separated
Widowed

52.5
8.1
35.0
3.9

Children
Yes
No
Living alone

81.3

Crime
Any prior convictions
Any prior imprisonment

54.0
20.7

Highest weekly adult family
income (median),
1977 dollars
$236.44
Utilization of welfare programs
Ever used any
AFDC
General Assistance
Food Stamps
Emergency Assistance
Veterans Benefits
Social Security

SSI

Urban Ohio
(N=790)

Chicago
(N=722)

Psychiatric history
Any prior hospitalizations
18.5
Time since first hospitalization
(median)
8 yrs
Time since last release
(median)
2 yrs
Homelessness
Length of current spell
(meanlmedian)
14.4 mosl4 mos
Total length of all spells
(meanlmedian)
2.8 yrsll yr
How long ago first
became homeless
(meanlmdian)
5.7 yrsl3 yrs
Had prior homeless spells 57.8%
Employment
Any work last month
Worked full-time last month

36.3
4.1

Urban Ohio
(N =790)

Chicago
(N = 722)

30.6

23.0

n.a.

n.a.

b

b

20.5 mos

2 1.7 mos

n.a.

n.a.

n.a.
n.a.

n.a.
n.a.

22.2
8.9

38.9
n.a.

Sources: For Minneapolis, Piliavin and Sosin study; for Ohio, Dee Roth,
Jeny Bean, Nancy Lust, and Traian Saveanu, Homelessness in Ohio: A
Study of People in Need (Columbus: Ohio Department of Mental Health,
1985); for Chicago, Peter H. Rossi, Gene A. Fisher, and Georgianna
Willis, The Condition of the Homeless of Chicago (Amherst, Mass.: Social
and Demographic Research Institute, 1986).
Note: n.a. =not available.
aTwenty-three percent of the Ohio sample reported receipt of public welfare
in the past month and 12.6 percent reported receipt of Social Security
during the same period.
bIn Chicago, 54 percent of the sample members had been released within a
year of their interviews, and 27 percent had been released 3 years or more
prior to their interview. In urban Ohio, 45 percent had been released within
2 years of their interview and 22 percent had been released five or more
years prior to their interview.

tend as well to be relatively young and to have below-average
education, low prior incomes, and few job skills. Their
highest family income (asked only in the Minneapolis study)
indicates that they have always been at the low end of the
income scale, though they often reported having had steady
jobs at some time in the past.
Although some of the homeless in all of the samples had
been in mental hospitals, in no case was the proportion over
30 percent. It was found in Minneapolis (not shown on the
table) that those who had been institutionalized owing to
mental illness had been in hospitals an average of 4.3 times
(a median of 2). In 4 percent of the Minneapolis sample,
first-time homelessness preceded first hospitalization, and
in 12 percent of the sample, first homelessness followed first
hospitalization. The data suggest, among other things, that
the causal link between mental illness, hospitalization, and
subsequent homelessness may not be as strong as suggested
by previous reports .4

The Number of Homeless

Not since the Great Depression has homelessness been
the national issue that it is today. Although skid rows have
long existed in every large city, the situation of the homeless has not generally aroused sympathy. Rather, the
inhabitants of shelters and the streets have been dismissed
as shiftless and shifty inebriates: able-bodied men who
refuse to work. This view was expressed in 1893 in one of
the first studies of homelessness. J. J. McCook estimated
the number of tramps to be 45,845, or one-quarter of one
percent of the adult male population of the country.
More recent estimates of the homeless have ranged
between the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) estimate of 250,000-300,000 and
that of advocates for the homeless, who say there are 2 to
3 million homeless.2
A study by Richard B. Freeman and Brian Hall is consistent with the HUD figure. By using their estimates of
what proportion of their time the homeless in shelters
spent on the street, and what proportion of their time the
homeless on the street spent in shelters, these researchers
interpolated from a convenience sample in New York
City that, based on an estimate of 76,500 homeless in
shelters in 1983, there were approximately 246,500
homeless persons in the United States in that year.'
Freeman and Hall found, however, that HUD had underestimated the number of homeless families by not includ-

Piliavin and Sosin found that homelessness is a recurring
rather than permanent state. The median homeless period
(based on the sum of the separate spells) was one year in the
Minneapolis sample, but the first homeless spell for sample
members took place, on average, six years earlier. Those
with repeated bouts of homelessness reported being homeless, off and on, for about 44 percent of the time since their
first spell.

Of additional interest was the discovery that in the Minneapolis sample, 38 percent had received some form of out-ofhome care as children. This is approximately ten times what
might be expected from a representative U.S. sample. It may
indicate permanent problems of those who need out-ofhome care, flaws in the foster-care system, or simply that
these people have no place where "they have to take you in."

ing those receiving vouchers to live in welfare hotels and
motels rather than shelters. Their estimate of homeless
family members in 1983 was 32,000, compared to the
HUD estimate of 14,500.
They found that although 1983 was a recession year, the
number of homeless has grown since then. They estimate
"that the homeless population was on the order of
343,000 to 363,000 by 1985,23 to 30 percent larger than
in 1983."4
A few studies that have attempted to actually count the
homeless in large cities diverge in their estimates from
0.1 percent of the population to over 1 percent.5

IMcCook, "Tramp Census and Its Revelations," Forum 15 (August 1893),
758-759.
2A Report to the Secretary on the Homeless and Emergency Shelters (Washington, D.C.: HUD, 1984); Mary Ellen Hombs and Mitch Snyder, Homelessness in America: A Forced March to Nowhere (Washington, D.C.:
Community for Creative Non-Violence, 1982).
3"Permanent Homelessness in America?" Working Paper no. 2013,
National Bureau of Economic Research, Inc., Cambridge, Mass., September 1986.
%id., p. 8.
5For a discussion of these counts see Peter H. Rossi, Gene A. Fisher, and
Georgianna Willis. 7he Condition of the Homeless in Chicago (Amherst,
Mass.: Social and Demographic Research Institute. 1986), Appendix A.

The new homeless
Table 2 compares those in the Minneapolis sample who had
previous homeless episodes with those who were homeless
for the first time. The first-time homeless are more likely
than those with a history of homelessness to be women,
parents, married, and on the streets with others. They are
also less likely to have been hospitalized for mental illness or
convicted of crimes. And they are less likely to be binge
drinkers. Nevertheless, some of the new homeless are without permanent housing for a long time. They report their
average current spell as lasting close to a year, although the
median is three months.

Patterns of escape
Second-wave interviews focused on the present living
arrangements of sample members as well as their patterns of

Characteristics of the Previously Homeless and the
First-Time Homeless: Cross-Section Sample

With Prior
First
Homeless Episodes Homeless Episode
(N = 143)
(N= 196)

found places to live at least once. Furthermore, among those
who did so, the majority then became homeless one more
time during the same period, and 55 percent of these managed to exit again. Table 3 presents the relevant data about
exits from homelessness between waves 1 and 2. A look at
the place to which the homeless escape shows that most are
likely to find refuge either with a friend or relative or in a
boardinghouse arrangement, usually with the county paying
the rent. About 32 percent exited to a place of their own.
The high turnover rate suggests that the measure of exiting
used in the initial analysis-off the streets for at least two
weeks-may not reflect a "true" exit. The researchers are
exploring the use of a longer time period or taking into
account the quality of the exit. Clearly in a place like Minneapolis many of the homeless find some place to escape from
the elements for part of the time in the winter months.
Temporary refuge when the temperature is below zero may
not constitute a permanent exit, even though it lasts for
several months.

Race
White
Black
Native American
Other
Sex
Male
Highest weekly family income
in 1977 dollars (median)
Age (mean)

The long-term homeless

Education in years
(mean)

The data from the Piliavin and Sosin study indicate that the
homeless, like the welfare population, consist of two distinct
groups: those for whom homelessness is a temporary condi-

Alone on streets
Ever married
Currently married
Has parented children
Ever in mental hospital

Table 3

Ever convicted of crime

Exit Information across Minneapolis Cross-Section Samples
(between Waves 1 and 2)

Ever in placement out of
home as a child

As child, ever in
Foster home
Group home
Other placement
Has been binge drinker
Has gone to welfare for help
Mental hospital admissions
(mean number)
Homelessness
Length of current
spell
(meanlmedian)
Total length of all spells
(meanlmedian)
How long ago first became
homeless (meanlmedian)
Worked any in past 30 days

Size of
Sample

Category

1.4 yrsIl20 days

347 day st90 days

4.3 yrs13 yrs

347 day s190 days

9.2 yrsl8 yrs

347 days190 days

46.7%

35.7%

exits and returns to homelessness during the period following their first interview. The questionnaires repeated some
first-wave questions about such topics as welfare use, health,
and drug and alcohol use to determine the effects of time on
the condition of the respondent.
Astonishingly, though the second interviews were only six
months after the first, three-fourths of the homeless had

Off the streets at least once (%)

76

Continuously homeless (%)

24

Average no. days of first exit off streets

83

Median no. days of first exit off streets

77

Returned to streets after first exit (%)

52

Returned to streets and exited second time (%)

55

Average no. days last exit off streets
(including those whose spell is cut short by
date of interview)

51

Median no. days of last exit off streets
(including those whose spell is cut short by
date of interview)

48

First exiters who remained off streets through
second interview (%)

50

Ever exited streets to
Friend or relative's house (%)
Own place (%)
Room-and-board facility (%)
Jail or prison (%)
Hospital or treatment facility (%)

tion and those for whom it is a way of life. The characteristics of those who have been homeless for longer than two

years during their lives are presented in Table 4. Alcoholics,
Distinguishing Characteristics of the Long-Term
Homeless in Minneapolis

Category

Percentage in Category
Who Are Homeless Longer
Than Two Years

Number in
Category

Black
Nonblack
With special training
Without special training
Ever in foster placement
Never in foster placement
Mental hospitalization prior to first
homelessness
Mental hospitalization following
first homelessness
Never in a mental hospital
Currently alone
Not currently alone
Currently with child(ren)
Not currently with children
Currently married
Not currently married
Ever in prison
Never in prison
Ever convicted of a crime
Never convicted of a crime
At least one late stage alcoholism
symptom
No symptoms
Binge drinking within past 30 days
No binge drinking
Younger than 25 when first became
homeless
Age 25 or older when first became
homeless
Worked less than 55 % of adult life
Worked 55 % or more of adult life
Highest earned weekly income
(in 1977 dollars) was below
the median of $213
Highest earned weekly income
(in 1977 dollars) was at or
above the median of $213

Note: Based on the cross-section sample, N=330, 37.5 percent
(124 individuals) were homeless longer than two years.

those with prison records, and those who were in a mental
hospital following a first bout of homelessness are very
likely to be among the long-term homeless. Over 50 percent
of the individuals in these categories remain homeless for
over two years. On the other hand, no families with children
were among the long-term homeless, and only a small proportion of those currently married (less than 20 percent)
were. A larger proportion of nonblacks (43.1 percent) were
homeless for over two years than were blacks (22.7 percent).

Understanding the phenomenon of homelessness
A number of explanations have been put forward to explain
homelessness. First, the homeless may have personal pathologies which lead them to be on the streets. The most
common of these are thought to be mental illness and alcoholism. Second, the homeless may lack human capital. That
is, they may be incapable, owing to lack of education, training, or discipline, to hold a job that will enable them to pay
rent. Their lack of capital may be aggravated by a shortage of
low-cost housing in some areas of the country, as singleroom occupancy (SRO) hotels in downtown areas are torn
down and replaced by high-rises.5It has also been suggested
that the homeless prefer life on the streets.
Currently Piliavin and Sosin are trying to determine how well
these explanations predict (1) who has been homeless for a
long period; and (2) who is likely to exit from homelessness.
At least for the former question, so far no evidence has been
uncovered to support the theory of a "preference" for street
life. Poverty and pathology both seem to play a role.
An understanding of the sort of help the homeless require
should aid all those who will be receiving funds from the
emergency homeless aid legislation, signed by President
Reagan July 22, 1987. This bill authorizes more than a
billion dollars to aid the homeless over a two-year period.
Some money will be going directly to communities. Community action agencies will receive $70 million over fiscal
years 1987 and 1988 to fund a wide range of programs:
health care grants to deliver outpatient health services;
emergency mental health services; grants to innovative community providers of mental health services and treatment of
alcohol and drug abuse; emergency shelter grants; rehabilitation of shelters and SRO hotels; transitional housing programs for the homeless handicapped, mentally ill, and families with children; and job-training programs. As more is
known about the circumstances of the homeless, specific
programs are more likely to yield positive results.

.

lThis paper was written with the assistance of Herb Westerfelt, who provided all of the tables.
2Both Piliavin and Sosin have worked extensively in Hennepin County
(Minneapolis). Piliavin worked on a large-scale study of the response of
AFDC recipients to the separation of social services from welfare payments
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Irving Piliavin, Michael Sosin, and Herb Westerfelt, "Conditions
Contributing to Long-Term Homelessness: An Exploratory
Study." IRP Discussion Paper no. 853-87, 1987.

Poverty Policy and Poverty Research: The Great
Society and the Social Sciences
by Robert H. Haveman
(see Tom McDonald and Irving Piliavin, "The Effects of Separation of
Services and Income Maintenance on AFDC Recipients," IRP Discussion
Paper no. 528-78,1978). Sosin studied emergency assistance programs and
special needs programs in Minneapolis (reported in Joel F. Handler and
Sosin, Last Resons [New York: Academic Press, 19831) and the kinds of
assistance provided by the private sector (reported in Sosin, Private Benefits
[Orlando, Fla.: Academic Press, 19861).
3See Peter H. Rossi, Gene A. Fisher, and Georgianna Willis, Zhe Condition
of rhe Homeless of Chicago (Amherst, Mass.: Social and Demographic
Research Institute, 1986); and Dee Roth, Jerry Bean, Nancy Lust, and
Traian Saveanu, Homelessness in Ohio: A Study of People in Need (Columbus: Ohio Department of Mental Health, 1985). The differences between
the samples seem readily explained by the differences between the cities.
Minneapolis sample members, for example, are much more likely than
respondents in Ohio and Chicago to be receiving public assistance, because
Minneapolis has a more generous program. The relatively large number of
Native Americans in the Minneapolis sample reflects the number of Native
Americans in the city and easy access to the city from Indian reservations.
The higher proportion of women in the Chicago sample may reflect the
lower AFDC benefit levels and the higher cost of housing in that city.
4Various studies have reported that up to 90 percent of the homeless may be
mentaily ill. See, for example, Ellen Bassuk, Lenore Rubin, and Alison
Lauriat, "Is Homelessness a Mental Health Problem?" American Journal
of Psychiatry 141 (December 1984), 1546-1550.
5According to Piliavin, homelessness in different places may have different
origins. Housing inflation does not seem to be a major factor in Minneapolis, though a recent article by Thomas J. Main ("The Homeless Families of
New York," Zhe Public Interest, No. 85 [Fall 19861. pp. 3-21) suggests that
in New York, where the shortage of low-cost housing is severe, some
homeless families may be shopping for a better housing situation. At any
rate one report indicates that 89 percent of the families who apply for
emergency housing would decline a barracks shelter.

University of Wisconsin Press, 114 N. Murray Street, Madison, WI 53715, 1987 ($37.50)
Poverty research was launched in 1965, a year after Lyndon
Johnson declared "unconditional war on poverty." It
mushroomed throughout the country over subsequent years
until 1980, when it underwent first retrenchment and then,
following resurgence in the numbers of the poor, a renascence. In this book Robert H. Haveman measures the growth
from 1965 to 1980 in federal expenditures on poverty
research studies, evaluates the contribution of this research
to basic knowledge and to research methods, and describes
its influence on the social sciences.
That influence included development of the field of policy
analysis and evaluation research, which drew government,
academe, and members of the interested public into closer
communication, opening new career possibilities for those
concerned with application of research findings. Meanwhile
social experimentation, econometric advances involving
selectivity bias, and microsimulation modeling advanced the
disciplines upon new paths.
The Epilogue reviews the years since 1980 and asks what lies
ahead for poverty-related social science.

Fighting Poverty: What Works and What Doesn't
Edited by Sheldon H. Danziger and Daniel H. Weinberg
Harvard University Press, 79 Garden Street, Cambridge,
MA 02138, 1986 (cloth, $27.50; paper, $10.95)
Two decades after President Johnson initiated the War on
Poverty, it is time for an assessment of its effects. In this
book a distinguished group of economists, sociologists,
political scientists, and social policy analysts provide that
assessment. The numbers tell us that spending on social
programs has greatly increased, yet poverty has declined
only slightly. Do the numbers alone give an accurate picture? Have the government's efforts, as some critics claim,

done more harm than good?
(continued on p. 26)

The evidence shows that simple comparisons of spending
levels and poverty trends do not tell the whole story: many

complex issues are involved in an evaluation of antipoverty
policy. This volume provides a balanced and multifaceted
analysis of antipoverty policies since the 1960s, including
both successes and failures. An agenda for the future shows
that much can be done.

Single Mothers and Their Children: A New
American Dilemma
by Irwin Garfinkel and Sara S. McLanahan
Urban Institute Press, 2100 M Street, N.W., Washington,
D.C. 20037, 1986 (cloth, $24.95; paper, $12.95)
The new American dilemma with which this book deals is
how best to alleviate the economic hardship faced by poor
mothers who are heads of families. Should the aim of government policy be simply to increase the economic wellbeing of these women and their children by providing benefits such as Aid to Families with Dependent Children? Or
does this make matters worse in the long run by increasing
the prevalence of single-mother households and their dependence on government?
After examining the problem and the effects of public policy
on mother-only families, Garfinkel and McLanahan conclude that the most important factor underlying the growth
of these families has been the change in marriage behavior:
among whites, disrupted marriages; among blacks, a
decline in marriage.
The authors suggest that it is reasonable to expect work from
welfare mothers to promote independence. But because
work relief programs are successful only if jobs are available, they advocate the provision of jobs paying the minimum wage to all welfare recipients capable of working. They
further suggest services, such as education and training programs, to facilitate economic advancement for these women.
And because even full-time work will not always lift these
families out of poverty, Garfinkel and McLanahan suggest a
number of other ways to supplement the incomes of single
mothers with little or no cost to the taxpayer.

Private Benefits: Material Assistance in the
Private Sector
by Michael Sosin
Academic Press, Inc., Orlando, FL 32887-0016, 1986
($19.95)
This monograph describes the complex history, present
efforts, and likely future of private not-for-profit agencies
that distribute material aid to the needy. It reports results of
quantitative research as well as intensive case studies of the
goals, structures, and operating procedures of numerous
private agencies. While noting severe limits to private provision at present, Sosin envisions a division of services
between the private and public sectors that will utilize the
strengths of each in assisting the poor.

Social Welfare Spending: Accounting for Changes
from 1950 to 1978
by Robert J. Lampman
Academic Press, Inc., Orlando, FL 32887-0016, 1984
($29.50)
This book provides a social accounting framework for viewing the social welfare system in the United States, making it
possible for the first time to compare the benefits and costs
associated with changes in the system. It reviews what has
happened to social welfare since 1950-its remarkable
growth, who has been receiving more and who less from it.
And it sketches out the alternative choices that will determine the future direction of income redistribution. A
"Guide to Reading" directs the reader to supplementary
literature.

The Spring 1988 Focus will
consist of essays on welfare reform.
This special issue is made possible
by a grant from the
Rockefeller Foundation.
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