
Welfare Dependence Within and 
Across Generations 

A central question in the debate about the effects of 
welfare programs is whether their intended positive re- 
sults-providing needed resources to recipients and their 
children-utweigh any unintended negative results-for 
example, the breaking up of families, reduction in work 
effort, or the fostering of a welfare ccculture" that is passed 
on from parent to child. Recent research shows that 
although work effort is affected adversely by the generos- 
ity of welfare programs, effects on family structure appear 
quite weak, most welfare experiences are relatively short, 
and the majority of women who grew up in homes heavily 
dependent on welfare do not rely on those programs 
when they are young adults. 

F EW SOCIAL ISSUES GENERATE MORE CONCERN AND DEBATE 

than the question of how our counuy should assist its poorest 
citizens. During the past several decades, growth in total 

spending on assistance prog&s, in the number offamilies headed 
by women, and in the perceived size of the urban "underclass" has 
combined with stubbornly persistent poverty rates, especially 
among children, to fuel speculation that the assistance 
themselves are responsible for such trends. In his 1986 State of the 
Union Address, President Reagan charged that poverty programs 
have created "a spider web of dependency," fostering a welfare 
culture in which the "breakdown of the family . . . has reached crisis 
proportions" (1 ) . 

Many programs that provide benefits to families with low in- 
comes and assets fall under the "welfare" rubric. Our focus is on the 
best known and most criticized program: Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children (AFDC). The AFDC program offers assistance 
to families with children, primarily those fahilies headed by a single 
parent (usually the mother). States have considerable freedom in 
setting benefit levels and other program features; this results in 
maximum monthly grants varying (in January 1987 for a family of 
four) from $144 in Mississippi to $706 in New York. Some states 
extend AFDC benefits to two-parent families in which the principal 
wage earner is unemployed, bbt these instances amount to a small 
percentage of the total caseload. In 1986, expenditures on AFDC 
totaled nearly $18 billion, and payments were received by 3.8 
million families. 

The argument that welfare fosters dependence arises from two 
concerns: (i) that the welfare system alters the choices people face 
and encourages them to behave in ways that increase their likelihood 
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of receipt; and (ii) that the welfare system fosters a welfare culture 
by creating dependence and discouraging self-sufficiency in both 
recipient parents and their children. Either or both may result in 
welfare having adverse effects on childbearing, marital and family 
ties, and work effort. Counterbalancing this negative view is the idea 
that welfare is an investment in children that provides additional 
resources to parents to improve the health and enhance the educa- 
tion of their children. 

In this article, we examine the issues involved in the welfare 
debate, using a number of recent studies on AFDC receipt within 
and across generations. A decade ago there were virtually no sources 
of nationally representative information on long-run welfare experi- 
ences, but now there are several. The primary sources include 
longitudinal survey studies that have followed nationally repre- 
sentative samples of both recipients and nonrecipients and their 
children for 15 or more years. Others draw their data from welfare 
caseload records. 

In summarizing the current state of knowledge about each of 
these issues, we first discuss patterns of welfare receipt, turn next to 
findings on the effects of welfare on behavior, attitudes, and values, 
and conclude with evidence about the effects of welfare on the 
attainments of children. 

Patterns of Welfare Receipt 
Some case studies of families receiving welfare provide vivid and 

memorable accounts of long-term dependence. But such case studies 
are selected to illustrate an instance of long-term dependence. 
Whether they represent the experiences of typical recipients is an 
issue that needs to be addressed first of all. If most welfare receipt is 
long term, then the issue of welfare dependence arises, and it is 
important to determine whether the welfare system itself plays any 
causal role in creating that dependence. But if most people ever 
receiving welfare do so for only a short time, then the welfare system 
might better be regarded as providing most recipients with short- 
term insurance against income losses, such as those resulting from 
unemployment or divorce. 

Estimates of total time on welfare can be calculated either for all 
individuals who ever received welfare or for individuals on welfare at 
a given point in time ( 2 ) .  Table 1 shows the distribution of time on 
AFDC for individuals who first entered the welfare rolls between 
the mid-1960s and the late 1970s, a sample of "ever on" recipients. 
The estimates of total time on welfare indicate that about 30 percent 
of recipients received welfare for 1 or 2 years, and a similar 
proportion had eight or more total years of receipt. The median 
length of receipt was less than 4 years. Clearly, long-term welfare 
usage characterizes only a minority of recipients. 

Table 1 also shows results for a point-in-time sample that presents 
a very different picture of the typical pattern of receipt. Very short 
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Table 1. Distribution of length of total time on AFDC. The data are 
compiled from Ellwood (2) and are based on 736 welfare spells observed in 
the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (23). 

Time Persons ever Persons on AFDC 
(years) on AFDC (%) at a given time (%) 

1 to 2 30 7 
3 to 7 40 28 
B 8 30 65 

Total 100 100 

periods of receipt characterize 7 percent of point-in-time recipients, 
whereas nearly two-thirds are in the midst of long-term welfare 
usage, totaling eight or more years. Thus longer term recipients 
account for the bulk of individuals receiving welfare at a particular 
time. 

While the large difference between the two methods of calculation 
may seem paradoxical, it is easily explained and, indeed, is character- 
istic of o&er phenomena such as poverty, unemployment, or 
hospitalization. The difference occurs because the probability of 
being in a given status (for example, on welfare) at any point in time 
is necessarily higher for individuals who occupy that status longer. 
Thus, point-in-time samples of welfare recipients yield biased infor- 
mation on the typical experiences of welfare recipients. 

Welfare experiences differ markedly among different AFDC recip- 
ients. For example, among the recipients who when first on AFDC 
were 25 years of age or older and had previous work experience and 
a high school degree, fewer than one in seven eventually received 
AFDC for as many as 9 years (3 ) .  On the other hand, total duration 
of welfare receipt is quite long for younger, never-married recipi- 
ents. More than 40 percent of the never-married women with young 
children who first received AFDC before age 25 received it for nine 
or more years. Whether welfare plays a much less benign role in 
affecting the behavior and attitudes of this latter set of women is a 
crucial, and as yet largely unanswered, question. 

The economic position of women before and after their periods of 
welfare receipt is quite diverse (4). Divorce is the most common 
event associated with the beginning of a period of receipt, typically 
drawing women whose predivorce family incomes were in the 
bottom half of the income distribution. A substantial minority of 
women who stop receiving welfare have incomes below the poverty 
level at least once in the years following receipt; such poverty 
experiences are especially prevalent among women who stopped 
receiving welfare because their families no longer contained minor 
children. 

Does Welfare AfFect Behavior? 
That many brushes with the welfare system are short-lived 

indicates that receiving welfare does not lead inevitably to long-term 
dependence. However, to assess the welfare system properly, one 
needs to go beyond descriptive evidence on patterns of usage and 
consider whether the welfare system itself adversely affects the work, 
family structure, and other behavior of recipients and their children, 
particularly the minority who are long-term recipients. Consider, for 
example, the types of events that initiate periods of welfare usage. 
Most involve changes in family structure, with divorces and separa- 
tions accounting for nearly half and out-of-wedlock births account- 
ing for one-third of all beginnings of periods of welfare receipt (5). 
If the availability or generosity of welfare causes these demographic 
events to occur more frequently, then concerns about adverse effects 
of welfare are bolstered, especially if the impact is substantial. 

The evidence compiled to date on these behavioral effects suggests 

that welfare has little systematic impact on family structure, al- 
though it does indeed seem to reduce work effort. 

Welfae and work hours. The economic theory of labor supply 
suggests that welfare programs such as AFDC should reduce the 
work effort of potential recipients. Such programs simultaneously 
increase unearned income and, by reducing benefits for added 
dollars of earned income, lower the recipient's net hourly wage rate. 

Evidence consistently indicates that income transfer programs do 
indeed reduce labor supply, but estimates vary widely as to the size 
of the effect. According to one recent review of the evidence, AFDC 
reduces the average annual work effort among female heads of 
households by 180 hours (6). 

Weyare and family structure. Because AFDC benefits are generally 
available only to women heading households with dependent 
children, they are alleged to encourage marital instability and 
illegitimate births, while discouraging marriage and remarriage. 

The many studies of the possible effects of AFDC on family 
structure are not entirely conclusive. One of the most recent and 
comprehensive studies examines a lengthy list of family structure 
variables with several sources of data (7). Amounts of AFDC 
payments are found to have no measurable impact on births to 
unmarried women and only a modest effect on rates of divorce, 
separation, or female head-of-household status. The biggest impact 
is on a relatively unnoticed family decision-the living arrangements 
of single mothers. Living in a state with high AFDC benefit 
amounts raised the relative chances that young, unmarried mothers 
would be living independently rather than in the home of a parent. 
Thus AFDC appears to have its greatest impact on less (socially) 
significant decisions such as living arrangements, with no measur- 
able impact on the most significant and far-reaching family deci- 
sion-the birth of a child. 

Does Welfare Mect Values and Attitudes? 
Quite apart from possible effects on the relative attractiveness of 

work and family choices, welfare programs are also thought to 
induce dependence by changing the attitudes and values of recipi- 
ents and their children. In this respect, arguments about a welfare 
"culture" share a great deal with theories of poverty "cultures" that 
attained prominence in the 1960s. Proponents of such cultural views 
held that the poor exhibit a number of psychological traits-weak 
sense of control over events, orientation toward the present rather 
than the f u t u r e a n d  behaviors that leave them unable to take 
advantage of opportunities and keep them mired in poverty. Fur- 
thermore, these undesirable traits and behaviors are allegedly passed 
on from parent to child, perpetuating dependence across genera- 
tions (8). These views regarding the poor in the 1960s have 
resurfaced in recent analyses of welfare recipients. Although rich 
with predictions, theories of welfare dependence that posit an 
important role for personality factors within and across generations 
are only beginning to be tested in a systematic way. 

Attitudes and values of adults. In assessing the effects of welfare on 
adults, it is not enough to observe that the attitudes and values on 
long-term welfare recipients are somehow "worse" than those of 
other people. Although such attitudinal differences may indeed have 
been caused by welfare receipt, they may instead have preceded and 
caused the welfare receipt. Or it may be that both the psychological 
traits and the welfare receipt are caused by some other factor such as 
a disability or living in a high unemployment area. 

A truly consistent linkage between welfare receipt and psychologi- 
cal characteristics would require meeting three criteria: (i) that 
recipients have measurably "worse" values and attitudes, (ii) that 
attitudes and values are affected adversely by the receipt of welfare, 
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and (iii) that the initially worse values and attitudes increase the 
likelihood of future dependence. 

With nationally representative survey data, a number of research- 
ers have attempted to identify attitudes that are changed by the 
receipt of welfare and that affect the likelihood of further receipt. 
Social-psychological measures available in these data sets include 
personal efficacy (the extent to which a person feels in control of 
events), orientation toward the future, and more basic achievement 
motives such as challenge, power, and affiliation. 

The research has found evidence of a bivariate association be- 
tween welfare and some negative attitudes of recipients. Women, 
especially white women, who receive income from welfare feel less 
in control of their lives and are less oriented toward the future than 
those not receiving welfare (9) .  But evidence from several studies, 
although not conclusive, shows no causal role for welfare in 
producing these attitudes; also these attitudes were not shown to 
affect subsequent economic success. There is no consistent evidence 
that experience with AFDC caused significant change in either sense 
of control or future orientation (10). In addition, women with 
lower initial scores on the psychological measures usually have 
subsequent welfare and labor market experiences indistinguishable 
from those of other women. 

Intergenerational transmission of welfare dependence. There is great 
interest in possible intergenerational effects of welfare receipt- 
especially the extent to which children growing up in welfare- 
recipient households are themselves more likely to receive welfare 
when they become adults. Theories of poverty have often included 
an intergenerational component, and this has fostered beliefs of a 
similar process in welfare use. In his writings on the culture of 
poverty in the late 1960s, Lewis observed that slum children by age 
6 or 7 "have usually absorbed the basic values and attitudes of their 
subculture and are not psychologically geared to take full advantage 
of the changing conditions or increased opportunities that may 
occur in their lifetime" (1 1) .  

In the debate over the culture-of-poverty theories, some scholars 
aligned themselves with either the cultural perspective or the 
structural perspective (12). The most extreme cultural view held that 
counterproductive values and attitudes of parents are passed to their 
children through early socialization and these persist into adult- 
hood. A somewhat less deterministic cultural view not only extend- 
ed the socialization role to the wider environment such as the 
neighborhood in which the children are raised and covers the entire 
childhood period, but also argued that these childhood experiences 
guide development into adulthood. In either case, to the extent that 
welfare processes are similar to poverty processes, the cultural 
perspective suggests an important role for a welfare "culture" in the 
values and attitudes of children raised in dependent homes. 

The structural view of the relation between welfare dependence 
across generations holds that the values and attitudes of children 
being raised in dependent homes or in neighborhoods with high 
concentrations of welfare families are not significantly different from 
those of other children. Instead, according to this view, these 
children develop values and attitudes that are different from those of 
others when they later encounter the same kinds of structural 
impediments to jobs and marriages (such as discrimination or poor 
employment opportunities) that had blocked their parents. 

The data needed to sort out cultural and structural explanations 
consist of measurements of attitudes and values, of welfare use, and 
of environmental conditions for both parents and children taken at 
several points in the children's lives, from birth to adulthood. Such 
data do not currently exist for the United States. Indeed only in the 
past several years have there been reliable measurements from a 
national sample of the simple associations between the welfare 
dependence of parents and their grown children. But even descrip- 

Table 2. Intergenerational patterns of AFDC receipt (23). 

Dependence Dependence of daughters (%) Unweighted 

of parents number of 
(%) Mod- erate High Total cases 

No 9 1 6 3 100 811 
Moderate 62 22 16 100 127 
High 64 16 20 100 147 

tive intergenerational information can help by providing a more 
accurate perspective for some of the graphic case studies of intergen- 
erational dependence that periodically appear in the media. 

Table 2 presents bivariate evidence on the intergenerational 
transmission of AFDC status; information from a 19-year longitudi- 
nal study of the economic fortunes of a large and representative 
sample of American families were used in the calculations. The 
subsample used for the figures presented in Table 2 consists of 1085 
daughters whose parents' economic status was observed while the 
daughters were between the ages of 13 and 15; the economic status 
of the daughters was observed later, when they were between 21 and 
23 years of age. The early teenage years are thought to be crucial for 
the socialization of children to adult roles and the formation of 
expectations that will guide future behavior, whereas the period 
between ages 21 and 23 should be indicative of the paths that the 
young women are following in early adulthood. For each of those 
two 3-year periods, "AFDC dependence" was defined according to 
whether AFDC income was reported in none of the years (no 
dependence), in 1 or 2 years (moderate), or in all 3 years (high). 
These categories are less precise than the terms may imply because of 
the sporadic nature of many families' welfare use. 

Despite the impression given by case studies focusing on multi- 
generation welfare use, the majority of daughters who grew up in 
highly dependent homes did not share the fate of their parents. Only 
one out of five (20 percent) of the daughters from highly dependent 
parental families were themselves highly dependent on AFDC in 
their early 20s; more than three out of five (64 percent) of the 
daughters with dependent backgrounds received no AFDC during 
the 3-year period (13). The stereotype of heavy welfare dependence 
being routinely passed from mother to child is thus contradicted by 
these data. Indeed, the diversity of attainments of children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds emerging from these data shows up in 
other longitudinal data sources as well (14). 

But at the same time, the data in Table 2 also show a higher 
incidence of dependence on welfare among women with welfare 
backgrounds. The fraction of daughters from highly dependent 
homes who themselves become highly dependent (20 percent) is 
much greater than the fraction of daughters from nonrecipient 
families who become highly dependent (only 3 percent) (15). And 
while more than three out of five of the daughters who grew up in 
AFDC-dependent homes received no AFDC themselves, more than 
nine-tenths of those who grew up in nonrecipient families received 
no AFDC in their early adult years. 

An obvious problem in using these figures to draw inferences 
about intergenerational transmission of welfare dependence is that 
they fail to adjust for other aspects of parental background and 
environment that may also affect the likelihood of AFDC receipt. 
Children from AFDC-dependent homes generally have fewer paren- 
tal resources available to them, live in worse neighborhoods, go to 
lower quality schools, and so forth. Any of these factors could have 
an effect on their chance of receiving AFDC that is independent of 
the effect of their parents' AFDC receipt. 

Consider, for example, what happens when we apply the same 
types of demographic restrictions to daughters from nonrecipient 
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families that apply to most daughters from recipient families. If we 
look at daughters from low-income, nonrecipient parental families 
(income less than twice the official federal poverty line), the 
percentage highly dependent on welfare as adults rises to 7 percent, 
more than double the level for all daughters from nonrecipient 
families. The percentage dependent as adults doubles yet again, to 
14 percent, if the sample is restricted to daughters having grown up 
in low-income, mother-only, nonrecipient families. Clearly the 
welfare dependence of these daughters as adults is affected by factors 
other than the welfare dependence of their parents, but, as yet, more 
elaborate attempts to estimate the extent to which welfare depen- 
dence is transmitted between generations controlling for other 
factors have been inconclusive (1 6). 

Does Welfare Help or Hurt Children? 
The more general intergenerational question is how income from 

welfare programs and other sources affects a variety of outcomes for 
children, such as their schooling, work effort, and career attain- 
ments. Children growing up in families with higher incomes appear 
to complete more schooling and gain higher paying jobs, even after 
taking account of differences in parental schooling and occupational 
attainment (17). Does income from welfare have a similar positive 
effect? 

A handful of recent studies of the links between parental welfare 
receipt and the success of children based on nationally representative 
data found various effects on children's schooling, earnings, and 
work effort. Studies of the completed schooling of children and their 
adult hourly earnings found mixed evidence that welfare income was 
as beneficial as other sources of income (18). An investigation of the 
effects of parental welfare on the work effort of sons found no 
consistent effects (19). Not enough is known, but the recent 
availability of background information at both the family and 
neighborhood level promises to add greatly to our understanding of 
how these factors interact to affect children's lives. 

Can Dependence Be Reduced? 
An important question is whether anything can be done to reduce 

dependence on welfare, particularly among long-term recipients, 
who account for the bulk of expenditures. Since only about one in 
five AFDC recipients receives child support from an absent father, 
an obvious strategy is more rigorous enforcement of existing child 
support awards, although one estimate suggests this would reduce 
the number of AFDC recipients by only 5 percent. More ambitious 
schemes combining child support enforcement with guaranteed 
minimum support payments would reduce caseloads much more 
(20). 

Other approaches include preventing the onset of AFDC receipt 
for likely long-term recipients and lessening the future dependence 
of current recipients. Programs aimed at preventing initial receipt 
(for example, by reducing the number of out-of-wedlock births or 
increasing the number of "at risk" children completing high school) 
have not proved consistently successful (21). However, there is 
mounting evidence that a variety of job search and training pro- 
grams for long-term recipients have results that are cost-effective, 
although substantively modest. 

The brevity of most AFDC experiences makes the task of 
evaluating intervention programs especially difficult. If directed at 
first-time applicants, even ineffective programs might appear suc- 
cessful since the duration of welfare use for many women is so short. 
Random assignment between treatment and control groups is 
crucial for a proper evaluation of intervention programs and has 

been incorporated into a number of job search and training 
programs (22). Taken together, these evaluations suggest that (i) 
both job search and training programs increase the em&oyment and 
earnings of individuals participating in them relative to control- 
group individuals; (ii) the increases in employment and earnings are, 
however, modest (the fraction of individuals with jobs increases by 3 
to 9 percentage points, and individuals' annual earnings increase by 
$100 to $600, the equivalent of 8 to 36 percent gains); (iii) 
programs directed at long-term recipient women are typically more 
successful than programs directed at unemployed men or at women 
with recent work experience; and (iv) programs administered in 
rural areas, particularly those areas with very high unemployment, 
are less successful than programs administered in more benign 
economic environments. A major open question concerns the 
relative benefits of lower cost job search programs versus more 
expensive training programs. 

Concluding Remarks 
The current debate over welfare programs generates strikingly 

different opinions about relative costs and benefits of public assist- 
ance. To what extent does welfare reduce recipient motivation to 
work or to marry, encourage recipients to have children, impair their 
attitudes, or otherwise trap them into dependence? How important 
are the benefits that result from welfare providing needed resources 
to low-income families? 

Evidence on the nature of welfare experiences overall shows that a 
surprisingly large proportion of welfare experiences are only short- 
lived, that the typical total length of welfare receipt is less than 4 
years, and that most children growing up in heavily dependent 
homes do not become heavily dependent as adults. Taken together, 
this evidence suggests that the welfare system does not foster 
reliance on welfare so much as it acts as insurance against temporary 
misfortune. 

Although long-term recipients constitute a minority of all individ- 
uals who ever receive welfare, the fact that more than 2 million 
families are persistently dependent on welfare raises questions of 
whether welfare itself promotes divorce or out-of-wedlock births, 
discourages marriage, erodes work effort, or instills counterproduc- 
tive attitudes and values that encourage reliance on welfare. Al- 
though welfare programs do indeed appear to reduce work effort to 
some extent, sparse evidence fails to show any connection between 
welfare and attitudes. As yet unresolved questions include the extent 
to which welfare affects family decisions and whether dependence 
during childhood, either within families or neighborhoods, creates 
dependence in adulthood. 
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Evolution of Polygonal Fracture 
Patterns in Lava Flows 

Cooling-induced fractures, also known as columnar 
joints, divide basaltic lava flows into prismatic columns 
with polygonal cross sections. The regularity and symme- 
try of the fracture patterns have long fascinated natural- 
ists. In view of the recent selection of two candidate 
nuclear waste sites in areas where polygonally fractured 
volcanic rocks are located, a better understanding of the 
fracture patterns is required. Field data indicate that the 

tetragonal networks at flow surfaces evolve systematically 
to hexagonal networks as the joints grow inward during 
solidification of lava. This evolution occurs by the gradual 
change of most orthogonal intersections to nonorthogo- 
nal intersections of about 120 degrees. The surface fea- 
tures and intersection geometries of columnar joints 
show that joint segments at any given level form sequen- 
tially yet harmoniously. 

M ANY VOLCANIC ROCKS, ESPECIALLY B A S ~ T I C  LAVA way in Northern Ireland. These sites have recently been designated 
flows, are divided by fractures into slender prismatic national parks. In addition to the aesthetic qualities of columnar 
columns (Fig. la). In plan view, these column-bounding joints, however, recent efforts in the planning of a national reposi- 

fractures, also called columnar joints, form remarkable polygonal tory for high-level nuclear waste necessitate a detailed understanding 
patterns that vary from being tetragonal (Fig. lb)  to nearly hexago- of factors that control the length, spacing, and pattern of these 
nal (Fig. lc). The regular and distinctive geometry of columnar 
joints has long impressed scientists and laymen, who have observed 
this phenomenon in remote areas such as the ~ ~ ~ i l ~  postpile in A. Aydin is associate professor of geology and J. M. DeGraffis a graduate student in the 

Department of Earth and Atmospheric Sciences, Purdue University, West Lafayette, IN 
California, the Devils Tower in Wyoming, and the Giant's Cause- 47907. 
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