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The Moral Voice of Welfare Reform 

In 1963, Nancy A. Humphreys, now Dean of the School of 
Social Work at the University of Connecticut, was n child 
protective services worker in Los Angeles. One of her clients 
was a pregnant teenager, a school referral. The girl came from 
a large and rather troubled family—one sibling was retarded, 
a couple of her brothers had been in trouble with the law, her 
father was disabled, and each of her parents was on a 
different kind of financial assistance. There were nine or 10 
kids in the family. 

One day the mother called and invited Nancy Humphreys to 
their home; they set the time for 2 p.m. on a Thursday. " I was 
the first one to f̂ et there," Dr. Humphreys recalls. "But one by 
one, eight other people arrived. I didn't know anv of them. 
When we were all there, the family went out the back door, 
leaving us to ourselves. It turned out we were all their social 
workers, each of us working with one or more people in that 
family. None of us had ever met or even talked about the case 
to any of the others." 

The mother had made her point. The nine social workers held 
a case conference right there in the family's living room. "It 
showed me how important system coordination is," Dr. 
Humphreyssaid, "but it also showed me the coping strengths 
of this family. They were getting mixed messages from all 
these different service providers. The mother w.inlcd us to 
get our act together so we could better help the family work 
on theirs." 

Edna McConnell Clark Foundation, Annual Report 1990 

Since 1963, when the incident Nancy Humphreys described 
occurred, categorical programs serving disadvantaged children and 
families have proliferated, so, now, there might be twice as many 
social workers to call together. In fact, if one tried to collect all the 
social workers who somehow touch a disadvantaged family over the 
years, they might not even fit in one room. The costly inefficiency of 
this atomized approach has been widely lamented; social workers, for 
example, rarely have the time to get as involved with their clients as 
they once did. But seldom mentioned is the negative impact of this 
fractionalization on the moral voice of social agencies—and individu­
als within those agencies—who are free to send their own "message," 
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whether or not it is consistent with that of others serving the family. 

Take as an example the experience of Rebecca Maynard of 
Mathematica Policy Research, who directed the evaluation of feder­
ally-funded demonstration progran^s for teenage mothers on welfare 
in Chicago, Illinois, nnd in Newark and Camden, New Jersey. She 
describes how the caseworkers in one of the teen centers encouraged 
the young mothers to seek support from the fathers of their children, 
only to discover that the welfare department's caseworkers (who 
would be responsible for collecting it) were giving the exact opposite 
advice. Another example of contradictory signals was discovered 
during the evaluation of a group of Rockefeller Foundation-funded 
welfare-to-work projects. Job training caseworkers were actively 
encouraging the mothers to build specific work skills and look for 
jobs. But, simultaneously, caseworkers in a conununity-based project 
who sought to "empower" these same mothers, told them that they 
had a right to be on welfare, and that they should take advantage of 
the opportunities afforded by AFDC to stay home, to take care of their 
children, and finish their schooling. When social agencies convey 
such opposing messages, is it any wonder that they have so little 
success in redirecting the lives of their clients? 

TEEN MOTHERS AND WELFARE 

Long-term welfare dependency is a serious and growing social 
problem. We often hear that about hn If ot all new recipients are off the 
rolls within two years. This is true—but only because of the high 
turnover among short-term recipients. At any one time, about 82 
percent of all recipients are in the midst of spells that will last five 
years or more. And about 65 percent are caught up in spells of eight 
or more years. The bulk of long-term welfare recipients are young, 
unmarried mothers, most of whom had their first baby as unwed 
teenagers. Starting with poor prospects, these young women have 
further limited their life chances by systematically underinvesting in 
themselves—by dropping out of school, by having a baby out of 
wedlock, and by not working. As a result, they do not have the 
education, practical skills, or work habits needed to earn a satisfac­
tory living. 

According to the Congressional Budget Office, about 50 per_cent 
_oLall unwedteen mothers go on welfare within one year of the birth 
oftheirfirstchild;77 percent go on within five years. Nick Zill of Child 
Trends, Inc7, calculates that 43 percent of long-term welfare recipients 
(on the rolls for 10 years or more) started their families as unwed 
teens. 

A mother's age and marital status at the birth of her first child are 
stronger determinants of welfare dependency than is her race. One 
year after the birth of their first child, white and black unmarried, 
adolescent mothers have about the same welfare rate. After five years, 
black mothers have a somewhat higher rate (84 percent versus 72 
percent), but various demographic factors account for this relatively 
small difference. 

Reducing long-term dependency, therefore, requires doing some­
thing constructive about the young mothers who are on welfare. If, 
like Humphreys' client, we called together all the sodal workers 
assigned to a teen mother, what message would we want them to give 
her? To answer that question it helps to ask another: What would 
concemed parents say to their own daughter? 

THE MESSAGE 

The parents' message would probably be quite direct: 

1. Finish your schooling: If you have not graduated from high 
school, stay in school; if you dropped out, go back to school. 

2. Take care of yourself and your baby: Eat well; get medical check­
ups for yourself while you are pregrwnt and then for your baby; 
and do the best you can to meet your child's physical, emo­
tional, and developmental needs. 

3. Wbrfc After you complete your schooling, get a job, even a part-
time one. 

4. Child support: Tell us who the father is so that we can get him 
to contribute to the support of the child. 

5. Birth control: You made a mistake once, don't do it again. Each 
additional child makes it harder to work your way off welfare 
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since your home expenses will rise faster than your earning 
ability. 

6. Mutuality: Throughout, we will help you—as long as you try 
your best; we will take care of your child while you are in school 
or at work. If you cannot earn enough to support yourself and 
your child, we will chip in. 

Why don't we give young mothers on welfare this message? A 
major cause is our fractionated welfare system. Because there are so 
many different individuals and agencies involved, the process of 
social support and education resembles an assembly line more than 
a guiding relationship. But unlike an assembly line, the final product 
is never put together—so no one realizes that the pieces do not fit 
together. 

The current system speaks with too many voices to have any 
impact. Recipients do not hear a clear message about what society 
expects of them. As a result, they come to believe that there are no 
expectations, or only confused, if not contradictory ones. 

On a system-wide basis, we need to try to do what Humphreys' 
client asked her social workers to do: integrate the articulated goals 
as well as service structures of public welfare agencies. This, in effect, 
is what Bill Clinton implied in his formulation of welfare reform when 
he stated that welfare programs should "provide people with the 
education, training, job placement assistance, and child care they 
need for two years—so that they can break the cycle of dependency. 
After two years, those who can work will be required to go to work, 
either in the private sector or in meaningful conununity service jobs." 

MUTUAL RESPONSIBIUTY 

Some young mothers will eagerly take hold of the opportunities 
provided by such an offer to escape from poverty and begin building 
a better life. But many others will not. Even richly-funded demonstra­
tion programs find it exceedingly difficult to improve the ability of 
these young women to care for their children, let alone to become 
economically self-sufficient. Earnings improvements in the realm of 
six percent are considered successes. (Most programs don't even try 
to work with the young fathers.) 
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This should not be surprising. Even in a strong economy, break­
ing pattems of behavior that took a lifetime to establish can take years. 
Thus, after the two years of services that President Clinton would give 
them, most of these unwed mothers will not be able to support 
themselves. If they will still be expected to work, as his formulation 
suggests, a large proportion will end up in semi-permanent "commu­
nity service jobs," a euphemism for having them work to earn their 
welfare benefits (usually at the minimum wage). 

This kind of "workfare" program, because of added costs for job 
training, child care (while the mothers work), and administration (to 
establish and monitor placements), is much more expensive than the 
current system, at least in the short run. But, in the long run, it is the 
only way to build job skills and work habits and thus reduce depen­
dency. Inactivity is bad for anyone; it can be devastating for those 
loosely connected to the labor market. A work requirement also 
reinforces the mutuality of welfare assistance, which is essential to 
continued public support. 

Most young mothers will not willingly enter such programs, 
however, and many will drop out. The experience of the teen-mother 
demonstration programs previously mentioned suggests that, to 
maintain high levels of program participation, about 50 percent of the 
mothers will have to be sanctioned witha reduction of benefits at least 
once. Hence, society, through welfare agencies, must be prepared to 
monitor compliance with program requirements and to sanction 
noncompliance. 

Key elements of the welfare policy establishment have never liked 
strong work requirements that force poor mothers to work at very 
low paying jobs, even if only part-time. To discredit earlier efforts to 
impose work requirements, they successfully labelled them 
"slavefare." For example, according to Lawrence Mead in Beyond 
Entitlement, welfare rights organizer George Wiley had this to say in 
1971 about the work requirement that had been attached to Richard 
Nixon's profxjsed Family Assistance Plan: "You don't promote 
family life by forcing women out of their homes to empty bedpans. 
When Richard Nixon is ready to give up his $200,000 salary to scrub 
floors and empty bedpans in the interest of his family, then we will 
take him seriously." 
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Such arguments strike a responsive chord among Americans who 
feel partially responsible for the situation facing these mothers and 
ambivalent about imposing "further hardship" and "our values" on 
them. But, if not our values, whose? Certainly not those of a teenager 
who, by having a child out of wedlock—with no means lo support it 
and largely unprepared to care for it—has already demonstrated that 
she does not make responsible decisions. 

Imposing a clear-cut set of rules on these young mothers acknowl­
edges the desperate need for structure in their lives—and society's 
right and obligation to provide it. To take no action is to tum our backs 
on fellow citizens who need our help and guidance most. As long as 
these requirements are not pursued in a malevolent or harsh manner, 
government should enforce the same level of responsible behavior 
that a loving parent would. Such reforms are needed—for the good 
of society, the children and, yes, the mothers. 

Douglas }. Besharov 
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ADOLESCENT PREGNANCY IN MARYLAND 

Introduction 

Adolescent pregnancy its causes and solutions are some of the most controversial issues facing 

the United States today. Many individuals view the problem from a moral perspective, 

exclaiming teens do not have the same values as their parents. In fact teen pregnancy can be 

viewed from many perspectives; as a health care problem, teens do not have adequate informa­

tion or access to family planning services; as a sociological problem, many teens are having 

babies for someone to love. Although individuals may bring different perspectives on the 

problem everyone can agree no one wants a pregnant teenager who suffers the consequences 

of too early childbearing. Yet in the United States, approximately one million teenage girls 

become pregnant every year, and nearly 600,000 have babies. These teenage mothers and their 

children face a lifetime of health, education and economic consequences. 

Adolescents aged 17 and younger are twice as likely to deliver babies which weigh less than five 

and one half pounds at birth and these low birth weight babies are 40 times more likely to die 

in the first four weeks of life than are normal weight newborns.^ Adolescent mothers have an 

increased chance of suffering pregnancy complications, including higher than average levels of 
2 

of toxemia, anemia, bleeding, cervical tratmia and premature delivery. The lifetime earn­
ings of a teenage mother are about half of the income of a mother who first gave birth in her 

3 

twenties. And adolescent fathers have lower incomes, less education and more children than 

do men who postpone having children until their twenties. ^ 

The United States can no longer afford to allow teenage mothers and their children to slip into 

a lifetime of economic disadvantages because of premature childbearing. Comprehensive, 

multifaceted strategies that provide information, services and include parents, children and 

communities wi l l bring the high adolescent childbearing rates down to acceptable levels. 
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Adolescent Childbearing in Maryland 

The state of Maryland, with the fif th highest level of per capita income for families, has several 

local jurisdictions that have high rates of adolescent childbearing. One of the most urbanized 

states in the United States, Maryland's 4,622,000 residents live in 92.9% percent metropolitan 

areas; 28.3% percent of the population is minority and the per capita income is $21,013. 

Adolescent childbearing has been a problem for over 50 years, however only recently has the 
interrelationship between too early childbearing, long term welfare receipt and economics been 
explored. Thirty years ago the rates of adolescent childbearing were higher than today, however 
the economic and moral code were different. In the 50's a pregnant teen of sixteen would drop 
out of school to marry the father of the baby. He would also drop out to find a job at a factory, 
like Bethlehem Steel which was the largest employer in Baltimore at that time. He cotild earn 
a good living, have health insurance, buy a house and put his children through college. Today's 
teens would not fair as well. More often than not, a pregnant teen does not marry the father 
of the baby, she drops out of school and can only find employment at low paying menial jobs 
without health insurance. Her chances of finding employment at Baltimore's largest employer 
today Johns Hopkins, are slim to none because she lacks the skills to work in the highly technical 
medical field. Today, a single parent under twenty-five is nine times as likely to be poor as a 
young woman living on her own without children.^ 

Adolescent pregnancy cost the taxpayers who pay for the births to teenagers. But the cost of 
adolescent childbearing is more than economic. It limits the life options of a teen mother, father 
and child. Young families become stuck in a cycle of poverty, hopelessness and despair- a trend 
which fuels increasing social problems. Nationally, approximately 53% of the caseload on Aid 
to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) consists of families begun by a teen birth, even 
though only 4% of these welfare families are currently headed by a teen mother.^ In the United 
States in 1990, approximately $20 billion was spent on welfare, medical and food assistance for 
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families begun by a birth to a girl under the age of 20. And in Maryland, 1989-1990, 

approximately $456 million was spent on welfare, medical and food assistance for families 

begun by a birth to a girl under the age of 20. 
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Since the 1970's, the number of teenage females in the population has declined; the number of 

births and the birth rates for teenage women declined as well. There were: 

• In Maryland in 1989, 3,278 teenage girls under the age of 18 gave birth to 

babies, a decrease of 1.9 % or 3,340 from 1988. In 1990, there were 2,899 

births to women under 18 years of age in Maryland a decrease of 11.6% 

• In Baltimore City the births to adolescents dropped 10.6% between 1989 and 

1990 with a major decrease in teen births among the imder 15 age group. 

In 1989 there were 1,372 births to women under 18 years of age compared to 

1,453 births in 1988 a decrease of 81 births or 5.6%. In 1990 there were 1,304 

births to women under 18 years of age - a decrease of 5.0 % from 1989. 

In addition, births to the under 15 age group decreased from 147 births in 

1988 to 119 in 1989. 

• During 1988, 2,522 teen girls imder the age of 18 had abortions compared 

to 2,103 abortions in 1989 - a difference of 419 abortions or 16.6% statewide. 

In Baltimore City there were 558 abortions in 1989 to women under 18 years of 

age a decrease of 260 or 31.8%. This decrease was the largest decrease in 

recent years. 

• In the United States the birthrate among teenagers 15 to 17 jumped nearly 

20% in three years, reversing a 16 year trend of declining of stable rates. 

Eight percent (8%) of this increase occurred from 1988 to 1989. The birth 

rates for the same age group in Maryland began to decline in 1988 by 

approximately two percent (2%). At the same time the abortion rate 

declined by 15.8% percent among this age group, indicating that programs 

are reaching those teens who do not want to become parents too soon. 
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GOVERNOR'S COUNCIL ON ADOLESCENT PREGNANCY 
The Governor's Council on Adolescent Pregnancy was established by state law in 1986 which 

mandated the Coimcil to develop an action plan that mobilizes public and private resources, 

develops, coordinates and evaluates programs and policies as strategies to reduce teen preg­

nancy and promote positive outcomes for pregnant and parenting teens and their children. The 

Council is comprised of members appointed by the Governor, including cabinet secretaries, 

members of the General Assembly and representatives from the community, academia, local 

government and the private sector. 

To reduce adolescent childbearing in Maryland, the Council developed a comprehensive 
strategy based on research that is tailored to the specific needs and values of communities. 
Recognizing adolescents are not a monolithic group and that one strategy for all teenagers is 
unrealistic, the Covmcil determined the State of Maryland had a number of existing programs 
for pregnant and parenting teens and their children. However, there was a paucity of programs 
for the prevention of adolescent pregnancy. Developing a four prong approach, the Council aims 
to reduce pregnancies among girls aged 17 and yoimger to no more than 50 per 1,000 
adolescents. Current strategies include: 

1. To delay sexual initiation among pre-adolescents and adolescents with the 

implementation of a media campaign promoting sexual abstinence. 

2. For sexually active teenagers, the expansion of family planning services at 

locations and times that are accessible for teenagers. 

3. Supporting parents in their roles as the primary sexuality educators of 

their children, by promoting PACT! Parents and Children Talking, a 

public awareness campaign. 

4. Encouraging commimities to become actively involved in adolescent 
pregnancy prevention with the establishment of Community Incentive 
Grants funding for local programs with the goal of preventing the first 
pregnancy among adolescents. 
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Strategies of the Governor's Council to reduce the rate of teenage childbearing 

1. Delay Sexual Initiation 
One strategy of the Council - to help teenagers develop ways to delay sexual initiation 

until they are capable of making wise and responsible decisions about their personal 

lives and family formation - utilitizes media to communicate this theme to teens. This 

strategy is aimed at 9 -14 year olds who have not had sexual intercourse and are still 

in the formative stages of adolescent development. The media campaign's message 

promotes sexual abstinence and improved self esteem. 

Campaign For Our Children was established in 1988 with $100,000 in funding from the 

Maryland General Assembly to promote sexual abstinence among teens. This five year 

Campaign uses mass media television, radio, posters, billboards, bus placards and 

educational materials to influence and change attitudes about sex among 9-14 year old 

children. Messages aimed at key target groups: young people, adults (parents, coaches, 

teachers, counselors); and poHcy makers were developed. Each year a different theme for 

the Campaign is implemented: year one,"You can go farther if you don't go all the way", 

aimed at pre-teens and teens ; "Talk to your kids about sex", year two for adult influencers 

and for year three, "Male responsibility", to inform boys about child support and 

paternity laws. 

This pubHc-private partnership has generated.$3 million from the private sector to 

match funds provided by state government. Campaign materials are distributed free to all 

pubhc middle and high schools in Maryland along with lesson plans and a guide for using 

the materials. 

In a survey conducted by the Governor's Council on Adolescent Pregnancy, it was revealed 

Campaign materials were used in 95.7% of the school systems in Maryland. Materials are 

also used in churches, organizations serving teens, recreation centers, and adolescent 

pregnancy programs. 
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2. Encourage Contraception Among Sexually Active Teens 

The average age of first sexual intercourse is 16.2 for girls and 15.7 for boys. On average, 

girls who are sexually active wait 11.5 months between initiating intercourse and making 

their first visit to a family planning clinic. Thirty-six percent visit the clinic only because 

they suspect they are pregnant. Based on this data and little evidence of the effectiveness 

of other strategies, the Council believes sexually active teens must be encouraged to 

contracept regularly. Family planning services must be available to adolescents at low or 

no cost, at hours convenient for teens, with outreach services to inform teens of the 

services and locations, and with aggressive follow-up to ensure proper contraceptive use. 

Family planning services include a variety of health, education, and counseling services 

related to birth control, including contraceptive services, pregnancy testing and counsel 

ing, and information and referral. Services are available in a variety of settings: hospital.i, 

clinics, local health departments, private physicians, and schools. 

Faced with increasing rates of adolescent childbearing, the Council conducted a survey 

of local headth department family planning clinics and found the clinics were not 

accessible to teens. Recommendations were made to the Governor and the General 

Assembly improve the clinics and increase accessibility for teens. The Council lobbied 

the Governor for a $2 million increase in funding for teen family planning clinics. 

Realizing the fiinds would not be adequate for all the county clinics, a plan was 

developed which provided additonal family planning funds to the three jurisdictions 

with the highest rates of adolescent childbearing (Baltimore City, Prince Georges 

County, Anne Arundel County). The program which became known as Healthy Teens 

and Young Adults is innovative because i t ha^: 

• created model reproductive health clinics with a holistic approach toward health care 

to meet community-specific needs, including male responsibility; 

• participation in reproductive health decisions have been emphasized as part of a 

community outreach effort; 

• program activities have been targeted to those who live in areas at-risk for 

unintended pregnancy and poor pregnancy outcome. All clinics have 

evening and weekend hours, staff who are experienced and excited abut 

working with teens, and aggressive outreach activities to draw teens to the clinics. 
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The clinics have been uniquely designed for each community: Baltimore in a busy 

shopping mall; Prince George's in a private medical office complex; and Anne Arundel's 

in a teen community center. Over the 1989-1991 fiscal year, there was a 54% increase 

in the number of young people served in the programs. Other strategies were employed 

to provide sexually active teens with contraceptives: condom distribution programs, 

school based clinics and hotlines. 

3. Parents As The Sexuality Educators of Their Children 

In a 1986 survey, teenagers ranked parents as their most important source of 

information about pregnancy and contraception, ahead of friends, school, television 

and the movies.^^ Teens would like to communicate more about sex with their parents. 

Half of the teens in the 1988 survey said that their parents have not provided enough 

information about sex and that they want more discussion about sex with their 

parents.^ ^ However, ninety-eight percent 

to their adolescent children about sex. 

parents.^ ^ However, ninety-eight percent of parents report they need help in talking 

The Council implemented PACT! (Parents and Children Talking) as a family 

communication program in 1988 aimed at increasing and improving the quality of 

parent-child communication about sexuality, imparting the family's morals and values 

and thereby reducing adolescent pregnancy. Communities are encouraged to organize 

an event to promote the concept of PACT! and are provided with a PACT! handbook, 

speakers, posters, and brochures on How to Talk to Your Kid about Sex. 

Approximately 2/3 of the counties and Baltimore City hold PACT! events. 

Community Involvement and Coalition Building 

Any comprehensive pregnancy prevention effort must include the active participation 

of the community. Individuals, no matter how well intended, cannot solve the teen 

pregnancy problem alone. Community coalitions organized to include different 

segments of the community: business, government, rehgious, PTA's, have a crucial 

role to play in shaping values, in promoting parental and family participation, and 

mobilizing the resources and resourcefulness of the community. 

The strategies of the Governor's Council On Adolescent Pregnancy are broad based 

and inclusive. Efforts to prevent adolescent childbearing must involve partnerships 
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between the public and private sectors that develop programs and foster widespread 

community involvement and self-help. Community based organizations can create 

the informal networks and supports that can instill the right messages about 

responsibility and can mobilize families, friends, and neighborhoods. 

Community organizations may have ideas on programs to prevent the first 
pregnancy among adolescents but lack the financial resources to implement 
programs. For that reason, the Governor has included in his budget $250,000 in 
funds for Community Incentive Grants (CIG). These fiinds are awarded on a 
competitive basis to local organizations to develop programs that target at -risk 
young people with concentrated, long term efforts to build self-esteem, delay the 
onset of sexual activity, and reduce teen pregnancy with information and services. 
The CIG program also is concerned about systems reform by improving the use of 
existing resources, linking community based services, allowing the development of 
new services which will fill in the gaps in current networks and leveraging private 
sector support for teenage pregnancy prevention programs. In operation since 1989, 
the programs serve 600 at-risk youth armually and statistics on the programs reveal: 

• 5 female participants have become pregnant and 1 male participant has 

fathered a child; 

• there was a 75% increase in school attendance among the participants; 

• there was a significant decrease in school suspensions; 

• the program costs approximately $410 per person annually. 

Conclusion 
Adolescent pregnancy is an issue that demands the leadership, the long-term commitment^ 

and the courage to expand the approaches described in this report. It is important to realize 

that none of the interventions alone can solve the complex problem of adolescent pregnancy. 

In the development of strategies the Council understood the unique characteristics, expecta­

tions and tolerances of different communities. Also it is a problem which cannot be solved by 

government alone. Any efforts to alleviate the problems of adolescent pregnancy and child-

bearing will ultimately require a sustained, coordinated commitment by policy makers, service 

providers, parents, and teenagers themselves. Everyone has been touched by the problem.̂  

and all of us must work together towards the solution. 
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NUMBER OF BIRTHS AND ABORTIONS TO MARYLAND WOMEN 
BY AGE GROUP AND JURISDICTION 1988 AND 1989 

JURISDICTION 1988 Births 1988 Abortions 1989 Births 1989 Abortions 

AGE <15 15-17 18-19 <15 15-17 18-19 <15 15-17 18-19 <15 15-17 18-19 

MARYLAND 237 3,103 5,130 275 2,247 3,056 242 3,036 5,279 197 1,906 2,884 

Baltimore Metro Area 
A n n A A m n H A l 10 193 352 19 255 322 11 192 385 23 226 341 
x\Illit^ n l m m c i 

Baltimore City 147 1.306 1,614 141 677 860 119 1.253 1.733 76 482 694 

Baltimore 8 246 484 50 399 607 14 219 486 33 443 643 
Carroll 1 51 83 1 56 92 1 43 95 4 60 60 
Harford 5 71 153 8 73 73 1 71 154 4 67 97 
Howard 2 32 74 5 84 90 3 39 - 74 2 72 112 
Southern MDIDC Area 
Calvert 1 23 58 1 17 25 1 24 63 _ 22 26 

Charles 4 51 120 2 33 43 3 56 120 4 18 37 
Montgomery 6 171 365 8 173 273 17 182 342 14 147 284 
Prince Greorge's 30 467 868 26 265 405 47 468 858 20 210 321 
St. Mary's 4 47 82 - 19 20 4 60 110 - 17 24 
Eaatern Shore 
Caroline 1 28 45 1 4 6 1 26 34 1 1 6 

Cecil 2 56 124 - 8 5 2 42 91 1 3 3 
Dorchester 3 42 46 1 10 5 1 38 55 2 3 7 
Kent 1 8 20 1 4 2 2 10 22 - 2 3 
Oiif^pn A n n p ^ 1 13 27 1 12 11 - 20 33 - 17 12 
Somerset 1 26 39 1 1 4 1 22 33 - - 4 

Talbot _ 16 38 1 13 9 3 18 29 1 8 8 
Wicomico 4 49 88 3 9 20 8 52 107 1 10 22 

Worcester 2 19 34 - 4 13 - 29 46 - 1 2 
Westem Maryland 
Alleeanv 46 88 29 41 1 40 100 2 17 52 

Frederick 1 53 137 4 66 84 - 56 131 5 50 88 
Garrett . 28 31 . 9 5 2 17 41 - 7 5 
Washington 2 61 160 1 27 41 - 59 137 4 23 33 
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Not All Single 
Niolhars Are 
Creatod Ec|uai 
By Douglas I Besharov 

IN TUB NATKMAL DEBATE î wAr thv wa-
tcqwncos o( fimlly bre&kdowu AU »iiiKle 
motbeif 9n being lumped togethtr u if 
th»y war* • homa^BAiNiA group. Mu«h 
of th* MtaimnntBry after Vke PteeidcDt 
Datl OuAylft'* r*inart» about Murphy 
Brown givbg binh out of wedlock 
reHected this simpiistic poxspective. But 
lingie mothen are not ail afikc and die 
failure to make disUactioos between 
fernele-headed householdB created by 
divon» «nd thoee created by the birth of 
a child out of wedlock bas o'bscund the 
•UUIM: dt the problem. 

There 'n good leasuu iw b« wm-
ceraed about the condition of female-
headed (anillea. Almect hAlf Af oil 
female-headed families with cfaildien 
under 18 have incocnas balow tha pc>v«Tty 
line. This is aboost five timet the poverty 
rate of two-parent families with cfaildzvii. 
Three-fburtbs of all time periods spent 
on Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children (AFDC) begin with the creation 
of a female-headed family. 

This new form of poverty is not 
ĉQused directly by raciai discrimination 
or tiy structural 
daflitfenigw in the 
MOuOiuy, but. ( B U I C I . 

by a major and txou-
hliAg dliAngp in tha bA-
haviOT of Anexican 
parvDlf—tha cr? »tlon 
of lin^-pannt houaa-

>holda. 
Over the put^ 

yewi, tbe nudobttt of Ce-
male-headed fa«witiai 
almost tripled. In 
thue were 2.9 million 
tEmaie-heiuled famiiix 
withchildien.com-
parad to 7.7 minian in 

MATOIUS 
[990 (see Rgure I page 15). If the nation 
had had the same proportion of female-
beaded households in 19S9 that it had in 
\959. then would have been about 
5.2 million Cewer penons in poverty. 
According to a spedal Census Bureau 
report, tbe poverty rate tor black Eami­
lies would have beeq 20 peicent m 19B0. 
raiiier itian lhe actual 29 percent, if 
black family compocitioa hjid remained 
what it was in jl970. 

foaiiy bf takdfttoii UMI 

Muiag peverty §lw wrary 

tiiMkatlon •< ivi»a«Mng. 

If prtMit Irtads coatiiiiM, 

M periam af all fhlMf ••• 

Urain IVMwIDapoari 

part ol Ihcir childhM J ia 

a faaiiiy haaJtJ by a aialhar 

b AvtrM^r Mi^alad, 

iMMMdt wUawad. 

breakdown i 
_ ofwonrn-

If present txends continue, about 60 
percent of aH.cfaildren bom in 1980 will 
spend part of their childhood in a family 
headed by a mother who is divorced, 
(epaixteti, unweii, or widowed. Some 
sodal scientists predict that in the next 
gsneiation half of all chUdren wiU be 
bom out of wedlock and that half of all 
KtahdiBii bam vf nmnlcd paxeni* w(U see 
their parents divam before tbey are 18. 

The trend data for PVt-Qif'wc6loCk 
births and divorces can be $een in ngvire 
2. These evena unpovwiah hundnda of 
thousands of American fctTwiltan. The 
median income for female-headed faini< 
lies is about one-thJid that of intaa 
families. In 1990, the median Income lot 
two-parent families with children living 
with both parents was S39.076. Por chil­
dren Uvirtg with their mothers only, how­
ever, median family income was $12iX]6. 

Luznping all poor (eoiale-headed 
families together 9 > deeply misleading 
rhctoilcal ooaveiiieuce. tSildeu by »n' 
gregate statistics about their poverty and 
soeial dyafuA«tloa at* suhstatttial differ-
enccs among female-headed families. Aa 
the tottomiiog Cgawie BunMti itatirtica 
wtraMUh^ fniwrttpa h^aHad hy A'lvnwivA 
mothen are. in general, doing much bet­
ter than aggregate statisdcs suggeo. and 
families headed by never-married 

mothen are doing 
much worse. 

* Is 1990, the 

Income fbr never-
manied mothers with 
(^iiliJjQQ urolcr ttiQ 
asBoflSwasS8337, 
ouoiparcd to $15,7^2 
for divorced women 
whh ofaHdren ( C M 

a Marital sMtkia 
also explains the 
BKOsne disparity be­
tween white and 
black female-headed 
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> tcdal tdaaHatf 

^•dkt ffeol, fai lha 

••XI laaaratlsaf boH 

•f all ihUMB win 

ba bani aalal 

WWIIMII* Xh§ t tn i dof• far 

wrt*afwadlo(k birthg 

awl Av«rMf MB 

ba MM In Pigura 2, 

families. In L990. tha median income of 
black leinal*'4ieaikd familiea waa ooiy 
6g percent of white female-headed fami­
lies, veisus 914̂ )28. But conirol-
liflg for marital sutnc the gap narrows to 
about 20 percent. Tbo rokYant figures 
(sec Rgure 3 again) are S13348 for di-
voieed block mothen sad Slti.33M for 
their white oovnteiparta, compared to 
^ A 1 1 iior mtvAi-rinarruWl hliliife iMAth4ir« 

$9.gl6 for whites. 
• When one eoosideis that ti6 per-
of all out-of-wcdioGk birtha in 1988 

ooemed among young women between 
the ages of IS and 24,It beoomea easier 
to see why their financial situation is ao 
much worse than their divorced counter-, 
parts. Never-married mothen are on the 
average len yean yomigcr than divorced 
mothers. The average age range of 
oovor-fnanied mothm is 20 to 29-, for 
divofced motbeiB. it la 30 to ?9. The age 
apeeed fbr ihfa ••ootid youp U lower 
than It might otberwiae be because it in­
cludes many nnWAd itMrhen whA later 
many but only for a short tlna. 

NeverHnaixied mothen are abo. on 
the averagB, much less educated. Only S7 
percent of lleve^nlatried mothen have a 
high school diploana. compared to 82 
percent of divorced mothen (sec Figure 
4). This latter fi«ui«. too, b pulled down 
by the number of fonneriy luwed moth­
en who fiiba«i{0Bni]y many. 

ThiM t /g^ lack e t aHiinntljiii^ ^ i d 



give xwver-manied woman mueh poorvr 
job prospects. In 1990.61 porceni of 
divorced niothen worked full time, and 
an additional 11 percent worked part 
time, but only 29 percent of never-
married mothen worked full time, and 
d peroem part time. And their lack of 
woik cxpeiioaui U only exaoerhated tiy 
the fact that yoimg single motheit have 
little ehonee Af oomplating tfacii edum-
tlort Or acqttiring Job skilU while having 
to cant fnr n ehSd. 

Is TIlU "Msrpfcy nrarnm^y 

These demographk difterencea between 
unmairicd and drvoiml woiiien translate 
into dramatically different rates of Ainc 
utillzatioiL A much higher proportion of 
VQwed mothen go on welfare than do di­
vorced mothers. According to AEI'S Nick 
EbcntadL almost threA-Gfths of cfaildicn 
boiu uui-U-wBdhxk bl the United states 
werv on ATDC in 1982, compared to just 
under a third of diildren of divorced 
mothen. In fact, cmidren of never-mar­
ried mothen are three timea more likely 
to be oa woiCkic ttuz) are chUnren o( 
divorced mothers. 

TeeM have the went prospaua uf 
all mimanicd mothers. In 1988. <iS per-
•Mnt of teen BwttaaiB WWM unnaMAd at 
the time of their first ehild't birth, com­
pared to 15 penent in 19m (lae Rgyw 
S). According to a Congressional Budget 
OBice repon. 77 percent of unmarried 
adolescent mothen were weliiue recipi* 
ents widiin five yean of the binh of dieir 
lirst child. Sbcty peroem of AFDC mothen 
under tbe age of 30 had their fim child 
as a teenager. 

Never-married mothen not only go 
on weUluv iu nfoutmr omnben than di­
vorced women but they also stay go 
loflfor. While dlvarc«4 women typlcMlly 
use welfiua as a temporary measure until 
Ihey set bark Ofl thair faet. uniuancicd 
mothen beoome trapped in kmg-term 
weliare dependency. In « atudy (tf w«|-
(are moth^ Nicholas ZiU of Child 
Trends, loCn and his colleagues Coimd 
tfaax 43 percent of long-tann AFDC T̂ dpi-
enta were 17 yean old or younger at tbe 
time of tfaeir first birth, compared to 25 

t. . %, 1 

I V 
TIM MMlbiii b«aBM far fanala-baaM fandliaa h abaM aaa^nt 

Ibal at iatafl famlUai. la l«f 0, lha BMflaa fasalfy laMna 

for CMMTMI IMng wilh batfc ̂ anto wai |39^7«. 

r«r iWdran Dvlns with iMir mothort aaiy, baWOTar, 

lainily IMMIM was 112,999. 
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Mara Ihmi any otkar glagla faitar, 

Mirlf al ftolttt riaiarniiMfl 

*li*tlMr a eroBiaa aatarlng Af DC 

wlH baaaaia a laaqifeai r*<lpU«K 
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percent of thort-term recipient*. 
According to a study by Harvard's 

David Ellwood. about half of the new 
entrants to AFDC will be off welfare 
wttbm tour years, most wtthin two yean. 
The other halt however, are on for moch 
UmBCT—on amaBe, almosi seven yean. 
More than any other single factor, mari­
tal status dctermiiici* whether 0 wvmaq 
enterlog AFDC will become a long-term 
recipient. Forty pereeiK af aevor-tnonried 
mothen will receive Amac for lO years or 
more, compared to 14 pereent of AU 
vQTced mothen (see Figure 6). 

Levels of child support also vary 
marit̂ dly between theae two groups of 
single nuMhert. In 1987.77 percent o( di­
vorced motheia received duld support 
awards, compared to only 20 percent of 
Aever'.ftiAified mothen. Tbe avenige an­
nual payment to divorced mothers wâ  
U.073. while me average payment to 
never-married mothen wa< $1,632. 

Divorced motbcii eiid tlieii° duUieu 
suffer less-severe poverty for shorter peri­
ods of tine thoa do aavM diAmed tMth-
en and their children. This is not to say 
that poat-dlworce powatty h not a lerlou* 
proUem—tt is. But much more than adi-
vtnce. an out-trf-wedkxk birth to a young 
moths'seems to be a dhrect path to kMg-
term poverty and welfare dependency. 

H e economic conseqaences of our 
high iliegitlmacy rate seem beyond 
debate. It is one thfaig when a divorced, 
high-profile newswoman on a television 
sitcom has a baby without her ex-nus-
band's financial support: it b quite 

wbea a Icenagerur a young 
motbcr on welfare does. The difEcrcnce. 
to put h bluntly, is money. 

Acknowledging this dichotomy 
between divorced and unwed mothars ic 
the fint step toward developing effective 
uidal wet AIM pAlides. Bflith eraiip* 
deserve our attention. But policies devel­
oped fior each need to be based on a 
realistic understanding of the deep 
difterences between them. 

DougUuJ. Besharov is a raidau scholar 
anha Anurtcan JsMtrprlu InstituiA 
Karen N. Gardtntr of AEI helped pre-
pan thia araae. 
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Marital Status at First Birth 
All Women 
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Marital Status at First Birth 
White Women 
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Marital Status at First Birth 
Black Women 
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Median Family Income of Households 
By Race and Marital Status 

1990 
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Persons on AFDC at a Point In Time 
By Length of Spell* 

5-7 Years 
17% 

3-4 Yeara 
11% 

1-2 Years 
7% 

8+Years 
65% 

48% of people who enter AFDC in any one year are off within 
2 years, but 65% of recipients at any point in tme are on 

for 8 or more years 
1 Br*»iBook,OmtdBh«ied 
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Recipients Who Will Have AFDC Spells 
of 10 or More Years, By Marital Status 
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Characteristics of Female Heads 
By Marital Status 
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Mothers Awarded Child Support 
By Marital Status 

1987 
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Births to Adolescents 
By Marital Status 
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77% of unman'ied adolescent inothers were AFDC recipients 
within 5 years of their first birth 
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Marriage and Remarriage 
by Female Household Head 
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Does welfare bring more babies? 
CHARLES MURRAY 

L AST OCTOBER, I published 
a long piece on the op-ed page of the Wall Street Joumal en­
titled "The Coining White Underclass." Its thesis was that white 
illegitimacy—22 percent of all live births as of the latest (1991) 
figures—is now moving into the same dangerous range that 
prompted the young Daniel Patrick Moynihan to write about the 
breakdown of the black family in 1964, and that the ensuing 
social deterioration in lower-class communities may be as devas­
tating for whites in the 199()s as it was for blacks in the 1960s. 
The centerpiece of my solution was to abolish all federal support 
for single women with children. 

The response was, for me, unique. It is not just that the 
piece aroused more intense reaction than anything I have writ­
ten since Losing Ground, but that so many people agreed with 
me. This is not normal. After I publish something, my mail and 
phone calls are usually split about 50/50 pro and con. This time, 
almost everyone agreed that the problem of illegitimacy was just 
as bad as I described, and a surprising number of people, in­
cluding some ordinarily prudent people in the public eye, en­
dorsed my radical notion of ending welfare altogether. 

Ail this leads me to believe that illegitimacy is about to re-
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l)liicti abortion as the next gri;at national social debate. It should; 
not f)e;c.anse the nation spends too much on welfare hut because, 
as Moynihan said first and best, a comnuinity that allows a large 
number of young men to grow up without fathers "asks for and 
g(.ts c haos. • I believe; it is not hyperbole but sober fact that the 
current levels of illegitiniacy already threaten the institutions 
necessar)' to sustain a free society. 

And so I want to end welfare. But this raises an obvious 
qMestion: do we ha\e any reason to believe that ending welfare 

in lai t c ause a large-sc ale reduction in illcgititnac) ? Docs 
ucllare cause ilit^gitirnacv'r' 

The answer has seemed self'-e\ident to people ranging from 
the man in the street to Nobel laureate economists. The answer 
has not been nearly so clear, however, to social scientists who 
haver studied the problem, nor has the searcii for an answer been 
conducted with stately scholarly detachment. It has instead been 
a liard-rought battle stretching back many years. Almost every­
one bas brought coTivicfions about what the answer ought to be, 
lor few issues have been so politically charged. But with a few 
lapses, the combatants have played by fhe technical rules in 
making their points, and, alter all this limr., we have; learned at 
least a (ew things on which we can agre(^ 

Two detailed revii;ws sunimari/e the academic evidence. One, 
by Hrown University economist Hobert Moffit t , is called "Incen-
tiM- nn.^cts of the U.S. Welfare System: A Review," and it ap­
peared in tlu! journal of Economic Literature in March IU92. I 
wrote the other one, callt-d "WelCare and the Family: The U.S. 
Kxpericncc," as part o( a special issue of the journal of Labor 
r.,„non,ics in January U m , (h;voted to a set of articles compar­
ing American and Canadian social policy. 

What follows sninmarizes the major area of agreement that 
has developed over the last ten years—necessarily simplifying 
niany findings and ig,u)ring nuances. Then I turn to the major 
reiiiaining area of disagreement, i t brings to the attention of a 
gi neral audi(-nce—for tin; first time, to my knowledge—a major 
•'•< li'iical error in the Miiderstanding of black illegitimacy that 
has huge con.se.inences fur lhe snbsecpnmt debate, m.iiitly: an 
important and commonly used argument of those who say that 
" . Hare docs nol cause illegitimacy is 180 degrees wrong. 

DOFS WFl.KAHR BRINC MOHE HAUIFS? 19 

Where analysts agree 

I f the agreement could be summed up in a single sentence, it 
is that moderate differences in welfare benefits proehice some 
diff(!rences in childbearing behavior, but only small ones. The 
main research strategy for reaching this conclusion has been to 
explore the effects of variations in AFDC (Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children) benefits across states. The hypothesis has 
been that since benefits vary widely, there should be differences 
in childbearing behavior as well, i f indeed welfare is a cidprit in 
producing illegitimacy. 

Back in 1983, David Ellwood and Mary Jo Bane—both now 
senior officials in Clinton s Department of Health and Human 
Services—wrote the early version of a paper (still being circu­
lated in typescript) during the debate over Losing Ground that 
every<me interpreted as proving that welfare doesn't cause in­
creases in illegitimacy. That's not exactly what the analysis found— 
their approach to the issue was indirect and used a methodology 
so complex that evaluating the results is difficult even for spe­
cialists—but "Ellwood and Bane" is nevertheless still cited in the 
media as the definitive! study that welfare; (h)es not affect ilhigiti-
macy. 

Since then, several studies have explored the issue more di­
rectly, and the consensus has shifted to a tentative conclusion 
that welfare is implicated, but not dramatically. The results from 
the recent studies have many differences, and it would be unre­
alistic to try to draw a consensus from them alMiuf the magni­
tude of the effect of welfare. One study found a fairly large 
eirect (Ml childbearing biihavior (for example, a predicted in­
crease of 16 percenl in the probability of teen births if welfare 
benefits rose 20 percent), but the effect was statistically insig­
nificant. (This can happen when samples are small or the varia­
tion in results is vê ry large.) Another found an effect that was in 
the same ballpark (a 6 percent increase in childbearing by un­
married women in respon.se to a 10 percent increase in welfare 
benefits) and was also statistically significant. OOu r studies have 
found statistically signilicanl idlecis without reporting the mag­
nitude. 

Until recently, studies of this issue have concluded that the 
effects of welfare are much easier to find among whites than 
among blacks. In two of tbe sfuilies mentioned above, all ol the 
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apparent effect of differing welfare benefits on childbearing be­
havior was accounted for by the behavior of whites. An addi­
tional study that was limited to black teenagers found only a 
small, statistically insignificant effect. 

But the situation is changing. A recent detailed study by 
Mark Fossett and Jill Kiecolt in the journal of Marriage and the 
Family using 1980 census data found a substantial and consistent 
relationship between the size of public assistance payments and 
illegitimacy among black women ages 20-24, even after control­
ling for a wide variety of economic, social, and demographic 
factors. Why did this study find a relationship where others had 
not? Partly because the analysis was more tightly focused than 
the others, using metropolitan areas rather than states; partly 
because the study focused on a particular age group (women 
ag<'s 20 -24) instead of lumping all women together. Much more 
work renniins to be done r(!garding black illegitimacy and wel­
fare, l)ut the best bet at this time is that the results for blacks 
and whites will converge. Using what the social scientists call 
"cross-sectional data"—comparing different places at the same 
historical moment—it seems likely that welfare will be found to 
cause some portion of illegitimacv, but not a lot. 

The area of agreenu'iit, limited though it may sound, has 
important policy implications. Even taking the studies showing 
the largest statistically significant effect of welfare on childbearing, 
there is no reason to suppose that reducing welfare benefits by 
10 percent will produce more than about a 6 percent drop in 
childbearing among single women. This is not enough to make 
much difference in anything. More generally, i f you were to ask 
scholars of various political viewpoints in the welfare/illegitimacy 
debate about the prospective effects of other welfare proposals 
that have been in the news recently—stopping the increase in 
benefits that kicks in when a second child is born, toughening 
workfare rerpiirements, linking welfare to school attendance, and 
so forth-almost all of us would be pessimistic. We have difft^r-
eiit reasons fur thinking tliat such changes would be good or 
bad. but the available data do not give much cause to think that 
such small changers will produce; more than small edfccts. 

There is another intriguing implication of this research, how-
ev(!r, that has gone unremarked. The same regression coeffi-
cicnls that show small c'flc'cls from small cliange;s imply that 

getting rid of welfare altogether would have large effects. I f a 10 
percent increase in welfare benefits elicits a linear 6 percent 
increase in extramarital childbearing (to take a middle-of-the-
road finding), what would a 100 percent decrease produce? A 60 
percent reduction in extramarital childbearing? The coefficients 
might not behave linearly in the real world, of course. The 
effects of reductions could diminish as the magnitude of the 
reduction in welfare approaches 100 percent, or they could as 
plausibly grow. The e^ffects need not be symmetric for increases 
and decreases in welfare. None of the authors of the various 
studies has yet explored these tantalizing possibilities, but they 
obviously call for such exploration. 

Where analysts disagree 

The favored way of examining the effects of welfare, taking 
aelvanlage of the natural variation in AFDC payments across 
states, has a number of defects. 

One problem with drawing comparisons across states is that 
state-by-state differences in welfare benefits are not so great as 
they seem. When you are first told that Louisiana has an average 
monthly AFDC payment of $169 and California has a monthly 
payment of $640 (the 1990 figures), the difference looks huge. 
But some federal benefits (such as food stamps) are more gener­
ous in low AFDC states, and Medicaid is available everywhere. 
Adding in everything, the proportional differences in the welfare 
packages available in different states shrink. And when you then 
put those differences in terms of the local economy, the differ­
ence nearly disappears. When the General Accounting Office 
compared the value of welfare packages in thirteen locations 
across the country in the late 1970s, when state-by-state AFDC 
differences were near their peak, the agency found that the San 
Francisco package turned out to provide an income equivalent to 
66 pe-rceiit of the median household ince)me in San Francisco, 
while the Nê w Orle-ans packages provided an income; eepiivalent 
to 65 pe;rce!nt of the m<;dian household income in New Orleans. 
Shoiilel we; be surprised to find that welfare differences between 
Louisiana and San Francisco do not produce much difference in 
out-of-wedlock childbearing? 

Another problem is that a powerful factor masks the effects 
of welfare on blacks when scholars base the analysis on states. 
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The black-white dilfere;nce in i l legit imacy goes back to the: earli­

est post-Civil War data. No scholar has ever succeeded in e-x-

plaining away this r:u;ial diffe-renc'c w i th any combination o f ceo-

nomic. social, or educational control variables. The re;siclual d i f ­

ference is astonishinglv large;. Based on the data f rom a large 

national database (the National Longi tudinal Study of Youth), 

the i)roI)ability that a baby w i l l I)e- born to a single woman is 

more; than twice as high lor blacks as whites after control l ing for 

age. education, socioeconomic background, and poverty. For rea­

sons that arc; st i l l not nude rstood, something in black culture 

tolerates or eneiourages bi r th out o f wejcllock at higher rates than 

apply to white culture in any given year, and this has bee-n true 

before and alter welfare was iutroducoel. The ])robh;tn is that 

black culture (a te;rm I am using be;canse; no one knows how to 

describe it more specilically) is not spread e;ve>nly across the 

Uni ted States. The stale;s in which blacks have the very lowest 

i l legitimacy ratios are places like Idaho, Montana, Ncirth and 

South Dakota, Alaska, Hawaii, New Hampshire, and Maine;, where 

A I ' D C pa>pncnls are often well above the national aveTagc , but a 

veiv small black population lives in the midst o f a (h)niinating 

while' culture (with its much lower i l legitimacy ratios). Most eil 

the slatc;s with the very lowest A F D C payments are in the Dee;p 

South, where blacks not only consti tute a major port ion o f the 

population, but are; dc^nsely concentrated in given areas—also, in 

other words, where- whatever-it-is about black cul ture that j i ro -

eluces high illegitiinac) is likely to permeate the wor ld in which 

black vonugsters grow up. In statistical terms, this me;ans that a 

gre at deal of noise is introduce;d when one analyzes the effect o f 

varying A F D C paynu nts. The; same- data that show m> relation­

ship l.e luc'c;n weliare aircl i l legit imacy among blacks across states 

sucldeidy show suc h a relationship when one controls lor the- size-

and density of the black population. 

The main j j roblem w i l h comparisons across stale;s is that lhc;y 

ignore; the ove;rriding historical rc-ality that welfare we;nt up e-v-

erv where in lhe Uui l cd Slates in a eo.ucutratc cl period of l inu ; 

1" oel ucing an ove rall national e:liange that dwarfs the importance 

of between-state; differences. Focusing on eliffere-nces between 

slates ignores the- main c l fecf . 

Even whe-n one; lakc-s a historie;al pe;rspe-ctive, the story is a 

l o m p l i x one. He re-, piclor ial ly . is the main l)attle;gronncl in lhe 
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Sourer lllcgilimacy data since 1960: National Cenler for Heallh Statistics, "Advance Report of Final 
Natality Slatislics,"MomA/y Vital Sialism! Repon. vol. 42. no. 3 (S) (Sept. 9. 199.1). table 16. and 
compafahle tables in earlier volumes. Data prior lo I96e): National Cenler for Heallh Slalislics, Vila/ 
S/ii/i v/i< t Compulalion of Ihe welfare package uses budget data Irom U.S. Bureau of Ihe Census. 
Shiliuutil AhsliMI of Ihr UnilrJ Slalrs. on AFDC. foixl stamps, public housing, .md Medii aid. The 
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E\lK^\emc." Jiturtml i t j Lahor Ei<mumiis.vo\. I l . no . I ,pt .2(lan. 199.1). 

debate over whether welfare causes i l legi t imacy. 

There are many things to argue about in this f igure . Frtibably 

the one you have heard most o f t en involves the size o f the 

welfare package. I have she)wn i t as a combinat ion o f A F D C , 

food stamps. Medicaid , and publ ic housing siil)sidie;s, using cein-

servative methotls for valuing fhese components. Those; who ar­

gue; for an expansion of welfare benefits w o u l d have; shown a 

miie:h d i f fe ren t f igure , showing just the AFDC; benef i t , which in 

real terms has retreatetl to 195()s levels. 

Hut to focus on just the A F D C cash payment is an example 

of the bogus i)art of the well 'are/il legitimac)' de-bale; that most 

parties to the debate are now beye)nd, at least when they talk 

among themselves. Statements such as "welfare benefi ts are ne)w 

back to 19.50s levels" o f t en show up in congressional test imony 

and the network news shows, but no st-rioiis student w i l l eleny 

that food stamps. Medicaid , and housing benefi ts are part ol the 
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re-levant package- avai lable- t o a y o u n g w t )n ian w i t h a b a b y a n d 

lh : i l tlie>se; have- c- \paneled e i ramat i ca l l ) ' . a l o n g w i t h a bodge- podge; 

o l ot i ic-r bc-nc-lits b o t h fede-ral ( t h e Spc-eial Si i ] )p le-mc-nl : i l l'^)oel 

I ' r o g i a m l o r W o m e n . I n l a n i s , a n d C h i l d r e n fo r e x a m p l e ) a n d 

slate- o r m u n i c i p a l ( l ic -a t ing f'iie-1 sul)siclie;s, c-v ic t ion p ro te - c t i on , 

l o r example-) . A r g u m e n i s al I the- spe-cif ic value- o f Me-elicaiel 

;iMil p u b l i c h o u s i n g siibsielie-s cemid resn l l in m i n o r s h i l l s in t he 

I re i ic l l i ne slittvvri in t h e f i g u r e , bu t the- o v e r a l l shape must r i - -

n ia i i i t he same- by anv m e t h o d o f c o m ] ) i i t a t i o u : a \ c ; i y large-

i iKr(:: isc- in the- last half o f lhe- 19(iOs, a s m a l l e r d r o p in rea l 

value- in l h e last ha l l of l h e 1970s (bc;eaiist- o f i n l l a t i o n — t h e 

i i o u i i n a l value- o f be-in- l i ts c o n t i n u e d to r i se ) , a n d o n l y s m a l l 

changes s inei- t h e ea r l y l ! )80s, whe-i i i n f l a t i o n siibsiclc;el. T h i s 

basic shape of the- tre;ncl in vve-lfarc; be;ne;fits sparks t h e au thc ;n t i c 

p : i i l o l the; d e b a t e , w h i c h may be s u m m a r i z e d as f o l l o w s . 

L o o k i n g at l h e r igure-, vvc- se-e; tha t the- rea l value- o l the; 

WC Hare l ienc ; l i l f i rs t avai lable; iu 19.36 beg ins to r ise in the; mic l -

lO^Os. By 11 le; e-iiel o l t h e 1940s, the; i l l e g i t i m a c y r a t i o bc-gins a 

inoclest rise- l o o . The- incrc-;ise- in t h e vvt-lfare; ])ackage; ste:epc-ns 

sor i iewhat in t he mid -19 .50s , a n d w i t h i n a f ew ye;ars t l i e slope; o f 

l h e i l l e g i l i m a c y ralie) sleepe ns :is w e l l . Thc-i i i n the- n i i c l - IOWls 

the Irc-iicl line-s l o r b o t h the v ; i lue of the- we-lf'are; package a n d 

i l l e g i t i m a c v shoot s h a r p l y i i ] )vvard. A l l o f th is is consiste-nt w i l h 

:i i i a r g u m e n t tha t w e l f a r e is an i m p o r t a n t cause o f i l l e g i t i n i a c y . 

But t l i t - re is anot l ie-r side- to t h i s s t o r v , as s h o w n in the; g n i p h 

a l t e r l l i c c :irlv I ( )70s. A l t e r 197.3. t h e value- o f t he we-Hare- pae k-

:ige be g ins to d r o p , wh i le ; i l l e g i t i m a c y cont in i ie-s t o i n c r e a s e . T h i s 

is inc ( ins is t i l i t w i t h a s imple ; r i - l a t i emsh ip o l we;lfart- l o i l l e ;g i t i -

ii iacv W h y elicin t i l l e -g i t imacy de-cre-ase- a le w vears alte-i tlie-

va l i i i ; of w e l f a r e bt-gan l o de;cliiie-? 

A l th is p o i n t , the- pi i l ) l is l ]e;cl re;se-aich l i t e r a t u r e is l i t t l e he l ] ) . 

I he- resc;ai t ;h. " i f i t ma ) be- calle;cl t h a t , has c o n s i s t e d m o s t l y o f 

p o i n t i n g to the- ] )ar t o l the- g r a p h tha t is cons i s t en t w i t h eme;'s 

l i o s i t i o n . B u t the- c o n t e n d i n g p a r t i e s in t he debate- m u s t h o l d 

cc-r la in u n c l e r l v i n g a s s u m p t i o n s a b o u t h o w causa t i on is g o i n g to 

w o r k in such a s i t u a t i o n . L e t ' s s u p p o s e )e)u w a n t t o argue; t h a t 

the; trc-nel in ille g i t i n i a c y s h o u l d have l la t tenee l a n d re-ve;r.secl w h e n 

the re al v i i l i i e o l w e l f a r e bc;ne;fits stoppc;cl c l i m b i n g . I t se-ems to 

d i a l th is i inpl ic-s t w o ass i i i np l i ous - ( I ) Ic - r t i l i t v be-havior is 

h i i i l i i v sei isi l ivc- l o i i i e r e i i i e i i l a l changes i l l vvc-Harc- be-nel i ts . inc le-
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pene le i i t o f e x i s t i n g f e r t i l i t y t r e n d s a m o n g s i n g l e w o m e n , a n d (2 ) 

y o u n g w o m e n a c c u r a t e l y a n d ep i i ek l y d i s c o u n t n o m i n a l incre-ases 

in we;l lare: in kee ;p ing w i t h c h a n g e s i n the; C o n s u m e r Pr ice; I n d e x . 

I d o n o t f i n d e i t h e r o f t h o s e a s s u m p t i o n s p l a u s i b l e . I n t b e 

l a te 1970s, soc ia l sc i en t i s t s k n e w t h a t t h e r e a l v a l u e o f t h e w e l ­

fare; l>e;iie-lil was d e c l i n i n g , b u t t h e y e m n g w o m a n i n the; stre;e;l 

p r o b a b l v d i d n o t . She- was . alte r a l l . see i n g lic-r fric-nels o n we-l-

l a r e ge t che cks t ha t we re; l a r g e r e v e r y yea r , a n i l l ie-al th care- a n d 

h o u s i n g be;ne-fits t h a t w e r e m o r e i m p o r t a n t e v e r y y e a r as p r i c e s 

we-nt u p . 

P e o p l e l i k e me; a lso have; t o m e e t a burele;n, howeve r. T h e 

m a i n o n e . as I see i t , is t o s p e l l o u t h o w a co inple-x causa l 

seqiie;ne;e- is w o r k i n g , f'eir, c le ;ar ly , a s i m p l e causa l l i n k ( l e ; r t i l i l y 

b e h a v i o r a m o n g s i n g l e w o i i u ; n goes u p a n d t l o w n w i t h t h e value; 

o f t h e we; l fa re che;ck) d o e s n ' t w o r k . O n e o f t h e key f e a t u r e s o f 

m y e x p l a n a t i o n is the- a s s u m p t i o n t h a t m a n y eif the; ,soe;ial r e ­

s t r a i n t s o n i l l e g i t i m a c y e r o d e as o u t - o f - w e d l o c k b i r t h s b e c o m e 

m o r e c o m m t m . T h u s we; may a r g u e t h a t t h e v e r y large; i n c r e a s e 

i n bene f i t s i n t h e 1960s was ineleeel a m a j o r c u l p r i t i n j a c k i n g u p 

the; i l l e g i t i m a c y r a t i o , b u t t ha t t h e i n c r e a s e d preva le ;nee toeik o n 

a life- of i ts o w n in the- I97( )s . I f i n d t h i s p laus ib le- b u t , o b v i o u s l y , 

m a n y w h o use t h e 1970s as evi th;nc-e t h a t w e l f a r e does n o t cause; 

i l l e g i t i i n a t ; y mus t no t f i n d i t p l a u s i b l e . He ; i e , t h e p r e s c r i p t i o n t o 

i m p r o v e t h e ep ia l i t y o f t h e d e b a t e is f o r b o t h s ides t o spe l l o u t 

t h e a s s u m p t i o n s t h a t go i n t o t h t ; i r causa l a r g u m e n t s a n d tes t 

i h c i i i aga inst the- d a t a . 

T h e g r e a t b l a c k f e r t i l i t y i l l u s i o n 

T h i s b r i n g s us t o t h e issue I m e n t i o n e d e a r l i e r , t h a t o n o n e 

a r g u m e n t c r u c i a l t o t h e d e b a t e , t h e a c c e p t t ; d w i s d o m is 180 

tle;gre;es w r o n g . I t i n v o l v e s b l ack i l l e g i t i m a c y , w h i c h has a lways 

b e e n at the- c e n t e r o f p u b l i c c o n c e r n a b o u t i l l e g i t i m a c y , a n d at 

t h e ce ;n le r o f d e b a t e a b o u t causes . M a n y o f y o u w h o have f o l ­

l o w e d t h e w e l f a r e d e b a t e w i l l r e c o g n i z e i t , f o r t h e a r g u m e n t is 

m a d e I r e e j u e n t l y a n d v o l u b l y . I t goes l i k e t h i s : 

Yes, the- p r o p o r t i o n o f b l a c k c h i l d r e n b o r n t o s i n g l e w o m e n 

starte;el t o shoeit u p rap ie l ly d u r i n g t h e 196()s. B u t d u r i n g tha t 

same; pe-rieiel. t h e iiiciele-iic e o f b i r t h s a m o n g s i n g l e b l a c k wome;n 

was a c l i i a l l y g o i n g d o w n . I f the- incie-;ise-s in we-llarc- d u r i n g the 

1960s b a d such te;rr ib le; c l f e c t s , w h y were- l'e;wer s i n g l e b l ack w o -
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inc-ii h a v i n g b;il)ie-s? Mere; are; t h e t r t ; i i d l i nes f o r t h e p r o p o r t i o n 

( r e p r e s e n t e d by t h e l i n e l a b e l e d p r o p o r t i o n ) a n d i n c i d e n c e ( r e p -

resc;iilc-el by the- l ine; labc-le-el i n c i d e n c e ) . 

As one w r i t e r p u t i t : "U i imar r i e ; c l b lack wonie- i i we;re; h a v i n g 

l>:iliies :il a eems ide ia l i l v l o w e r i : i le in 19S() t h a n llie>\ we-i i; i u 

I 9 6 0 , F i i r the - r , t h e b i r t h ra te a m o n g b lack s i ng le w o m e n h a d 

l a l l e i i a lmos t w i t h o u t a b r e a k s ince its h i gh i n 1 9 6 1 . " T h e a u -

thtu'r ' M e . w r i t i n g i n L o s i n g G r o u n d . At t ha t t i m e , l i k e e v e r y o n e 

e-lse i n v o l v e d in t h e vve l fa re / i l l eg i t imac) - d e b a t e , I t o o k f o r g r a n t e d 

tha t t he [ j r o d u c t i o n of b l ack i l l e g i t i m a t e bab ies was f a l l i n g , even 

t h o u g h the p r o p o r t i o n o l b lack c h i l d r e n b o r n to s i n g l e w o m e n 

was r i s i n g , a n d t h a t th i s was s o m e t h i n g t h a t t h o s e w h o w o u l d 

l i k i i i i e wc-l larc; l o r i l le-git iniae:y w o u l d have; to e;xplain away. 

Such e-xplanat ions are avai lable; because l e r t i l i t y rates w e r e 

f a l l i n g f o r i i ia r r i c ;d woinc-n as wc-11. One; may ackne)wle;elge; t ha t 

l i i i i : ic l soc ia l lorc:es can have- an ov t - r i i d i i i g i i if1ue;iice; o n the- p r o -

|)( ;nsi ty of w o n i e n to have c l i i l d rc ;u a n d s t i l l a r g u e tha t w e l ­

ia re has an i n d e p e i i d e u t r o l e in s h a p i n g t h e m a r i t a l c i r c i i i n -

-.1:111(1 s Mi l i (p i i i i ( l i i i g l l i i - ( l i i l d r e i i vv l i i i : i re b o r n . H u t . g i ven l h e 

f igure- s h o w n here;, i t b e c o m e s i m p l a u s i b l e t o m a k e t h e m o r e 

n i n b i t i o u s a r g u m e n t t h a t w e l f a r e b r i b e s w o m e n t o have c h i l d r e n , 

no inat te;r h o w o f t e n soc ia l w o r k e r s t e l l y o u t h a t t h e y k n o w o f 

m a n y s u c h cases. T h a t is w h y , i n t h e e;xample; o f H a r o l d a n d 

r h v l l i s . w h i c h becMine- one- of the- b c - s l - k n o w n se;c l io i is o l L o s i n g 

G r o u n d . 1 was c a r e f u l t o b e g i n t h e s c e n a r i o w i t h P h y l l i s a l r e a d y 

p r e g n a n t . I was p e r s u a d e d b y t h e e v i d e n c e s u m m a r i z e d i n t h e 

p a r a g r a p h a b o v e t h a t a case c o u l d n o t be m a d e t h a t w e l f a r e 

cause;el m o r e b i r t h s , o n l y t h a t w e l f a r e r a i s e d t h e p r o b a b i l i t y t h a t 

a g i v e n b i r t h w o u l d be i l l e g i t i m a t e . 

1 was w r o n g . T h e f igure ; o n t h e p r e v i o u s p a g e r e f l e c t s a s ta t i s ­

t i ca l i l l u s i o n . H e r e , i n t h e nex t f i g u r e , is t h e a p p r o p r i a t e w a y t o 

vie;w the; p r o d u c t i o n o l blac:k bal)ie;s o u t of we;dlot ;k f r o m I 9 6 0 to 

1990. 

T h e l ine; f o r t h e p r o p o r t i o n re-mains i i i i ( ;hange;d , b u t w h a t a 

elr : imal ie: eli l le;ri; i ie:t; i n the; me;asure; o l inci t lc ;nce;. T h e i n c i d e n c e 

o f b l a c k i l l e g i t i m a c y d i d n o t peak i n 1960; o n f h e c o n t r a r ) ' , i t 

increase-d s l o w l y u n t i l t h e la te 196()s. w h e n i t sho t u p a n d t h e n 

c o l l i i 11 iieel inc ie-as i i i i ^ w i t h emiv s l i o i l l>re-:iks l l i r o i i g h the- t - i id o l 
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the 198()s. 

What statistical game has l)e;en played? I f yeju take a care;fiil 

look at the labels in the figures, vou may be able to figure; it out 

lor vourself—notice the di f ference between "i l legit imate births 

per 1,000 single- black wome;n I 5 - 4 ' I " in lhe- first graph and 

"illegitimate births per 1.000 black populat ion." 

Statistics don' l lie. as long as eveiyone is clear on prt;cisely 

what cpiestion is being aske-cl and precisc;ly what the statistic 

measures. Here, we are; inle;re;ste-el in two se:paratc- phc;iioiiie;na: 

propor t ion and inciele-nc-e-. Proportion can be- me-asure-d onlv oiie-

vva) (divide; the number ol ille;gitimate l)abit;s by the total num­

ber ol live births). But in the si-cemd and th i rd figiirt-s, we- use-el 

two dilfe;reiit ways ol nic;asuring incidence, anil tlie;y sliowetl 

ut terly d i f fe ren t results. They cannot both be right. Which eme 

rhe underlying se;nse; of "incidence;" is "frecpieiicy relative to 

a c:oiisiste;nt l);ise;. " I f the size; of a po|)ulation were constant, 

then w(; i;oukl simply use- the; raw ni iniber ol ille;gitimati- births 

:is our ni(-:isiire ol incidence. But popii lal ioi is do nol renniin 

consliint rhe;ic;lore; we- ne;eel to divide- the- number ol births by 

some denominator that w i l l hold the populat ion factor constant. 

The usual way to do this is by using the number of single 

woiue;n as the de;noininator. This makes intuitive- sense, since; we; 

are: talking about i l legit imate births. But it is an infer ior measure 

ol incidence because the real issue we are interested in is the 

product ion ol ille;gitiuiate- babie;s per unit o f population. Win i l 

lew peo|)lc;. including me-, l l ioi ight about lor many years is that it 

is possible for the j i ro t l i ic t ion of i l legi t imate babies per unit of 

population to go up even while; the probabil i t ) ' that single women 

have- babies goe-s down. 

I bis S(-e-ming paradox can oce:ur i i the- iiunibe-r ol single- vvome-ii 

siidile;nly changes lar out ol propejrtion to the increase in the 

overall |)0])ulaticm, and that's what ha|)pened to blacks dur ing 

the 1960s. In a mere five year period f r o m 1965 to 1970, the 

|)roportie)ii ol black wonien age;s 1.5-44 who were; inarrie;el p lu i i i -

mete;el by 9 percentage; points, Irom 64 to 55 percent—an in-

crc-diblc; e:liaiige; in such a basic social be-havior t lur ing such a 

short pe;riod ol time-, ( D u r i n g the same pi ; r iod, the comparable; 

ligiire- lor whitc;s fel l I rom 69 to 66 perce;nt.) Black marriage 

conlinne-el to fall tlirouglieiul the 1970s and I98()s. st:incling al 

: I I I ( IMI .3() percent in 1990. 

DOES W E L F A R E R I I I N C MCllil-: l lAKIFS? 

Tt) see what this does to the in terpre ta t ion o f f e r t i l i t y rates, 

th ink o f the fami l ia r problem o f in te rp re t ing Scholastic Ap t i tude 

Test (SAT) sctires. Whenever the scores go down, you read news 

stories po in t ing out that maybe education isn't ge t t ing worse but 

that more disadvantaged stiiele;nts (who always would have; se-oreel 

low, but had not been taking the SAT) have entered the SAT 

pool, the refore causing the scetres to f a l l . I t is a similar scenario 

wi th the pool o f black single women: By 1970, a large number o f 

black wome;ii who would have- bi;en marrie;d in the; w o r l i l f)f I960 

wt-re- not marr ied. The pool was being floode-d. D i d fhe-si- m-vv 

additions to fhe peiol o f single women have the same propensity 

to have; babie;s out o f wedlock as the o ld pool o f single women? 

The ctintrast between the two figures suggests that the plausible; 

answer, no, is correct. 

The crucial point is that the number o f i l legi t imate babies in 

the black | )opulat ion—not just the p ropor t ion , but the number— 

produced in any given year ame)ng a given number ol blat:ks 

nearly ehmbled l)etwe;e;n 1967 antl 1990, even though the- fe;rtility 

rale; among single- blae;k wome-n le;ll. I l iiie-rc;ase-el most radie:ally 

at the; e nd ol the 1960s, t racking w i l h a plausibli ; time; lag the; 

most rapid rise in welfare benefi ts . Or in other words, black 

behavior toward both marriage and out-of-wedlock chi ldbear ing 

dur ing the; pe;riod in which welfare benefits rose so swi f t ly be­

haved exactly as one w o u l d predict i f one expected welfare to 

discourage women f r o m get t ing married and induce single women 

to have- babie;s. 

Wli t ;n we; then lake- the same; mi;asure; and look af i l over ihe-

f i f t y year sweep f r o m 1940 to 1990, comparing black incidence 

of b i r t h w i t h i n marriage anil outside marriage, all against the 

backdrop o f the value o f the; welfare package, fhe figure- on tlie-

fo l lowi i ig page- is how the- p ic t i i r i - looks. 

The f igure is not in any way "p roor o f a causal re laf ionship. 

But it is equally important to conf ron t the plain message ol 

these data. At fhe same t ime that p o w e r f u l social and economic 

forces we;re; pushing down fhe incidence o f black childre;n born 

to marr ied couples, the incidence o f black chi ldren born to un­

married women inere;ased, eventually surpassing the rate for mar-

rit:el ce)uple;s. Somell i ing was making that particular behavior swim 

against a very strong t ide, and, to say the least, the growth o f 

we;lfaie- is a suspect w i t h the; me;ans and oppor tuni ty . 
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Value uf Ihe welfare 
package. In 1990 dollars 
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This new look at black illegitimacy, then, contradicts one of 
the main arguments that has been used to exculpate welfare's 
role in promoting illegitimacy. This will not stop the debate. The 
map linking welfare and illegitimacy still has big gaps. Optimisti­
cally, the progress we have been making in the last decade will 
continue. Pessimistically, it had better. For if illegitimacy is as 
serious a problem as I think, we cannot afford to waste much 
more time in deciding what needs to be done. 


