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The Moral Voice of Weltare Reform

In 1963, Nancy A. Humphrevs, now Dean of the School of
Social Work at the University of Connecticut, was a child
protective services worker in Los Angeles. One of her clients
was a pregnant teenager, a school referral. The girl came from
alargeand 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 Thursdav. "l was
the firstoneto getthere,” Dr. Humphreys recalls. “But one by
one, eight other people arrived. | didn’t know any 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, “butitalso showed me the coping strengths
of this family. Thev were getting mixed messages from all
these different service providers. The mother wanted 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
thisatomized 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 programs for teenage mothers on welfare
in Chicago, lllinois, and 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 acommunity-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 half 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.
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According to the Congressional Bu ice, about rcent
of all unwed teen mothers go on welfare within one year of the birth
of their first child; 77 percent go on within five years. Nick Zill of Child
Trends, Inc., 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.

Reducinglong-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 social workers
assigned to ateen mother, what message would we want them to give
her? To answer that question it helps to ask another: What would
concerned 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 pregnantand then for your baby;
and do the best you can to meet your child’s physical, emo-
tional, and developmental needs.

3. Work: After you complete your schooling, getajob, evena 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 willtake care of your child whileyou arein 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 community service jobs.”

MUTUAL RESPONSIBILITY

Some young mothers will eagerly take hold of the opportunities
provided by such an offer to escape from poverty and begin building
abetter 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 patterns of behavior that tookaa 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 tobe sanctioned with areduction 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 proposed 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 to 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
rightand obligationto provideit. To take noaction is to turn ourbacks
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

18 THE RESPONSIVE COMMUNITY » SPRING 1993



Governor's Council On Adolescent Pregnancy

PREVENTION STRATEGIES

William Donald Schaefer, Governor = STATE OF MARYLAND -« Bronwyn Mayden, Executive Director

One Market Center « 300 W. Lexington Street « Baltimore, MD 21201 - 410-333-0270



PREVENTION STRATEGIES is a series of briefs on the efforts of the

State of Maryland to reduce the incidence of adolescent pregnancy. Each . .
brief provides a comprehensive review of the issue including data analysis,

a description of program objectives and components and, known outcomes.

It is important to note that each brief is part of an overall multi-dimensional
approach utilized by the Maryland Governor's Council On Adolescent Pregnancy.
It is our experience that these strategies taken individually do not have the
same impact and success in reducing adolescent pregnancies. It is,

therefore, recommended that each of the briefs in the series be reviewed.

Other Briefs To Come = . _
In the PREVENTION STRATEGIES Series:

Campaign For Our Children, Inc.

Family Life Education

PACT! Parent Involvement In Adolescent
Pregnancy Prevention

Community Outreach Strategies

Strategies For Increasiﬁg Public Awareness
Of Adolescent Pregnancy Issues

TO ORDER WRITE OR CALL;

Governor's Council On Adolescent Pregnancy
300 W. Lexington Street, Box 11

Baltimore, MD 21201

410-333-0270




ADOLESCENTPREGNANCY INMARYLAND

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
of toxemia, anemia, bleeding, cervical trauma and premature delivery.2 The lifetime earn-
ings of a teenage mother are about half of the income of a mother who first gave birth in her
twenties.” And adolescent fathers have lower incbmes, less education and more children than
do men who postpone having children until their twenties. 4

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 will bring the high adolescent childbearing rates down to acceptable levels.
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Adolescent Childbearing in Marvland

The state of Maryland, with the fifth highest level of per capita income for families, has several
local jurisdictions that have high rates of adolescent childbearing. One of the most urbanized
statesinthe United States, Maryland's 4,622,000 residentslivein 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 could 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 childbearingis more than economic. It limits thelife options of a teen mother, father
and child. Young families become stuckin 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
families begun by a birth to a girl under the age of 20. 7 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. 8
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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:

e 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%

e In Baltimore City the births to adolescents dropped 10.6% between 1989 and
1990 with a major decrease in teen births among the under 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. ' '

e During 1988, 2,522 teen girls under 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 yearé of
age a decrease of 260 or 31.8%. This decrease was the largest decrease in
recent years.

e 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 Council 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 Council 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 younger 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 communities 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 policy 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 public-private partnership has generated.$3 million from the private sector to

. match funds provided by state gbvernment. Campaign materials are distributed free to all
public 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.9 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: hospitals,
clinics, local health departments, private physicians, and schools.

Faced with increasing rates of adolescent childbearing, the Council conducted a survey
of local health 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 funds 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 it has:

* 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.10 Teens would like to communicate more about sex with their parents.
Half of the teens in the 1988 survey said that their parentshave not provided enough
information about sex and that they want more discussion about sex with their
parents.11 However, ninety-eight percent of parents report they need help in talking

to their adolescent children about sex. 12

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.

4. 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, religious, 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 prévent 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 funds 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 énnually and statistics on the programs reveal :

* 5 female participants have become pregnant and 1 male participant has
fathered a child; .

* there wasa 75% increase in school attendance among the participants;

* there was a significant decrease in school suspensions;

e 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
Anne Arundel _10 193 352 19 255 322 11 192 385 23 226 341
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 MD/DC 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 George'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
Eastern 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
Queen Anne's 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
Western Maryland
Allegany - 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 Singile
Mothers Are

Created Equal
By Douglas J. Besharov

IN THE NATIONAL DEBATE over the ¢con-
squences of family breakdown all single
mothers are being lumped together as if
they ware n homogeneous group. Mueh
of the commentary after Vice President
Nan Ouaylet remarks abhout Murphy
Brown giving birth gut of wedlock
reflected this simplistic parspective. But
singio mothers are nok ail ahike, and the
failure to make distinctions between
femnle-headed houscholds created by
divorce and those created by the birth of
a child out of wedlock has obscured the
natare of the problem.

There is gonnd scazuu tv be cun-
cerned about the condition of female-
headed tamilies, Almace half of all
female-headed families with children

under 18 have incomes below the poverty
Mne. This Is almost five times the poverty
rato of two-parent families with children,

Three-fourths of all time periods spent
on Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC) begin with the ereation
of a fernale-headed family.
This now form of poverty is not
caused directly by rucial discrisnination
or by structural
deficiencios in the
scounay, but. aatler.
by a major and trou-
bliag chango in the ba-
havior of American
paremty—the creation
of single-parent housa-
> holds.

Over the past 25
years, the aunbe of fe-
mals-headead tannhies
almogt tripled. In 196S,
there were 2.9 million
female-headed tamilies
with ctuldren, com-
pared to 7.7 million in

INDICATORS

[990 (sea Figure | pags 15). If the nation
had had the same p ion of female-
headed households in 1988 that it had in
1939. therv would have been about

52 million lewar persons in poverty.
Acoording to a special Census Bureau
rsport. the poverty raie for black fami-
lies would have baen 20 percent in 1980,
rather than the actual 29 percent, if

black family composition had remained
what it was in 1970,

Family breakdown and
cusuiny paverty give svery
Indkation of werssaing.
If presout fremds continve,
 abowt 60 peccant of uil children
born in 1980 will spend

purt of their chlidhoad in
» family handed by 4 methor
who iz divertsd, saparated,
vawed, or whicwed.

_ establish,

[ S

Family breakdown and
VA @yaTy tion of worsen-

1f present trends continue. about 60

perceat of all.children born in 1980 will

- spend part of their childhood in a family

beaded by a mother who is divorced.,

5 unwed, or widowed. Some
social sciendsts predict that ia the next
generanon haif of all chtldren will be
born out of wedlock and that half of all
chiidren bom 10 martied parents will see
their parents divorce before they are 18.

Ths trend data for out-of-wodlock
births and divoroes can be seen in, Figure
2. These eventz impaverish hundrada of
thousands of American familise. The
median income for femate-headed fami»
lies is about one-third that of intact
families. In 1990, the median income for
two-parent families with children living
with bath parents was $39,076. Por chil-
dren living with their mothers only. how-
ever, median family income was $12.005.

Lumping all poor tcmale-headed
farmlies together v a dasply misloading
rhetorical conveuiences. Hiddeu by ag-
gregato statistics about their poverty and
social dysfunetion ave substastial diffcr-
ences among female-headed families. As
the following Censuc Bureau statisty
headed by divarced
mothers are, in general. doieg much hat.
ter than aggregate statistics supgest, and
families headed by never-married
mothers are doing
much worse.

¢ In 1990, the
median family
income for never-
married mothers with
hiklren under the
age of 15 was $8.337,
comparcd to $15,762
for divorced women
with children (tes
Figure 3).

o Marital starus
also cxplains the
income dispanty be-
twoen white and
black fomale-headed

SHTEVEG/OCTOBRR 1992 13
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’ﬂ. .“l.l "'“ﬂm frmale-tizaded

families with

Dl'.dM '.." h the Snilren unaer

ag.e g

Rext gemerailon, half
of all dhildren will

be born ovt of
wedledk. The trend date for
ovt-sf-wedlock births
and dlvorces can
be seen In Figure 2.

families. [n 1990. tha median incoms of
black fémale-headed families was aniy
68 percent of white famale-headed fami-
lizs. $9.990 versus 314,028, But conwrol-
ling for marital statne, the gap narrows to
about 20 percent. The relcvant figurcs
(see Figure 3 agaln) are $13348 for di-
vorced black mothers and $16.334 for
thoir whito counterparts, comiparad to
$7.A11 for navarsmarriad hisck maothers
$9.816 for whites.
* When one considers that 56 per-
of all out-of-wedlock births in 1988
occurred among women between
the ages of 1S and 24, 1t becomes easier
to see why their financial situation is so
mich worse than their divorced countar-
pans. Never-married mothers are on the -
average en years younger wan divorced =tk ang
mothars. The average age range of f 11vneca rate:
acvor-marticd mothors is 20 to 29; for o
divorced mothers, it i= 30 10 39. The age
spread for this ssoond group is lower
than It might otherwiss be bacauss it n-
cludes many nnweard morthers wha latar
marry but only for a shart tims.
Never-married mothers are also. oa
the average, much less educated. Only 57
percent of nsver-married mothars hava a
high school diploma, compared to 82
percent of divorced mothers (see Figure
4). This latter Hguve, 100, is puiled down
by tho number of formexly unwed moth-
ers who subsoquenlly mArTy.
Thus. age, Jack of education, and
uthor Jommgcaphic factors combine to

izl w poverty line

[T I8 LSV LES TE-T A e A1 ]
rate for blacks
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five never-marriod womsn much poorer
job prospects. In 1990. 61 porcent of
divorced mothers worked full time. and
an additional 11 percant worked part
tims, but only 29 percent of never-
married mothers worked full time. and
8 percent part tims. And their lack of
work cxpe:ivawn Is anly exacerbated by
the fact that young singie mothars have
little chonoa of completing thelc educa-
ton or acquiring job skills while having
10 care for a child.

is This *Merphy Brown~?

These demographic differences between
unmarried and divorced wornen translate
into dramatically different ratas of AFDC
utilization. A much higher proportion of
unwed mothers go on welfars thag do di-
vorced mothers. According to Agt's Nick
Eborsiadi. almost threa-Gfths of children
bow vut-uf-wedloek In the United States
Wweére on AFDC in 1982, compared t just
under a third of children of divoreed
mothers, [n fact, chudren of nover-mar-
ried mothery are three times more likely
1o be on wellare than are children of
divorced mothers.

Tesns have the worst prospecis of
all unmarried mothers. In 1988, 4S per-
ennt of teen mothers were unmarriod at
the time of their Srst child’s birth, com-
pared to LS percent in 1950 (sae Figure
5). According to a Congressional Budget
Office report. 77 porcent of uumarried
adolescent mothers were welfare recipi-
ents within five years of the birth of their
first child. Sixty percent of AFDC mothers
undet the age of 30 had their first child
as a leenager.

Never-married mothers not only go
on wellse i grouter numbers than di-
vorced women but they also stay on
loager. Whilc divarced women typicully
uso weifare as a temporary measire until
they get back on thair fast, unmarricd
mothers become trapped it long-term
welfare dapendancy. In a siudy of wel-
fare mothars. Nicholas 2311 of Child
Trends, Ing., and his colleagues faund
that 43 percent of long-tarm AFDC recipi-
euts were 17 years old or younger at the

tice of their first birth, compared to 2§

L. Jes
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The madian Income far fomule-headed families Is sbout eme-third
that of intast fumilies. ln 1990, tha median family Incoms
for childrea living with both parents was $39,076.

For chlldren Hiving with their mothers only, however,
madian {umily lncome was $12,003,
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More them any other single factor,
wmarital status determines
whether o woman sntering AFOC
will basoma & leng-term recipiaat.
Ferly parcent of never-murried
mathars will recolve AFDC for 10
yeurs or mors, s<ompared 1o
14 percont of divorced mothers.
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percent of short-term recipients.

According to a study by Harverd's
David Ellwood. abourt haif of the new
entrants {o arbc will be off welfare
withun tour years. most within two years.
The other half. however, are on for much
longer—on average, aiMmost seven years.
More than any other single factor. mari-
tal status detcrminey whether o woman
entering AFDC will become a long-term
recipient. Forty parosnt of nsver-married
mothers will recaive arpc for 10 vears or
mare. cornpared v 14 percent of di-
vorced mothers (see Figure 6).

Levely of child support also vary
markedly between these two groups of
single mothers. In 1987. 77 percont of di-
vorced mothars received child support
awards. compared to only 20 percent of
never-martied mothers, The averngo an-
nual payment to divorced mathers was
$3,073. while the average paymemt to
never-married mothers was $1,632.

Dlvorced mothers and their clishhieu
suffer less-severe poverty for shorter peri-
ods of time than do never married moth-
crs and their children. This is not to say
that post-divorce poverty is not a serious
problem—it {s. But much more than a di-
vorce. an out-of-wedlock birth w a young
mother seems to be a direct path to long-
term poverty and welfare dependency.

The economic consequences of our
high illegitimacy rate scem beyond
debate, It is onc thing when a divoreed.
high-profilc newswoman on a television
sitcom has a baby without her ex-hus-
band's financial support: it Is quite
anuther when a wecoager or a young
mother on welfare does. The difference.,
to put it bluntly, i» moncy.

Acknowledging this dichotomy
berween divorced and unwed mothers ic
the firxr step toward developing efective
weial welfare policles Bath grops
degerve our attention. But policies devel-
oped for cach need to be based on a
realistic understanding of the deep
differences betweea them.

Douglas J. Besharov Is a resideru scholar
attie Anerican fntesprise Institule.
Karen N. Gardiner of AEI helped pre-
pare dus aricle.
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Black Women

(Percent) (Percent)
'E;‘a’ T : 43T 3 g AT 100
AT

100

80 80
&85
80 80, .
40 40
20 20
0 0

1960-64 19656-69 1970-74 1975-79 1980-84 1885-89

M Out-0f-Wedlock 4 Married by Birth [ Married

Source: Census Bureau



[ )

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*

8+ Years

_ 65%
48% of people who enter AFDGC 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 Geeen Book, David Elwosd
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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

Divorced
Average Annual Payment: $3,073

Burgeu of the Census
CPR, Sories P-23, No. 154

1987

Never Married
Average Annuai Payment $1,632
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Births to Adolescents
By Marital Status

Unmarrisd

Married 8
85%

1950

77% of unmarried adolescent mothers were AFDC reciplents
within 5 years of their first birth
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Marriage and Remarriage
by Female Household Head
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Median interval of remarriage:
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Does welfare bring more babies?

CHARLES MURRAY

AST OCTOBER, I published
a long piece on the op-ed page of the Wall Street Journal en-
titled “The Coming 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 1990s as it was for blacks in the 1960s.
The centerpicce of iy 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.

All this leads me to believe that illegitimacy is about to re-

17
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place abortion as the next great national social debate. It should:
not because the nation spends too much on welfare but because,
as Moynihan said first and best, a cominunity that allows a large
number of young men to grow up without fathers “asks for and
gets chaos.” 1 helieve it is not hyperbole but sober fact that the
current levels of illegitimacy already threaten the institutions
necessary to sustain a free society.

And so I want to end welfare. But this raises an obvious
question: do we have any reason to believe that ending welfare
will in fact cause a large-scale reduction in illegitimacy? Does
welfare cause illegitimacy?

The answer has seemed self-evident 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
have studicd the problem, nor has the search for an answer been
conducted with stately scholarly detachment. It has instead been
a hard-fought hattle stretching back many vears. Almost every-
one has brought convictions about what the answer ought to be,
for few issues have becn so politically charged. But with a few
lapses, the combatants have played by the technical rules in
waking their points, and, after all this time, we have learned at
least a Tew things on which we can agree.

Two detailed reviews summarize the academic evidence. One,
by Brown University economist Robert MofTitt, is called “Incen-
tive Effects of the U.S. Welfare System: A Review,” and it alp-
peared in the Journal of Economic Literature in March 1992 |
wrote the other one, called “Welfare and the Family: The U.S.
Expericnce.™ as part of a special issue of the Journal of Labor
Leonomics in Jannary 1993, devoted to a set of articles compar-
ing American and Canadian social policy.

What follows swmmarizes the major area of agreement that
has developed over the last ten years—necessarily simplifying
many findings and ignoring nuances. Then 1 turn to the major
remaining arca of disagreement. It brings to the attention of a
general audience—for the first time, to iny knnwlcdgc—u major
technical ervor in the understinding of black illegitimacy thal
has large consequences Jor the subsequent debate. Bluntly: an
important and commonly used argument of those who say that
wellare does not cause illegitimacy is 180 degrees wrong.

DOES WELFARFE. BRING MORE BABIES?
Where analysts agree

If the agreement could be summed up in a single sentence, it
is that moderate differences in welfare benefits produce some
differences in childbearing behavior, but only small ones. The
main research strategy for reaching this conclusion has. 'l)een.tn
explore the effects of variations in AFDC (Aid to Famlhes. wl:th
Dependent Children) benefits across states. The hypot.hesm as
been that since benefits vary widely, there should be dlffereflcc.as
in childbearing behavior as well, if indeed welfare is a culprit in

ing illegitimacy.
l"”g:::;(' ?n 19%33, l)ni'id Ellwood and Mary Jo Bane—both now
senior officials in Clinton's Department of Health and llu.mun
Services—wrote the early version of a paper (still being circu-
lated in typescript) during the debate over Losing (‘;nmnd tl.lut
everyone interpreted as proving that wellare duesnt.v:ulsc ]m-
creases in illegitimacy. That’s not exactly what the analysis found—
their approach to the issue was indirect and. u‘sed a methodology
so complex that evaluating the results is dlfﬁcult.eve‘n f()r spe-
cialists—but “Ellwood and Bane” is nevertheless still cnted. in t'h.e
media as the definitive study that wellare does not affect illegiti-

Ill";)i/;lcte then, several studies have explored the issue more '(li-
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 unrc:-
alistic to try to draw a consensus from them about th.e magni-
tude of the effect of welfare. One study found a fau.rly lur'gc
cffect on childbearing behavior (for example, a pr(-(!u-h'([ vlll-
crease of 16 percent in the probability of teen hir.thf if we.'lhtrc
benelits rose 20 percent), but the effect was statistically 1nS|.g-
nificant. (This can happen when samples are small or the \"dl’lfl-
tion in results is very large.) Another found an effect t.hut wils in
the same ballpark (a 6 percent increase in chil(lbcun!ng by un-
married women in response to a 10 percent increase m.welfare
benefits) and was also statistically significant. Other studies have
found statistically significant effects without veporting the mag-
"m:;l:t-il recently, studies of this issue have concluded-thut the
effects of welfare are much easier to find among whites Fhan
among blacks. In two of the studies mentioned above, all of 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 varicty ol cconomie, 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
becanse the study focused on a particular age group (women
ages 20-24) instead of Tumping all women together. Much more
work remains to be done regarding black illegitimacy and wel-
fare, but 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 illegitimacy, but not a lot.

The arca of agreement, limited though it may sound, has
important policy implications. Even tuking 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, if 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
benelits that kicks in when a second child is born, toughening
workfare requirements, linking welfare to school attendance, and
so forth

almost all of us would be pessimistic. We have diffor-
ent reasons for thinking that such changes would be good or
bad. but the available data do not give wuch cause to think that
such small changes will produce more than small effects.

There is another intriguing implication of this research, how-
ever, that has gone unremarked. The same regression coeffi-
cients that show small effeets from small changes imply that

v T s
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getting rid of welfare altogether would have large effects. If 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 effects 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
advantage 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 dlﬂ'fer—
ence nearly disappears. When the General Accounting Of:flce
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 equivaler‘lt to
66 percent of the median houschold income in San Francisco,
while the New Orleans package provided an income equivalent
to 65 percent of the median household income in New Orleans.
Should 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 difference in i”(:gilinmcy goes back to the carli-
est post-Civil War data. No scholar has ever succeeded in ox-
plaining away this racial difference with any combination of ¢eo-
nomic, social, or educational control variables, The residual dif-
ference is astonishingly large. Based on the data from a large
national database (the National Longitudinal Study of Youth),
the probability that a baby will be born to a single woman is
more than twice as high for blacks as whites after controlling for
age, education. socioeconomic hackground, and poverty. For rca-
sons that are still not understood, something in black culture
tolerates or encourages birth ont of wedlock at higher rates than
apply to white culture in any given year, and this has been true
hefore and after welfare was introdneed. The problem s that
“black eolture™ Gaterm 1 am nsing because no one knows how ta
desceribe it more specilicallv) s not spread evenly across the
United States. The states in which blacks have the very lowest
i“(.-gitim;lc)' ratios are places like Idaho, Montana, North and
South Dakota, Alaska, Hawaii, New Hampshire, and Maine, where
AFDC payments are often well above the national average. but a
very small black population lives in the midst of a dominating
white culture (with its much lower i||1-gili|||;|(')' ratios). Most ol
the states with the very lowest AFDC payments are in the Deep
South, where blacks not only constitute a major portion of the
population, bt are densely concentrated in given areas—also, in
other words, where whatever-it-is about black culture that pro-
duces high illegitimacy is likelv to permeate the world in which
black voungsters grow up. In statistical terms, this means that a
great deal of noise is introduced when one analyzes the effect of
varving AFDC payments. The same data that show no relation-
ship between wellare and illegitimacy among blacks across states
suddenly show such a relationship when one controls for the size
and density of the black population.

The main problem with comparisons across states is that they
ignore the overriding historical reality that welfare went up ev-
vr)'n'hvrv in the United States in o concentrated |)(-rim| of time,
producing an overall national change that dwarfs the importance
of between-state differences. Focusing on differences between
states ignores the main offect.

Even when one tukes a historical perspective, the storv is a

complexone. Here, pictorially, is the main battleground in the
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debate over whether welfare causes illegitimacy.

There are any things to argue about in this figure.. Probably
the one you have heard most often involves th.e size of tli‘c
welfare package. 1 have shown it as a combin.at!on of. AFDC,
food stamps, Medicaid, and plll)lic housing subsidies, using con-
servative methods for valuing these components. Those who ar-
gue for an expansion of wellure benefits would have sll(Twn.al
much different figure, showing just the AFDC benefit, which in
real terms has retreated to 1950s levels.

But to focus on just the AFDC cash payment is an example
of the bogns part of the wellare/illegitimacy debate that most
parties to the debate are now beyond, at least wher.l they talk
among themselves. Statements such as “welfare be.aneflts arfe now
back to 1950s levels” often show up in congressional testimony
and the uetwork news shows, but no serious student will (.leny
that food stainps, Medicaid, and housing benefits are part of the
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refevant: package available to a young woman with a baby and
that those have expanded dramatically, along with a hodge podge
of other benelits both federal (the Special Supplemental Food
Program for Women, Infants, and Children for example) and
state or municipul (hv:lling fuel subsidies, ceviction protection,
fov example). Arguments about the specilic value of Medicaid
and public housing sobsidies conld vesult in minor shifts in the
trend dine shown in the I'igur('. but the overall .\'hu])c must re-
main the same by any method of computation: a very Jarge
increase in the last hall of the 1960s, a smaller drop in real
value in the last hall of the 1970s (because of inflation—the
nominal value of benefits continued to rise). and only small
climges since the carly 1980s, when inflation subsided. This
basic shape ol the trend in welfare henetits sparks the authentic
part of the debate. which may be smmmarized as follows.

Looking at the figure, we see that the real valne of the

welfure benefit first available in 1936 begins to rise in the mid-
1940s. By the end ol the 19405, the illegitimacy ratio begins a
modest rise too. The increase in the welfare package steepens
somewhat in the mid-1950s, and within a few years the slope of
the ill(-gililll;xt-}' ratio steepens as welll Then in the mid-1960s
the trend lines for both the value of the welfare package and
ilegitimacy shoot sharply upward. All of this is consistent with
an argument that welfare is an important canse of illegitimacy.

But there is another side to this storv, as shown in the graph
alter the carlv 1970, Ater 19730 the value of the welfare pack-
age beging to drop, while illegitimacy continues to increase. This
is inconsistent with a simple relationship of welfare to illegiti-
macy. Why dido’t illegitimacy decrease a few vears alter the
valne of welfare began to decline?

At this point, the published rescarch Titeratare s little help.
The “research.” i it may be called that, has consisted maostly of
pointing to the part of the graph that is consistent with ane'’s
position. But the contending parties in the debate must hold
certain underlying assumptions about how causation is going to
work in such a situation. Let's suppose you want to argue that
the trend in illegitimacy shounld have Nattened and reversed when
Ahe real value of welfare benefits stoppued climbing. It secwns to
me that this implics two assumptions: (1) l'('l'li|it)-' behavior is

hichlv sensitive 1o ineremental changes in wellare benefits, inde-
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pendent of existing fertility trends among single women. and (2)
young women accurately and quickly discount nominal increases
in welfare in keeping with changes in the Consumer Price Index.

I do not find either of those assumptions plausible. In the
late 1970s. social scientists knew that the real value of the wel-
fare benelit was declining, but the yonng woman in the strect
probably did not. She was, after all. secing her friends on wel-
fare goet cheeks that were larger every year, and health care .uml
housing benelits that were more important every year as prices
went up.

Pcople like me also have to meet a burden, however. The
main one. as | see it, is to spell out how a complex causal
scquence is working, for, clearly, a simple cansal link (fertility
behavior among single women goes up and down with the valm:.
of the welfare check) doesn’t work. One of the key features ol
my explanation is the assumption that many of the social re-
straints on illegitimacy crode as out-of-wedlock births become
more common. Thus we may argue that the very large increasc
in benefits in the 1960s was indecd a major culprit in jucking up
the illegitimacy ratio, but that the increased prevalence took on
a life ol its own in the 1970s. 1 {ind this pluusilih' but, obviously,
nany who use the 1970s as evidence that welfare does n.ut .cuusu
illegitimacy must not find it plausible. Here, the prescription to
improve the quality of the debate is for both sides to spell out
the assumiptions that go into their causal arguments and test

them against the data

The great black fertility illusion

This brings us to the issuc 1 mentioned eurlier: that ().n one
argument crucial to the debate, the accepted \?'lsdom is 180
degrees wrong. It involves black illegitimacy, which has always
been at the center of public concern about illegitimacy, and at
the center of debate about causes. Many of you who have fol-
lowed the welfare debate will recognize it, for the argument is
made frequently and volubly. It goes like this:

Yes, the proportion of black children born to single women
started to shoot up rapidly during the 1960s. But during that
same: period. the incidence of births among sing|9 black .wmn(:n
was actually going down. 1F the inereases in wellare during the
1960s had .;mch terrible effects, why were fewer single black wo-
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men having babies? Here are the trend lines for the proportion
(represented by the line labeled proportion) and incidence (rep-
resented by the line labeled incidence).

As one writer put it: “Unmarried bluck women were having
babies at a considerably Tower rate in 1980 than they were in
1960. Further, the birth rate among black single women had
fallen almost withont a break since its high in 1961." The au-
thor? Me. writing in Losing Ground. At that time, like everyone
clse involved in the welfare/illegitimacy debate, 1 took for granted
that the production of black illegitimate babies was falling, even
though the proportion of black children born to single women
was rising, and that this was something that those who would
blame wellare for illegitimacy wonld have to explain away.

Such explanations are available because fertility rates were
falling for marriecd women as well. One may acknowledge that
broad social forces can have an overriding inflnence on the pro-
pensity of women to have children and still argue that wel-
fare has an independent role in shaping the marital circum-

stances suvvounding the children who ave borm. Bat, given the
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figure shown here, it becomes implausible to make the more
ambitious argument that welfure bribes women to have children,
no matter how often social workers tell you that they know of
many such cases. That is why, in the example of Harold and
Phyvlis. which became one of the hest-known sections ol Losing
Ground, 1 was careful to begin the scenario with Phyllis already
pregnant. 1 was persuaded by the evidence summarized in the
paragraph above that a case could not be made that welfare
caused more births, only that welfare raised the probability that
a given hirth would be illegitimate.

I was wrong. The figure on the previous page reflects a statis-
tical illusion. Here, in the next figure, is the appropriate way to
view the production of black habies ont of wadlock from 1960 to
1990.

The line for the proportion remains nnchanged, but what a
dramatic dilference in the measure of incidence. The incidence
of black illegitimacy did not peak in 1960; on the contrary, it
increased slowly until the late 1960s, when it shot up and then
coutinued inereasing with onlv short hreaks through the end of
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the 1980s.

What statistical game has been played? If you tuke a careful
look at the labels in the figures, you may he able to figure it out
lor voursell—notice the difference between “illegitimate births
per 1000 single black women 15-447 in the first graph and
“illegitimate births per 1.000 black population.”

Statistics don’t lie, as long as everyone is clear on precisely
what question is heing asked and preciscly what the statistic
measures. Here, we are interested in two S(:pumt(-. ph(:nnnu:n;l:
proportion and incidence. Proportion can be measured only one
way (divide the number of illegitimate babies by the total num-
her of live births). Bat in the second and third figures, we used
two different ways of mcasuring incidence, and they showed
utterly different results. They cannot both be right. Which one
is?

The underlying sense of “incidence™ is “frequency relative to
a consistent base.” If the size of a pnpuluti()n were constant,
then we could simply use the raw number of illegitimate births
as onr measnre of incidenee. But populitions do not remain
constant. Thercfore we need to divide the mumber of births by
somne denominator that will hold the population factor constant.
The usual way to do this is by using the number of single
women as the denominator. This inakes intuitive sense, since we
arc talking about illegitimate births. But it is an inferior measure
of incidence because the real issue we are interested in is the
production of illegitimate babies per it of population. What
Mew people, including me, thought about for many years is that it
is possible for the production of illegitimate babies per unit of
population to go up even while the probability that single women
hive babies goes down.

This seeming paradox can ocenr if the namber of single women
suddenly changes far out of proportion to the increase in the
overall population, and that’s what happened to blacks during
the 1960s. In a mere five year period from 1965 to 1970, the
proportion of black women ages 15-44 who were married plun-
meted by 9 percentage points, {rom 64 to 55 percent—an in-
credible change in such a basie social behavior during such a
short period of time. (During the same period, the comparable
tigure for whites fell from 69 to 66 percent.) Black warriage
continned to fall thronghout the 1970s and 1980s. standing

about 36 percent in 1990,
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To sce what this does to the interpretation of fertility rates,
think of the familiar problem of interpreting Scholastic Aptitude
Test (SAT) scores. Whenever the scores go down, you read news
stories pointing out that maybe education isn’t getting worse but
that more disadvantaged students (who always would have scored
low, but had not been taking the SAT) have entered the SAT
pool. therefore causing the scores to fall. It is a similar scenario
with the pool of black single w