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Eﬀects of Welfare on Families
1. Recipients of Welfare
Married couples are less likely to receive welfare.1) Family intactness has a negative inﬂuence on what
fraction of an area’s households receives food stamps2) as well as on an area’s average TANF and
state welfare transfers per 25- to 54-year-old female.3)4) Children from single-mother families, intact
cohabiting families, and (biological father or mother) cohabiting stepfamilies are signiﬁcantly more
likely than children from married families to receive most forms of welfare, including AFDC (Aid for
Families with Dependent Children, now Temporary Assistance for Needy Families), food stamps, and
Medicaid.5) Intact married families are less likely to have participated in the Food Stamp Program (now
SNAP, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) than cohabiting couples.6) Also, family
intactness has a negative inﬂuence on an area’s average Social Security Disability Income transfer
per 25- to 54-year-old individual.7)8) Family intactness also has a negative inﬂuence on an area’s
average Supplemental Security Income transfer per 25- to 54-year-old male or female.9)10)
Three-fourths of all women applying for welfare beneﬁts do so because of a disruption of marriage.11)
Understandably, mothers who are employed at the time of divorce are much less likely to become
welfare recipients than are mothers who do not work. And mothers who are not employed in the
workforce at the time of divorce are as close to going on welfare as are single mothers who lose their
jobs.12) Divorce is the main factor in determining the length of “poverty spells,”13) particularly for
women whose pre-divorce family income was in the bottom half of the income distribution.14) Over 75
percent of those who have out-of-wedlock births in their teens will be on welfare within ﬁve years.15)
These women comprise more than half of all mothers on welfare.16)

1.1 Related American Demographics
The National Survey of Family Growth showed that women who had been sexually active as younger
teens were more likely to be on public assistance decades later. Roughly 12 percent of those aged 38
to 44 who had their ﬁrst intercourse at age 18 or older received public assistance in the year 2001. By
contrast, 18.5 percent of those who had their ﬁrst intercourse between ages 15 and 17 received aid,
and 30.1 percent of those who had their ﬁrst intercourse before age 15 received aid.17) (See Chart)
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1.2 Single Mothers
Many single mothers receive government aid in the form of welfare. More than 75 percent of single
teenage mothers receive welfare within ﬁve years of giving birth.18) Forty percent of nonteenage
single mothers are poor, and nearly 60 percent rely on food stamps or cash welfare payments after
the birth of their child.19) Single mothers generally remain impoverished longer than divorced mothers.
Whereas divorced mothers who receive welfare do so for three to four years, the always-single
mother is less likely to stop receiving welfare and takes longer to exit poverty.20)
Receiving welfare may actually decrease women’s employment, a potential path out of poverty.
21)
Women are less likely to be employed in states with high levels of welfare beneﬁts. Findings from an
experiment conducted by the U.S. Oﬃce of Income Security Policy show that female heads-ofhouseholds responded to income guarantees by signiﬁcantly reducing their work eﬀort.22)
Welfare beneﬁts also correlate with a decrease in the marriage rate, diminishing another path out of
poverty. A $100 increase in monthly welfare beneﬁts for single mothers decreases a woman’s
likelihood of marrying by 2.5- 5 percentage points.23) According to one study, 80 percent of single
parents who entered into select welfare programs remained single two to four years after ﬁrst
receiving payments.24) In particular, receiving beneﬁts from the AFDC welfare program corresponds
with a 5 percent reduction in the marriage rate.25)

2. Welfare's Impact on the Number of Hours Worked
Welfare payments have had a predictable, if pernicious, eﬀect on the overall response of recipients to
marriage as well as work.26) According to former Congressional Budget Oﬃce Director June O’Neill:
Denver Income Maintenance Experiment27) show that female heads of families responded to income
guarantees by signiﬁcantly reducing their work eﬀort. Other studies have found that women are
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less likely to work in states with high levels of AFDC beneﬁts.28)
Historically, O’Neill found, higher welfare beneﬁt levels have had dramatic negative eﬀects on the
behavior of young men, especially young African-American males, by reducing their participation in
the workforce and increasing the likelihood that they will father a child or children out of wedlock.29)
Sheldon Danziger, a professor at the School of Social Policy at the University of Michigan, concluded in
1986 that because only one-third of the poor were expected to work, most poor households would not
beneﬁt from an improved economy.30) Thus, even when the national economy improved, welfare
families who were disconnected from a market-based economy remained stuck in poverty because
their income was not connected to the number of hours worked or to a rise in the hourly value of their
labor.

3. The Value of Eﬀort
If the level of education and the number of hours worked are important to a child’s future income, the
acquisition of a positive work ethic is vital. If a child’s parents already espouse a belief in eﬀort, the
child has a much better chance of believing in the positive results of eﬀort.
For some time, social scientists have presented “personal eﬀort believers” as typically successful,
competent, and emotionally stable people. Their opposites are “external pressure believers,” who
tend not to make long-term plans or to think of ways to control or change their circumstances since
they do not believe their eﬀorts will really matter. The latter group generally is far less successful.31)
Martin Seligman, professor of Psychology at the University of Pennsylvania and president of the
American Psychological Association, is world renowned for his work on changing external pressure
believers into personal eﬀort believers and on learned optimism and learned helplessness. His work
on “Learned Eﬃcacy/Learned Optimism” shows that the coaching children receive from their parents
and teachers as they tackle the early and tougher tasks of life has everything to do with deep-seated
beliefs they acquire regarding eﬀort (beyond their own awareness).32)
Learned helplessness also can be acquired in the early years,33) with such beliefs frequently having
taken hold by age six.34) Many of the children who are external pressure believers jeopardize their
economic future in adolescence by dropping out of school or getting pregnant before marriage.35)
The presence or absence of a belief in eﬀort, then, has much to do with poverty or attaining a desired
income level. Middle-class children are more likely to pick up belief in eﬀort from their parents and
teachers. Children raised on welfare, in many cases, have the opposite experience.36) The longer a
person is on welfare, the greater the erosion of the belief in eﬀort.37) Some welfare recipients report
that they are aware of the bad eﬀects welfare has on attitudes within their families, but having a low
belief in their own abilities, they see few viable alternatives.38) In other words, they lose conﬁdence. As
the research cited above shows, parents’ achievement in the marketplace leads to achievement by
their children in the schoolroom. The earlier the parents pass on a belief in eﬀort, the longer and
deeper the educational and economic beneﬁts to the child will be.
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Daphne Hernandez and Kathleen M. Ziol-Guest, “Income Volatility and Family Structure Patterns:
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Potrykus, “Marriage and Economic Well-Being: The Economy of the Family Rises or Falls with
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This entry draws heavily on How Broken Families Rob Children of their Chance for Future Prosperity.
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