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PUBLIC ASSISTANCE; PAYMENTS are intended, in 
most States, to meet the deficiency between the 
total requirements of needy persons and any in­
come which they may have. The social charac­
teristics of needy persons, such as their living 
arrangements, marital status, and sex, affect both 
their total requirements and their incomes. I t is 
to be expected, therefore, that then; should be a 
relationship between such characteristics of recipi­
ents and the amount of assistance which they 
receive. Efforts to explore; this relationship are 
severely handicapped by lack of comprehensive 
data on the income of recipients other than the 
assistance payment. Nevertheless, if the amount 
of assistance is assumed to be related to the needs 
of recipients, certain relationships may be expected 
to exist between the social characteristics of recipi­
ents and variations in the amount of assistance 
received. 

Among the items considered by public, assistance 
agencies in determining the requirements of recipi­
ents are food, clothing, shelter, utilities, and 
household supplies. Social data on recipients 
accepted for old-age assistance, collected by the 
Social Security Board for 3 fiscal years beginning 
with 1937-38,1 indicate a consistent relationship 
from year to year between the amount of assistance 
given for such needs and the living arrangements, 
marital status, and sex of the recipients (table 1). 
Differences in living arrangements of recipients 
appear to be more important than marital status 
or sex in affecting differentials among groups of 
recipients within a State in the amount of 
assistance given. 

Living arrangements.—Recipients living in pr i ­

vate institutions 2 receive the highest median 
monthly payment made to any group of recipients 
accepted for assistance ($20 in 1939-40), probably 
because many recipients enter institutions for 
special supervision and medical care not available 
or too costly to be provided in their own homes 
(chart 1). Even if recipients in institutions lived in 

their own homes, many of them probably would 
require larger assistance payments than other 
more able-bodied recipients. Pennsylvania, for 
example, reported that in one county four-fifths of 
a group of recipients leaving institutions required 
the maximum assistance payment possible under 
the State law for old-age assistance.3 

The existence of other income and resources in­
fluences the amount of assistance to recipients liv­* Bureau of Publ ic Assistance, Bulletin and Publications U n i t . 

1 The latest social data available are for recipients accepted for the fiscal 
year ended June 30, 1940. D u r i n g tha t period. 354,000 new recipients were 
added to the old-age assistance rolls. These recipients represented about one-
sixth of the total number aided by the 51 States dur ing the fiscal year. On 
June 30, 1940, there were 1,998,000 persons on the assistance rolls. Since some 
turn-over in the case load occurred dur ing the year, the number aided 
throughout the year was somewhat larger than the number on the rolls 
at the end of the year. 

2 Recipients l i v i ng i n publ ic inst i tut ions are not eligible, for old-age assist­
ance under the Social Security A c t and, if accepted for assistance, must be 
aided ent ire ly from State and local funds w i t h o u t Federal part ic ipat ion. 
Less than 0.1 percent of recipients l i v ing i n inst i tut ions and accepted for 
old-age assistance in 1939-40 resided i n publ ic inst i tut ions . 

3 See Glosser, Belle B., Applications for Old-Age Assistance from Resi­
dents of Public Institutions in Allegheny County, P i t t sburgh, M a y 1, 1938, p . 9. 

Chart 1.—Old-age assistance: Median amount of 
monthly payment, according to living arrangement 
of men and women accepted for assistance, fiscal year 
1939-40 



ing outside institutions. I n order of size, the me­
dian amounts of payments for 1939-40 to recipi­
ents with specified living arrangements outside in­
stitutions were as follows: recipients living 
alone—$22; recipients living in household groups 
but not with relatives—$20; recipients living with 
spouse only—$19; and recipients living with rela­
tives other than spouse—$16. 

Housing and food costs probably account for the 
larger assistance payments needed by recipients 
living alone and in household groups but not with 
relatives. For recipients who do not own their 
homes and who pay house or room rent, shelter 
costs constitute a large part of assistance needs. 
Recipients who own homes may require some as­
sistance to meet property payments, interest, 
taxes, or insurance, but such amounts ordinarily 
would not equal the amount needed by recipients 
paying monthly room or house rent. I n addition, 
the per-person cost of preparing food decreases as 
the number of individuals sharing meals increases. 
The amount needed for food for recipients living 
alone and preparing meals only for themselves, 
therefore, would be greater than for recipients 
sharing a family table. Recipients eating at res­
taurants or in boarding homes also would need 
more money for food than recipients eating at 
family tables which are not operated for profit. 

The smaller amounts paid to recipients living 
with only their husbands or wives than to re­
cipients living alone may result from the fact 
that, in many cases, the needs of the husband 

and the wife are considered individually and 
both receive separate assistance payments. Since 
they share common household expenses, their 
individual requirements are less than if they 
lived alone. 

That recipients living with other relatives 
receive less assistance than any other group of 
recipients wi th specified living arrangements 
reflects the financial responsibility required by 
law or assumed voluntarily by relatives. The 
extent of such financial responsibility is difficult 
to measure. Relatives may provide free housing 
or board or all but a nominal amount of the cost 
of housing and boarding recipients. I n some 
cases, relatives provide necessary medical care, 
clothing, or other items, and sometimes they 
contribute regular monthly allowances. 

Marital status and living arrangements.—Varia­
tions in the median amount of assistance given 
to groups of married recipients with different 
living arrangements appear to reflect differences 
in methods of determining the size of the assistance 
payment rather than differences in the amount 
needed by recipients. Generally, for recipients 
living in household groups, payments shared by 
the recipient with other members of his household 
are larger than payments intended to cover only 
the needs of the recipient. Two types of shared 
payments are represented in assistance to married 
recipients. First is the joint assistance payment 
made in the name of one recipient for two or more 
eligible persons in the same household—usually 
the husband and wife. The second type of shared 
payment occurs when an agency makes no sepa­
rate provision for the requirements of dependents 
of a recipient and when other forms of assistance 
are not available to the dependents or else provide 
a lower level of payments than old-age assistance. 
Many shared payments are represented among the 
payments to the group of married recipients whose 
spouses benefit from joint payments or do not 
receive old-age assistance. This group received a 
median monthly payment of $19 in 1939-40, the 
largest payment to any group of married recipients 
living with their husbands or wives. 

The median monthly payment to recipients 
whose spouses lived in the same household and 
were receiving or were applying for separate 
grants was $18. 

Sex of recipients.—Factors other than differences 
in need affect the size of payments to men and 

Table 1.—Old-age assistance: Median amount of 
monthly payment, according to living arrangements, 
marital status, and sex of recipients accepted for 
old-age assistance, fiscal years 1937-38, 1938-39, 
and 1939-40 

Social characteristic 

Med i an amount of 
m o n t h l y payment 

Social characteristic 

1939-40 1938-39 1937-38 

N u m b e r of recipients accepted 353,934 377,233 585,877 

A l l recipients $18 $18 $18 
Men 19 18 18 Women 18 17 17 

Recipients l i v ing : 
I n inst i tut ions 26 27 26 
Alone 22 21 21 
I n household groups bu t not w i t h relatives 20 20 20 

With spouse only 19 19 19 
W i t h relatives other than spouse 16 15 16 

Recipients with spouse: 
N o t l i v i ng in same household 20 20 19 
I n same household: 

Receiving jo int payment or not receiving 
old-age assistance 19 18 18 

Receiving separate payment 18 18 17 
App l y ing for separate payment 18 18 20 



to women. Varying methods of determining the 
size of payments apparently have caused the 
differential in payments to men and to women 
living with their spouses only. For the 51 States 
in 1939-40, the median amount of assistance 
given to men living with their wives only was $20 
as compared with $19 paid to women who lived 
with their husbands only. In individual States, 
men received median payments as much as $9 
in excess of the median payments to women. 
These differentials probably result from the fact 
that more men than women receive shared pay­
ments (Chart 2). Of the married men accepted 
for assistance, only one-third had wives receiving 
separate old-age assistance payments. Of the 
married women, on the other hand, almost three-
fourths had husbands receiving separate pay­
ments. 

The greater number of shared payments re­
ceived by the men can be explained by customs 
and traditions governing the relationship between 
husbands and wives. Men are customarily older 
than their wives. When this age differential 
occurs, the wife may not receive assistance be­
cause she is ineligible on the basis of age. I n 
any case, however, i t would be more customary 
for the man, as the traditional breadwinner, to 
apply for assistance. I f his application is ap­
proved, his wife may not receive a separate pay­
ment, even though she is eligible for assistance, 
because State administrative procedures may 
preclude more than one assistance, payment to a 
family. Since i t appears to be customary to give 
assistance in the name of the head of the family 

first, i t is not surprising that in most families 
where assistance is given to the wife in her own 
name, the husband also receives a separate pay­
ment. 

The interesting fact about women's status re­
vealed by the data on recipients accepted for old-
age assistance is not that old-age assistance usually 
is given to the husband as the head of the house­
hold, but that i t is so often given to both the 
husband and the wife or to the wife only. This 
tendency on the part of public assistance agencies 
to give assistance on the basis of individual rather 
than family needs undoubtedly has changed the 
financial status of many women receiving assist­
ance. The change in status is most easily demon­
strated for the group of married women living with 
their husbands. The recipients accepted for old-
age assistance during the fiscal year 1939-40 in­
cluded about 120,000 married couples living 
together. About one-third of the wives in these 
households received assistance in their own names. 
According to the census of employment status as 
of March 24-30, 1940, only 25 percent of the 
women 14 years of age and over were working or 
seeking work. The percentage was undoubtedly 
lower in the first quarter of the century, when aged 
women now receiving old-age assistance were of 
working age. For many women accepted for old-
age assistance, therefore, their assistance payment 
may represent the first money they had received 
in their own names. 

Chart 2.—Old-age assistance: Percentage distribution 
according to marital status of men and w o m e n 
accepted for assistance, fiscal year 1939-40 

Limitations of Data 
The relationships pointed out above between 

the social characteristics of recipients and the 
amount of assistance which they receive appear 
to exist in most of the States. The relationships 
do not exist, however, in States with comparatively 
less adequate State and local funds and in States 
which determine the size of payments on a flat-
grant-minus-income basis. With few exceptions, 
States with inadequate State and local funds are 
forced to spread their funds over a large recipient 
load. As a result, most of the payments in these 
States are small, and the limited range in the 
amount of assistance given to individual recipients 
can have little relation to the wide range in indi­
vidual need. 

The relationship between variations in pay­
ments and variations in the social characteristics 
of recipients cannot be assumed when the amount 



of assistance is determined on a flat-grant-minus-
income basis. The amount specified for assistance 
plus income is $45 in Colorado. I n California, 
Washington, and North Dakota, 4 State laws pro­
vide that the sum of old-age assistance and income 
shall be not less than $40; in Massachusetts and 
Utah, this sum is to be not less than $30, and in 
Nevada not less than $30 and not more than $40. 
I n these States, a relationship may exist between 
differences in assistance payments and in other 
income and resources of recipients, but, for recip­
ients whose requirements are less than the amount 
stipulated in the State law, differences in total 
requirements wil l not affect assistance payments. 

Even though inadequate, data on the amount 

of assistance to recipients with specified living 
arrangements, marital status, and sex are helpful 
in pointing out some of the factors which affect the 
amount of assistance to recipients. Other equally 
important social characteristics include the race, 
urban and rural residence, and physical condition 
of recipients. These characteristics wil l be ana­
lyzed in separate discussions. Statistics on social 
characteristics of recipients and on variations in 
the amount of assistance comprise two sets of data 
important to an analysis of factors affecting 
variations in the needs of recipients. Other data 
necessary to statistical measurement of the rela­
tionship between the amount needed by recipients 
and the amount of assistance given include data 
on other income and total requirements of re­
cipients. 

4 I n N o r t h Dakota , because of inadequate State and local funds, the law is 
being administered on a budgetary deficit basis w i t h o u t reference to the $40 
m i n i m u m for tota l income. 


