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I N RECENT MONTHS t h e r e h a s been m u c h 
discussion of t h e need for improv ing 
social i n su rance , b o t h u n e m p l o y m e n t 
i n s u r a n c e a n d i n s u r a n c e a g a i n s t 
o the r r isks , b u t provisions for publ ic 
ass i s tance h a v e received rela t ively 
l i t t le a t t e n t i o n . Whi le comprehens ive 
a n d l iberal i n su rance provisions would 
grea t ly decrease t h e need for publ ic 
ass is tance , a t p r e sen t public ass is t ­
a n c e cons t i tu tes t h e chief source of 
a id for needy persons . Even if t h e 
i n s u r a n c e p r o g r a m s a r e ex tended a n d 
improved, i t will be some yea r s before 
i n s u r a n c e equals or exceeds ass i s tance 
in i m p o r t a n c e as a m e a n s of providing 
for old people or for t h e widows a n d 
ch i ld ren of workers w h o die. M o r e ­
over, s ince i n s u r a n c e benefits reflect 
t he worker ' s p a s t e a rn ings a n d a re 
fixed in re la t ion to t h e average s i t u a ­
t ion, t h e r e will a lways be except ional 
cases in wh ich public ass i s tance is 
essent ia l . I t is i m p o r t a n t , there fore , 
to e x a m i n e our public ass i s tance p r o ­
g r a m b o t h as to ph i losophy a n d as 
to m e t h o d to see w h e t h e r i t is a d a p t e d 
to t h e func t ions wh ich t h e publ ic will 
expect of i t . 

We a r e incl ined to p r ide ourselves 
on t h e progress we h a v e m a d e in r e ­
cen t years in t h e public ass i s tance 
p r o g r a m in ge t t ing a w a y f rom t h e old 
poor - law concepts of relief giving. W e 
refer to t h e " m e a n s tes t , " in t h e form 
in which i t w a s — a n d still i s — a d m i n ­
is tered u n d e r t h e poor laws, a s s o m e ­
t h i n g qui te a b h o r r e n t . We like to 
t h i n k t h a t " a s s i s t ance" is now p r o ­
vided to needy persons as a m a t t e r of 
r igh t , w i thou t a n y t inge of paupe r i sm . 
U n d e r t h e Social Secur i ty Act, p a y ­
m e n t s m u s t be m a d e in cash ; no m o r e 
relief in k ind wi th i ts humi l i a t i ons 
a n d its abuses ! No longer does t h e wel ­
fa re worker a t t e m p t to tell the r ec ip ­
ien t where h e shal l live, w h a t h e shal l 
ea t , a n d w h e r e w i t h h e sha l l be 
c lothed. T h e p a y m e n t s m u s t be " n o n -
res t r i c t ive" ; once t h e a m o u n t of t h e 
rec ip ient ' s p a y m e n t is de t e rmined , he 
m u s t be left free to use i t j u s t a s a n y 
o t h e r cit izen of t h e c o m m u n i t y uses 
h i s income. 

Undoub ted ly these c h a n g e s r e p r e ­
sent , in pr inc ip le a t leas t , a g r e a t 
ach ievemen t . B u t how fa r is t h i s 
phi losophy reflected in t h e deta i led 
regu la t ions a n d procedures , a n d 

m e t h o d s of ope ra t ion? T o w h a t ex ­
t e n t h a v e we rel ieved t h e a p p l i c a n t 
or rec ip ien t of a s s i s t ance—and m e m ­
bers of h i s fami ly—from t h e h u m i l i a ­
t ions a n d i r r i t a t i o n s of " p o o r - l a w " 
p rocedures? W h a t do we m e a n when 
we say publ ic ass i s tance is based o n 
r ight , a n d a r e we sure t h a t th i s r i g h t 
is unders tood , a n d recognized? If no t , 
w h a t do we need to do to m a k e i t 
effective? 
Whose Right to Assistance? 

Let us ask ourselves first, who e n ­
joys th i s r i g h t ? A p p a r e n t l y n o t 
everyone. T h e first a n d mos t obvious 
reason is t h a t we a r e dea l ing h e r e 
only w i t h persons who a r e found, on 
inves t iga t ion , to be in need ; t hey h a v e 
a r i g h t to look to t h e c o m m u n i t y for 
ass i s tance to m e e t t he i r need. B u t 
t h e agency 's definit ion of need will 
f r equen t ly—and necessar i ly—be m u c h 
m o r e res t r ic t ive t h a n t h a t of t h e i n ­
dividuals concerned . Also, if need is 
d e t e r m i n e d for e a c h indiv idual , by 
vis i tors w h o m a k e i n d e p e n d e n t j u d g ­
m e n t s conce rn ing w h a t different i n ­
dividuals need , t h e a m o u n t s g r a n t e d 
will va ry considerably . Yet p r e s u m ­
ably all a p p l i c a n t s h a v e t h e s a m e 
r i gh t s . 

And a p p a r e n t l y no t all pe rsons who 
a r e found to be i n need h a v e such a 
r i g h t to ass i s tance . So f a r a s t h e 
F e d e r a l G o v e r n m e n t is concerned , 
funds a r e avai lable only for c e r t a i n 
g roups of needy p e r s o n s — t h e bl ind, 
t h e aged, a n d ch i ld ren whose p a r e n t 
is dead or i n c a p a c i t a t e d or absen t . 
F o r a t ime t h e Fede ra l G o v e r n m e n t 
fu rn i shed funds for work relief for 
ab le-bodied needy persons , b u t i t does 
n o t now. I n m o s t S t a t e s t h e concept 
of ass i s tance is s o m e w h a t b r o a d e r 
t h a n t h a t of t h e Social Secur i ty Act, 
b u t in m a n y cases t h e local c o m ­
m u n i t y a lone m u s t ca re for needy 
pe r sons who a re n o t in t h e specified 
ca tegor ies ; a n d s ince local funds a r e 
of ten no t avai lable , such people m a y 
receive l i t t le or no he lp . T h e r i g h t 
to ass i s tance in these communi t i e s is 
t h u s l imi ted to c e r t a i n groups . F o r 
t h e r e m a i n d e r , t h e poor - l aw concept 
is sti l l in effect. 

T o see w h a t th i s l imi ta t ion m e a n s , 
we h a v e only to c o m p a r e t h e t r e a t ­
m e n t accorded these special ca tegor ies 
w i t h t h a t avai lable for pe r sons who 
a r e n o t in t h e favored groups . I n 

1943, accord ing to t h e best figures 
avai lable , two S t a t e s spen t 70 t imes 
as m u c h for a id to t h e aged as t h e y 
did for needy persons u n d e r 65 who 
h a d to rely on general relief or a s ­
s i s tance . Of course , we o rd ina r i ly 
t h i n k t h a t people u n d e r 65 shou ld be 
able to look a f t e r themse lves w h e n 
p len ty of jobs a re avai lable . B u t t h e r e 
a r e a lways several mi l l ions of p e r ­
sons in t h e Un i t ed S t a t e s who a r e 
pa r t i a l ly or to ta l ly unab l e to work for 
longer or s h o r t e r per iods of t ime , a n d 
in such S t a t e s these pe r sons ge t very 
l i t t le a t t e n t i o n . If we look a t t h e 
S t a t e wh ich h a d t h e l a rges t pe r c a p i t a 
expend i tu res for gene ra l ass i s tance in 
1943, we find t h a t i t s pen t a lmos t a s 
m u c h on gene ra l a s s i s t ance a s o n o ld -
age ass is tance , r a t h e r t h a n o n e -
seven t i e th a s m u c h , a s in t h e S t a t e s 
m e n t i o n e d above. P robab ly t h e r e l a ­
tive need of t hese groups is n o t g r e a t ­
ly different in t h e several S t a t e s . Y e t 
in t h e one S t a t e , people u n d e r 65 h a v e 
abou t t h e s a m e r i g h t to publ ic ass i s t ­
ance as those over 65, whe reas in t h e 
o thers , t h e needy pe r sons u n d e r 65 a r e 
a lmos t complete ly ignored . T h e y get 
n o t even poor relief. 
The Right to What? 

Even wi th in t h e favored g roups i t 
is often difficult to see m u c h evidence 
of a " r i g h t " to ass i s tance . T o w h a t 
do t h e aged a n d t h e d e p e n d e n t ch i l ­
d ren h a v e a r i g h t ? Ord inar i ly , e s ­
t ab l i shed r i g h t s a r e clear ly defined; 
t h e ind iv idua l knows w h a t h i s r i g h t 
is. B u t in publ ic ass i s tance , t h e r i gh t 
is qualified in so m a n y ways, by so 
m a n y different fac tors , t h a t t h e i n ­
d iv idual c an h a v e no c lear idea of 
w h a t h e is rea l ly en t i t l ed to . I n m a n y 
cases t h e best t h a t c a n be sa id is t h a t 
every a p p l i c a n t h a s a r i g h t to c o n ­
s ide ra t ion a n d t o equi tab le t r e a t m e n t . 

And t h e r i g h t t o equi table t r e a t ­
m e n t m a y be f u r t h e r qualified in 
m a n y S t a t e s where ass i s tance funds 
a r e so l imi ted t h a t i t is impossible to 
m e e t even t h e m i n i m u m needs of all 
who a r e eligible. Of course , funds 
will a lways be l imi ted as c o m p a r e d 
wi th t h e a m o u n t s t h a t could be used 
for th i s purpose , b u t in some cases t h e 
l imi t a t ion is so ser ious t h a t i t la rgely 
nullifies t h e p r e s u m e d r i g h t t o ass i s t ­
ance . I n o rde r to m e e t t h e s i t ua t ion 
t h e admin i s t r a t i ve agency is forced to 
do one of t h r e e t h ings . 

F i r s t , i t m a y lower t h e e s t ima te of 
t h e a m o u n t requi red for subsis tence. 
B u t w h e n we c o m p a r e t h e a m o u n t s 
allowed in public a s s i s t ance wi th a 



subsistence budget determined for other purposes, it appears that in most cases these basic requirements cannot be reduced. 
The second alternative is to put on the rolls only as many as can be given the payment determined to be neces­sary in each case. This results in waiting lists of persons who, though eligible, cannot get assistance because the funds have been obligated for those who got there first. Presum­ably, if investigation reveals that some of these new applicants are in greater need than some already on the rolls, the most needy will be given prefer­ence. But this is no solution. It will mean, for example, that two persons who need and have been getting $20 a month each, must, without any change in their circumstances, be taken off the rolls in order to put on a new applicant who needs $40 a month. At best such a policy results in meeting only the greatest need and ignoring the rest, though one person's need for $20 may be just as acute as another's need for $40. At worst the result is to set up a list of preferred claimants whose needs, as deter­mined, are met in full, while all others are placed on the waiting list and get no assistance. At times during the last few years some States have had as many people on waiting lists as were actually receiving assistance. To those on the waiting lists certainly the right to assistance means little or nothing. 
The third alternative is to reduce all payments in accordance with the lack of funds. This can be accom­plished, as mentioned before, by re­adjusting the basic allowance, but aside from being extremely cumber­some this method is rather unrealistic, since the allowance is frequently very low already and there has been no change in the need. So the adjust­ment is usually made by paying only a specified proportion of the amount the agency finds needed by the in­dividual. In recent years some State agencies have regularly paid only a portion, in some cases as little as half, of the actual budgeted need. Accord­ing to recent surveys, more than 50 percent of all the payments in aid to dependent children have been in amounts less than the established need. Only two States met need, as determined, for 90 percent or more of the families aided. In one State, it 

has been standard practice until re­cently to deny aid to dependent chil­dren to any family which had re­sources equal to 30 percent of its need. How significant is the "right" to as­sistance payments in such a case? The only recourse for persons who think they are being unjustly treated is to appeal the agency's decision. Every State has set up procedures for hearing such appeals—this is one of the requirements of the Federal act. It is doubtful, however, that all who feel themselves aggrieved are aware of their right to appeal; or if aware, whether they know how to go about it to get a reconsideration. And even if we assume that an appeal is taken, what is the agency to do? If it ap­pears that the decision was unwar­ranted, it may be reversed and the applicant may be put on the rolls. But if the situation was due to lack of funds, someone else must be taken off or must receive less. 
Determining Need 

In setting the amount of the assist­ance payment, another type of diffi­culty arises which may be equally se­rious because it goes to the heart of the present procedures and affects a large proportion of all recipients and mem­bers of their families. The amount of the payment is related to the need of the individual; that is basic to our conception of public assistance. This assistance is not a flat payment to all persons in a specified group—al­though the provisions of a few State laws tend in that direction. Public assistance is designed to meet individ­ual need and therefore the need must be determined in each case. The Social Security Act limits the amount which the Federal Government will share equally to $40 a month for the aged and the blind and even less for dependent children, and most State laws fix similar limits for individual payments. But these amounts are commonly only maximums; the actual amount is determined by considering the re­quirements of each individual, and the resources available to meet these requirements. This balancing of re­quirements and resources is usually accomplished by preparing a budget for every applicant. Here is where the difficulty arises. While it is essential that each individual's need be deter­mined, it appears that in the applica­tion of this budgeting procedure—in connection with requirements as well 

as resources—an agency's practice is likely to come into conflict with the basic objective of making public as­sistance a right, as distinct from a re­lief program, and of doing away with the odious household means test. 
The Applicant's Requirements 

To see what happens, let's look first at the requirements side of the de­termination. Since funds are limited, obviously the individual cannot be allowed to determine for himself how much he shall receive; this is the function of the agency. Although a budget is made for each individual, and although the payment granted is an over-all amount, no part of which is required to be spent for any specified purpose, in the last analysis it is the agency rather than the in­dividual who decides which wants shall be taken into account in fixing the amount of the payment and how much shall be allowed for the several items. And since the representative of the agency which approves the grant refuses to put certain items into the budget and limits the amount for other items, the recipient may be par­doned if he gets the impression that the payment is intended to cover ex­penditures represented by the "ap­proved" budget. When the recipient feels himself so entirely dependent on the discretion of the visitor, it is doubtful whether he is conscious of that freedom of choice which public assistance, granted as a right, is sup­posed to give him. 
The situation is aggravated by the fact that the vast majority of pay­ments in all but a few States are below the amount specified in the State law as the maximum which may be paid to an individual. This maxi­mum is the only amount mentioned in the law, and an applicant easily gets the idea that this is the amount for which the agency's visitor may find him eligible. Furthermore, the cir­cumstances of most applicants are such that what appear to them per­fectly reasonable requirements would easily equal or exceed the amount specified. If, then, after extended dis­cussion, in the course of which it is indicated what may be included in the budget and what may not, and how much may be allowed for certain items, the amount granted is well be­low the maximum, the applicant al­most inevitably feels that, whether it is intended or not, the budget tech­nique, and indeed the whole investiga­



t i on p rocedure , is a device for giving 
h i m less t h a n t h e law allows. T h e 
fac t t h a t h e m a y spend t h e l imi ted 
a m o u n t as h e sees fit will p robably 
be less i m p o r t a n t in h i s m i n d t h a n 
t h e fac t t h a t in a r r iv ing a t t h a t 
a m o u n t t h e agency refused to r ecog­
nize w a n t s wh ich seemed to h i m i m ­
p o r t a n t , a n d t h e recogni t ion of w h i c h 
would have b r o u g h t h is p a y m e n t u p 
to t h e a m o u n t specified in t h e law. 

To say th i s is n o t to ignore or t o 
u n d e r s t a t e t h e value of t h e budge t 
t echn ique in de t e rmin ing t h e a m o u n t 
necessary for a given p l a n e of l iving 
a n d in e s t ima t ing t h e add i t i ona l 
a m o u n t s necessary to m e e t needs in 
special cases. I t is i n t ended only to 
po in t ou t t h e d i l e m m a w i t h which we 
a r e confronted in admin i s t e r ing p u b ­
lic ass i s tance accord ing to t h e s e new 
concepts . T o p ro t ec t t h e individual ' s 
r i g h t to live a s o t h e r s do, we e m ­
phas ize t h e un re s t r i c t ed g r a n t a n d t h e 
c a s h p a y m e n t . B u t in d e t e r m i n i n g the 
a m o u n t of t h e p a y m e n t — e x c e p t a s 
t h i s m a y be specified in t h e l aw—the 
agency will necessar i ly exercise i t s 
own j u d g m e n t a s to how fa r a n i n ­
dividual ' s w a n t s shal l be recognized. 
A l though t h e p a y m e n t is n o t " r e ­
s t r i c t e d " to t h e recognized purposes , 
t h e agency 's decision on t h i s m a t t e r 
de t e rmines t h e a m o u n t of m o n e y t h e 
indiv idual gets . 

T h e rec ip ient , the re fore , is faced 
w i t h t h e of ten u n h a p p y choice of c o n ­
fo rming h i s l iving to w h a t seems r e a ­
sonable to t h e agency, or of giving u p 
w h a t all will concede to be essent ia l in 
order to sat isfy h i s desire for w h a t 
seems to h i m equal ly i m p o r t a n t . Of 
course i t is inevi table t h a t t h e r e should 
be such a ba l anc ing of wan t s . I t oc ­
curs in t h e expend i tu re of a n y l imi ted 
income. B u t it is u n f o r t u n a t e t h a t , 
by using t h e ind iv idua l budge t in every 
case, t h e agency should a p p e a r t o be 
es tabl i sh ing a n " a p p r o v e d " p a t t e r n of 
expend i tu res , w h e n in fac t all i t is 
do ing is d e t e r m i n i n g a n over-a l l 
a m o u n t which t h e indiv idual m a y 
spend as h e chooses. 
What Anybody Needs 

P e r h a p s if we recognize th i s fixing 
of a n over-a l l a m o u n t as t h e basic 
funct ion of public ass i s tance a n d bui ld 
upon it , we shal l find a t l eas t a p a r t i a l 
solut ion of our d i l emma . If t h e p u r ­
pose of publ ic ass i s tance is, f u n d a ­
menta l ly , to give t h e rec ip ien t a s u m 
of money which h e m a y use as h e sees 
fit in mee t ing his need, t h e n p r e s u m ­
ably we shal l begin by d e t e r m i n i n g 

n o t w h a t is necessary to m e e t t h e need 
of a p a r t i c u l a r ind iv idua l accord ing to 
h i s own pecul ia r c i r cums tances , b u t 
w h a t is necessa ry for a n ordinary i n d i ­
vidual , for t h e " a v e r a g e " individual , 
a t a p a r t i c u l a r t ime a n d place. A d e ­
t e r m i n a t i o n of p a r t i c u l a r r e q u i r e ­
m e n t s would t h e n be necessa ry only 
for t hose who wish t o es tab l i sh t h e i r 
c la im to m o r e t h a n t h e o r d i n a r y 
needs . 

T h i s p rocedu re would be en t i re ly 
in h a r m o n y wi th t h e objectives of a 
good social secur i ty p r o g r a m . If a 
comprehens ive social i n s u r a n c e p r o ­
g r a m covering all gainful ly employed 
persons were in full ope ra t ion , t h e vas t 
m a j o r i t y of ind iv idua ls who become 
old or disabled, a n d t h e survivors of 
those w h o die, would d r a w i n s u r a n c e 
benefits. These benefi ts would n o t be 
r e l a t ed to t h e pecu l ia r needs of t h e i n ­
d iv idua l ; t h e y would p r e s u m a b l y be 
so ad jus t ed t h a t t h e usua l benefit 
would mee t t h e m a j o r needs of t h e o r ­
d ina ry , ave rage ind iv idua l . T h e y 
would reflect t h e responsibi l i ty wh ich 
t h e c o m m u n i t y h a s u n d e r t a k e n for 
a n y pe r son in s imi la r c i r cums tances . 
Publ ic ass i s tance would be used only 
in except ional cases. W h e n our social 
i n s u r a n c e p r o g r a m began , a l a rge p a r t 
of t h e p o p u l a t i o n was excluded f rom 
coverage. I t s social i n s u r a n c e b e n e ­
fits, moreover , could never be avai lable 
to pe r sons w h o h a d a l r eady become old 
or disabled or h a d lost t h e i r m e a n s of 
s u p p o r t t h r o u g h d e a t h of t h e family 
b readwinne r . I t t he re fo re h a s been 
necessa ry to use publ ic ass i s tance 
a lone to m e e t t h e needs of such p e r ­
sons . B u t t h e r e is n o r e a s o n why t h e 
amount of t h e ass i s tance p a y m e n t 
could n o t be fixed in a way s imi la r t o 
t h a t used in d e t e r m i n i n g t h e r a n g e of 
i n s u r a n c e benefi ts—on t h e basis of 
t h e usua l needs of t h e ave rage i n d i ­
v idual . Deta i led inves t iga t ion would 
t h e n be necessary only in u n u s u a l 
cases . 

T o refer to t h e " a v e r a g e " ind iv idua l 
is t o inv i te t h e w r a t h of those w h o 
ins is t t h a t t h e r e is no ave rage p e r ­
son, t h a t each pe rson is a different 
individual , a n d t h a t t h e purpose of 
m o d e r n ass i s tance is to p ro t ec t t h e 
rec ip ient ' s individual i ty . T h i s po in t 
is wholly valid wi th in l imi ts . H o w ­
ever, so long as only a l imi ted a m o u n t 
of money can be given, t h e r ec ip ­
ien t ' s ind iv idua l i ty a n d i ndependence 
will p robab ly be m u c h b e t t e r p r o ­
tec ted if h e is assured a m i n i m u m i n ­
come, n o t a s a particular ind iv idual 
b u t as any ind iv idua l—this m i n i m u m 

to be h is w i t h o u t a n y ques t ions 
a s k e d — t h a n if t h e a m o u n t is d e t e r ­
mined only a f t e r a deta i led d iscus­
sion of w h a t m a y or m a y n o t be con ­
sidered in fixing t h e a m o u n t of h i s 
p a r t i c u l a r p a y m e n t . T h e m e a s u r e of 
t h e indiv idual ' s i ndependence will d e ­
pend in t h e m a i n on t h e adequacy of 
th i s g u a r a n t e e d m i n i m u m to m e e t h i s 
needs . If t h e a m o u n t is woefully i n ­
a d e q u a t e in m o s t cases, t h e n publ ic 
ass i s tance m e a n s re la t ively l i t t le m o r e 
t h a n "poor relief." All will feel i t 
necessary to discuss t he i r own s p e ­
cial needs in t h e hope of ge t t ing m o r e 
money . B u t if t h e assured m i n i ­
mum—inc lud ing , of course, t h e i n d i ­
vidual 's own resources—is r easonab ly 
adequa t e , t h e n i t is c lear t h a t t h e 
l a rge ma jo r i t y of rec ip ien ts will be 
able to m e e t t he i r needs in the i r own 
way w i thou t hav ing to discuss t h e 
pu rpose for which aid is given or t h e 
way in which t he i r income m a y be 
spen t . 

A publ ic ass i s tance worker recent ly 
ci ted a case which i l lus t ra tes th i s 
po in t . T h e worker h a d p r e p a r e d a 
budge t for a n old w o m a n who h a d 
long been in need. I n t h e p r e p a r a t i o n 
of t h e budge t , a smal l a m o u n t was i n ­
cluded for c h u r c h a n d o t h e r s imi la r 
purposes , a n d a few smal l i t ems for 
pe rsona l needs . T h e a p p l i c a n t was 
overjoyed to t h i n k t h a t she would 
now h a v e a few penn ies t o use for 
these purposes , a s o t h e r people h a d . 
W h e n t h e budge t was completed , i t 
a m o u n t e d to s o m e 40-odd dol lars . 
T h e n , because of l imi ted funds , t h e 
a c t u a l g r a n t was $20, bare ly enough 
for r e n t a n d essent ia l food. 

T h e a p p l i c a n t was d u m b f o u n d e d t o 
find t h a t t h e a m o u n t finally al lowed 
m a d e absolute ly n o provis ion—from 
h e r po in t of view—for all of t h e l i t t l e 
i t ems , such as c h u r c h dona t ions , t h a t 
h a d been discussed. I t is doubt fu l 
t h a t a n y o n e could convince t h a t w o m ­
a n t h a t publ ic ass i s tance is a right i n 
t h e sense in wh ich we like t o use t h e 
t e r m . W o u l d n ' t i t h a v e been be t t e r 
if she h a d been assured a m i n i m u m 
income—wha teve r t h e avai lable funds 
m a d e poss ible—without discussing all 
t h e l i t t le i t ems which should a p p e a r 
in a r easonab le budge t , b u t for w h i c h 
t h e g r a n t could m a k e no provis ion 
wha t eve r? 
The Applicant's Resources 

If we look a t t h e o the r side of t h e 
problem, eva lua t ion of t h e indiv id­
ua l ' s own resources , s imi la r difficulties 
appea r . I t is obviously necessary , if 



public funds are to be used for an individual's support, to take that per­son's own resources into account. Few would think of paying assistance to persons who are regularly employed or who have "adequate" income from other sources. But beyond that point, the issue becomes confused and vari­ous questions arise. The question whether a specified amount of income should be exempt from consideration, which has re­ceived so much attention in recent years, is really of minor importance. In the main, the answer depends on whether or not we will have sufficient public funds to care for persons who are really destitute, if some of the funds are used to help those who have substantial income of their own. In practice a much more important ques­tion is what shall be considered as income for the applicant? 
In this area we run into some of the worst features of the "means test." The objection to the means test is not so much that it requires taking ac­count of an individual's own income in determining the amount of assist­ance he will get; the chief objection is that in practice the means test is applied not only to the applicant, but to other, self-supporting members of the household or family in which the applicant lives. This problem persists in the administration of public assist­ance for all applicants who live with others and, so far as I know, no en­tirely satisfactory procedure has been developed. 

Relatives' Responsibility 
Consider, for example, the case of a woman who has been living with her son's family for some years. When she reaches age 65 and applies for public assistance, will she be eligible? Or will the agency feel that since she will continue to live with her son as she has in the past, she has adequate income and is not entitled to public assistance? Suppose the son says he has helped her in the past because there was no alternative. She had no income, and public assistance was not then available, so he had to care for her. But now, since she has reached 65, he feels that she has a right to public assistance and should receive it so he can use his income for his own children. If payment is refused, as it will be under many laws, what becomes of the mother's right to as­sistance? Or if the agency attempts to provide for her by requiring the son 

to support her, what becomes of his right to dispose of his own earned income as he wishes? 
Or take the case of an unmarried son living with his widowed mother who has her home but no other in­come. He wants to save his money to get a start in the world and thinks his mother should get public assist­ance. He sees the neighbor, whose son is away working his way through school, getting assistance—why not his mother? Hasn't she a "right" to assistance? If she applies, will she be eligible, or will he be expected to support her, in whole or in part? If the agency insists on considering his earnings as the family income, or requires him to contribute more than the cost of room and board, again the means test appears in its most objectionable form. Under some pro­cedures the agency, in determining the amount which the son can be ex­pected to contribute, undertakes to specify the other purposes for which he may use his earnings. Is such procedure compatible with the idea of public assistance as a right? Are we not denying the mother's right to assistance by applying the "means test" to her son? If funds are inade­quate, of course, there may be no better alternative, but in such a situa­tion can we say that public assistance is regarded as a right? 
Such action is often defended on the grounds that a son should support his mother; it is good for him and good for her to maintain this relationship. Public assistance, it is contended, should not destroy family responsi­bility. But is it at all certain that enforcing such a policy will promote good family relations? Isn't it pos­sible that a little more independence on the part of both mother and son would be better for both of them and would promote better relations? Isn't it true, as Mr. Bevan said in the Eng­lish Parliament recently in debating this very question, that by applying the means test in this way we are making it profitable for boys to leave home? 
But we sometimes go even farther. Some State laws require specified rela­tives to support the applicant if they are able to do so, even though they are not members of the same house­hold, and the public assistance agency is required, or at least expected, to enforce this "relatives' responsibility" for persons who receive assistance. Is it the proper function of a public as­

sistance agency to enforce such a policy? The agency's primary func­tion is to determine the amount of money needed by the applicant in order to meet some specified stand­ard of welfare. If resources are not available—even though according to law they should have been provided by relatives—the agency must pre­sumably find the applicant in need. It would seem that the problem of enforcing the provisions regarding relatives' responsibility, if these are retained, would better be handled by some community agency whose func­tion it is to enforce such obligations imposed on individuals, rather than by an assistance agency. 
The policies followed by State agen­cies in this respect vary widely. In some instances, if an individual has relatives who are legally responsible for his support, assistance is denied on the assumption that support will be provided, without regard for the cases in which the relatives actually make no provision or give much less than the agency would otherwise have provided. In other instances the agency may attempt to secure agree­ment by responsible relatives to make certain contributions and adjust its public assistance payment according­ly. In still other instances, the agency accepts full responsibility for seeing that contributions are made! 
In any of these situations, however, the State rejects at least in part the responsibility which it has presum­ably accepted under the public assist­ance law. Even if the agency does see that the necessary contributions are made by the relatives, is this support any better than charity? While no one will deny or belittle the value of family solidarity and responsibility and mutual assistance, it is doubtful that the benefits of such family feel­ing can be secured by compulsion. To deny assistance to an otherwise eligi­ble individual because some relative is "responsible" for his support, when in fact the support is not provided, is to nullify the concept of right on the part of the applicant. 

Realizing Public 
Assistance Objectives 
In pointing out these flaws in public assistance, there is no intention to un­derestimate its achievements. Un­doubtedly we have made, tremendous progress in both the conception and the administration of a program de­signed to meet the need of important 



groups in t h e c o m m u n i t y in a way t h a t 
p ro tec t s t he i r se l f - respect a n d h u m a n 
digni ty . T h e purpose of th i s d i scus­
sion is t o call a t t e n t i o n to c e r t a i n 
fu r the r s teps which a r e necessary if 
we a r e to real ize in p rac t i ca l opera­
t ions t h e objectives we h a v e set for 
th i s p r o g r a m . I n conclusion these 
s teps m a y be s t a t e d abou t a s follows: 

I n t h e first p lace t h e law should 
g u a r a n t e e a m i n i m u m income—as a 
few laws a l r eady do—including t h e 
public ass i s tance p a y m e n t a n d t h e i n ­
dividual 's own resources , so t h a t a n 
a p p l i c a n t would know t h a t h e c a n 
depend on th i s m u c h a t least . I t is 
impossible to say j u s t w h a t t h a t m i n i ­
m u m should be ; t h a t would be for e a c h 
S t a t e to d e t e r m i n e according to i t s 
own c i r cums tances . And t h e a m o u n t 
m a y n o t be un i fo rm t h r o u g h o u t t h e 
S t a t e . F o r example i t m a y be a d ­
jus t ed to t a k e a c c o u n t of differences 
in t h e cost of l iving in var ious regions, 
l a rge cities a s aga ins t r u r a l c o m m u n i ­
t ies , a n d for differences in t h e l iving 
a r r a n g e m e n t s of different g roups . 
T h e m i n i m u m for pe rsons l iving a lone 
m i g h t differ, for example , f rom those 
for pe rsons who live wi th h u s b a n d or 
wife or in a l a rge r family g roup . B u t 
unless t h e law p u t s some subs t ance 
i n to t h e concept of r i gh t , t h a t concept 
is qui te e the rea l . S o m e S t a t e s a l r eady 
provide such a m i n i m u m , b u t in too 
m a n y only t h e m a x i m u m is specified, 
a n d ac tua l p a y m e n t s a re so m u c h less 
t h a n t h e m a x i m u m in mos t cases t h a t 
t h e individual h a s l i t t le idea of w h a t 
h e m a y real ly expect . As long as only 
t h e m a x i m u m is specified in t h e law, 
a n d a c t u a l p a y m e n t s a r e subs tan t i a l ly 
less, t h e rec ip ien t will r e g a r d t h e i n ­
ves t igat ion a n d budge t ing p rocedure , 
n o t a s a m e a n s of meeting h is own 
p a r t i c u l a r need, b u t a s a device for 
pay ing h i m less t h a n t h e a m o u n t m e n ­
tioned, in t h e law. 

If t h e law assured a m i n i m u m over­
all income, i t would be possible to d i s ­
pense wi th a n y de ta i led budge t ing or 
inves t iga t ion of t h e r e q u i r e m e n t s in 
all cases w h e r e t h e ind iv idua l h a d 
only t h e usua l needs t h a t were t a k e n 
i n t o a c c o u n t in fixing t h e s t a n d a r d 
a m o u n t . I n s u c h cases, i t would be 
necessa ry only to d e t e r m i n e t h e o the r 
resources ac tua l ly avai lable to t h e a p ­
p l i can t . Deta i led budge t ing would be 
necessary only in t hose cases where 
t h e a p p l i c a n t c la imed a need g rea te r 
t h a n t h e o rd ina ry . T h i s g r e a t e r need 
m i g h t be d u e to a n y c i r cums tance 
which was n o t t a k e n i n to accoun t in 
fixing t h e s t a n d a r d a l lowance . T o 
assu re equi tab le t r e a t m e n t , m o n e y 
would need to be avai lable to mee t 
s u c h add i t iona l , e x t r a o r d i n a r y needs . 
Now t h e reverse is t r u e in too m a n y 
S ta t e s . Needs a r e careful ly budge ted 
only u p to a specified m a x i m u m — o r if 
add i t i ona l needs a r e recognized a t all 
i n t h e budge t , t h e y a re n o t m e t in 
mos t cases because of t h e m a x i m u m . 
Not m u c h is ga ined by work ing ou t 
a budge t of $30 in one case, a n d in 
a n o t h e r , because of special need, a 
budge t of -$75, if $30 will be pa id in 
b o t h cases. 

O n t h e resources side, too , t h e i n ­
ves t iga t ion would be g rea t ly s impl i ­
fied if we recognize, fully, t h e app l i ­
c a n t ' s r i g h t to publ ic ass i s tance in 
al l cases in w h i c h h i s own income 
a n d resources a r e below t h e spec i ­
fied level. S ince t h e objective of 
publ ic ass i s tance is to provide r e a s o n ­
able secur i ty of i ncome for the pe r son 
concerned , we shou ld t a k e i n to a c ­
c o u n t only such income as is r e a s o n ­
ably assured . Ord ina r i l y t h i s is n o t 
difficult to e s t i m a t e . If re la t ives do 
m a k e con t r ibu t ions for t h e a p p l i ­
can t ' s suppor t , t h e a m o u n t would 
be t a k e n i n t o accoun t , a s would i n ­
come f rom a n y o the r source . T h e s e 

a m o u n t s , too, a r e no t difficult t o d e ­
t e r m i n e . If we e l imina te t h e t i m e -
consuming a n d f requent ly annoy ing 
p rocedure of app ly ing t h e househo ld 
m e a n s tes t a n d t h e de ta i led inves t i ­
ga t ion of re la t ives ' abi l i ty a n d r e ­
sponsibi l i ty to suppor t , t h e d e t e r m i n a ­
t ion of resources would be re la t ive ly 
easy. And ce r ta in ly such a s t ep 
would avoid m u c h of t h e cr i t ic ism of 
publ ic a s s i s t ance inves t iga t ions a n d 
would he lp g rea t ly to m a i n t a i n t h e 
d igni ty a n d se l f - respect of t h e rec ip i ­
e n t a n d h i s family . 

T h e adop t ion of such a p l a n would 
m e a n , of course , t h a t e n o u g h m o n e y 
m u s t be provided so t h a t t h e r e would 
be no wa i t ing l ists a n d no p a y m e n t s 
less t h a n a c t u a l budge ted need or 
less t h a n t h e m i n i m u m . T h e cost 
would be s o m e w h a t m o r e t h a n t h e 
p r e s e n t p r o g r a m in m a n y S ta t e s , bu t 
p robab ly we c a n ' t h a v e r ea l secur i ty 
for t h e needy people a m o n g us , r ea l 
f reedom f rom w a n t , w i t h o u t s p e n d ­
ing a l i t t le m o r e m o n e y for t h a t p u r ­
pose. Some S t a t e s m i g h t h a v e dif­
ficulty ra i s ing t h e funds to do t h e 
job a d e q u a t e l y — a l t h o u g h i t is by n o 
m e a n s a lways t h e S t a t e wi th l imi ted 
resources w h i c h h a s provis ions such 
a s re la t ives ' responsibi l i ty . I t is to 
he lp t h e S t a t e s w h i c h rea l ly need 
f inancial a id in th i s respec t t h a t t h e 
B o a r d h a s r e c o m m e n d e d va ry ing F e d ­
e ra l pa r t i c ipa t ion in a c c o r d a n c e wi th 
t h e S t a t e ' s economic capac i ty . W i t h 
s u c h he lp , a n d wi th t h e p ro tec t ion af­
forded by a n e x p a n d e d social i n s u r ­
a n c e p r o g r a m , i t should be possible 
in t h i s c o u n t r y to c a r r y ou t a n a s ­
s i s t ance p r o g r a m w h i c h would as su re 
everyone a n income sufficient to m e e t 
basic need w i t h o u t in f r ing ing on t h e 
se l f - respect a n d i ndependence of 
e i the r t h e needy indiv iduals or t h e 
m e m b e r s of the i r families. 


