
The Significance of the Money Payment in 
Public Assistance1 

By Jane M . Hoey* 

Under the Social Security Act the public assistance for which 
Federal grants are made is defined as "money payments2 to 
or in behalf of needy persons. In accordance with the intent 
expressed by Congress in framing the law and with judicial 
definitions, the Social Security Board has interpreted money 
payments to mean that "payments must be in cash, checks, or 
warrants immediately redeemable at par, and that payments 
must be made to the grantee or his legal guardian at regular 
intervals with no restriction on the use of the funds by the 
individual. 3 

* Director, Bureau of Public Assistance. 
1 This article is based in part on 

"Money Payments to Recipients or Old-
Age Assistance, Aid to Dependent C h i l 
dren, and Aid to the Bl ind , " a statement 
on policy and legal and administrative 
considerations of money payments u n 
der the Social Security Act (Bureau C i r 
cular No. 17, March 1944, prepared by 
the Bureau of Public Assistance in col
laboration with the Bureau of Accounts 
and Audits, Social Security Board, and 
the Office of the General Counsel, Fed 
eral Security Agency). 

2 Sections 6, 406, and 1006. 
3 Guide to Public Assistance Adminis

tration, Bureau of Public Assistance C i r 
cular No. 9, sec. 211, p. 1, August 11, 1941. 

T H E M O N E Y P A Y M E N T i n public ass i s t 
ance under the S o c i a l S e c u r i t y A c t 
is one milestone i n the long r o a d to 
w a r d recognition t h a t need itself, not 
the needy person, is the danger to 
society, a n d t h a t the security of so 
ciety includes securi ty of the poor. 
I t is one of several provisions i n the 
act w h i c h affirm t h a t recipients of 
assistance h a v e the same personal 
r ights a n d responsibil it ies as t h e i r 
friends, neighbors, a n d others i n the 
community . 

Recognit ion t h a t the needy have a 
r i g h t to public a i d is more t h a n three 
centuries old among E n g l i s h - s p e a k 
i n g peoples. T h e act ' s specification of 
" m o n e y p a y m e n t s " a n d the i n t e r p r e 
tat ion of t h a t p h r a s e to assure the r e 
cipient 's r ight to use h i s p a y m e n t as h e 
would money received from a n y other 
source is new i n principle , however, 
a n d st i l l not fully realized i n pract ice . 

Poor-Law Philosophy and Social 
Security 

T h e money p a y m e n t as a method 
of providing assistance reflects a long, 
progressive development i n concepts 

of social responsibilities. T h e full 
s ignif icance of the m e t h o d i s s h a r p 
ened by c o m p a r i n g the philosophy 
under ly ing most pract ice i n the n i n e 
teenth century w i t h recent leg is la 
t ion establ ishing rights to public a id . 
T h e pr incip le under ly ing the money 
payment is d iametr ica l ly opposed to 
the philosophy of the poor laws, 
w h i c h dominated public relief for 
m a n y generations a n d s t i l l , u n f o r 
tunately , colors some c u r r e n t p r a c 
tices. E a r l y statutes assumed t h a t 
the fact t h a t a person w a s i n need 
i n itself branded h i m as incompetent 
or worse. " P o o r rel ief " accordingly 
was based on the premise t h a t needy 
persons were suffering from a w e a k 
ness or vice against w h i c h society 
must protect itself a n d t h e m . 

A s the price of exercising t h e i r 
r i g h t to public a i d , needy persons h a d 
to enter workhouses or poorhouses 
u n d e r w h a t sometimes a m o u n t e d to 
penal discipline. E v e n now some p e r 
sons who receive public a id i n the 
U n i t e d S t a t e s are , for t h a t reason 
alone, st igmatized by the publication 
of their n a m e s i n pauper lists , de
prived of the r i g h t to direct their 
family affairs, a n d denied a n y oppor
tunity to decide how best to use w h a t 
ever aid c a n be supplied for t h e m . 

Al l these penalties , i t should be e m 
phasized, react upon the community 
as well as on the persons who receive 
aid , because they w e a k e n or destroy 
the recipient 's capac i ty for s e l f - d i r e c 
tion, judgment , a n d se l f - re l iance a n d 
thus tend to perpetuate his depend
ency. T h e y constitute as vicious a 
circle as the old penal pract ice of i m 
prisoning a debtor a n d so depriving 
h i m of a n y opportunity to pay his 
debt. 
The term "social security" epit

omizes the difference between the 
poor - law philosophy a n d the present -
day a p p r o a c h to problems of d e 
pendency i n the U n i t e d States a n d 
other countries. I t is the security of 
society, inc luding the poor, not " r e l i e f 
of the poor " w h i c h is a t s take . T h e 
focus is on the factors or conditions 
w h i c h m a k e for or perpetuate poverty 
a n d insecurity , not on the imputed 
fail ings or vices of individuals . T h e 
effort is to enable the i n d i v i d u a l to 
keep or regain a responsible place in 
the life of h i s family , neighborhood, 
a n d c o m m u n i t y — n o t to cast h i m out, 
humil iate or scare h i m , a n d deny h i m 
a n opportunity for sel f -direct ion. 
T h e basic objective is to conserve 
h u m a n resources i n the interest not 
only of the indiv idual but also of the 
community a n d N a t i o n of w h i c h he 
is a part . 

T h e advance from t h e old poor-
law philosophy m a y be seen i n a r e 
m a r k i n a n a n n u a l report of the L o c a l 
G o v e r n m e n t B o a r d of L o n d o n i n the 
1870's w h i c h dec lared : " R e l i e f given 
a s of r i g h t m u s t t e n d to encourage 
improvidence to a greater degree t h a n 
t h a t w h i c h , being a m a t t e r not of 
r i g h t but of voluntary , precarious, 
a n d intermittent c h a r i t y , c a n n o t be 
so surely ant ic ipated as a future r e 
s o u r c e . " 4 T h e report pointed out 
further t h a t the poor m u s t be given 
c lear ly to u n d e r s t a n d t h a t private 
outrelief, as contrasted w i t h the 
workhouse, would be granted " o n l y as 
a n indulgence to deserving cases." 5 

T o this view, one might reply i n the 
words of another E n g l i s h m a n , W i n 
ston C h u r c h i l l , speaking 35 years 
later . " I f terror be a n incentive to 
thri f t , surely the penalties of the s y s 
t e m w h i c h we have abandoned ought 
to have st imulated t h r i f t as m u c h as 
a n y t h i n g could h a v e been st imulated 
i n t h i s world . . . w h e r e there is 
no hope, be sure there wi l l be no 
thrift . 6 

4 Local Government Board, Third Annual 
Report, 1873-74, quoted by de Schweinitz, 
Karl , England's Road to Social Security, 
1943, p. 160. 

5 Ibid., p. 159. 
6 Ibid., p. 189 (speech at Dundee on u n 

employment, October 10, 1908). 

T h e Socia l S e c u r i t y A c t is designed 
to prevent or counteract economic 
need ar is ing from several m a j o r 
causes — unemployment , old age, 
death of the f a m i l y breadwinner , 
blindness, a n d loss of p a r e n t a l s u p -



port or c a r e by reason of a parent ' s 
death , i n c a p a c i t y , or absence f r o m 
the home. T h e a c t m a k e s two a p 
proaches to these causes of i n s e c u r 
i t y : socia l i n s u r a n c e to offset wage 
losses a n d t h u s h e l p to prevent pov
erty , a n d public assistance to meet 
c u r r e n t need. I t i s s ignif icant t h a t 
our basic social securi ty legislation 
combines both these approaches i n a 
single act a n d u n d e r a single a d m i n 
istrat ive agency. Moreover, several 
of the a d m i n i s t r a t i v e methods r e 
quired by the a c t a r e the same for 
social i n s u r a n c e a n d publ ic a s s i s t 
ance . 

U n d e r both types of programs , 
there m u s t be provision for a f a i r 
h e a r i n g for persons w h o believe the ir 
c la ims or applications h a v e been d e 
n i e d u n j u s t l y ; for both, i t is required 
t h a t personal in format ion c o n c e r n 
i n g appl icants a n d recipients s h a l l be 
he ld confidential ; a n d both assistance 
a n d i n s u r a n c e benefits must be p a i d 
regularly , u n d e r established a n d 
k n o w n conditions, a n d m u s t be p a i d 
i n money. T h e s e a n d other p a r a l l e l s 
suggest a c o m m o n denominator w h i c h 
Congress intended should c h a r a c t e r 
ize a d m i n i s t r a t i o n of social i n s u r a n c e 
a n d publ ic ass istance . T h e f o r m a n d 
c h a r a c t e r of the assistance for w h i c h 
F e d e r a l funds are authorized are thus 
a n i n t e g r a l p a r t of t h e comprehensive 
purposes a n d objectives of the social 
security p r o g r a m as a whole. 

The Money Payment and Other 
Forms of Assistance 

T h e money p a y m e n t is t h e only 
form of ass istance provided under the 
S o c i a l S e c u r i t y A c t . O t h e r forms i n 
common use are assistance i n k i n d , 
voucher relief a n d p a y m e n t to the 
vendor, a n d restr icted c a s h payments . 
Ass istance i n k i n d m a y be given i n 
the f o r m of inst i tut ional c a r e or 
through provision of services or goods. 
T h e restr icted c a s h p a y m e n t is , as 
the t e r m implies , a p a y m e n t given 
under some condition or l i m i t a t i o n 
w h i c h the agency imposes on the r e 
cipient 's use of the m o n e y — f o r e x 
ample , a check given w i t h the specific 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t the c l ient w i l l use 
i t for a p a r t i c u l a r purpose, s u c h as 
buying eyeglasses or p a y i n g a p l u m b 
er's b i l l . 

T h e agency's decision o n the f o r m 
of assistance m a y be control led by 
l a w a n d often i s influenced by other 
factors , i n c l u d i n g community a t t i 

tudes toward publ ic ass istance . I n 
determining the form of ass istance to 
be provided, legislators a n d a d m i n i s 
trators should recognize the capaci ty 
of persons who live i n a money e c o n 
omy to use money a n d the importance 
of m a k i n g i t possible for recipients to 
keep or develop capacity for h a n d l i n g 
money a n d p l a n n i n g expenditures. 

M a n y persons w i t h low incomes 
h a v e become, of necessity , good shop
pers a n d improvisers . T h e i r sk i l l i n 
the use of money m a y be greater t h a n 
t h a t of agency personnel i n h a n d l i n g 
i t for t h e m . S i n c e i n our economy 
the use of money plays so large a p a r t 
i n m a i n t a i n i n g n o r m a l personal a n d 
c o m m u n i t y re lat ionships , the money 
p a y m e n t h a s come to be widely a c 
cepted as the method of ass is tance 
w h i c h best meets the needs of the 
great m a j o r i t y of persons who require 
public a i d . I t is the only f o r m of 
ass is tance i n w h i c h the F e d e r a l G o v 
e r n m e n t c a n part ic ipate financially 
under the S o c i a l S e c u r i t y A c t , a n d i t 
now represents a very large p a r t of a l l 
public a id i n the U n i t e d S t a t e s . 

T h e money p a y m e n t leaves the r e 
c ipient ful ly responsible for deciding 
w h a t use of h i s assistance check w i l l 
best serve h i s a n d h i s fami ly ' s i n t e r 
ests. I t is a n i n d i c a t i o n to h i m a n d 
to h i s fami ly , fr iends , a n d neighbors 
t h a t h e h a s not, t h r o u g h f i n a n c i a l 
dependency, lost h i s capaci ty or r e 
sponsibil ity for h a n d l i n g h i s affairs . 
I t is to the interest of the community , 
as wel l as of the i n d i v i d u a l , t h a t these 
capacit ies be conserved a n d e n c o u r -
aged a n d t h a t public a d m i n i s t r a t i o n 
i n th is field should be i n keeping w i t h 
the ideals a n d tradit ions of a 
democracy . 

T h a t a few recipients m a y use the ir 
money p a y m e n t s unwisely does not 
vit iate use of the pr incip le for the 
great major i ty . P e r h a p s i t does not 
vit iate i t even for the unwise few 
w h e n the long-range impl icat ions of 
other pract ices are considered. O n e 
of the basic issues at s t a k e i n the r e 
cipient 's r i g h t to use h i s assistance 
as h e deems best w a s stated recent ly 
by a judge i n a letter expla ining the 
court 's r e f u s a l to force a poverty -
s t r i c k e n a n d i l l i terate p a r e n t to a c 
cept ins t i tut ional c a r e for h e r c h i l d . 7 

7 Letter from the Hon. Marlon G. Wood
ward, Judge of the Superior Court No. 3, 
San Joaquin County, Calif., published, 
by permission, in the American Journal 
of Public Health and the Nation's Health, 
Vol. 34, No. 5 (May 1944), pp. 532-534. 

" O r d i n a r y poverty , " h e writes , " i s 
general ly the excuse but i t is not a l 
ways a just i f icat ion for i n t e r f e r 
ence . . . a p o v e r t y - s t r i c k e n i l l i terate 
does not necessari ly by t h a t fact 
alone, forfeit the n a t u r a l r i g h t of be 
i n g the h e a d of h i s fami ly a n d m a k i n g 
decisions for h i s m i n o r c h i l d r e n . " 
T h e judge points out t h a t , whi le these 
decisions m a y not a l w a y s be wise, the 
appl icat ion of force to a n indigent 
person m a y not be justif ied by the 
fact t h a t something apparent ly is 
" g o o d " for h i m . " I n recent y e a r s , " h e 
continues, " w e h a v e seen whole pop
ulations abroad yield to the seduction 
of p a t e r n a l i s m . . . only to be r u t h 
lessly exploited a n d persecuted. W e 
do not w a n t the lust for power w h i c h 
is now dominat ing the m i n d s of so 
m a n y l itt le m e n , to wreck our heri tage 
of freedom a n d i n d i v i d u a l i n i t i a t i v e . " 

Development of Payments in Money 
L i k e the philosophy on w h i c h i t i s 

founded, the money p a y m e n t is of 
relat ively recent origin i n th is or other 
countries . T h e record of i ts develop
m e n t is a long unsuccessful t r i a l of 
other forms of publ ic a i d a n d of c a u 
tious experimentat ion i n the use of 
c a s h relief , typica l ly hedged about 
w i t h m a n y restr ict ions a n d s a f e 
guards . 

A p p a r e n t l y the f irst r e a l t r i a l of 
c a s h relief i n the U n i t e d States w a s i n 
C h i c a g o after the great fire of 1871. 
F o r 2 y e a r s after the fire, the C h i c a g o 
R e l i e f a n d A i d Society bought a n d 
distributed food, c lothing, bedding, 
f u r n i t u r e , fuel , a n d the l ike , believing 
t h a t i t " c o u l d p u r c h a s e i n large q u a n 
tities a t lower rates , a n d disburse [ the 
goods] w i t h greater economy a n d 
sat is fact ion t h a n indiv iduals could 
procure t h e m . " 8 I n M a y 1873 t h a t 
p l a n w a s abandoned because of " t h e 
expense of keeping u p several large 
storehouses, the inevitable waste a n d 
loss i n h a n d l i n g , a n d n u m e r o u s c o m 
p l a i n t s as to quant i ty a n d q u a l i t y . " 

T h e agency t h e n tr ied issuing o r 
ders or vouchers on dealers i n various 
p a r t s of the city , w h o delivered the 
goods to rel ief famil ies i n their o w n 
homes. T h i s p l a n , however, " s o o n 
proved less sat is factory t h a n the 
f i r s t . " C h a r g e s of f r a u d i n quant i ty 
or qual i ty of the goods provided were 

8 Chicago Relief and Aid Society, Six-
teenth Annual Report, 1873, quoted in 
Colcord, Joanna C , Cash Relief, 1936, p. 9. 



no less frequent. I t w a s then decided 
to a b a n d o n relief i n k i n d except for 
fuel , b lankets , a n d shoes, a n d to give 
money for a l l other purposes. " W h a t 
ever objections m a y be urged against 
this po l icy , " the agency reported, " w e 
t h i n k t h a t i t is justif ied by e x p e r i 
ence . . . T h e appl icants c a n i n most 
cases m a k e as good or better use of 
the money i n providing only t h a t 
w h i c h they most need, a n d being 
obliged to receive n o t h i n g they do not 
w a n t . " 9 

T h e p r i n c i p a l objection to giving 
c a s h , the report cont inued, " i s t h e 
possible abuse of money by some. T h e 
proportion of s u c h cases is s m a l l , a n d 
a n y k i n d of goods c a n very readi ly be 
diverted by the intemperate . T h e 
m a s s of worthy , honest , a n d eco
n o m i c a l poor should not be treated 
as thieves a n d paupers , because l a r g e 
n u m b e r s of these las t classes attempt 
to defraud us , or because a few of 
t h e m m a y possibly succeed i n doing 
s o . " 

W i t h i n the n e x t h a l f century a c a s h 
" a l l o w a n c e " became the accepted 
basis of pract ice i n pr ivate rel ief 
agencies, w h i c h - largely discontinued 
grocery orders, c lothing bundles, a n d 
other rel ief i n k i n d i n " r e a l i z a t i o n of 
the need of conserving f a m i l y i n d e 
pendence a n d sel f -respect . . . " 1 0 

W h e n , i n t h e f irst q u a r t e r of t h i s 
century , States began to establ ish 
special programs for assistance to se 
lected groups of needy persons i n 
t h e i r own homes, the principle of a 
c a s h al lowance was adopted from t h e 
beginning. 

Possibly following the example of 
the pensions w h i c h long h a d been paid 
to w a r veterans a n d their widows a n d 
o r p h a n s , S t a t e a i d for widowed m o t h 
ers , the aged, a n d the b l ind w a s g e n 
eral ly cal led a " p e n s i o n " a n d p a i d 
i n c a s h . T h e s e " p e n s i o n s " w e n t to 
groups whose need could readily be 
attr ibuted to some objective factor 
n o t w i t h i n the ir indiv idual control . 
A n objective basis also w a s evident i n 
the c a s h a w a r d s to i n j u r e d workers 
or the ir survivors u n d e r the F e d e r a l 
a n d S t a t e w o r k m e n ' s compensation 
laws w h i c h , beginning w i t h 1908, be
g a n to establ ish the principle of social 
responsibil ity for prevent ing a n d off
sett ing wage losses u n d e r the first 

substant ia l development of social i n 
s u r a n c e i n the U n i t e d States . 

I n general public ass istance , how-: 

ever, the philosophy of the poor l a w 
r e m a i n e d , a n d the use of rel ief i n 
k i n d was the u s u a l pract ice u n t i l t h e 
depression of the 1930's. E v e n a t 
t h a t t ime, w h e n need w a s widespread 
a n d i ts cause w a s d r a m a t i c a l l y e v i 
dent, publ ic agencies i n m a n y areas 
were very r e l u c t a n t to accept t h e i n 
vi tat ion of the F e d e r a l E m e r g e n c y 
R e l i e f A d m i n i s t r a t i o n to exper iment 
w i t h c a s h relief . Oppressed by the 
adminis trat ive burdens of t r y i n g to 
adminis ter relief i n k i n d , several 
agencies, however, m a d e a cautious 
t r i a l of substituting c a s h al lowances 
for voucher relief or rel ief i n k i n d . 
As experience lengthened, c i ty after 
city reported, often i n surprise , t h a t 
c l ients who were entrusted w i t h 
money were p a y i n g the ir rent a n d 
other bills regular ly a n d were us ing 
the money wisely, often w i t h greater 
Ingenuity a n d ski l l t h a n the agency 
could have exercised i n the ir behalf . 
N e a r l y a l l recipients greatly preferred 
to receive relief i n c a s h . 

C a s h relief or a " c a s h a l l o w a n c e , " 
w h i c h suggests the al lowance given 
by a p a r e n t to a c h i l d , ordinar i ly di f 
fered basical ly f r o m the money p a y 
m e n t established by the S o c i a l S e 
c u r i t y A c t . A description of private 
agency pract ice i n 1923 refers to the 
" t r e m e n d o u s advantages of the c a r e -
fully supervised c a s h al lowance be
cause of the t r a i n i n g w h i c h it gives 
i n household m a n a g e m e n t a n d i n d i 
v idual budget p l a n n i n g . " 1 1 I n c o m 
m o n pract ice , recipients of private or 
public c a s h relief were required to 
show receipted bills or account for 
the ir expenditures of relief i n other 
ways or received money only on c o n 
di t ion t h a t i t be spent for purposes 
approved by the agency. T h o u g h f a r 
more sat is factory t h a n the dole of 
groceries, c lothing, a n d the l ike , c a s h 
relief r e m a i n e d something of a n " i n 
dulgence " meted out by the agency to 
selected famil ies or groups w h i c h won 
a n d reta ined the agency's approval by 
a c t i n g i n accordance w i t h i ts i d e a of 
w h a t was best for t h e m . 

9 Ibid., p. 10. 
10 Colcord, Joanna C., "Relief, " The 

Family, Vol. 4 (March 1923), p. 14. 11 Ibid. Italics supplied. 

Client-Agency Responsibilities in 
Public Assistance 
I n contrast to the p a t e r n a l i s m so 

often i n h e r e n t i n older forms of a id , 

the money p a y m e n t predicates a r e 
lat ionship i n w h i c h both the agency 
a n d the recipient c a r r y definite a n d 
separate responsibilities. 

T h e assistance agency is r e s p o n 
sible for interpret ing to the recipient 
the purpose a n d eligibility r e q u i r e 
ments of t h e p r o g r a m a n d h i s r ights 
a n d obligations u n d e r i ts provisions; 
for considering, w i t h h i m , h i s r e 
quirements a n d resources a n d deter 
m i n i n g , on the basis of sound a n d 
equitable s tandards , t h e a m o u n t of 
assistance required to meet h i s n e e d ; 
for providing, w i t h i n legal , financial, 
a n d administrat ive l imitat ions , a s 
s istance to enable the indiv idual to 
meet t h a t need without loss of h i s 
personal freedom a n d responsibil ity ; 
a n d for m a k i n g avai lable services 
consistent w i t h the function of the 
agency to faci l i tate h i s use of money 
payments a n d other personal , family , 
a n d community resources. 

T h e recipient , on h i s part , h a s r e 
sponsibil ity for in forming the agency 
of h i s needs a n d for supplying the 
in format ion on h i s requirements a n d 
resources w h i c h is pert inent to the 
determinat ion of need a n d to other 
factors i n establ ishing h i s eligibility. 
H i s responsibil ity for direct ing h i s 
affairs, m a n a g i n g h i s money, a n d d i s 
c h a r g i n g h i s obligation r e m a i n s the 
same as t h a t of a n y other member 
of the community . 

T h e provis ion for money p a y m e n t s 
i n the F e d e r a l statute does not imply 
a n y l a c k of appreciat ion on the p a r t 
of legislators or adminis trators of the 
services w h i c h m a y be required by 
needy persons, l ike others, a n d w h i c h 
may, be m e t appropriately through 
they public assistance program. O n 
the contrary , both i n policy s t a t e 
ments of the B o a r d a n d i n studies and ' 
specific statements of the B u r e a u of 
P u b l i c Ass istance , the importance of 
s u c h services h a s often been asserted. 1 2 

T h e c h a r a c t e r of the money p a y m e n t 
i s affirmative. I t i s a n assert ion t h a t 
economic need does not i n itself 
abridge or w e a k e n the personal r ights 
or lessen the personal responsibilities 
of members of a democracy, a n d t h a t 
the present a n d future interests of 
society, as well as of the indiv idual , 
are best served by m a i n t a i n i n g these 
r ights a n d responsibilities. 

12 See, among other statements, Shel
tered Care and Home Services for Public 
Assistance Recipients, Bureau of Public 
Assistance Report No. 6, 1944. 


