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Years of Poverty, Years of Plenty:  The Changing Economic Fortunes of American Workers and Families, University of Michigan, l984, Greg J. Duncan.  $14.50 in paperback.  

BOOK REVIEW By Jim Masters

     This book is important for people who operate antipoverty programs.  This book both describes the conditions of poverty and ANALYZES THE CAUSES OF POVERTY.  Every year between l968 and l978 the University of Michigan Survey Research Center staff visited a sample of 5,000 American families that represent the nation as a whole.  

     They tracked the formation and breakup of families, and the shifts in jobs, income levels, education, and other aspects of people's lives.  They interviewed people to understand their attitudes, motivations, behavior patterns, skills, education, and to obtain demographic characteristics such as age, sex, and race.  A whole army of graduate students and professors have been grinding away at these data for  fifteen years.  They correlated all the variables to find out the extent to which differences between people's incomes are explained by different factors (variables) and combinations of factors.  The results are just now getting into widespread circulation.  Your intrepid reviewer reports on some of these research findings and attempts to convert them into IMPLICATIONS FOR CAA's.  

     The results are fascinating yet troubling because they challenge many common perceptions of poverty.  Just one of the problems is the concept of family, which turns out to be "an extremely problematic concept...over time."  Households constantly change as time passes, an may only occasionally look like mom, dad, and the biological child(ren).  IMPLICATIONS:  Programs based on a single ideological or moral image of what a family is or should may miss their target.  The concept of "household" may be more useful for some program purposes.

     Changes in household composition are significantly correlated to the economic level of the household as a whole.  An adult dies or departs, a child leaves home or reappears, an elderly relative moves in, and the income picture shifts dramatically.  "Neither differences in personality traits, or skills...or unemployment...or disability account for the widespread changes" in household income.  "The single most important factor is change in structure:  death, divorce, marriage, birth, or a child leaving home."  IMPLICATION:  Be sensitive to changes in household composition over time, and look at each change to see how it affects income and household operations.

     As a general rule, the addition of an adult to the household produces a net increase in household income (after the costs of that adult's being there are paid for);  the departure produces a net decrease.  In contrast, the addition of a child usually produces a net decrease in household income (after their income benefit and costs are both added in); the departure of a child produces a net increase.  In other words, from an net household income perspective adults are an usually an asset and children are usually a liability.  Yes, even with AFDC benefits figured in.

     Another finding is that many more people experience poverty at some point in their lives than the conventional wisdom suggests.  "...nearly one-third of married men experience major unemployment, and an equal and somewhat overlapping  proportion had acquired some type of disability" in the ten year period they were studied.  And, "Fully one-quarter of all Americans lived in families that received welfare in at least one of those ten years."  Of those who do use the safety net, about half use welfare only as a temporary bridge, as part "...of a process of digging out after some major crisis -- a divorce, a job loss, or perhaps the death of a spouse."  In other words, most of these folks are going to dig out of poverty without any publicly funded help other than temporary income support.  IMPLICATION:  Programs other than income support that intervene at the individual or household level need good definitions and tools to help tell the difference between people who will move out of poverty on their own and people who may need our help.  

     About half of the remainder, or a fourth of welfare recipients, use it as a supplement, "...as part  of a more permanent income-packaging strategy."  IMPLICATION:  These may be the candidates for the "get-them-off-welfare" through workfare or other self-sufficiency strategies.  

     Another one-fourth are pretty much completely dependant on welfare as income.  Many will have great difficulty in developing other income sources that would enable them to come close to getting out of poverty.  IMPLICATION:  They may need longer-term income support.  

     These findings parallel the results of research, directed by this reviewer and others, at the New York City Human Resources Administration in the early 1970's.  We analyzed who-was-on- welfare-and-why.  The large majority of PA recipients in NYC did not apply for PA until after they had lived in the city for more than two years, thus destroying the myth that people moved there for high welfare benefits.  Further, the huge majority were on PA for less than two years, thus destroying the myth of a huge permanent PA population.  Further, attitude segmentation studies found that only 14% of adult PA recipients had the don't-want-to- work attitude that fits the "welfare bum" stereotype of PA recipients.  The other 86% wanted off welfare as soon as possible and would attend training or take jobs as they became available.  

     The Michigan studies found many people who slip into poverty and never apply for public assistance.  They rely on savings or other household members, or just live in poverty.  IMPLICATIONS:  There are more low-income people than we know about.  New people are becoming low-income every day.  Some of them move out of poverty with no assistance.  Some may not need or want help.  Some may want help, but have to be located and asked.  IMPLICATIONS:  OUTREACH should be an ongoing and systematic process.  The need continues.

     In addition to more people being eligible for the safety-net than actually use it, long term dependency is also less than popularly imagined.  Only 8% of the population experienced  dependency more than five out of the ten years studied.  And only about 2% over the entire ten years.  And of this 2%, only about a third, or .7% of the population, are dependent on welfare for more than 50% of family income.  Yet this seven-tenths of one percent of the population are the core of the public's stereotype of the "permanent welfare family."  IMPLICATIONS:  We all need the facts for our community that destroy the myths and stereotypes.  

     The findings "...attest to the frequent, seemingly random ups and downs of peoples lives."  Try to imagine the flow of these 5,000 families being played by an orchestra, with the statistical profile of each family's changing circumstances being the sheet music.  You would hear all manner of random honks, screeches, clangs and bangs as people's circumstances change over time.  IMPLICATION:  We are always working with a rapidly moving target, and "programs" may not be able to analyze or respond effectively to all people's circumstances.  We need different strategies for different groups of people.  As agencies with limited resources we need to focus on what can be done for and with a few specific groups-- and then do it well.  

     WORKING FEMALE HEADS OF HOUSEHOLDS.  "Unfortunately, even if more child care were provided...the available evidence indicates that (most persistently poor women) are unlikely to find jobs paying enough to remove them from poverty."  IMPLICATIONS:  Minimum wages need to go up, and income support may be an ongoing element in some female headed households even when she works full time and child care is provided.  And, child-support enforcement makes a lot of sense from both a moral and a practical perspective.  

     ATTITUDES.  Desire to achieve, motivation, feeling in control over one's life, orientation toward the future -- all the things that many politicians and middle-class parents believe in so strongly -- are almost unimportant as explanations of poverty status.  "We find almost no evidence that initial attitudes affect subsequent economic success."  IMPLICATIONS:  The attitudes of poor people are an imperfect explanation, at best, about what makes them poor.  Antipoverty program operators should continue to analyze and understand "the system," the opportunity structures in each community.  The nature of the jobs and what they pay, the institutional structure of the labor market, affect the earnings of the person in the job independently of the personal characteristics of the person who holds the job.  Now this is a bitter pill for most of us who like to think that our presence is what greatly contributes to the value of the work we do.  But think about it, if you turned into a pumpkin tonight within a few days or weeks somebody else would be doing your job, probably at about the same salary as you earn.

     Further, at some income levels more people want to work and are qualified to perform that job than there  are jobs available.  And still further, many people do work full time and are still in poverty.  Given the numbers of people who want to work, helping to create or identify opportunities for people to work and earn a decent wage is at least as important as motivating more people to work.  And given the structure of our economy income support will continue to be needed by some people.  

     EDUCATION.  "Educational attainment is clearly the most powerful characteristic in distinguishing white men with high from those with low ... average earnings."  Education level is more important than cognitive ability (intelligence), personality, or attitudes.  Further, for individuals (not households) "...educational attainment emerges as the single most important determinant of economic status."  Statistically, EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT IS THE SINGLE MOST POWERFUL VARIABLE that explains long-term earnings success for the individuals WITHIN a group of people. Educational attainment explains about 33% of income differences.  IMPLICATION:  Every CAA should be operating or promoting literacy and educational attainment programs.  The Michigan data proves they are among the most powerful of rungs in the ladder out of poverty.  If education seems to be playing "second fiddle" to cheese, it's time to change the tune!  Or the program priorities.

     As the researchers looked at the differences BETWEEN groups, as they compared white and black, male and female, young and old, the patterns that emerge are not uniform.  For example, the difference in education accounts for about 40% of the difference in earnings between white males and black males, but only about 2% of the difference between white males and females.  What accounts for the rest of the difference between white and black males, and for almost all the difference between white males and white females?  What explains the these differences BETWEEN groups?  See the next paragraph.  

     DISCRIMINATION.  This continues to be a powerful factor explaining the differences between white males and black males, and between males and females.  It is almost as powerful as education in terms of its ability to explain the differences that occur.  Almost 31% of the difference in income levels has discrimination as its explanatory variable.  MANY IMPLICATIONS FOR CAAs:  This finding re-validates the reasons for the creation of CAAs in the first place.  The roots are still valid.  Agencies that continue to pursue the ideals of the civil rights movement are -- as this research proves -- absolutely on track in terms of a strategy that will eliminate a major cause of poverty.  

     Every CAA should have anti-discrimination as a major goal, to help people obtain access to jobs, education,  training and other opportunities on a nondiscriminatory basis.  The adoption or upgrading of this goal may mean that some CAAs will have to update their program techniques in this area, to learn the latest methods to analyze, prevent or remove discrimination.  

     This is an important opportunity for CAAs -- some would say a responsibility -- given the reduction in federal presence.  CAAs can keep the pressure on the federal, state and local governments to perform, and can pick up some of the slack when they don't.


ADDING IT ALL UP.  Now I'm really going to stretch the research here to add up all 100% of the known reasons or variables that cause the differences in income levels between individuals.  Differences in the level (year) of educational attainment explain  about 33% of the difference in income.  Discrimination on race and sex accounts for another 31%.  Religious heritage and parental family-income levels explain about 15% more of the income differences.  (Yes, you guessed it, those that have -- get more.)  The remaining 21% is not clearly accounted for, i.e. NONE OF THE OTHER VARIABLES seem to be very powerful in explaining the remaining causes of poverty, or in offering ideas about how to eliminate the remaining causes of poverty.  

     To eliminate the causes of poverty, increases in general educational level and anti-discrimination appear to be the most powerful tools.  These are proven, powerful strategies.  Any organization whose purpose is to eliminate poverty should be using them, or making sure that somebody else is.  


Unfortunately, the findings do not demonstrate that all of the other antipoverty strategies now being used are effective.  To the contrary, some strategies whose stated purpose is to eliminate the causes of poverty appear to be focused on the wrong variables; they have picked out problems to work on that have no proven relationship to the causes of poverty.  Some strategies look good, but they have no measurable impact.  Some strategies are serving people who will escape poverty on their own.


This is discomforting for those of us who are operating antipoverty programs that do not hit squarely at one or more of the variables that are so powerful in explaining why people have lower incomes than others.  CAA Boards and Executive Directors should review these findings to see if they are relevant to the low-income people in your area.  If the findings are relevant, then you can use them to develop or raise the priority of strategies that deal directly with the causes of poverty in your area.  


MY FAVORITE QUOTE:  "We may have been oversold on the Protestant Ethic, and refused to see the extent to which people are the victims of their past, their environment, luck, and chance."  


This is a complicated book.  It is written in research-ese, with regression analyses and turgid tables sprinkled generously throughout.  But more importantly, the findings reflect the very complicated reality of poverty and its causes.  This body of research gives us some insights about which strategies will eliminate the causes of poverty and which are not very powerful.  It is "must reading"  for antipoverty program operators.  

     JIM MASTERS, Center for Community Futures, Berkeley, California, 510/540-1928, is a researcher, futurist, and trainer in the community action network.  






