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Rising expenditures for public assistance in a time of 
full employment are often considered an anomaly. The 
factors underlying the increase since VJ-day in expendi­
tures for public aid, including among others the decline 
in the value of the dollar, are discussed in the following 
analysis. 

T H E ANNUAL AMOUNTS expended per 
inhab i tan t for public aid during the 
15-year period 1934-48 reflect the dy­
namic changes in t he economy of the 
Nation t h a t occurred during these 
years.1 In the mid- th i r t ies , when mil­
lions were unemployed, many shor t -
run programs were established to meet 
on an emergency basis the immediate 
and unprecedented need for public 
aid t h a t existed throughout the Na­
tion.3 Almost simultaneously, how­
ever, the foundations were laid in the 
Social Security Act for long-run meas­
ures to deal with the problems of 

* Bureau of Public Assistance, Statistics and Analyses Division. 
1 The years referred to in this article are the fiscal years ended on June 30. 
2 For a description of operations under these programs see "A Decade of Public Aid," Social Security Bulletin, February 1943. 

economic insecurity t h a t a re t he in ­
evitable accompaniment of a m a t u r ­
ing industrial economy and an aging 
population. 

Expenditures for public aid before 
1940 were made u p primari ly of wage 
payments under t h e shor t - run work 
programs t h a t were designed to meet 
the immediate problems of mass u n ­
employment (table 1) . Beginning in 
1940, however, as t he Nation mobilized 
to meet the demands of t he defense 
and war periods, expenditures under 
these shor t - run programs began to 
decline, though earnings under Fed­
eral work programs still comprised 
the largest segment—63 percent—of 
the public aid bill in t h a t year. By 
1944 the Federal work programs had 
been liquidated, and old-age assist­
ance represented the major compo­
nent—almost three-fourths—of ex­
penditures for public aid. 

Factors Underlying Changes 
Expenditures per inhabi tan t for 

public aid amounted to $11 in the 
fiscal year 1948, about half the 
amount spent in 1940, t he year in 
which t he nat ional defense program 
was launched. I n the interval be­
tween these 2 years, two major factors 
operated to depress expenditures for 
public aid. The most impor tant fac­
tor was, of course, the t remendous in­
crease in employment opportunities, 
which brought a decline of some 7 
million in the number of unem­
ployed—from some 8 million in 1940 
to about 1 million in 1943, when the 
last of the Federal work programs 
were liquidated. 

This phenomenal growth in em­
ployment opportunities kept in the 
labor force many older workers who 
would otherwise have retired, and it 
a t t rac ted into the labor marke t some 
who had wi thdrawn earlier and others 
who had never worked before. Among 
these groups were large numbers of 
so-called marginal workers—the 
aged, the handicapped, women who 
were heads of households—some of 
whom left the relief rolls or found it 
unnecessary to seek aid because jobs 
were readily available. Even after the 
war's end the Bureau of Labor S ta ­
tistics reported "continued h igh ra tes 
of labor force participation among 



older men, particularly those 65 years 
of age and over."3 

The second factor which operated 
as a brake on assistance expenditures, 
especially after VJ-day, was t he 
growth in the volume of benefit pay­
ments under the unemployment and 
old-age and survivors insurance pro­
grams. Unemployment benefits, 
which in 1940 totaled less t h a n a half 
billion dollars, rose to more t h a n a 
billion in 1946, and in 1948 they were 
still substantially (more t h a n th ree -
fifths) higher t h a n in 1940. T h e in -

3 Harold Wool, "Recent Trends in the Labor Force," Monthly Labor Review, De­cember 1947, p . 643. 

crease in the amount of old-age and 
survivors insurance benefits from $15 
million in 1940 to $511.7 million in 
1948 was more t h a n 32-fold. 

Working in the opposite direction— 
t h a t is, increasing expenditures for 
assistance—were two o ther powerful, 
factors. One was t he rise in the cost 
of living, which was gradual unti l July 
1946 and sharply accelerated t he r e ­
after. The other was t he change in 
the composition of t h e population. 
Between 1940 and 1948, t he est imated 
increase in total population was some­
thing less t h a n 10 percent . The pop­
ulation 65 or more years of age, how­
ever, increased by more t h a n 20 per -

TABLE 1.—Public assistance and Federal work programs: Expenditures per inhabitant for assistance and earnings in the continental United States, and percentage distribution, by program and by fiscal year ended June 30, 1934-48 1 

Fiscal year ended June 30 

Assistance to recipients 
Earnings of persons employed under Federal work programs 

Fiscal year ended June 30 
Total 

Special type of public assistance 
General assist­ance Other 2 

Work Projects Adminis ­tration Other 3 

Fiscal year ended June 30 
Total Old-age assist­ance 

Aid to de­pendent children 
Aid to the blind 

General assist­ance Other 2 
Work Projects Adminis ­tration Other 3 

Expenditures per inhabitant 

1934 $15. 97 $0.21 $0.32 $0.05 $6.51 $0.23 ----- $8.65 
1935 18. 75 .37 .32 .06 12.52 .96 ----- 4.52 1936 22.27 .69 .35 .08 6. 49 .37 $8.26 6.03 
1937 23.34 1.90 .46 .11 3.13 .28 11.33 6.13 1938 20.89 2.79 .65 .14 3. 49 .17 9.57 4.08 1939 26.74 3.17 .82 .15 3.63 .17 14.87 3.93 1940 21.95 3.42 .94 .16 3.38 .15 10.12 3.78 1941 19.00 3.81 1.10 .17 2.55 . 11 8.63 2.63 1942 14.13 4.26 1.18 .18 1.65 .07 5.36 1.43 1943 8.58 4.60 1.12 . 19 1.03 ----- 1.60 .04 1944 7. 01 5.09 1.02 .19 .71 ----- ----- ----1945 7.17 5.30 1.04 .19 .64 ----- ----- -----1946 7.81 5.59 1.27 .21 .74 ----- ----- -----1947 9. 46 6.42 1.79 .24 1.01 ----- ----- -----
1948 11.02 7.22 2.26 .27 1.27 ----- ----- -----1948 11.02 7.22 2.26 .27 1.27 ----- ----- -----

Percentage distribution 

1934 100.0 1.3 2.0 0.3 40.8 1.4 ----- 54.1 
1935 100.0 2.0 1.7 .3 66.8 5.1 ----- 24.1 1936 100.0 3 .1 1.6 . 4 29.1 1.7 37.1 27.1 
1937 100.0 8.1 2.0 . 5 13.4 1.2 48.5 26.3 1938 100.0 13.3 3 .1 .7 16.7 . 8 45.8 19.5 1939 100.0 11.8 3.1 . 6 13.6 . 6 55.6 14.7 1940 100.0 15.6 4.3 .7 15.4 . 7 46.1 17.2 1941 100.0 20.0 5.8 . 9 13.4 . 6 45.4 13.9 1942 100.0 30.2 8.3 1.3 11.7 . 5 38.0 10.2 1943 100.0 53.6 13.0 2.2 12.0 ----- 18.7 . 5 1944 100.0 72.6 14.5 2.7 10.2 ----- ----- -----1945 100.0 73.8 14.5 2.7 9 .0 ----- ----- -----1946 100.0 71.6 16.2 2.7 9.5 ----- ----- -----1947 100.0 67.9 18.9 2.5 10.7 ----- ----- -----1948 100.0 65.5 20.5 2.4 11.5 ----- ----- -----

1 For definitions of terms see the Bulletin, Septem­ber 1941, pp. 50-52, and February 1944, footnote 6, table 1, p. 27. Population base for each fiscal year except 1948 represents an average of the July 1 esti­mates for that and the succeeding fiscal year; for 1948, estimate for July 1, 1947, was used. Base for 1934-39 represents total population; for 1940-47, total population excluding armed forces overseas. Data from the Bureau of the Census. 

2 Includes payments under special programs of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration and subsistence payments certified by the Farm Security Administration. 3 Includes earnings under the Civilian Conserva­tion Corps, National Youth Administration, Civil Works Program, and other Federal agency projects financed from emergency funds. 

CHART 1.—Actual and adjusted expendi­tures per inhabitant for public assistance payments, fiscal years ended June 30, 1939-48 1 

1 Includes payments for old-age assistance, aid to dependent children, aid to the blind, and general assistance; adjusted expenditures represent actual purchasing power in terms of the average value of the dollar during the period 1935-39. 

cent—from roughly 9 million to a l ­
most 1 1 million. The proport ionate 
growth in the child population—12 
percent—also exceeded t h a t for the 
total population. 

The effect of the rise in cost of liv­
ing on assistance expenditures is a p ­
parent when actual expenditures per 
inhabi tant for the years 1 9 4 0 - 4 8 for 
the three special types of public a s ­
sistance and general assistance a re 
adjusted to reflect their value in te rms 
of the average value of the dollar for 
the years 1 9 3 5 - 3 9 . The adjusted ex­
penditure per inhabi tant for 1 9 4 8 is 
roughly five-sixths of the amoun t 
spent per inhabi tant for these four 
programs in 1 9 4 0 . Moreover, though 
the increase in actual expenditures 
from 1945 , the last war year, to 1 9 4 8 
was more t h a n one-half ( 5 3 . 7 pe r ­
cen t ) , the increase in adjusted ex­
penditures was less t h a n a fifth ( 1 7 . 5 
percent) (char t 1 ) . 

The disproportionate growth in t h e 
number of aged persons in the popu­
lation is an impor tant factor in t h e 
continued rise in expenditures per in ­
habi tan t for public aid. Thus , t h e 
proportion of the aged population r e ­
ceiving old-age assistance was about 
the same—a little more t h a n a fifth— 
in both 1940 and 1948 , but the number 
of recipients of old-age assistance i n -



creased about 20 percent from about 
2 million in J u n e 1948.4 Expenditures 
per i nhab i t an t for old-age assistance 
have risen steadily over t he 15-year 
period and from 1940 to 1948 in ­
creased $3.80, to $7.22. 

Increased expenditures for aid to 
dependent children also have con­
tr ibuted to the larger costs of public 
aid. Though there was a decline dur­
ing t he war years, t h e amount spent 
per i nhab i t an t for aid to dependent 
children was $2.26 in 1948, compared 
with 94 cents in 1940. I t is apparent 
t h a t t he proport ionate rise in expen­
ditures per inhab i t an t over the 8 years 
actually was greater in aid to depend­
ent children t h a n in old-age assist­
ance. Yet the 8-year increase in the 
total bill for public aid contributed 

4 For a summary of changes in recipient rates see "Trends in Recipient Rates for Old-Age Assistance," Social Security Bulletin, November 1948. 

by aid to dependent children—$1.32— 
was only slightly more t h a n a th i rd of 
the increase of .$3.80 a t t r ibutable to 
old-age assistance. 

Unlike expenditures for t h e special 
types of public assistance, those for 
general assistance are still well be­
low prewar levels—$1.27 per inhabi ­
t an t in 1948 as compared wi th $3.38 
in 1940. Nevertheless, in 1948 they 
were about double wha t they were in 
1945, the last war year. 
State Variations 

Char t 2, which presents for the fis­
cal year 1948 Sta te detail on expendi­
tures per inhabi tan t , by program, r e ­
veals the wide range among the States 
in the amounts spent . T h e spread 
was greatest in general assistance, 
ranging from 3 cents in Mississippi to 
$3.54 in New York. Similarly, in aid 
to dependent children, Oklahoma, 
with a high of $5.57, spent almost 40 

times as much as Nevada, which does 
not request Federal funds for this p ro ­
gram. The spread in aid to t he blind 
was from 3 cents in Connecticut to 
68 cents in Arizona, and for old-age 
assistance the amount ranged from 
$1.18 in Virginia to $30.98 in Colorado. 

As the figures for the country as 
a. whole would suggest, most Sta tes 
spent more per inhabi tan t for the 
four assistance programs combined in 
1948 t h a n in 1940. This upward shift 
is revealed in the following summary : 

Per inhabitant cost for 4 assistance programs 
Number of States Per inhabitant cost for 4 assistance programs 

1948 1940 

Less than $5.00 6 17 
5.00-7.49 10 13 7.50-9.99 6 11 10.00-14.99 20 6 15.00-19.99 4 2 20.00 or more 3 -----

CHART 2.—Amount expended per inhabitant1 for public assistance payments, fiscal year ended June 30, 1948 

1 Based on population as of July 1947, estimated by the Bureau of the Census; excludes armed forces overseas. Population data for Alaska not available. 
* Program administered under State law without Federal participation. 



Seven States, however, spent less per 
inhabi tan t on the four programs 
combined in 1 9 4 8 t h a n in 1 9 4 0 . 
These States and the amounts they 
expended per inhabi tan t in each of 
the 2 years were as follows: 

State 
Per inhabitant expenditures in— State 

1948 1940 

California $16.45 $16.91 
Connecticut 6.65 7.23 Indiana 6.91 7.97 New Jersey 4.25 6.47 New York 11.98 12.45 Pennsylvania 9.01 12.40 Wisconsin 9.59 9.96 

The downward shift in these States 
was the net effect of a t remendous de­
cline in expenditures per inhab i tan t 
for general assistance and an increase 
in amounts expended for the special 
types of public assistance between 
1 9 4 0 and 1 9 4 8 . In Ind iana and New 
Jersey, however, expenditures per in­
hab i t an t for aid to dependent chil­
dren were less in 1 9 4 8 t h a n in 1 9 4 0 . 

Though in most States expenditures 
per inhabi tant for general assistance 
were less in 1 9 4 8 t h a n in 1 9 4 0 , 1 2 
States spent more in the la ter year. 
In this group were n i n e 5 of t he 1 2 
States with lowest per capita income 
and Arizona, Oregon, and Washing­
ton. 

T h e upward shifts in expenditures 
per inhabi tan t for old-age assistance 
and aid to dependent children and the 
general downward movement for gen­
eral assistance are shown in table 2 . 
Per inhabi tant expenditures for old-

5 Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, New Mexico, North Carolina, Oklahoma, and South Carolina. 
TABLE 2.—Distribution of States by assistance expenditures per inhabitant and by specified program, 1948 and 1940 

Expenditures per inhabitant 
Old-age assistance 

Aid to de­pendent children 
General Assistance Expenditures per inhabitant 

1948 1940 1948 1940 1948 1940 
Less than $1.00 --- 5 8 28 31 18 
1.00-1.99 3 10 15 20 13 14 
2.00-2.99 4 10 14 1 4 4 
3.00-3.99 4 4 9 --- 1 5 
4.00-4.99 4 10 2 --- --- 2 
5.00-7.49 13 8 1 --- --- 4 
7.50-9.99 12 1 ------ --- 2 
10.00 or more 9 1 --- --- --- ---10.00 or more 9 1 --- --- --- ---

age assistance amounted to $ 5 or more 
in 3 4 States in 1 9 4 8 compared with 
1 0 Sta tes in 1 9 4 0 . Similarly, only one 
Sta te spent as much as $ 2 per i n h a b ­
i t an t for aid to dependent children 
in 1940 , compared with 2 6 spending 
t h a t amount or more in 1 9 4 8 . For 
general assistance, 1 8 Sta tes in 1 9 4 0 , 
compared with 3 1 in 1 9 4 8 , spent less 
t h a n $ 1 per inhabi tant . 
Changes During the Fiscal Year 1948 

Though most Sta tes spent more per 
inhabi tan t in 1 9 4 8 t h a n in 1 9 4 7 for 
each program, as well as for t h e four 
assistance programs combined, some 
declines occurred. Thus five S t a t e s 6 
spent less per inhabi tan t for old-age 
assistance, five7 spent less for general 
assistance, and four8 less for aid to 
the blind. Only South Dakota spent 
less per inhabi tan t for aid to depend­
ent children. For t he four programs 
combined, three States—Maine, South 
Dakota, and Washington—spent less 
in 1 9 4 8 t h a n in 1 9 4 7 . 

Of the five States in which expen­
ditures per inhabi tan t for old-age a s ­
sistance declined, all bu t Oregon a s ­
sisted, on the average, fewer recipi­
ents per month in 1 9 4 8 t h a n in 1 9 4 7 . 
The percentage decreases in t he aver­
age monthly number aided ranged 
from 3.6 percent in Washington to 
11 .4 percent in Utah. I n both these 
States and in Maine t he decline in 
number of recipients followed changes 
in legislation. Utah now requires 
t h a t the Sta te assistance agency take 
liens on all real property of those r e ­
ceiving aid,9 Washington enacted leg­
islation providing t h a t t h e amoun t of 
assistance is recoverable th rough 
claims filed against the estates of de­
ceased recipients,10 and Maine adopt ­
ed a new law requiring cer ta in re la­
tives to submit sworn s ta tements con­
cerning their ability to assist thei r 
aged kin. 

P a r t of Washington's reduction in 
expenditures per inhab i tan t and all 
of the decline in Oregon were due to 

6 M a i n e , Oregon , S o u t h D a k o t a , U t a h , 
and Washington. 

7Arizona, Iowa, Maryland, South Da­
kota, and Vermont. 

8 Kansas, Maine, Oregon, and Wyoming. 
9 Before May 1948, liens were taken only 

o n rea l proper ty a s se s sed a t $1,200 or 
more. 

10 This provision is no longer in effect. 

a reduction in the average monthly 
payment per recipient. The change 
in Oregon reflected in par t a reduc­
tion in assistance s tandards and in 
pa r t a change in the method of meet ­
ing the medical needs of recipients of 
old-age assistance. I n Washington, 
assistance payments during 9 m o n t h s 
of 1 9 4 8 were less t h a n the amounts 
t h a t would have been paid had suffi­
cient S ta te funds been available. 

In most States , both t he number 
of recipients and the total amounts 
expended for assistance increased 
from J u n e 1 9 4 7 to June 1 9 4 8 . T h e 
proport ionate rise in the amounts ex­
pended, however, exceeded t h a t in the 
number of recipients. I t is appa r ­
ent, therefore, t ha t even if t he n u m ­
ber of recipients should remain the 
same—and this is unlikely in view of 
population trends—expenditures per 
inhabi tan t for public assistance will 
continue to rise as long as living costs 
move upward appreciably and Sta te 
legislatures make funds available to 
adjust assistance payments in recog­
nition of these higher costs. 


