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THE PSYCHOLOGICAL PREDICAMENT OF
. WOMEN ON WELFARE

Claude Steele and David A. Sherman

When Work Disappears {1996), a statement embedded passingly in

the introduction captured our attention. In reviewing the contribu-
tions of various social sciences to issues of poverty in America, he de-
scribed social psychology as “a set of factors generally abscnt from the
current debate” (xiv). Wilson (1987, 1996) has long argued that large-
scale economic and structural factors, such as the global ¢conomy, the
drop in industrial jobs, the suburbanization of jobs, and migration pat-
terns, bear most of the responsibility for continuing urban poverty. But
he also stresses that other factors are involved, especially culwural and
social psychological processes that determine behavioral reactions to
the conditions of poverty. It is here, in this last respect, that Wilson feels
the absence of modern social psychology. Clearly this level of analysis is
relevant. Yet just as clearly, we had to agree with Wilson: social psychol-
ogy is not much present in this debate.

Our central purpose in this chapter is to take up Wilson’s challenge
by exploring the social psychology of the welfare experience, in particu-
lar the psychological predicament of homeless mothers on welfare, and
to describe preliminary research that suggests an analysis of the welfare
experience. But we have a secondary purposc as well: to explore the
utility of a more context-oriented mode of social psychological anal-
ysis—an approach that harks back, of course, to the Lewinian origins of
the field {Lewin 1943, 1951).

Central to both of these aims is a concept we call afforded psycho-
logies. This term refers to a familiar idea: the “life-space” contexts of
people’s lives—their socioeconomic pusition in society, their position in
a family, their group identities, the cultures they are immersed in, the
status they enjoy, the stigmas they endure, and the opportunities and

IN ReaDING William Julius Wilson’s latest book on urban poverty,
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resources they possess—have a constitutive influence on their psyches
that “affords” them some psychologies more than others. That is, one’s
location in society and in a culture makes a significant contribution to
the content, organization, and functioning of one’s psychological life.

This may seem to be an obvious point. But in social psychology we
have leaned toward explanations of diverse social psychological phe-
nomena in terms of common, generalizable processes {see Shweder
1990). In this pursuit, psychologists have increasingly deemphasized the
role of context in mediating social psychological phenomena (Fiske et
al. 1998). Although this kind of explanation is an important goal of our
science, it may cause us to underemphasize something fundamental
about psychological life: because of life context differences between peo-
ple, not all features of human psychology—particular traits, states, and
processes—are equally accessible to all people. For example, when op-
portunity, support, and encouragement for school are not there for a per-
son, it can be more difficult for that person to sustain a strong academic
motivation. Thus, academic identification may not be as accessible to
people facing this predicament (Steele 1997). Thinking about human
psychology in terms of relatively decontextualized and abstract pro-
cesses, traits, and states can give the impression that the particular psy-
chological characteristics of people—for example, their attributional
styles, their motivations, their cognitive skills, and their emotional ten-
dencies—are equally probable in almost any life context. As something
that shapes the development and ongoing transactions of the individual,
life context predisposes and enables the development of some psycho-
logical characteristics and tendencies more than others; this is what is
meant by “afforded psychologies.”

However, we are not arguing that the psyche-shaping influence of
life context is a rigidly deterministic influence that irrevocably fosters
particular characteristics. The term “afforded” was chosen to convey a
more indirect influence—one in which life context comprises the condi-
tions of life that must be transacted with, but does not directly determine
which psychological characteristics will evolve in those transactions.
Life context predisposes, constrains, prompts, punishes, facilitates, frus-
trates, and scaffolds, but in our reasoning it does not directly determine.

This idea of afforded psychologies helps to clarify several issues re-
lated to the psychological predicament of the homeless mothers we
have studied. First, it makes it clear that a disadvantaged background
does not, of necessity, cause a correspondingly negative internal psyche.
In the role of observer, researchers and theorists may too easily assume
that negative life outcomes reflect negative internal psychologies—a
“poverty personality” of low self-esteem, low self-efficacy, poor future
orientation, and so on {see, for example, Mead 1994; Murray 1996). But
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quite the reverse can be true. In the course of adapting to disadvantages
a person may develop strengths that would not be well afforded by ;
more advantaged background (Taylor, Wood, and Lichtman 1983). This
is not an argument to proliferate disadvantage. It is simply to point out
an important reality implied by the afforded psychologies idea: psychao-
logical strengths and weaknesses can be afforded by many environments.

Second, it helps to explain how the psychologies of those on welfare
can have considerable similarity to the psychologies of people from more
advantaged segments of the population—a point developed by Cook and
Curtin (1987). Despite profound differences in the sociocconomic and
even subcultural aspects of these two life contexts, there are important
similarities between them as well. Both the wealthy and the poor in this
society share an overarching American culture and history, a national
identity, and exposure to many of the same media outlets. This sim-
ilarity of life context surely affords similarity in psychology.

Third, the concept of afforded psychologies offers at least one defini-
tion of the “cultural divide” that is the focus of this book. A cultural
divide can be thought of as a boundary in society that separates commu-
nities whose socioeconomic structures, opportunities for success, con-
ventions, styles, and norms are so different that they have substantially
different psychologies. Another way of saying this is that when groups
differ enough in the nature of their sociocultural context as to cause
meaningful differences in their psychologies, they are divided by a “cul-
tural divide.” Obviously more aspects of a particular context than cul-
ture alone could contribute to such a divide. Social structure, race, eth-
nicity, and religion can have this effect as well. But we endorse the term
“cultural divide” as a reasonable, if not completely precise, term for
designating a group divide between differentially afforded psychologies.

This conception of a cultural divide is at the center of our analysis.
We reason that the predicament faced by women on welfare in contrast
to the life context of people in the economically secure middle class
constitutes a structural and cultural divide—a difference in life circum-
stances great enough to spawn some important psychological differences
in the people on either side of the divide, their similarities notwith-
standing. And we reason that these differences in psychology, while first

. the product of the divide, can eventually reinforce the divide (Fiske et al.

1998).

Our analysis begins with an assessment of the predicament faced by
homeless mothers on welfare. As mentioned earlier, the first point to
stress is that their life context has considerable overlap with that of
middle-class Americans. (Knowing the great diversity of this group, we
nonetheless refer to them as the middle class as an easy way of denoting
the more economically secure members of society.) Accordingly, as sur-
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vey after survey shows [for example, Rainwater 1970; Cantril and Roll
1971; Cook and Curtin 1987), these women share many values, personal
goals, and cultural ideals with people in the middle class. But the life
contexts of these groups also differ in some profound ways. Compared to
the middle class, a fundamental difference of the predicament of
homeless mothers is the extreme economic and social uncertainty with
which they must contend, and the lack of resources, skills, and support
with which they must do so. The people, institutions, and communities
in their lives have proven difficult to trust in the sense of being willing
or able to foster their progress toward secure employment. Moreover,
their lack of skills and resources—typically no health care, no child
care, no housing, no family resources, coupled with very little education
and few marketable skills-—puts their needs so high that no single op-
portunity is likely to seem as if it could make much of a difference.
Unlike the life contexts of the middle class, then, these women face,
with children to support, a near-traumatic predicament of life context
uncertainty and difficulty.

In transaction with this predicament, we propose that a psychology
is afforded that, while by no means characterizing all of these women,
may describe a central tendency among them. This “atforded psycho-
logical hypothesis” has three parts. The first part is a particularly strong
valuing of self-reliance and independence in the sense of not being eco-
nomically dependent on others. In response to a context that is unreli-
able, we suggest that these women may take a value from the larger
society that deemphasizes the importance of having a reliable context
for success and reify it into a centerpiece of their worldview. By dis-
counting the importance of the unreliability and threat around them,
and increasing the importance of self-reliance and independence, they
gain a feeling of personal security.

The second part of this predicament, however, may work against
the first part. In response to the unreliability and insufficiency of oppor-
tunity in their lives, we argue that homeless mothers on welfare have
difficulty trusting scenarios by which they could gain secure employ-
ment and a better life. They often come from communities that provide
very little opportunities for securing middle-class status [Auletta
1982; Bourgois 1996; Dash 1989; Kozol 1988). The opportunities welfare
mothers are offered—for example, coursework needed to graduate from
high school, minimal training programs in basic vocational skills, and
minimum-wage jobs—can seem highly unlikely to lead to success given
the constraints they are facing. Moreover, scenarios of advancement are
not likely to be well modeled or normatively enforced in the broader
communities in which these women live.

Third, the resultant psychology with regard to advancement, then,
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is likely to be a mix of hopeful commitment to self-sufficiency —they
have little other hope—and, in the face of such difficult circumstances,
real difficulty in maintaining trust in the available opportunity struc-
ture. We hypothesize that they alternate between an effort to be self-
sufficient and a loss of persistence in the face of frustration.

It is in this situation, we hypothesize, that people can become sus-
ceptible to short-term decision-making, which can sometimes worsen
their circumstances. This may be the state of mind in which many of
the women in our sample allowed themselves to have children at so
early an age (Dash 1989; Furstenberg 1976). For a woman from the mid-
dle class, having a baby at an early age would interfere with a well-
developed scenario of advancement that is broadly supported, if not
mandated, in her social world. Such an action would interfere with her
graduating from high school, going to college, and with the general de-
velopment needed to achieve a secure and happy life. For the women in
our sample, having a baby early in life was not likely to interfere with
such a likely scenario of advancement and in fact may have offered im-
portant advantages—a secure relationship in a world of insecure rela-
tionships and a mark of passage into adulthood.

Our view, then, is not that these women lack internalized middle-
class values and psychological characteristics, but that, from their posi-
tion in society, it is difficult to trust a representation of how they could
deliver themselves to economic security. The lack of such a representa-
tion, and a community that reliably supports it, affords them a psychol-
ogy that is focused more on immediate and short-term needs and oppor-
tunities. And this decision-making process, under some conditions, may
further mire them in poverty.

Before developing the afforded psychological hypothesis in more de-
tail and presenting preliminary research that supports it, we describe
recent developments in welfare policy directed at these women and the
alternative psychological models of their experience that predominate in
the literature.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN WELFARE POLICY
TOWARD SINGLE MOTHERS

The social safety net for poor families is currently undergoing a radical
transformation (Edelman 1997; Pavetti 1997}; in our effort to understand
the experience of the women who use this system, it is important for
our review to understand these changes in welfare policy and their mo-
tivation.

Beginning in 1935, the U.S. government provided Aid to Dependent
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Children (later renamed Aid to Families with Dependent Children, or
AFDC) as an entitlement, meaning a “federally defined guarantee of as-
sistance to families with children who met the statutory definition of
need” (Edelman 1997, 4). Welfare, as it came to be known, was almost
universally disliked. In his social history of welfare in America, Katz
(1986) summarized public attitudes towards welfare:

Nobody likes welfare. Conservatives worry that it erodes the work ethic,
retards productivity, and rewards the lazy. Liberals view the American wel-
fare system as incomplete, inadequate, and punitive. Poor people, who rely
on it, find it degrading, demoralizing, and mean. (ix)

In 1996 President Clinton signed into law the Personal Respon-
sibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act {also called the 1996
Welfare Reform Act). This program eliminated AFDC and replaced it
with block grants to states to create the program called Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). TANF differs from AFDC in
several ways: (1) it is administered by the states, so there is no federal
entitlement or safety net; {2) whereas there was no fixed time limit for
AFDC, families are eligible to receive TANF only for sixty months in
their lifetime; {3) once TANF recipients have been determined to be
work-ready or they have received assistance for twenty-four months,
they are required to work; and {4) in order to receive TANF grants from
the federal government, states must meet increasing work participa-
tion rates andfor decrease the number of people receiving welfare
{Pavetti 1997). ’

These changes were a response to the perceived problem of welfare
dependency (Bernstein 1998). At any point in time, people who have
been on welfare for eight years or more account for more than half of the
people on welfare, giving the impression of a welfare-dependent caseload
(Bane and Ellwood 1994). However, this statistic is somewhat mislead-
ing, because it is also true that the vast majority of people who start on
welfare stay on the rolls less than four years (Bane and Ellwood 1994).
That is, although long-term recipients represent only a small fraction of
those who have ever received benefits, they tend to accumulate in the
system and represent a significant portion of the existing caseloads and
welfare expenditures at any given point in time. The 1996 Welfare Re-
form Act was motivated by the focus of politicians and the media on the
long-term recipients, as opposed to the greater number of people who
rely on welfare in times of need and move out of the system {Bernstein
1998).

Furthermore, this group of long-term welfare recipients represents a
specific, highly identifiable part of the population: young single mothers
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and their children. More than half of all welfare recipients were teen-
agers when their first child was born (Harris 1997), and over half of the
AFDC budget was spent on welfare for teenage mothers and their resul-
tant families. In today’s context—66 percent of American mothers with
children now work (Pavetti 1997)—the reliance on welfare for personal
support has become less acceptable. Thus, under the current TANF pol-
icy, welfare support will be withdrawn after the time limits have been
reached, with the assumption that the long-term welfare-reliant women
will then support themselves by gaining employment. Reformers as-
sume that this low-skilled group can find employment, but that as-
sumption is seriously contested by some theorists {sce Bernstein 1998;
Sidel 1996; Wilson 1996).

Two other assumptions about the welfare phenomena—neither of
them supported by data—have been used to justify the 1996 Welfare
Reform Act Bassuk, Browne, and Buckner 1996). First, it is assumed
that welfare inevitably perpetuates dependency rather than serving as a
safety net for people experiencing hard times. Yet as indicated earlier,
most poor women use welfare for less than four years {Bane and Ell-
wood 1994). Second, it is assumed that welfare compromises the “work
ethic.” Many studies (see, for example, Bassuk et al. 1996; Edin and Lein
1997) have shown that most welfare mothers have worked and that
many work while on welfare to supplement the money they receive.
Based in large part on these assumptions, which we would argue are
based on certain psychological models of the welfare recipients, the pro-
visions of the 1996 Welfare Reform Act have begun to be implemented.

In short, we have reached a curious point in American welfare his-
tory: a major policy initiative, the 1996 Welfare Reform Act, has been
promulgated in large part as a response to a set of assumptions about the
psychology of welfare recipients, especially women who are using wel-
fare to support their families. In the literature on the urban poor and
women on welfare in particular, three distinct psychology models have
been advanced (Bane and Ellwood 1994; Greenstone 1991): the culeure of
poverty model, rational choice models, and expectancy or self-efficacy
models. We review them in turn.

Culture of Poverty Models

Research and theorizing on the “culture of poverty” has been extremely
influential and has been an important part of the history of welfare theo-

_rizing over the past forty years. Oscar Lewis was the first to articulate

the culture of poverty thesis. In his book La Vida: A Puerto Rican Fum-
ily in the Culture of Poverty (1966), he described the culture of poverty
as an adaptation and reaction of the poor “to their marginal position 1n a
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class-stratified, highly individuated, capitalistic society” {xliv). Lewis ar-
gued that the culture of poverty could be described in approximately
seventy social, economic, and psychological traits. The culture of pov-
erty was most likely to originate under the following conditions: a cap-
italist economy that features cash, wage labor, and production for profit;
a continually high unemployment rate for unskilled labor; low wages;
failure to provide social, political, or economic organization for the low-
income population; a bilateral kinship system rather than a unilateral
kinship system; and a dominant culture that values individual initiative
and the accumulation of wealth and explains poverty as the result of
personal inadequacy or inferiority.

Lewis {1966} emphasized the intergenerational transmission of the
culture of poverty:

Once [the culture of poverty| comes into existence it tends to perpetuate
itself from generation to generation because of its effect on the children. By
the time slum children are age six or seven they have usually absorbed the
basic values and attitudes of their subculture and are not psychologically
geared to take full advantage of changing conditions or increased oppor-
tunities which may occur in their lifetime. (xlv)

Thus, the culture of poverty is fixed and likely to be permanent as it is
transmitted from one poor generation to the next. Lewis outlined the
culture of poverty thesis in an extended introduction to La Vida (for a
general discussion of Lewis’s treatment of the culture of poverty, see
Gans 1968; Moynihan 1968). The rest of La Vida consists of first-person
narratives from the Rios family gathered through questionnaires, inter-
views, participant observation, biographies, and projective psychological
tests. ~

The evidence for the intergenerational aspect of the culture of pov-
erty comes from the Rios family, in which every major female figure
was a prostitute. Because the children were raised by mothers who sup-
ported their families through prostitution, the next generation also re-
lied on prostitution as an economic strategy. Despite the problems with
Lewis’s methodology, including his reliance on anecdotes from such an
extreme family, the basic argument of the culture of poverty model—
that one learns at one’s “mother’s knee” adaptive yet harmful values
about work, sex, and responsibility—became influential and was adapted
to analysis of other poor populations. At the same time Lewis was writ-
ing about a Puerto Rican family in the culture of poverty, there were
major concerns about black urban poverty in the United States. Michael
Harrington wrote The Other America {1962) and, in describing the lives
of the “other Americans” for mainstream readers, evoked images of a

400

PSYCHOLOGICAL PREDICAMENT OF WOMEN ON WELFARL .

distinctly different culture. In the early 1960s, then, the culture of pov-
erty model prevailed, explaining that the poor make internal adaptations
to the external factors of poverty and limited opportunity. The goal of
this view was to change the external factors, but in so doing, it casily
seemed to be saying that the problem with the poor was their cultural
values.

Nowhere is this phenomenon clearer than in Moynihan'’s report The
Negro Family: The Case for National Action {1965). Moynihan began
by describing how in the wake of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 African
Americans would not only want equality of opportunity but equality of
group outcome. However, Moynihan argued, equality of group outcomc
was not likely to happen, for two external reasons. First, racism still
existed at all levels in the United States. Second, three centuries of bru-
tal mistreatment had left African Americans in a position where they
could not compete, as a group, with other groups that had not been
systematically mistreated. While individual blacks might rise to the top,
large group differences in outcomes were likely to remain.

Thus, Moynihan began his report by positing that external factors
had led to the negative state of the black urban poor. But the focus of his
report is on the

fundamental problem . . . that of family structure. The evidence—not fi-
nal, but powerfully persuasive—is that the Negro family in the urban
ghetto is crumbling. A middle-class group has managed to save itself,
but for vast numbers of the unskilled, poorly educated city working class
(the fabric of conventional social relationships has all but disintegrated.
1965, 1)

In very clear and impassioned language, Moynihan described the “dete-
rioration of the Negro family” as the “fundamental source of the weak-
ness of the Negro community” {5). More specifically, Moynihan argued
that the black family was highly unstable, citing as evidence the fact
that in 1960 the nonwhite illegitimacy level was eight times greater
than the white ratio and that nearly 25 percent of African American
births were illegitimate {a number that had gone up to 65 percent in
1997; Harris 1997). This observation led to his conclusion that “the
breakdown of the Negro family has led to a startling increase in welfare
dependency” {12).

Throughout his report, Moynihan emphasized the legacy of slavery,
racism, and unemployment as the causes of the crisis of poverty among
urban blacks, yet at the same time he told a deeply cultural story about
the internal problems befalling the black family. In the chapter titled
“The Tangle of Pathology,” he decried the matriarchal structure of the
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black family: being so out of line with the rest of American society, it
“imposes a crushing burden on the Negro male, and in consequence, on
a great many Negro women as well” (29). Thus, Moynihan argued, at
the psychological level, the black man suffers from being ineffectual and
powerless in comparison to his female partner. A vicious circle ensues,
as the powerless man leaves the relationship, abandoning his children.
Although Moynihan stressed the external factors that had provoked this
breakdown in the internal family structure of black Americans, the
most salient take-home message of his report was that something was
dramatically wrong with the black family. This cultural argument was
assumed by conservative critics of welfare who argued that, owing to
their deviant behavior and lack of interest in self-improvement, the poor
were doomed to destitution (see, for example, Banfield 1970). Social pol-
icy initiatives were useless; what the poor needed was cultural reha-
bilitation. Although liberals were the ones who generated the culture of
poverty thesis, they were mostly silent as conservatives espoused cul-
tural or behavioral arguments to explain why the poor remained in pov-
erty (for an extended discussion of the history of the debate on urban
poverty, see Wilson 1987).

In contrast to these conservative or behavioral cultural arguments,
Wilson {1996} emphasizes that living in a jobless environment may. fos-
ter a distinct culture where reliance on welfare is more accepted and the
obstacles that prevent work prove overwhelming. He argues:

To act according to one’s culture—either through forms of nonverbal ac-
tion, including engaging in or refraining from certain conduct, or in the
verbal expression of opinions or attitudes concerning norms, values, or be-
liefs—is to follow one’s inclinations as they have been developed by influ-
ence or learning from other members of the community that one belongs
to or identifies with. (66}

In his interviews with African American residents of inner Chicago’s
ghetto neighborhoods, Wilson found people who supported and rein-
forced basic American values related to work and individual initiative.
Yet given the constraints of the urban environment, especially the lim-
ited work opportunities available to black residents, it was often diffi-
cult to live up to these values. Ghetto-related behaviors, such as partici-
pation in the underground economy or long-term welfare dependence,
may not reflect an internalized poverty psychology, as was argued by
Mead {1994}, but they may be adaptations to the difficult and limited
opportunities of the environment.

Although these ghetto-related behaviors, including criminal activity
and welfare reliance, may be adaptations to the specifics of the environ-
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ment, Wilson argues that they are also, in a sense, culturally endorsed.
Because these negative behaviors can be observed with greater frequency
in ghetto environments than in middle-class environments, they are
given a level of acceptance or legitimacy. Thus, although ghetto indi-
viduals do not typically express values that deviate from mainstream
values, they are more susceptible to acting in the manner consistent
with the actions of others in their culture. Low collective self-efficacy is
one reason those in the ghetto fail to live up to the mainstream values
they espouse (we return to this aspect of Wilson’s model in our descrip-
tions of efficacy/expectancy theories of poverty). Low self-efficacy
is a psychological adaptation to the jobless ghetto environment and can
be thought of as a social psychological variable that exists within the
ghetto subculture. ‘

Rational Choice Models

Rational choice models are the dominant paradigm in economics and
Policy analysis. According to these models, individuals rationally exam-
ine the options they face, evaluate them according to some fixed prefer-
ences, and then ultimately select the one that yields the greatest reward
or satisfaction. Long-term welfare use, then, is seen as the most reason-
able choice of a person considering the possible options. For example, a
single mother of two with an absent father and no child support has two
means of supporting herself: her own earnings via employment or public
assistance from the government. Using 1991 figures, the House Com-
mittee on Ways and Means showed that if a woman in this position
could earn $10,000 {about $5.00 per hour} instead of receiving welfare
benetits, she would be only slightly better off than if she did not work at
all. Her disposable income would rise about $2,000, but that would be
offset by greater work-related and child care expenses {Bane and Ellwood
1994). Furthermore, she would lose her health care coverage, since she
had access to Medicaid while receiving welfare but would be unlikely to
have obtained a job with health benefits. Bane and Ellwood {1994) sug-
gest that under the welfare regulations that prevailed in 1991 the ratio-
nal choice perspective would have seen little gain in working unless “(1)
the woman works full-time, (2) she commands wages well above the
minimum, (3) day care costs are low, and (4} available welfare benefits
are low” {70.)

The rational choice model yields many empirical predictions; some
are supported by data, others are not. It predicts that there should be
little mixing of welfare and work, as people will choose the option that
is most beneficial. Also, welfare recipients should be very sensitive to
policy changes, since incentives in the welfare system are the “primary
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policy lever that might be used to change behavior” (Bane and Ellwood
1994, 74}. There is mixed evidence for these predictions. Although Bane
and Ellwood support the notion that there should be little mixing of
work and welfare by citing a study (U.S. House of Representatives Ways
and Means Committee 1992, 676) that claimed only 8 percent of women
on welfare from the 1990 census were working at all, other research
(Edin and Lein 1997} has documented that women receiving welfare em-
ploy multiple work strategies to cover their expenses not covered by
welfare. Thus, it is not clear that self-report census data clarify that
question completely. In addition, the 1996 Welfare Reform Act has re-
sulted in tremendous reduction of the rolls, showing the effect of incen-
tives on changing behavior.

A dominant spokesperson for the rational choice model is Charles
Murray, who in his 1984 book Losing Ground evaluated social policy on
welfare from 1968 to 1980, starting with Johnson’s War on Poverty. De-
spite the dramatic increase in spending on social programs in this era,
the poverty rate remained about the same, around 13 percent. Not only
does Murray take the failure to reduce the poverty rate as evidence for
the failure of social programs, but he argues that certain social programs
made “it profitable for the poor to behave in the short term in ways that
were destructive in the long term” (9). More specifically, welfare pro-
grams set up an incentive structure that discouraged work and marriage
and encouraged dependency and illegitimacy.

It is not necessary to invoke the Zeitgeist of the 1960s, changes in the
work ethic, racial differences, or the complexities of postindustrial econ-
omies to explain increasing unemployment among the young, increased
dropout from the labor force, or higher rates of illegitimacy and welfare
dependency. All these phenomena could have been predicted from the
changes that social policy made in the rewards and penalties—the carrots
and sticks—that govern human behavior (Murray 1984, 155).

Murray adopts the psychological model that all individuals are ra-
tional in making decisions about their lives, calculating probabilities
based on the options with which they are presented. The primary differ-
ence between the rich and the poor is that poor people “play with fewer
chips and cannot wait as long for results” (155). Hence, the poor attempt
to maximize short-term gains.

To illustrate his point, he discusses Harold and Phyllis, an unre-
markable poor couple, recently graduated from high school, with no
plans for college, who must make a decision because Phyllis is pregnant.
Murray presents the financial options available to Harold and Phyllis in
1960 and in 1970, before and after the Great Society welfare reforms. In
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1960, given the welfare package available, including the man-in-the-
house requirement that prohibited unmarried men from living with
AFDC recipients, it was clearly favorable for Harold and Phyllis to get
married. Harold would have had to take whatever job he could find and
support Phyllis because there was no way he could be supported by the
welfare package available to her. By 1970, however, the total welfare
benefit package, including Medicaid and food stamps, exceeded the pur-
chasing power of what Harold could have made by working. He could
also live with Phyllis legally, since the Supreme Court had ruled against
the man-in-the-house requirement. In 1970, according to Murray’s cal-
culations, getting married would have been irrational: “Harold can get
married and work forty hours a week in a het tiresome job; or he can
live with Phyllis and their baby without getting married, not work, and
have more disposable income” {160). For Phyllis, in 1970, if thcy, had
married and Harold had found a job, she would have lost her AFDC
benefits. Yet his minimum-wage job would not have produced any more
money than her AFDC benefits, and moreover, he would be in control of
the money, not her. Furthermore, as Murray points out, Harold’s job-
would not have been as stable as the welfare system. In 1970 it would
have made sense for Phyllis and Harold to not get married, have their
child, and receive AFDC {for a critique of Murray’s Harold and Phyllis
arguments, see Jencks 1992).

Although for the purposes of this review we have separated rational
choice models from cultural models of poverty, the 1980s conservative
arguments linked the two. The effects of incentives on Harold and Phy-
llis at the individual level affected the values and attitudes of members
of the “underclass” at the cultural level (Auletta 1982). The prevailing
argument of the time was that welfare benefits made the poor less self-
reliant and promoted joblessness and female-headed houscholds rather
than stable, working, two-income family homes. Thus, the poor were
victims of welfare benefits; as Murray puts it, “We tried to provide for
the'poor and produced more poor instead” {9) by sapping the poor of
thgnr will to work. Murray’s conclusion is that the only way to mend
this system is to abolish AFDC and all other forms of welfare.

An extreme version of this rational choice/cultural model is pro-
posed by Gilder (1981), who sees the poor as corrupted by the welfare
system, which, in providing for children without fathers in the house,
has exempted fathers from responsibility for their children. Akin to
Murray (1984), Gilder (1981) writes:

The most serious fraud is committed not by the members of the welfare
culture, but by the creators of it, who conceal from the poor . . . that to live
well and escape from poverty they will have to keep their families together
at all costs and will have to work harder than the classes above them.(116)
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Thus, the poor are acting rationally in accepting bénefits instead of
working hard; their dependent behavior is a function of the unique eco-
nomic set of contingencies that the government has created for them.
Only cutting welfare benefits and/or requiring work for welfare pay-
ments will cure the poor of this culture of dependency.

Most of the evidence taken to support the rational choice model
that welfare mothers are weighing the costs and benefits of work and
welfare are from large-scale economic surveys (for a review, see Moffitt
1992} or hypothetical models (Murray 1984). Interview studies with
welfare-reliant mothers (Edin and Lein 1997} support the notion that
women weigh the costs and benefits of work and welfare. However, the
issue is not as simple as the economic rational choice models suggest:

For poor single mothers, the welfare/work choice was not merely a prob-
lem of maximizing income or consumption. Rather each woman's choice
was set against a backdrop of survival and serious potential material hard-
ship. The mothers with whom we spoke were less concerned with maxi-
mizing consumption than [with} minimizing the risk of economic disaster
{Edin and Lein 1997, 63).

Edin and Lein interviewed 214 welfare-reliant women and found that
most of the women predicated their decisions about work/welfare on
previous labor-force experience. Most of the women had work experi-
ence, and national data suggest that 60 percent of all current welfare
recipients have worked during the previous two years {U.S. House of
Representatives 1993). Based on this experience, most of the women
knew that returning to low-wage jobs would not make them better off—
either financially or psychologically—than they would be on welfare.
Furthermore, taking a low-wage job might put them in a worse condi-
tion not only because work-related and child care expenses would offset
their potential gains but because jobs they were qualified for could end
abruptly, leaving them with no choice but to return to welfare, and to
suffer in the interim. Women working in low-wage jobs are at least three
times more prone to job layoffs than other workers (Blank 1994). In addi-
tion, although the welfare experience hurts women'’s self-esteem, they
have a greater fear of what may happen to their children in their poten-
tially dangerous neighborhoods if they are left alone during work hours.
Thus, both economic and social psychological factors are relevant to the
mothers’ choices within this rational choice framework.

Expectancy/Efficacy Models

The third set of models are the expectancy models {Goodwin 1983; Gurin
and Gurin 1970), which are also called the self-efficacy models (Bandura
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1997; Wilson 1996). According to expectancy theorists, welfare depen-
dency results when people no longer believe that they can get off wel-
fare. At this point, they no longer take advantage of available oppor-
tunities because they are so overwhelmed by their situation. Goodwin
(1983) considers expectancies part of one’s “psychological orientation,”
which he measures as part of his analysis of the causes and cures of
welfare. Those whose psychological orientation leads them to expect to
work and get off welfare are more likely to take the necessary steps to
achieve such actions than those who do not have the expectancy of suc-
cess.

In contrast to the rational choice model, which argues that people
evaluate economic options with no regard to the past, expectancy models
emphasize what has happened previously to the person and the others
who make up the person’s reference groups. Successful experiences lead
to greater expectations of independence, and failure experiences lead to
lesser expectations of independence. Information is also a key compo-
nent of expectancy models. Dependency may reflect a lack of informa-
tion: with an imperfect perception of how much they can control their
destinies, people develop inappropriately low expectations.

Goodwin’s {1983) measure of expectation of economic independence
combines two interrelated components: going to work and getting off
welfare. These components are operationalized in a 1978-1979 study
of AFDC recipients participating in the government’s Work Incentive -
{WIN} program. Participants were asked 250 questions to determine
their expectancy level; a typical question was: “At this time next year,
how likely is it that you will be: (a} working at a full-time job; (b) receiv-
ing welfare; (c} staying home to look after your family” (19).

Goodwin {1983} finds that the strongest predictor of economic inde-
pendence (working and not receiving welfare) was the expectation of
achieving such independence. (However, the total variance explained by
expectation variables is quite low.) This expectation was more than just
a reflection of the participant’s background characteristics. It reflected a
feedback loop. His results showed that welfare mothers who had higher
expectations in 1978 had higher levels of independence in 1979, and
thus had higher levels of expected independence for the following year.
The converse occurred for women with low expectations of indepen-
dence: they did not achieve independence the following year and low-
ergd their expectancies even further. Other factors that contribute to
heightened expectations are improved maternal health and increasing
age of the children. With improved health and older children, the mother’s
expectations for work increase, and consequently, she works more and
receives fewer welfare benefits.

As noted before, Wilson {1996} makes use of efficacy beliefs to de-
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scribe the effects of joblessness on the attitudes and behaviors of mem-
bers of the ghetto poor:

1 would therefore expect lower levels of perceived self-efficacy in ghetto
neighborhoods—which feature underemployment, unemployment, and la-
bor-force dropouts, weak marriages, and single-parent households—than in
less impoverished neighborhoods. Considering the importance of cultural
learning and influence, 1 would also expect the level of perceived self-effi-
cacy to be higher among those individuals who experience these same dif-
ficulties but live in working- and middle-class neighborhoods than among
their counterparts in ghetto neighborhoods. (76)

Thus, the perceived environmental restrictions set up by the jobless en-
vironment are responsible for problems of efficacy. Growing up in pov-
erty, and seeing the inability of others from their community to
maintain jobs that could afford a nonimpoverished existence, has caused
individuals in poor urban neighborhoods to doubt their individual
ability to survive and succeed independent of government assistance.
Wilson bases this efficacy theorizing on interviews conducted with poor
men and women in Chicago. He describes the factors leading to this low

self-efficacy:

[The respondents] insisted that despite the opportunities that may be avail-
able to many people they are destined to remain in a state of poverty and
live in troubled neighborhoods. The respondents argued that inner-city
blacks will not be able to progress because inferior education has placed
them at a disadvantage. They blame racism and the rising pumber of im-
migrants in the United States as major reasons for their inability to im-
prove their position in life. . . . Many of the women feel that they cannot
find employment because they have to care for their children. (77-78)

This low self-efficacy is enforced by living in a community where others
have similarly negative feelings about their opportunities. The result of
this is what Bandura (1997) refers to as low collective efficacy in the
inner-city ghetto.

Expectancy or efficacy models and cultural models share the as-
sumption that collective psychological processes determine important
behaviors such as dropping out of school, teenage pregnancy, and wel-
fare dependency. However, they differ in their emphasis: cultural theo-
ries typically focus on the internalization of these factors and their abil-
ity to self-perpetuate over generations, and efficacy theories typically
focus on the structural determinants (such as joblessness) that influence
the adoption of these beliefs.
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AN EMPIRICAL EXPLORATION:
THE BRONX PROJECT

Compared to the culture of poverty model, the rational choice model
and the efficacy/expectancy models, this chapter proposes a more cxC
plicitly contextualized view of the psychology afforded homeless mothers
on welfare. Our initial research effort, by taking the perspcective of the
actor, attempts to provide a more useful description of the experience of
these homeless mothers on welfare.

In August 1996, we interviewed twenty women at a homeless shel-
ter in the Bronx, New York City.! The shelter provides temporary hous-
ing and specializes in getting women engaged in education and job-skills
activities as a means of meeting their personal goals in life. The shelter
is run by Women In Need, Inc., a social service organization.

At introductory meetings held at the shelter, we introduced the
project as the “Stanford Interview Project.” We told the women that our
goal, as social psychologists concerned with welfare policy, was to hear
the voices of the women most directly involved. The women signed up
for sixty- to ninety-minute interviews that were conducted cither in
their apartments or in a general meeting room. The women were paid
five dollars for the interview and five dollars for child care expenses.
Furthermore, they were assured that we were not affiliated with any
government agency and that their names would not appear with any
quotations.

. The twenty women who signed up for the interviews were young,
with a mean age of twenty-five {range: seventeen to thirty-eight}, and all
had children, with a mean number of two {range: one to five children).
They were mostly African American (60 percent) or Hispanic (30 per-
cent) and predominantly raised in New York City {85 percent), with an
app}'oximately equal number raised by both parents (45 percent) or by
their mothers alone (40 percent). All the women were receiving AFDC
benefits and were seeking housing subsidies so that they could move
out of the shelter and into apartments.

Our goal is to illuminate the psychological predicaments faced by
women and the way this predicament affords particular opportunities
t!lat shape psychological functioning. In so doing, we examine the par-
ticular person-environment transactions that seem crucial in these
women’s lives. In contrast to the more internally oriented approach ob-
tained from the perspective of the observer, adopting the perspective of
the.a'(:tor highlights the overwhelming contextual factors affecting the
decisions and behaviors of these homeless women. To illustrate this
analysis, we review two representative interviews from this sample. We
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briefly describe their background and experience, then explore the same
material from the standpoint of the afforded perspective.

Interview 1

Background Our first interview is with a thirty-eight-year-old woman
of mixed race, a mother of four children. Several years before the inter-
view, she was quite financially secure, married to a successful man, liv-
ing in a nice home on Long Island. However, as she described the situa-
tion, she eventually had to escape this man’s physical and emotional
abuse: '

We were married for two years, and he was mentally, physically, emo-
tionally abusive. His son was abusing my son, which led to his son’s ar-
rest—he just didn’t want me in his household. So I decided that although I
had everything, that it wasn’t worth my son’s and my daughter’s and my
own well-being. So I left. I didn’t have a job or anything. I left everything. I
went to live with my sister, but she was evicted from her place. So of
course I couldn’t pay her rent because it was too much to live in Manhat-
tan. That’s where I had nowhere to go, from there.

This woman’s story is typical of others we learned about in that she had
an emergency situation (abuse) that caused her to first seek assistance
from others, her sister. When that assistance was no longer forthcoming,
she entcred the shelter system. In telling her story, this woman de-
scribed her difficult history with abusive men. At the age of sixteen, she
got pregnant, dropped out of school, and got married. Unfortunately, her
husband was extremely abusive: “he beat me through the whole preg-
nancy.” She tried to leave him, but he kept following her and abusing
her.

So I left him—I ran for my life actually, when my son was two months. . . .
I keep marrying this type of man, like they are this high authority, but yet
I never get an education myself because I meet these men, they just want
to tear me down. They do not want me to get an education, they want to
keep control. But that’s what happened, I ran for my life from him. And . . .
after that, he hunt me down, and he beat me and beat me on many occa-
sions.

She eventually escaped this man and his persistently abusive behavior.
Eventually she got married again, this time to her current abusive hus-
band.

After fleeing her second husband, and the comforts of her large Long
Island home, she entered the shelter system by going to the Emergency
Assistance Unit (EAU): “You’re not supposed to stay for more than
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twenty-four hours—I stayed for six days. It was very degrading because
you sleep on the floor and you have all these rats running around.” (All
of the women at the shelter described the EAU as a horrifying, demean-
ing experience.) From there, she was sent to an assessment center, and
then had the opportunity to enter the shelter, where she was receiving
help in finding an apartment and getting her high school general equiva-
lency degree {GED).

As a result of being abused as a child and having to deal with racial
taunts in high school owing to her mixed heritage, she hated school: “I
went to a good high school. I didn’t care for school at the time, though,
because of the way I was raised. Low level and on. I didn't care for school.
Actually, I hated school to tell the truth.” This ambivalence toward
school can be seen in her feelings about it now. She recognizes that it is
important for her to further her education, get her GED, and go to col-
lege, but her lifelong difficulties with school and her need for economic
self-sufficiency seem to be of primary importance in determining her
behavior. “Hmmm. [ want to go to college, but it’s not as important as
having a good job. But I know how to get a good job: you have to get a
good education, so I guess that’s important, too. But I don’t like sitting
in a classroom.”

At the time of the interview, like most of the women, she was work-
ing toward the GED and looking for an apartment.

Afforded Perspective

I always meet this same type of man, it’s unbelievable. Dominating, con-
trolling, abusive. : . . I think it was my responsibility. I just end up in the
wrong situations. I don’t blame society. Just from my birth . . . it started
with my stepfather. He abused me. That’s what started my life on the
wrong road—he sexually abused me, mentally, physically abused me. And
caused me to have a low self-esteem and to meet men like him.

Our analysis of this woman’s story would begin by looking at the
predicament she was contending with and how it afforded her particular
psychological responses. The primary external factor in this woman's
life is abuse, beginning with the abuse of her stepfather and continuing
with the abuse of her husband and his family against her and her family.
In her terms, the abuse of her stepfather caused her to have low
self-esteem, which in turn caused her to meet other men like him. Yet,
while her experience of abuse may have afforded her low self-estcem,
her role as a mother also afforded her great strength and independence.
As she described it:
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Being a mother is probably the most important thing in my life. Because 1
think for each one I went through so much anxiety. . . . 1 would give my
life for any one of them. Because I've had four of them, and for each one
there has been some sort of horrible situation. . . . F've had to sacrifice my
own well-being for them. So that is the most important role in my life. . . .
1 could probably live on the streets, 1 don’t care. But because of them, that’s
the most important thing in my life.

Thus, the afforded perspective has helped to identify the psychological
strengths as well as weaknesses that difficult situations have brought
out in this woman’s life.

Although the woman suggests that low self-esteem led her into abu-
sive relationships, these relationships, on closer examination, may have
been the best option open to her in difficult situations. She describes the
factors that attracted her to her most recent husband, and how marrying
him landed her in trouble—abused, alone, and homeless:

I liked his lifestyle, kind of, materialistically, but that didn’t mean any-
thing. Because I ended up leaving everything anyway. Everything I had I
lost, so I didn't gain anything. . . . And I guess when you grow up, and you
don’t have anything, being abused your whole life, {when you] kind of
meet someone who you think can offer everything to you, you kind of
overlook certain things. And that's probably what 1 did.

Not having the resources to secure her independence—family sup-
port, an adequate education, financial security—a relationship offering
these things became attractive even though she had to “overlook” signs
of trouble. Here we see her openness to this relationship not so much as
a direct product of an internal trait like low self-esteem but as a transac-
tion between her needs and the opportunities afforded by the relation-
ship. After the abuse developed and threatened her children, a strong
motive for independence emerged as she summoned the courage to
leave Long Island for the EAU and eventually the shelter. This desire for
independence comes through in her future goals:

To have my own apartment, my own job, my own independence. Not to be
dependent on anybody. That's basically it. Not to have anybody control
me, my life, my kids. Just to have my own control, to have my own
life, not to be dependent on anyone else, nobody. To go and come when I
choose to go and come. To do what I choose to do.

Thus, a very different picture emerges: instead of a dependent woman
who may perpetuate the cycle of abuse by staying with her husband or
leaving for another abusive relationship, here is a woman who identifies
independence and control as the key factors in how she wants to trans-
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act with her environment. This analysis calls into question the indepen-
dence/dependence trait dimension as a useful characterization of this
woman. [n some situations she can be seen as dependent on others, and
in other situations as quite independent. Neither internal quality de-
scribes her as accurately as examining the psychological qualities af-
forded by the contingencies of her environment.

Interview 2

Background Our second interview is with a much younger woman, a
seventeen-year-old mother of two who had her first child when she was
thirteen. She lived with her grandmother, until problems compelled her
to leave:

1 grew up with my grandmother all my life, so that you could probably say
that since the age of nine I've been on public assistance because she wasn'’t
working so she got on public assistance with me. Last year [ got my own
budget when 1 moved out of my grandmother’s apartment. moved out of
my grandmother’s apartment because my younger son’s father, we used to
fight a lot, so I went to a battered women’s shelter.

From the battered women’s shelter, she was referred to the shelter
where we interviewed her; she was waiting to move into her own apart-
ment while working at a clothing store during the day. Her two children
were in day care while she worked an extremely long day.

When this woman became pregnant at thirteen, she decided to keep
the baby:

In ‘92, once again, me and my grandmother were going through a lot of
problems. 1 had a boyfriend, and somehow or another 1 managed to get
pregnant. . . . Scared, didnt know what 1 was going to do. The father told
me to get an abortion. We didn’t speak at all during my pregnancy. | didn’t
want to get an abortion because I don't believe in them, and I'm terrified of
them. So that’s when I had my youngest son.

To what extent did she know about safer sex? “Yeah, I knew about
it. I just didn’t care. It just didn’t bother me. I thought I was invincible,
nothing could happen to me.” And was caring for a child at this young
age difficult? Not particularly. “It was fun. It was like a real live doll.
You know how most parents complain that their children get up in the
middle of the night, and they can’t take it? I never had that with my
boys. They came home from the hospital and slept right through the
night, so it wasn’t that bad.”

In contrast to the fun of motherhood was the difficulty of school:
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I was always a terrible student, I can't lie. It wasn’t something I could get
into. It annoyed me, especially if I couldn’t figure something out the first
time. It’s not for me, 1 hate it. . . . But then I went back for my GED. Which
I failed by six points, but I'm going to take it again, that’s no problem.
After I get my GED, I'm going to sit down and figure out what it is that I
want to do. It happens to be that I'm very confused. I just want to do this
and that, it changes everyday.

Her plans are similar to those of many seventeen-year-olds—educa-
tion, job, stability:

Getting out of here. Getting myself situated with my apartment. After 1
get my apartment, I'm going to get my GED. After that I want to g0 to
college. I think for nursing. This might change tomorrow. After that I want
to become a nurse. This is what 1 see myself doing five years from now,
being a nurse, being in a different apartment, I might even move down
south, I'm not sure.

Her goals are clearly mainstream, in terms of school, work, and family.
But to what extent will she be able to achieve these goals?

Afforded Perspective Early motherhood had certainly contributed to
this woman’s present position in a homeless shelter. Why did she have
children at such a young age?

One of my main reasons for having my children is to have somebody to
love me, because I felt I didn’t get it from my grandmother. If I had these
babies, these babies were going to give me the love 1 needed, that’s what |
thought at the time.

As a child, she was not provided with love from either her parents (who
abandoned her) or her grandmother {who raised her). Her family interac-
tions, then, created a predicament where having children allowed her to
fulfill her need for love. While this transaction could be described
as a case of behavior driven by “low self-esteem,” this characterization
would miss the full process she describes by diminishing the interac-
tive, cumulative influence of factors she was facing—neglect, abuse, and
an almost complete lack of support and resources with which to func-
tion in society.

As she described it, she had been on public assistance since the age
of nine. She spoke often of how impossible it would have been to move
out on her own had it not been for public assistance. “I had just recently
gotten my own budget, which I was very grateful for . . . because if they
didn’t do that there could have been no way that I could have moved out
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on my own.” She entered the shelter system because she did not want
to live in her grandmother’s house:

I'm in a shelter because I want to be in a shelter because I want to be away
from my family. I didn’t have to move out of my grandmother’s house, |
chose to. So you can say I'm in a shelter because I want to, not because it
was a must and I had nowhere else to go. There are other places I can go,
I'm here because I want to be here.

Two opposite interpretations are possible. On the one hand, the
woman could be seen as dependent, relying on the government to pro-
vide her with housing and financial support. On the other hand, she
could be seen as independent, moving away from her grandmother, her
only family support, at the age of seventeen with two children. Both of
these interpretations emphasize internal qualities. From the afforded
perspective, we see a woman trying to survive, be loved, and maintain
control of her two children in a context that makes these acts very diffi-
cult. The representations of her internal psychology as predisposing de-
pendence or independence are either weakly informative or misleading.
The route to understanding her plight seems to lie less in traits than in
relationships.

Consider the psychological responses afforded by her relationships.
First there is her grandmother. The influence of this relationship can be
seen in the reasons she offered earlier for becoming pregnant and for
leaving school:

My grandmother, she was one of those people who says, “l don’t care if
you go, you do what you want.” And if you don’t have someone to give
you that push, if you know you don't have to do it, you're not going to do
it. I didn’t go.

With no encouragement, incentive, or modeling from the dominant
person in her life, her prospects for school leading to success were not
reliable. This relationship, then, as much as any internal state we might
ascribe to her, is likely to have been a major contributor to her current
situation.

Second, there is the father of her second child, her abusive ex-boy-
friend. Again, their relationship can be seen as affording certain behav-
ioral responses. She elaborates on the sequence of events in that rela-
tionship:

I met my second son's father when [ was fourteen. 1 liked him so much, I
just thought he was the perfect person. I figured, hey, we got someone we
like we should keep him, why not have a baby by him. Big mistake, huge.
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Well, 1 got pregnant by him, we weren’t together for more than three
months.

Why did she get pregnant again? The major factors in her life (her
family, her community, and her school] did not afford her a “life,” a
scenario of how she might build an economically secure and happy life
that could be trusted in the sense of having sufficient support and re-
sources to achieve it. In contrast to this lack of a “life,” having a
baby with her boyfriend would provide love for her from both father and
child. But it did not work out that way:

Once again I wanted to have my baby. Everybody tried to convince me not
to. I was like, no, 1 want to have this baby. I got until about my sixth
month, and everything just crumbled. He changed. Last September he bust
my head open, on the side of my face, I had to get stitches in my head. It
was just terrible. The whole side of my face. . . . If I turned like this, you
wouldn’t know it was me, from this side. We broke up.

The picture of this woman that emerges from her descriptions of her
relationships with her grandmother and boyfriend is quite different from
that of the immature girl she appears to be. Abandonment (by her par-
ents), neglect (by her grandmother), and abuse (by her boyfriend) are the
environmental contingencies that afforded this woman her particular
ways of being. The fixed or internal nature of these contingencies may
be best understood as a consequence of the constancy of these transac-
tions in her life. To understand the extent to which they are changing,
however, as with her new goals for school, it seems best to look at her
new situation—enabled by the welfare system—which afforded a change
in her opportunities.

Summary

The afforded perspective, we hope, has helped to reveal how the particu-
lar context of these women’s lives has afforded them psychological re-
sponses that, as the interviews demonstrated, include both strengths
and weaknesses. We believe this framework fits into the social psycho-
logical context suggested by Wilson {1996): it clearly shows how the
lives of poor women are constrained by the pressures under which
they live. Our use of the actor’s perspective further emphasizes how the
agency of these women'’s lives, like that of the middle class, stems from
an interaction between internal psychology, such as their needs for shel-
ter and affection, and the immediate opportunities afforded them by the
structure of their lives.
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AFFORDED PSYCHOLOGY HYPOTHESIS

Emerging from the actor’s perspective, and the encouragement it re-
ceived as a framework for understanding our ethnographic interviews
we developed a working theory of the psychology of homelcess mothcrs'
especially as it bears on their mobility and economic security. The afl-
forded psychology hypothesis begins with an assumption: the socio-
economic disadvantage, restriction of opportunity, lack of reliable fam-
ily support, and social isolation of homeless women on welfare places
them in life-space contexts that, compared to those of the middle class,
are severely unreliable, economically and socially. They have few of the
requirements of a secure life—health care, child care, housing, reliable
employment, or family support. And they have little education and few
marketable skills with which to cope with this context. This predica-
ment, we reason, affords a psychology with several components.

The first is a strong valuing of self-reliance and independence: they
do not want to be dependent on others to meet their needs. In a life
context that does not reliably meet their needs or support their develop-
ment, they may come to value self-reliance almost as a faith, as the only
reasonably plausible means of optimism about the future. Among the
things these women have to count on, the self may be the most rcliable.
Of course, this argument involves an irony: women seen by the outside
world as dependent in fact hold very strongly to a faith in independence.

The second component of the afforded psychology hypothesis is
that the uncertainty of the context of these women'’s lives makes it diffi-
cult for them to trust a scenario for upward mobility. In their life con-
text, they are less likely to be exposed to information about mobility
and achievement or to be exposed to other people who have overcome
the kind of disadvantage they encounter. And ¢ven when such a sce-
nario is envisioned, these women may find it difficult to trust in it,
considering the uncertainty of their environment and the probable lack
of social and resource support.

The third component of the theory follows from the first and sec-
ond: Without a developed scenario of upward mobility, it is difficult for
these women to implement—with concrete instrumental actions—their
commitment to self-reliance and independence. This is not to say that
their motivations for independence are not important. But rather, we
would stress that for their motivations to influence economic outcomes,
the women must have a viable opportunity structure.

Finally, we reason that the lack of a well-developed scenario of up-
ward mobility is likely to also make the self-regulation and decision-
Ipaking of these women more susceptible to the immediacies of their
lives. With no compelling representation of their long-term future to
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bear in mind, these women may focus more on their immediate needs,
pressures, and desires and less on long-term strategies that might help
move them toward economic security. As noted earlier, it may be pre-
cisely this psychological state of affairs—the absence of a trusted path
to a better future—that allowed some of these women to have children
at an early age in the first place. For them, having children so young
interfered less with believable and supported futures, compared to more
enfranchised middle-class women, and answered a more urgent need for
affection and social connection.

Comparing the Afforded Psychology
Hypothesis to Other Models

To further clarify the reasoning of this model and to distinguish some of
its implications, we briefly contrast it with each of the three models
reviewed earlier.

Culture of Poverty Models There are several important differences
between the afforded psychology hypothesis and culture of poverty
models. Of first importance, we do not assume that a bounded cultural
community of poor people is necessary or even sufficient to sustain the
poor economic outcomes of women on welfare. Rather, the more funda-
mental cause of these outcomes is the inadequacy of the opportunity
structure in the lives of these women, and the corresponding under-
development of upward mobility plans. To experience these difficulties,
one need not live in a low-income community, though living in such a
community would probably enhance these difficulties. But just as im-
portant, the afforded psychology hypothesis assumes that the environ-
ments of homeless mothers have much in common with the environ-
ments of people who are better off in society. In this respect, we follow
the lead of Wilson {1996}, who argues that the culture of the inner-city
ghetto includes ghetto-related elements, such as greater tolerance of
teenage pregnancy and welfare reliance, but also includes a predomi-
nance of mainstream elements. Wilson’s surveys, like our interviews,
found a great deal of overlap in values and attitudes between the poor
and the working classes.

Another difference has to do with the role of dependency-tolerant
values in mediating the poor outcomes of these women. Some culture of
poverty models {for example, Lewis 1968; Mead 1994) argue that poverty
is caused, in significant part, by poor people’s internalization of a depen-
dency value framework that eschews work in preference to public assis-
tance. These views are persistently countered by evidence that people in
low-income communities report valuing work as much or more than
people in middle-class communities (see, for example, Wilson 1996;
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Cook and Curtin 1987}. But some of these theorists (for example, Mead
1'994) would seem to take these self-reports as inflated by self- nl:sc "
tional needs. Other theorists who incorporate a cultural pe?s ec?ta-
make greater use of the economic contexts in explaining the pol())r O:Jve
comes of welfare mothers and others in low-income communities (fot—
example, House 1981; Wilson 1996). They grant the women thcilr
strongly pro-work values and argue that the environments of thcsr
women do not allow them consistent means to fulfill them. )
The proposed analysis is in greater sympathy with this latter view
It takf:s at fa_ce value the women'’s endorsement of pro-work values amj
explains their poor economic outcomes, like the latter set of theorists
as due to a lack of means, in both their backgrounds and ongoing condii
tions. What we add to this approach, based on our research. is the pro-
Posa! Fhat what is most limiting about their life context is itls persistpent
inability to provide and support reliable opportunities to secure employ-
ment.‘It is this aspect of the women’s life context that exposes thcl:n tyu
chronic and threatening unreliability and fosters the psychological ada
tations we described earlier. >
Our argument, then, does not deny the role of culture. We acknowl-
edg(.t, for example, that in areas where many people lack the means of
h}lfllhﬂg their preferred values, not doing so can become more norma-
tive—at least in the sense of allowing greater tolerance of unfulfilled
valpes than in other communities (see, for example, Wilson 1996}. Such
an mf!uence is a cultural influence—a greater tolere;nce of less pre'ferrcd
behav¥ors affords, at least some of the time, a greater incidence of such
behaviors. But, we see this “cultural” adaptation as rooted in social
structure, a life context of such unreliable means of upward mobility as
to underrpine the development of viable scenarios for such mobility
Were this aspect of the life context to change, the hupcfui

implication of our analysis is that the development of such scenarios
would change, too.

Rational Choice Models The rational choice model as it is applied
to the welfare experience, has an important Commonality'with our model:
it takes the actor’s perspective, as we have called it the perspective of
the women confronting the situations of their livesf And it also views
the resultant behavior of the women as the product of person-situation
transactions rather than the direct consequence of internalized traits
gm.th.e part of the women'’s life context best represented in this mudcl’s;
icf:pl_ctlon of the welfare experiencg are the contingencies of welfare pol-
wy itself (see, for example, Moffitt 1992). The “rational choices” the
w:lr;;erz mlgst m;ke are .those made available by the contingencies of
of th policy. These policies do have enormous importance in the lives

€s¢ women. But so do other relevant contingencies. And this is
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where the afforded psychology hypothesis, we suggest, extends the con-
cept of rational choice as it pertains to these women. It tries to describe
the broader contextual contingencies under which their important
life choices are made—the persistent economic uncertainty, the unre-
liability of their relationships, the alternative economic opportunities
available to them {see, for example, Edin and Lein 1996}, and the lack of
well-envisioned or supported plans for future economic security. By
including these contingencies in our model, we want to retain the as-
sumption that women on welfare are rational actors but deepen our un-
derstanding of the full range of contingencies that shape their experi-
ence and decision-making.

Expectancy Models As described eatlier, the expectancy models—for
example, self-efficacy theory (Bandura 1997}, learned helplessness theory
(Seligman 1975}, and the study of expectancies among the unemployed
poor (Goodwin 1983)—share a certain logic with regard to homeless
mothers and the psychology of poverty more generally: by undermining
people’s expectation of success and self-efficacy, disadvantaged circum-
stances can also undermine their motivation and effort to attain secure
employment and a better life. Moreover, when one’s social world is com-
prised of people in similarly difficult positions, low expectations and low
self-efficacy can even be conveyed as community norms (Wilson 1996;
see also Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997).

Our analysis, while similar in some aspects, is different in em-
phasis. The afforded psychology hypothesis argues that the most funda-
mental mediator of economic outcomes for homeless mothers is the en-
vironmental context of their lives, and that the economic expectations
and self-efficacy that they express are less important than the oppor-
tunities they are afforded. Because the unreliability of these women'’s
lives undermines their representation of upward mobility, the expecta-
tions they express are not likely to be tied to specific plans and strate-
gies. Rather, their efficacy beliefs are more likely to reflect their hopes
for a better future. And for this reason, their expressed expectations may
be relatively unpredictive of their behavior. This is supported by the
tendency we observed in our interviews for the women to be optimistic
about their control of important outcomes |essentially positive self-
efficacy) and yet be relatively unmotivated to pursue upward mobility
behaviors (such as going to college).

Thus, the lack of life context supports and scaffolding for the kind
of development that enables a secure relationship to the labor market is
more important in mediating the outcomes of homeless mothers on
welfare than a particular level of employment expectation and self-effi-
cacy. If poor women on welfare were exposed to reliable opportunities
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for skill development, then their individual level of expectation and self-
efficacy with regard to those opportunities might be more predictive of
their behavior. But in the absence of a clear opportunity structure, self-
reported expectations and efficacy may have less meaning. We do not
dismiss the importance of individual expectations and self-efficacy. But
we do stress that for these constructs to have predictive value, there
must be viable structures for their implementation. '

Initial Evidence for the
Afforded Psychology Hypothesis

In this section, we describe some of the evidence for the assumptions of
the afforded psychology hypothesis that comes from our interviews in a
Bronx homeless shelter. Clearly this evidence constitutes no definitive
test of the model. But it does illustrate the psychological predicament
facing these women as well as the processes and assumptions inherent
in our reasoning. '

Did These Women Sense That Their Environments and Relation-
ships Were Unreliable! What was striking in the women’s accounts
was the frequency with which they described a lack of reliability in
their social worlds, in particular being betrayed by many of the impor-
tant people in their lives. The list of “betrayers” included their parents
(“1 really had no mother figure, so 1 figured, let me do what I want to
do.” “When I was ten, my father tried to rape me. And I told my mother
and my mother wouldn’t believe me. From that day on, my life changed',
because my mother started hating me”), their teachers (“And the
teachers, too, can be a real problem, there’re a lot of racist teachers”),
often their peers (“I met up with the wrong crowd of people. . . . When
you don’t have any money, you have to go to a public school, and . . . all
you see is drugs, violence, people beating up on people”), and their boy-
friends (“There was just a black-eye too many, and [ woke up and that
was it”). They also reported being betrayed by the larger institutions in
which they had transacted, such as schools {*This was the name of the
GED school, ‘Street Academy.’ That says it all”), the shelter system
(“Hell! T was at the emergency assistance unit for four days. It was bad.
There is people there that use drugs, there’s people that have AIDS. We
were sleeping on the floor”), and the larger society (“I felt that being
homeless, or being on welfare, it's like making a cake and you give the
good pieces of the cake to the people who can afford it, and you give the
crumbs to whoever is last, and I am not a crumb. I don’t want to be
COr}sidered a crumb”). All of these potential sources of support were un-
reliable or failed to provide them with the guidance, approval, or mate-
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rial assistance they had so badly needed. Their mistrust, in short, was a
rational reflection of, and response to, the unreliability of their life expe-
riences.

These representative quotes all make the point that the relations
and institutions in these women'’s lives have either not provided them
with reliable support or mistreated them. They describe environmental
contexts that range from the terrorizing to the neglectful but are all
difficult to trust.

Does The Sense of Environmental Unreliability Spawn a Strong
Expressed Valuation of Independence and Self-Reliance! From
their phenomenological perspective and self-descriptions, the women at
the shelter put a high importance on independence (Sherman 1998). Al-
though some of their actions could be interpreted as acts of dependence,
they described them as acts of independence. We asked the women how
they came to be on public assistance and in the shelter system. Many
women linked their reasons for being in the shelter to their desire for
independence. As one twenty-three-year-old mother of one put it: “I just
want to live on my own, be very independent. That’s basically it. And
from here [the shelter], that’s where I'm trying to start from.”

Many of the women described problematic sitnations with their
parents that had caused them to want to move into the shelter system
as a way of seeking independence. As one twenty-two-year-old mother
of one put it, “It was my choice. I didn’t want to go home and live with
my parents, which I could’ve, but I didn’t want to. I wanted some type
of independence. . . . I thought, I'm not going to mooch off my mother.
That’s what stimulated me to do this.” This desire for independence
may seem quite extreme—it is not uncommon for twenty-two-year-olds
to be supported by their parents—but it reflects the unreliability of her
parental support.

The link between lack of social trust and independence is clear in
these quotations. Given the situations of abuse and other violations of
social trust these women described, it was of primary importance for
them to assert their independence from these negative situations and to
take control of themselves and their families. They did this by entering
the shelter system, an important step toward personal autonomy.

What Representations of Upward Mobility Do These Women
Have! The women varied in their plans for the future. Some had
clearly articulated plans, including education. A typical plan was to first
get a GED and then to move on to college, as one nineteen-year-old
mother of one intended to do:
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The first thing I have to do is get my GED, I have to get that. [ am going to
take the test in January. Right now, I'm just studying, and P'll take the test
in January. I've already applied for college, I just have to fill out my finan-
cial aid papers, and from there when I get my grades from the GED Il sce
what college will accept my scores, which I hope is a good score then |
could get into a good college, then I'll start studying from there.

However, other women, while planning on improving their cduca-
tion, seemed less confident that education would lead to economic suc-
cess. One woman echoed the sentiment that education is important, yet
she didn’t seem to trust that education would truly lead to self-suffi-
ciency. First, when asked what her plan was, she reported that it was “to
go to school. To further my education. To see what the excuse will he
once I have my education.” When asked to elaborate on this last point,
whether she saw education as a viable option, she responded:

Not really. But they do, the systern does. The system feels that if you're
educated then none of this will happen to you. Who am 1 to argue with
them, so okay, fine, Il get my education, but I know that that's not so
because I was taking care of myself before, and I didn’t have a college edu-
cation. But I guess they feel if you go to college then something happens.
That’s what I have to comply with, so I have to go school.

The women often expressed ambivalence about their role as stu-
dents, although this ambivalence took many forms. Some, like this
woman, described education as important to reaching some goal, not
because she personally believed that education would lead her to suc-

cess, but because that was what she had been told by the system. As she
noted:

People say you be educated and you go to college, well, I know a lot of
people who go to college, and they have degrees, bachelor's, and they're
working in McDonald’s. I don’t think that because 1 lack education that I
put myself in a predicament where I can’t pay my rent. That's not so, it
can happen to anybody, whether you have a college degree or not.

Thus, there is no representation that college could lead to economic
success. If the expectation is that college could just as easily lead to a
job at McDonald’s, then it makes sense that this aspiration would not
regulate the women’s behavior in this context.

Is There Evidence of a Preference in These Women for Behaviors
Instrumental to More Immediate Needs and Desires over Behav-
101s Instrumental to Less Immediate Upward Mobility! The de-
cisions to have children and leave school clearly demonstrate a pref-
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erence for behaviors that fulfill immediate needs. The women often de-
scribed a family context that did not support their continued pursuit of
long-term goals like education. The following woman, a nineteen-year-
old mother of one, seemed to have academic success within her grasp,
but aspects of her family environment did not afford her the emotional
support needed to make the commitment to education:

I was an A student. I was a vocal major. I was class president. But I did it
because I wanted my mother to be proud of me. But she never, never said,
“Good job.” My report card would stay where I put it. She didn't care.
When 1 met my daughter’s father, I started cutting school to be with
him. That was about eleventh grade, and I winded up dropping out of high
school completely. 1 passed eleventh, and I got to twelfth, but I never went
back because I got pregnant.

Thus, this woman, like many of her peers, became pregnant and left
school. However, it is crucial to see this behavior in terms of the imme-
diate needs for support and affection that it fulfilled. Pursuing a long-
term plan did not meet the emotional needs of this woman because it
wasn’t scaffolded by her environment, but pursuing the relationship
with her daughter’s father did provide her with what she needed.

CONCLUSION

The quotes from our interviews are, of course, merely illustrative of the
psychological predicaments facing women on welfare. But they do
display the perspectives that deterred us from trying to describe these
women in terms of internal traits and states. Such constructs would
deemphasize the shaky relationship these women have always had with
the environmental scaffolding of mainstream success, thus obscuring
the role of their environment in affording them the psychology they
have. Such constructs would also convey a different implication for how
to improve these women'’s lives. Most likely, they would focus policy on
the psyche of these women—for example, building their self-esteem or
trying to encourage their internalization of middle-class values (values
that they persistently report having)—rather than on their relationship
to mainstream society and on developing the soundness and reliability
of their opportunity structure.

In fact, our reasoning suggests that the influence of internal traits
such as skill level, self-efficacy, and self-reliant values cannot be mani-
fest when social trust is weak. Lack of social trust preempts the influ-
ence on behavior of otherwise facilitating internal characteristics. In
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fact, we saw no large deficits in such characteristics; the women in our
study seemed high in self-esteem and reasonably confident in their abil-
ity to do the things that a reasonable level of success would require. But
we did see apprehension over whether they had an opportunity structure
that they could count on. And we suggest that this worry, as a reflection
of the real context in which they have lived their lives, may be more
important in determining their futures than the measured strength of
their internal traits.

Thus, we conclude with an emphasis on whether the environment
affords an opportunity structure that can be trusted or is weak against
the difficult odds that women on welfare face. This approach is rela-
tional. It characterizes the psychology of the women in terms of their
relationship to their context. This approach is also hopeful. It may be
easier to build a trustable opportunity structure for these women than
to somehow alter their psyches.

In a recent newspaper column, Molly Ivins {1997) made the point
that what teenage single mothers need are not more lectures about
values: “These girls don’t need lectures on abstinence. And they
don’t need lectures on birth control. What they nced is a life.” And this
“life” —some promising future that they can believe in—will itself
come to regulate their behavior. We concur, and propose that if women
on welfare are afforded an opportunity of a “life” then their behaviors
and outcomes will come to reflect the values and aspirations that they
already possess.

We would like to thank Heejung Kim, Hazel Rose Markus, Lee Ross, and
the members of Steele Lab for their comments throughout this project and
Joni Bohnam, Lisa Hellrich, and Elizabeth Spence for their assistance in
preparation of the manuscript. This project was funded by the Russell Sage
Foundation.

NOTE

1. Interviews were conducted by David Sherman, Craig Santerre, and Claude
Steele. We extend our gratitude to the women of the shelter for talking with
us, as well as the many people who made this project possible including
Karen Commeret, Linda Glickman, Anthony Mallon, Lynn Millheiser, Syl-
via Ridlen, Ophelia Smith, and Rita Zimmer.
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