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How do we know what we know? Tradition, religion, laws, the media, personal experi-
ences, and people in authority shape our everyday beliefs and behaviors. In this selec-
tion, Earl Babbie argues that social problems such as poverty could be diminished if
policymakers and the general public based their responses on rigorous social science re-
search results rather than on emotions and stereotypes.

We can’t solve our social problems until we un-
derstand how they come about, persist. Social
science research offers a way to examine and
understand the operation of human social af-
fairs. It provides points of view and technical
procedures that uncover things that would other-
wise escape our awareness. Often, as the cliché
goes, things are not what they seem; social sci-
ence research can make that clear. One example
illustrates this fact.

Poverty is a persistent problem in the United
States, and none of its intended solutions is more
controversial than welfare. Although the program
is intended to give the poor a helping hand while
they reestablish their financial viability, many
complain that it has the opposite effect.

SOCIOLOGICAL RESEARCH

Part of the public image of welfare in action
was crystallized by Susan Sheehan (1976) in her
book, A Welfare Mother, which describes the sit-
uation of a three-generation welfare family, sug-
gesting that the welfare system trapped the poor
rather than liberat[ed] them. Martin Anderson
(1978:56) agreed with Sheehan’s assessment
and charged that the welfare system had estab-
lished a caste system in America, “perhaps as
much as one-tenth of this nation—a caste of
people almost totally dependent on the state,
with little hope or prospect of breaking free.
Perhaps we should call them the Dependent
Americans.”

George Gilder (1990) has spoken for many
who believe the poor are poor mainly because
they refuse to work, saying the welfare system
saps their incentive to take care of themselves.
Ralph Segalman and David Marsland (1989:6–7)
support the view that welfare has become an in-
tergenerational way of life for the poor in welfare

Source: From Practice of Social Research (with InfoTrac),
8th edition, by E. R. Babbie, copyright © 1998. Reprinted by
permission of Wadsworth, a division of Thomson Learning:
www.thomsonrights.com. Fax (800) 730–2215.
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systems around the world. Children raised in wel-
fare families, they assert, will likely live their
adult lives on welfare:

This conflict between the intent of welfare as a tempo-
rary aid (as so understood by most of the public) and
welfare as a permanent right (as understood by the
welfare bureaucracy and welfare state planners) has se-
rious implications. The welfare state nations, by and
large, have given up on the concept of client rehabilita-
tion for self-sufficiency, an intent originally supported
by most welfare state proponents. What was to have
been a temporary condition has become a permanent
cost on the welfare state. As a result, welfare discour-
ages productivity and self-sufficiency and establishes a
new mode of approved behaviour in the society—one
of acceptance of dependency as the norm.

These negative views of the effects of the wel-
fare system are widely shared by the general pub-
lic, even among those basically sympathetic to
the aims of the program. Greg Duncan (1984:
2–3) at the University of Michigan’s Survey Re-
search Center points out that census data would
seem to confirm the impression that a hard core
of the poor have become trapped in their poverty.
Speaking of the percentage of the population liv-
ing in poverty at any given time, he says,

Year-to-year changes in these fractions are typically
less than 1 percent, and the Census survey’s other mea-
sures show little change in the characteristic of the
poor from one year to the next. They have shown re-
peatedly that the individuals who are poor are more
likely to be in families headed by a woman, by some-
one with low education, and by blacks.

Evidence that one-eighth of the population was poor
in two consecutive years, and that those poor shared
similar characteristics, is consistent with an inference
of absolutely no turnover in the poverty population.
Moreover, the evidence seems to fit the stereotype that
those families that are poor are likely to remain poor,
and that there is a hard-core population of poor families
for whom there is little hope of self-improvement.

Duncan continues, however, to warn that such
snapshots of the population can conceal changes
taking place. Specifically, an unchanging per-
centage of the population living in poverty does
not necessarily mean the same families are poor
from year to year. Theoretically, it could be a to-
tally different set of families each year.

To determine the real nature of poverty and
welfare, the University of Michigan undertook a
“Panel Study of Income Dynamics” in which
they followed the economic fate of 5,000 families
from 1969 to 1978, or ten years, the period sup-
posedly typified by Sheehan’s “welfare mother.”
At the beginning, the researchers found that in
1978, 8.1 percent of these families were receiv-
ing some welfare benefits and 3.5 percent de-
pended on welfare for more than half their
income. Moreover, these percentages did not dif-
fer drastically over the ten-year period (Duncan
1984:75).

Looking beyond these surface data, however,
the researchers found something you might not
have expected. During the ten-year period, about
one-fourth of the 5,000 families received wel-
fare benefits at least once. However, only 8.7
percent of the families were ever dependent on
welfare for more than half their income. “Only a
little over one-half of the individuals living in
poverty in one year are found to be poor in the
next, and considerably less than one-half of those
who experience poverty remain persistently poor
over many years” (Duncan 1984:3; emphasis
original).

Only 2 percent of the families received wel-
fare each of the ten years, and less than 1 percent
were continuously dependent on welfare for the
ten years. Table 1 summarizes these findings.

These data paint a much different picture of
poverty than people commonly assume. In a sum-
mary of his findings, Duncan (1984:4–5) says:

While nearly one-quarter of the population received
income from welfare sources at least once in the
decade, only about 2 percent of all the population
could be characterized as dependent upon this income
for extended periods of time. Many families receiving
welfare benefits at any given time were in the early
stages of recovering from an economic crisis caused
by the death, departure, or disability of a husband, a
recovery that often lifted them out of welfare when
they found full-time employment, or remarried, or
both. Furthermore, most of the children raised in wel-
fare families did not themselves receive welfare ben-
efits after they left home and formed their own
households.
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TABLE 1 Incidence of Short- and Long-Run Welfare Receipt 
and Dependence, 1969–1978

Percent of U.S. Population:

Receiving Dependent on 
Any Welfare for More 

Welfare than 50% of 
Income Family Income

Welfare in 1978 8.1% 3.5%
Welfare in 1 or more years, 1969–78 25.2 8.7
Welfare in 5 or more years, 1969–78 8.3 3.5
Welfare in all 10 years, 1969–78 2.0 0.7
“Persistent welfare” (welfare in 8 4.4 2.0
or more years), 1969–78

Source: Greg J. Duncan, Years of Poverty, Years of Plenty: The Changing Fortunes
of American Workers and Families (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1984), 75.

Many of the things social scientists study—
including [the issue of welfare] you’ve just read
about—generate deep emotions and firm convic-
tions in most people. This makes effective inquiry
into the facts difficult at best; all too often, re-
searchers manage only to confirm their initial prej-
udices. The special value of social science research
methods is that they offer a way to address such is-
sues with logical and observational rigor. They let
us all pierce through our personal viewpoints and
take a look at the world that lies beyond our own
perspectives. And it is that “world beyond” that
holds the solutions to the social problems we face
today.

At a time of increased depression and disillu-
sionment, we are continually tempted to turn away
from confronting social problems and retreat into
the concerns of our own self-interest. Social sci-
ence research offers an opportunity to take on
those problems and discover the experience of
making a difference after all. The choice is yours; I
invite you to take on the challenge.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. What does Babbie mean when he says that
“things are not what they seem” when we read
about controversial issues such as welfare?

2. Many people believe that welfare has be-
come an intergenerational way of life. What
data does Babbie present that challenge such
beliefs?
3. In the classic selection (“The Case for Value-
Free Sociology”), Max Weber asserts, “The pri-
mary task of a useful teacher is to teach [her/his]
students to recognize ‘inconvenient’ facts—I
mean facts that are inconvenient for their party
opinions.” Do you think some instructors (and
students) feel pressure to conform to approved
points of view, whether religious or political?
Should faculty and students ignore research find-
ings that contradict such perspectives?
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