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Question: do means‐tested cash
transfers to poor families help
children?
• Why don’t we know the answer?
• Need long term follow‐up data
• Survey data: problems of attrition (PSID/NLSY: 40% after 20 years)

• Cash transfers bundled with many other programs today
(Medicaid, housing subsidies, food stamps)
• Usual problem of causal inference/endogeneity/confounding
• Children whose families receive welfare more disadvantaged than
those who do not

Ideal Data to Answer this
Question
• Historical administrative data on welfare receipt in childhood
• Welfare receipt not linked with other transfers

• Linked with long term outcomes
• Includes a convincing control group

This paper: Cash‐transfers
from Mother’s Pensions (MP)
• Large data set of MP applicants from admin data
• Born 1900‐1925
• No other transfers
• “linkable” information (full name, date of birth, county of residence)
• Long term effects: match individuals to
• Mortality (SS Death Master File or DMF)
• Education (1940 Census and WWII enlistment)
• Income (1940 Census)
• Anthropometrics (WWII enlistment)
• Compare rejected and accepted applicants
• Same circumstances, knowledge and motivation
• Rejected seem to be better off – yields a lower bound estimate

Challenges
• Data quality:
• Match rates not 100%
• Measurement error in matching and multiple matches

• Controls: are children of rejected mothers a good comparison
group?
• Look at reasons for rejection
• Document how SES differs across accepted and rejected
• Use alternative counterfactuals

• External validity: are these results generalizable?
• Document mechanisms
• Income still determines health and schooling outcomes today.
• Single headed households are still the poorest groups.

The First Welfare Program in
the US: Mother’s Pension
• IL first passed in 1911. By 1930: 47 states had program.
• To reduce placement of poor children in orphanages/training
schools
“An act to provide for the partial support of mothers whose
husbands are dead or have become permanently incapacitated
for work by reason of physical or mental infirmity when such
mothers have children under fourteen years of age, and are
residents of the county in which application for relief is made;
and, also, to provide for the probationary, visitation, care, and
supervision of the family for whose benefit such support is
provided.“

Data: Individual records of
recipients
• From county ledgers. Hired undergrads from local institutions
to collect the information and record in a spreadsheet.
• Typically have: Mother’s name, child name, DOB, sibs’ names
and DOB, date applied, amount of transfer, duration, reason.
• Subset of counties have more
• Not all counties had program, or have records.
• Generalizable? Characteristics of counties in our sample (from
1910 Census data) are very similar to national averages (literacy,
poverty, share rural/farming)

• Collected approx. 80,000 records of children born between
1890 and 1935, living in 14 states

Confidentiality
•
•
•
•
•
•

Federal law – 72 years
Mortality records publicly available (SS DMF)
1940 Census records just released publicly (post 72 years)
WWII enlistment records publicly available
Most of the Mothers Pension records were publicly available
2 exceptions: York County, PA and the State of Washington
• Received a waiver, with assurance that we would not release
identifying information

1. Mortality and matching
• Match administrative records among males using 6 variables:
first name, middle initial, last name, day, month and year of
birth.
• Unique matches 48%
• Multiple matches 4%
• No matches: 48%

• Using life tables, we calculate that 32% of our sample should
have died prior to 1975 (therefore no match)
• We match 84% of the at‐risk population

2. Missing data
1.

Assume all unmatched died prior to 1970s in survival models
• We are more likely to find accepted boys in the DMF (consistent with
their living longer)

2.

Drop the unmatched, estimate hazard models on the sample with
a known date of death
• Log(age at death) is the outcome

3.

For a subset of records (Ohio – 38% of our sample) match records
by hand
•
•
•
•

State death records go back to 1958
Cemetery records in Ancestry.com
Find a match for 60% of our sample in Ohio
If, when we collect more data, the results don’t change, have more
confidence in our results

Other matching issues
• Multiple matches?
• Use methods in Bugni, Honoré and Lleras‐Muney (2015)

• Measurement error in matching?
• Generate an index of the quality of the match
• Do results change when restrict to only the highest quality
matches?

3. Are rejects a good “control”?
• Compare rejected with accepted on observable characteristics
(family size, age of children, marital status of mother)
• Look at reasons for rejection
• For Iowa boys, can link to their 1915 state census records,
compare pre‐treatment characteristics of accepted and
rejected: income, home ownership, paternal education
• Did the same for Ohio boys (linked to 1900‐1920 census
records), compare occupation, nativity
• Alternative control groups from census
• Children in institutions
• Children of ineligible mothers (based on marital status, eg,
divorced, abandoned)
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Results
• Acceptance increases probability of survival to age 70 by 10‐
29% and age 80 by 10‐20%
• Acceptance increases longevity by 1 year, more for poorest

Alternative counterfactuals
census 1900‐1930 from MP states
1‐boys living in institutions ‐ orphans
Historical counterfactual
2‐Poor children from 1910 and 1920 Censuses who were
ineligible for the MP program
• All children 18 and younger
• Because mother’s marital status was “single/never married”
“divorced” or “abandoned”, not eligible for the MP program in
that county (but eligible in other nearby counties)
• Matched by propensity score to similar MP recipients (ie, a
divorced mother in a nearby county in which divorce did not
preclude one from eligibility)

• Caveat: match rates lower (no exact DOB in census)
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Medium‐Term Outcomes:
1940 Census records
• Does not have month or day of birth—match by state, full
name and year of birth
• Poor match rate without a date of birth
• Check that the sample of MP applicants we did match is
representative of the general population of MP applicants

• Outcomes
• Education
• Income
• Race

1940 Census: Education
Distribution of Years of Schooling ‐ 1940 Census
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1940 Census: Log Income
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WWII enlistment records
• Records for 9 M individuals served in the Army (out of 16.5M
who served)
• Have anthropometrics and race
But
• Not all cohorts are well represented, and some groups were
less likely to serve.
• Find about 18% of individuals
• Accepted again more likely to be found, likely because healthier
than the rejected

• Results: Accepted significantly less likely to be undernourished

Conclusions
• Even modest cash transfers in childhood have
significant long term benefits:
• Live one year longer (SS Death Master File)
• Earn 14% more in early adulthood (1940 Census)
• 50% less likely to be underweight in early adulthood (WWII
Enlistment records)
• 0.4 more years of schooling (1940 Census and WWII
Enlistment records)

• Passes a cost‐benefit calculation

Relevance today?
• Current relevance?
• Strong relationship between income and health then and now
• Also for family income and child education
• Single moms still the poorest group

• Conditional Cash Transfer (CCTs) in developing countries
likely to have long term benefits

