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Government Assistance
• From last class – only 1/3 of social 

assistance goes to the poor, so what are 
the social assistance programs?

– Social insurance and cash benefits

• Social security retirement

• Medicare 

• Unemployment insurance

– Means tested benefits and cash assistance 

only for the poor (see the next two slides for 

information from Health and Human Services)



• What programs use the poverty guidelines? 
• The HHS poverty guidelines, or percentage multiples of them (such as 125 

percent, 150 percent, or 185 percent), are used as an eligibility criterion by 
a number of federal programs, including those listed below. For examples 
of major means-tested programs that do not use the poverty guidelines, see 
the end of this response. 

• Department of Health and Human Services:
– Community Services Block Grant 

– Head Start 

– Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) 

– Community Food and Nutrition Program 

– PARTS of Medicaid (28 percent of eligibles in Fiscal Year 2003) 

– Hill-Burton Uncompensated Services Program 

– AIDS Drug Assistance Program 

– State Children’s Health Insurance Program 

– Medicare – Prescription Drug Coverage (subsidized portion only) 

– Community Health Centers 

– Migrant Health Centers 

– Family Planning Services 

– Health Professions Student Loans — Loans for Disadvantaged Students 

– Health Careers Opportunity Program 

– Scholarships for Health Professions Students from Disadvantaged Backgrounds 

– Job Opportunities for Low-Income Individuals 

– Assets for Independence Demonstration Program 



• Department of Agriculture:
– Food Stamp Program 

– Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) 

– National School Lunch Program (for free and reduced-price meals only) 

– School Breakfast Program (for free and reduced-price meals only) 

– Child and Adult Care Food Program (for free and reduced-price meals only) 

– Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program 

• Department of Energy:
– Weatherization Assistance for Low-Income Persons 

• Department of Labor:
– Job Corps 

– National Farmworker Jobs Program 

– Senior Community Service Employment Program 

– Workforce Investment Act Youth Activities 

• Department of the Treasury:
– Low-Income Taxpayer Clinics 

• Corporation for National and Community Service:
– Foster Grandparent Program 

– Senior Companion Program 

• Legal Services Corporation:
– Legal Services for the Poor 

• Most of these programs are non-open-ended programs — that is, programs for which a fixed amount of money is 
appropriated each year. The only open-ended or “entitlement” programs that use the poverty guidelines for 
eligibility are Food Stamps, the National School Lunch Program, certain parts of Medicaid, and the subsidized 
portion of Medicare – Prescription Drug Coverage. 

• Some state and local governments have chosen to use the federal poverty guidelines in some of their own 
programs and activities. Examples include financial guidelines for child support enforcement and determination of 
legal indigence for court purposes. Some private companies (such as utilities, telephone companies, and 
pharmaceutical companies) and some charitable agencies also use the guidelines in setting eligibility for their 
services to low-income persons. 

• Major means-tested programs that do not use the poverty guidelines in determining eligibility include the following: 

• Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and its predecessor, Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC) (in most cases) 

• Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
• Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) 

• State/local-funded General Assistance (in most cases) 

• Large parts of Medicaid (72 percent of eligibles in Fiscal Year 2003) 

• Section 8 low-income housing assistance 

• Low-rent public housing 



The changing face of poverty

• The US has become less a location for 
elderly poor, but our children  and working 
age people are bearing the brunt

• Since 1960 there has been great 
improvement with new laws and programs

– 1970 24.6% of families 65 years and older 

lived below poverty limit

– 2004 9.8% of the same families were below 

the poverty limit



• To maintain this improvement with these 
arrangements, 60% of the Federal budget 
will need to be devoted to elder care by 
2030

• Who has paid since 1970?

– 1970 14% of children lived in poverty

– 2004 17.8% of children in poverty



• Note: elderly as a group are not poor

– they are more likely to have money markets, 

certificates of deposits, US Government 

Securities, municipal and corporate bonds

– The median household income of those 65-69  

is the highest of any age group followed by 

those 70-74

– 77% of those 65-74 own a home and of these 

most own the house outright

• AARP anyone?  Why senior discounts?



Consequences of social 

stratification

• Those in the lower classes are ill more 
often and have lower life expectancies

– They cannot afford the better foods

– Living conditions are often more difficult 

(harder to afford heat or air conditioning)

– Infant mortality 50% higher for children born 

into poverty

– Poor people tend to die from violent deaths at 

higher rates than those with higher incomes



• Childbearing, childrearing and family patterns 

vary by class

– Women in lower class tend more often to head the 

family

– Lower class women tend to have more children

– Middle class women discipline their children 
differently than working class women

• Middle class women punish boys and girls alike

• Working class women punish boys and girls differently (girls 
may be punished for some things while “boys will be boys”)

• Middle class women may consider intentions – eg. Having 
flowers pulled from garden, child may have wanted to give 
mom gift, working class mom will paddle anyway



• Poor tend to be caught more often for 
crimes 

– First, a poor person is more likely to be 

arrested an released without charges 

whereas a richer person would not even be 

taken in – a rich kid would be held until 

parents show up.

– Types of crime: poor tend to commit violent 

crimes and crimes against property. White 

collar crime involves bigger money!!

• White collar crime costs 250 times the amount in 

all bank robberies in a year

• Corporations sign consent decrees-- it has done 
nothing wrong and will never do it again



– Once charged, poor have court-appointed 

lawyers.  The better-off rely on private lawyers 

with more resources

– If convicted the poor likely get longer term

Mental illness: 1/3 of homeless are mentally ill 

(schizophrenic, manic-depressive, other 

disorders) and are unlikely to get help



Why does social inequality exist?
• Functionalist theory

– Much like Cory’s suggestion: Every society 
must select individuals to fill a wide variety of 
social positions.  

• To attract the most talented to each occupation, 
differential rewards based on the skills for each 
position must be set up (Davis & Moore 1945)

– different positions in society contribute different levels to 
the well-being of society

– Filling complex and important positions requires talent 
that is scarce and has long periods of training

– Providing unequal rewards ensures the most talented 
and best trained individuals will fill the roles of greatest 
importance

– In other words, the rich and powerful are there because 
they are the best qualified and are making the most 
significant contributions to society



• Critiques of functionalist theory

– Immorality of social stratification

• Why should janitors and trash collectors be less 

valued?  Their jobs are important.  Think about the 
college awash in trash!!!  Why should bankers be 

the ones making the big bucks, what do they really 
do?  Tell you you can’t get a loan at a bank where 

you’re a depositor?

– Neglect of talent and merit

• People born into the lower classes have to work 
much harder to use their talent and gain 

educations to get better jobs to show off those 

talents. Is it a good thing for society to have these 
talents ignored?



• Barriers to free competition

– Physicians were controlled by AMA for 

numbers to keep down the number of new 

MDs each year, this kept prices of medical 

care up,  this is now changing and HMOs 

controlling costs  are requiring competition for 

patients

• Functionally important jobs

– Which jobs are important, actors and athletes 

or child protective services workers and social 

services workers?  Who gets paid more?



• Conflict Theories

– Karl Marx

• Marx saw four possibilities for distribution of wealth 

at a minimum

– To each according to need

– To each according to want

– To each according to what is earned

– To each according to what can be obtained – by 
whatever means

– US capitalism was seen as the fourth, not the third

– Socialism  was seen as the first, and note that there were 
no luxuries within this system



– Max Weber
• Agrees with Marx on several issues including 

people’s motivation by self interest, economic 
institutions of fundamental importance in shaping 
society, and those in power promote ideas and 
values that help them maintain dominance

• However, he has modifications
– Economic classes arise out  unequal distribution of  

economic power (agrees with Marx)

– Social status is based on prestige or esteem, this comes 
from attitude of exclusivity and there is some relationship 
between economic stratification and  social-status 
stratification

– Political power exists when groups are able to influence 
events in their favor

– One can have political power without economic power 
such as Mother Teresa, or one can have social status 
from a recognized “genteel” family without money 
remaining, or monetary power from Unions can 
overwhelm lack of social status


